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      A year had passed since the Blackout.

      That’s what we called the mass memory wiper pulse that deleted the memories of tens of thousands of Perfects and about a thousand Arch-Perfects on Strava. A year since we’d brought Ta’Zan’s reign of terror to an abrupt end. For a while, a few of us thought we might not make it.

      Ta’Zan wasn’t some run-of-the-mill overlord. He was intelligent, more so than most. He was ruthless and determined. Heartless and bitter, spiteful and proud. That pride was his downfall, in the end. Ta’Zan couldn’t accept that there were people out there who would stand up to him and his nearly invincible soldiers. That we’d stop at nothing to bring him down and secure the freedom of our own worlds, when all he wanted to do was wipe us all out and replace us with his so-called Perfects.

      In the end, Ta’Zan was just another guy with way too much power on his hands. Even we’d believed him to be invincible, until we found cracks in his armor—Faulties he’d abandoned who turned against him, and Perfects who saw past his delusion of an ideal society. We all had a right to live, no matter what our genes were made of, and we fought hard for that right. We won.

      Now, Strava was nearly unrecognizable. Three species inhabited this planet, peacefully and in complete harmony, because they accepted one another as living beings. We’d built a GASP base here, too, right on top of what had once been Ta’Zan’s home. It was our way of giving him the middle finger, even beyond death.

      The GASP founders were, of course, back with their families and loved ones. None of them considered taking another vacation anytime soon—their last one hadn’t turned out so well.

      I frequently visited Strava, mostly to help with GASP affairs. We had loads of Perfect and Faulty recruits, and sometimes, additional trainers were needed to prep them for field missions. They were all bright and willing to learn, humble, yet determined. I liked that about them. It felt as though I had a bunch of clean canvases to paint on—to shape and color as I wished. Needless to say, most of the recruits I worked with were fast-tracked into agent positions. I found the pride stemming from that to be quite addictive.

      We were due to begin our first GASP annual council meeting. We had a smaller one every month, but the yearly one was key. It highlighted successes and failures, with some of the founders present to help us do better in the future. Like Derek always said, to every problem, there was a solution. It was only a matter of analyzing the facts and designing the right course of action. Fortunately, our GASP performance so far had been stellar. I liked to think it had something to do with the epic scare that was the entire Ta’Zan episode. It made us all stronger and wiser. Better at making the right choice, no matter how difficult it could be.

      Our Stravian GASP base was led by Raphael, Douma, Dmitri, and Herakles, with assistance from several senior agents from The Shade, myself included. Each of the three nations were represented: Douma, for the Perfects and Arch-Perfects, Rakkhan, for the Draenir, and Amal and Amane, for the Faulties. At this yearly council meeting, the nation leaders were present, too. We had a lot to go over, and most of it was good.

      The trauma that Ta’Zan had left behind was going to take longer to heal, as far as the Faulties and the Draenir were concerned. They remembered everything, unlike the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects, whose memories had vanished in the Blackout. In fact, the only Perfect left standing after that was Raphael. For some reason, he, too, could still remember it all. Everyone else had to be retrained and reeducated, minus Ta’Zan’s indoctrination videos, of course.

      Strava had developed beautifully. Diamond was still the main resource used in construction, so all the cities shone in the sunlight. Towers that reached for the sky twinkled in the distance. Hundreds of cities rose on the larger islands, while modest towns and villages occupied the small archipelagos. Nothing was too much or in any way invasive for the environment. They all respected nature and built their settlements accordingly.

      Strava’s serium deposits had become a valuable commodity, and we’d established some intergalactic trade routes to send some to Eritopia, Neraka, and The Shade, as well. The beauty of serium was its ability to store natural energy from thunderstorms. The mineral could easily replace electrical systems completely, and harnessing serium power was environmentally friendly.

      And being environmentally friendly had become a priority for The Shade and Earth, given the past century’s developments. More and more supernaturals were coming to Earth, and that required additional resources on our part. We couldn’t just send everyone back, not after all the hard work that had gone into establishing peaceful relations between the other-dimensional species and the humans. So, serium minerals were the perfect way to satisfy the need for energy in our world.

      “Long time no see!” Herakles’s voice rammed through my train of thought, followed by a heavy, albeit friendly, slap on the back.

      Suddenly, I was back in this wonderful present, standing in the middle of the hallway. Ahead, past the diamond walls, was the meeting room. With my True Sight, I could see who had already arrived for the council meeting. Raphael, Derek and Sofia, Douma and Dmitri, Rakkhan, and Wallah, who would soon take his place. His pipsqueak figure was quite recognizable.

      Herakles was beaming at me. I was fond of the dude, too, particularly since he’d let his hair grow a little. Granted, he looked a lot fiercer with a bald head, but I, for one, appreciated the short black buzzcut better—and a lot of the ladies did, too.

      “I’ve been here for a week,” I shot back. “We literally saw each other yesterday.”

      “Meh! My notion of time is different from yours,” Herakles replied with a smirk.

      “You and dogs,” I muttered, making my way toward the council room.

      Herakles joined me, remarkably jovial.

      “So, big meeting, huh?” he asked, and I wasn’t sure whether the question was rhetorical or not.

      “The first of many, I hope. The yearly ones are the most important, in my book,” I said, then looked at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He stopped, his eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

      “You seem like you swallowed a bunch of serium crystals. What’s up with all the energy?”

      He was buzzing, more so than usual.

      “Oh. I think it’s the coffee,” Herakles replied, wearing a sheepish smile. “Dmitri brought some from The Shade. I had no idea it would taste so amazing.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Coffee was one of the things we’d repeatedly forgotten to introduce to Strava, over the past few months, though we’d often joked about how it would amp up the GASP recruits. It did explain a lot about Herakles’s sudden behavioral changes, for sure.

      “How much did you have?” I asked.

      Herakles blanked out for a moment. I had a feeling he was counting. “Twenty mugs, this morning. It’s friggin’ delicious.”

      “Whoa. Dude. That’s… a lot.”

      He shrugged. “Like I said. Delicious.”

      “Yeah, also chock full of caffeine. You don’t want to overdo it, or else you won’t sleep for days,” I replied. “Don’t get me wrong, even as a vampire, I still enjoy the occasional cup, but you’ve got to take it easy. Too much isn’t good for you. In fact, how are you still standing after twenty mugs? How is your heart still functioning?”

      “Different metabolism, maybe?” Herakles sighed, and motioned for the meeting room’s double doors. “Come on, we’re due to start soon.”

      “Look at you, all ready to work.” I chuckled.

      I followed him down the diamond hallway, remembering my first impressions of him. Not much had changed from the early days, other than his hairdo, of course. Herakles was still the pirate, the rebel who obeyed only the rules that worked for him, personally.

      He was, however, indispensable to our crew, given his impressive physical and cognitive abilities. Like Amal and Amane, he was probably as close as a Faulty would ever get to being a Perfect, and that made him valuable. Herakles was still a good team player, despite his roguish attitude. He never left any of us out to dry, and he was a damn fine instructor, too. In the end, Raphael and Douma both insisted that he be a part of GASP’s Stravian leadership. He’d earned his place.

      Inside the meeting room, Derek and Sofia, Douma and Dmitri, Raphael, Rakkhan, and Wallah were patiently waiting for the rest of us to come in. Herakles and I sat next to each other, joining the council around the large glass table. A massive screen was mounted on the wall behind Derek, and I knew that would be the place to look at during the meeting. Derek had developed a thing for slideshow presentations.

      Amal and Amane came in after us, accompanied by Ridan. The dragon was an integral part of GASP, as well, and Amane’s soulmate. The two were ridiculously happy together, much like Douma and Dmitri. Personally, I was just a tiny bit jealous of them. I’d yet to meet someone who’d capture my attention like that. I wanted to, though. I felt as though there was a little piece missing from me, even when I was busy doing something else.

      I had an eternity ahead of me, and part of it included the Nevertide throne. That was still far away, since my parents were perfectly capable and willing to keep leading the kingdom. It gave me the freedom I needed to explore every corner of the universe, to grow as a vampire-sentry, and to amass the most incredible experiences. I hoped one of them would be finding someone to love.

      “Varga! You’re still here!” Ridan exclaimed.

      “We have the spring batch to train, remember?” I answered, smiling.

      He nodded. “That’s right… Two more weeks of combat training left, right?”

      “And excellent instructors to get the job done,” Douma interjected, giving me an appreciative nod.

      “I do my best,” I said with a smirk.

      Derek and Sofia were as close as ever. Derek was glowing—for good reason, too. Ta’Zan had done something to turn him into a day-walker. He was the only vampire who could be out in the sun without burning up like a pyre. The witches, along with Amal and Amane’s Sciences Department, were still studying Derek’s blood in an attempt to figure out what treatment Ta’Zan had used to fix his sunlight sensitivity, but they were still a long way from untangling that mystery. On top of that, he and Sofia were in the middle of preparations to become parents again—this time, however, they wanted to adopt. Soon enough, they were going to start looking for a child that would need their love, care and guidance. They had plenty to give.

      Elonora came in, joined by Nevis, Ben, and Rose. They were part of the original search crew that had come to Strava over a year ago, looking for our founders. They were essential to this annual meeting, as they had first-hand experience with the planet and its people, from the very beginning. And I, for one, never said no to spending some time with my little sister.

      Since she was now going steady with Nevis, Elonora had moved to Neraka about a month ago. They lived up on Mount Athelathan, among the Dhaxanians, though they often came out for GASP missions and family reunions in The Shade and in Nevertide. It was good to see her smiling and blooming by Nevis’s side. After the Connor incident back in college, I’d doubted she’d ever let herself fall in love again.

      Lumi was the last to enter the meeting room, accompanied by Bogdana (who still benefited from the swamp witch’s “youth serums,” it seemed). Lumi was our oldest and most seasoned swamp witch, and Bogdana had a personal tie to Strava, as a frequent visitor in the past, and as Ta’Zan’s surrogate mother. Both were valuable in our mission to take this planet to the next level. Lumi, in fact, was instrumental.

      “Okay, I think that’s everyone,” Derek said, looking around the room. “Thank you all for joining us today.”

      “We couldn’t miss this. It’s the actual anniversary of the Blackout, isn’t it?” Elonora replied.

      “It is. One year to the day,” Raphael said. “Needless to say, I’m glad you’re all still alive and kicking.”

      “Are you, really?” Nevis shot back, raising an eyebrow.

      It made both Raphael and Elonora laugh. Looking back, I remembered the crush that Raphael had developed for Elonora—Nevis hadn’t taken it well, dropping the temperature whenever Raphael got too flirty with my sister. I stifled a chuckle of my own, knowing that, ever since those early days, Raphael and Nevis had developed a solid friendship, peppered, of course, with snarky back-and-forths regarding Elonora. Their dynamic reminded me of Nevis, Avril, and Heron.

      After all, almost two years ago, Nevis had first set his sights on Avril, during the Neraka debacle. The shoe was now on the other foot for the Dhaxanian prince, and I found it absolutely hilarious.

      “You know I love you,” Raphael replied, grinning like the Cheshire cat.

      “Oh, if only Heron were here to watch you boil,” I chimed in, prompting another wave of laughter.

      It got cold so fast that my teeth started chattering. Looking down, I noticed the frost climbing up my legs, further decreasing my already-low vampy temperature. Nevis was wearing a dry half-smile—it quickly faded when Elonora noticed what he was doing to me and pinched his side. He let a faint squeal out, and that just made us all unravel.

      “Paws off my brother!” Elonora said.

      Nevis’s gaze softened on her. He loved her more than anything, and then some. I found comfort in knowing that my sister’s heart was well looked after. Nevis was strong and powerful. He was definitely the right guy for her. My Lenny was driven and relentless, like a bullet, sometimes. She needed someone who could keep up, someone who would cherish her exactly the way she was.

      “How is everyone this morning?” Derek asked, drawing our focus back to him.

      Dmitri chuckled. “I’m due for another training session on Calliope with Lumi and my brothers,” he said. “I’m close to going full wolf!”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful news!” Sofia replied.

      “The werewolf doesn’t need the full moon to come out,” Lumi explained. “That’s just ancient lore that everyone took for gospel. Jovi, Dmitri, and Aida only need the night to transform. Granted, it’s a long and difficult process to unleash the beast, but they’ve come so far, already. I have faith they’ll all be able to shift with great ease, soon enough.”

      “Voss is already a pup during the night,” Dmitri said. “But that’s because Lumi got him started so young.”

      “Jovi is already going full wolf. Aida’s done it once, too. You’re next, Dmitri,” Lumi replied.

      “How are Jovi and Anjani, by the way?” I asked. “I haven’t seen them since Richard was born.”

      “Oh, man! They’re great!” Dmitri said, lighting up like a Christmas tree. “But I would’ve picked a better name for the baby. Richard is so… stern and noble.”

      “And what? The Blackhalls aren’t stern and noble?” Elonora replied, her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Hah! Good one, Lenny.” Dmitri scoffed, crinkling his nose. “He’s gorgeous, though.”

      “Richard is a beautiful baby, indeed,” Derek said. “He’s got Anjani’s emerald-gold eyes and Jovi’s black hair. He’ll break some hearts when he grows up.”

      “Yeah, the same could be said about Chantal,” I replied.

      Bijarki and Vita’s daughter was a breathtaking specimen, in my opinion. She had her father’s eyes and her mother’s pale blond hair. Chantal also had Bijarki’s glimmering silvery skin, which made her look as though she’d been sculpted from the most beautiful crystals. On top of that, she was already making the candles in the room flare up whenever she got hungry. I looked forward to seeing what she could do once she grew up.

      “Mm-hm. We’re doing a birthday party for her tomorrow, in Luceria,” Sofia said. “I hope you’re all able to attend!” she added, looking around the table.

      “I won’t be able to,” Amal replied. “But my sister and Ridan have already RSVP’d.”

      “And I have an assembly to hold for the Draenir,” Rakkhan said. “Thank you for inviting us, nonetheless. It’s most kind of you.”

      “Fiona and Zane will be coming,” Elonora continued. “And they’re bringing Sophia.”

      Sofia blushed at the sound of the baby’s name. Fiona and Zane had named her in honor of Sofia, after all. They said they wanted her to grow up to be just like her—smart and beautiful, resilient and honorable, kind and loving, like “the mother of The Shade.”

      “Caia and Blaze are bringing Jericho,” Dmitri said.

      “Oh, yeah, bring a dragon-fae baby to a party. What could go wrong?” I muttered, making the others laugh. “What? You all forgot the last time Jericho was in the room with all of us, huh?”

      “How could we forget?” Elonora giggled.

      Indeed, how could they? Jericho had been a handful from the day he was born. Barely a few hours old, and he was already spitting fire. Thankfully, Caia was immune to the flames—the nursery room, though, not so much. They had to refurbish it three times in his first month alone. Still, that spelled great things for Jericho’s future. Once he grew up and was able to control his fire, he was going to be a remarkable hybrid.

      “Okay, so, basically we’re gonna have the triple threat in the same room again, huh?” Herakles concluded with one eyebrow raised.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I retorted.

      He offered a shrug, and pointed at his hair. “Provided I don’t walk out of there bald again, I’m good.”

      “Wait until Serena and Draven’s baby comes,” Derek said. “It’ll be a quadruple threat, then.”

      The entire room roared with laughter. It took us a few minutes to get back to the meeting subjects. Derek was, of course, the first to regain his composure.

      “I’m now a great-great-grandfather,” he said. “I still can’t believe it.”

      “And what a great great-great-grandfather you are!” I replied. “You’ve done well, Derek. You’ve helped us all grow and become better versions of ourselves. I hope you know that.”

      “You have your parents and your grandparents to thank, as well,” Derek said. “Especially you and Lenny. Heck, all of you. You’re all incredible creatures. I’m honored to be here, surrounded by all of you.”

      Rakkhan cleared his throat, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You’re too humble, Derek. You and your people saved our world. You’ve helped us evolve more than I would’ve thought possible.”

      “Speaking of which!” Amal interjected, wearing a polite smile. “The end-of-year reports are in. I’m pleased to announce that we’ve had good crops this autumn. We have enough to feed the entire population for the next two years, at least.”

      “The reserves are sealed and the temperatures are monitored,” Amane added.

      “The entire population. You mean all three species?” I asked.

      Amal nodded. “Yes. The Draenir and the Faulties have worked the fields together. I’m impressed by the output, to be honest.”

      “What about infrastructure?” Derek replied.

      “It’s on point,” Douma said. “All the settlements, every village, town, and city, are fully powered and connected. The energy consumption is moderate and clean. The Perfects finalized the power networks last month.”

      “That’s fantastic news!” Sofia exclaimed. “So everyone has access to basic amenities. Power, light… fresh water, too, I suppose.”

      “Yes, the filters are fully operational,” Amane replied. “We have the rivers, too, but we’re able to draw water from the ocean, directly, and process it into drinking water. We’ve made sure to make the system available to the smaller islands, too.”

      “As for the political system, I admit, I am impressed,” Rakkhan said. “We have a good relationship, and my people are treated with respect. We’re honored to be considered educators, as well.”

      “Our schools would be useless without you,” Douma replied, smiling. “We are but young minds still, waiting to be further shaped by you and your experiences.”

      “GASP is doing phenomenally well, I see,” Derek added, looking over a printed file. “Record recruitment numbers… We might have to send more trainers. Right?”

      I nodded. “Probably, yes. If the numbers keep growing like this, we’ll definitely need extra hands on deck next spring.”

      “We could send the vampire-fae we have,” Sofia suggested, looking at Derek. “There are five of them, and they’re currently stationed on Neraka. They could do with a change of pace, I think.”

      Vampire-fae were still a rarity in our world. Few of the fae had dared to undertake the change, but those who did came out stronger in the end. Vampires with fae abilities were considered superior fighters and were also very good teachers. The five we had that Sofia had just mentioned were responsible for some significant upgrades to Zane’s daemon army.

      I could certainly see them training Perfects and Faulties alike.

      Derek made a note on his file, and glanced around the table. “So far, so good, I think. Now, before we dig into the details, just a brief reminder, as per my beloved wife’s request: Harper and Caspian’s wedding is in seven days. I suppose you will all be attending?”

      This time, he got a resounding yes. How could we not attend? Harper had not only survived the Nerakian hell, she’d also been our rock during the war with Ta’Zan—one of the voices that kept us linked to Calliope in some of the darker times that had befallen our world. Of course we were all attending!

      “It will be an honor,” Douma said. “Do we know anything else about your blood, Derek?” she asked, frowning. Then she gave us all an apologetic smile. “Forgive me for bouncing from one point to another, but I’ve been meaning to ask for days, now.”

      Derek exhaled deeply, leaning back into his chair. Sofia held his hand, squeezing gently.

      “Not yet,” Lumi finally replied. “Amal, Amane, and I are working on it. Arwen and the witches are also helping. We’ve yet to identify the exact treatment that Ta’Zan used, but we’ll keep running tests, and, of course, as soon as we know something, we’ll tell you.”

      “So, we’re nowhere closer to replicating the day-walker gene yet,” Elonora said, sounding slightly disappointed.

      “I’m afraid not,” Amal replied. “We don’t know all the ingredients that Ta’Zan used for the treatment, so we have to dig deep into Derek’s genes and compare them with those of other vampires, like Sofia, Caleb, and Rose. It’ll take a while, I think. None of Ta’Zan’s research on the topic was found. Whether he never kept any hard copies or he simply destroyed them all after administering the pills… well, we’re unlikely to ever know.”

      “But Derek’s blood will tell us the full story, once we unravel every gene,” Amane continued. “Whatever Ta’Zan did, I’m sure we’ll be able to replicate it. Eventually.”

      I kind of understood Elonora’s mild disappointment. Heck, all of us vampires yearned to feel the sunlight on our faces again. For now, we could cheat a little with smoked glass and filtered diamond ceilings, but it was nothing compared to the real thing.

      A treatment to make us all like Derek was still far away. There was no point in getting hung up over it.

      “Anyway, back to the main topic,” I cut in, changing the subject. “Come on, Derek, give us that slideshow I know you’ve been dying to put on. I’m ready.”

      Derek laughed lightly, before standing up and inserting a small crystal key into the back of the large wall-mounted screen. As expected, the cover image of a slideshow presentation came on. In the middle, displayed with large and solid black characters, was the main title.

      Strava. One Year Post-Blackout.

      One year since we’d nearly confronted the very end of the universe.

      Bring it on, I thought. I looked forward to seeing exactly how far Strava had come since. How far we’d all come, for that matter.
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      Nevis and I headed to Calliope after the Strava council meeting. Everything looked great in that part of the In-Between—better than many of us would’ve hoped for, not that long ago. The Draenir, the Perfects, and the Faulties got along wonderfully. Needless to say, they no longer had Ta’Zan’s mental poison pitting them against each other.

      They understood and respected each nation equally. On top of that, the Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were really coming into their own as GASP agents. Sometimes, the Shadians referred to them as “the angels of the In-Between,” and I could totally see where they were coming from. The Perfects and the Arch-Perfects were beautiful and valiant, noble and downright stunning with their gorgeous white wings. And they wore armor, too. I mean, come on…

      Our Shadian family was growing bigger every day. It was our generation’s turn to take the helm, to live incredible lives and form families of our own. Caia and Blaze, Jovi and Anjani, Vita and Bijarki, and Fiona and Zane were just some of the couples that had strengthened their bonds over the past year. And they were raising beautiful children, with grandiose futures ahead of them.

      Harper and Caspian were, more or less, next in line. Well, Serena and Draven were slightly ahead of them, but they were all moving in the same direction. We were all defined by love, in more than one way. It was our love for life that drove us to beat the odds at every turn. Our love for each other that made each of us want to become a better version of ourselves. And it was our love for the universe itself that made us look out and explore its infinite splendor.

      It wasn’t just the fae stars, Eritopia, Neraka, and Strava anymore. No. GASP was looking out farther into the In-Between and discovering new worlds. Of course, they were all somehow interconnected, as we learned from Draven, who had been using the Druid Archives for information. It was an established fact, already, that prior to Azazel’s reign, the Druids had often gone out to visit other worlds. All we were doing in the end was continuing their work and strengthening diplomatic relations.

      I’d yet to visit these other planets, but the delegations we’d sent over had come back with some incredible accounts—not to mention photos and videos! I, for one, was looking forward to getting out there myself. Nevis felt the same way, and it made us all the stronger together for it.

      I loved him more than anything. We were bonded for life, whether we liked it or not. We’d recently moved in together as well. Our souls were permanently intertwined, and Nevis was no longer just a Dhaxanian royal who could live for a very long time. He’d become a sentry, too, which had added a few centuries on top of what he was already looking at, as his future.

      Still, there was a part of me that was tempted to think farther than that. I was a vampire-sentry. I was immortal. And I couldn’t, for the life of me, imagine even the most distant future without Nevis in it. It was too early, I thought, to talk to him about it. But I hoped that, once I did, he’d feel the same way. That, someday, Nevis would consider becoming a vampire. If that was even possible… No one had tried it before, after all.

      In the meantime, however, I enjoyed every second of every moment we had together. We were greeted with smiles and arms wide open, as soon as we walked through the newly established portal on top of Luceria. It was yet another perk of having two full swamp witches—Kailani and Lumi had established a portal connection from Luceria to Strava and Neraka, making it easier for all of us to travel.

      They’d created similar openings in the Mount Zur GASP base, as well. The interplanetary spells had been adjusted and improved, but the portals were even easier to use, since it took mere minutes to get from point A to point B across the In-Between. Personally, I loved it.

      Serena and Draven were present to greet us, along with Varga, Dmitri, and Douma. This was probably going to be the last of Serena’s sumptuous dinner parties, at least for a little while, since the baby was almost here. She was throwing this one in honor of Harper and Caspian, in anticipation of their wedding, which was bound to take place a couple of days later, in The Shade.

      “Good grief, you look so cool!” Serena yelped, and graciously waddled toward me for a hug.

      She was days away from her due date, and, as far as I could tell, fortunate to still be able to walk, given the considerable size of her baby bump. Well, technically speaking, that wasn’t a bump anymore. I was tempted to call it a great big ball of baby—though not out loud. Nevertheless, she was gorgeous and glowing, happiness seeping through her pores.

      Serena was crazy about Dhaxanian fashion. She’d liked the silvery and diamond embroidery on silk from the moment Nevis had first set foot on Calliope. Me too, for that matter, which was why I’d had absolutely no trouble adjusting to most Dhaxanian customs. Nevis’s personal tailor had set me up with an entire walk-in closet filled with the most wonderful pieces of clothing. I was a fan of silken tunics—custom made to fit my figure from top to bottom.

      For this trip, however, I’d packed a lot of dresses. All the formal occasions involved parties and brunches, so it had seemed like the natural choice. Nevis liked my current outfit enormously. In fact, he’d had trouble keeping his hands off me prior to stepping through the portal.

      Serena threw her arms around me and pulled me into a very complicated hug, as I tried my best not to squish her belly. She didn’t seem to care, though.

      “Good grief, you’re strong,” I managed, breathless from her tight grip.

      She giggled, then lunged at Nevis next. Draven soon joined us, offering a polite bow and a warm smile. “Welcome,” he said.

      “You’re looking all shiny-glowy, Dad,” I shot back, grinning.

      Serena left Nevis at my side, and proceeded to walk around me a couple of times, admiring my figure. I’d picked a navy-blue silk dress, with diamond butterflies bursting down one shoulder, my chest, and my back. The moonlight cast its reflections upon each wing. I had to admit, Nevis’s tailor was top notch.

      “I love this. I absolutely love this!” Serena said.

      It was so nice to see her like this. Almost carefree, gleeful and smiling. Sure, her back was probably sore, and her feet hurt like hell, but she could step back and simply admire a dress, stress over what drinks to serve at her sister’s wedding party, wonder what name to give the baby and where to go on vacation this summer…

      She’d earned the reprieve, after everything we’d all been through.

      “I can hook you up with Nevis’s tailor, if you’d like,” I replied.

      “Clearly, he’s phenomenal,” Nevis added, giving me a most flattering and cheek-burning sideways glance.

      My brother gave me a brief nod and a playful wink from behind. “You’re late, sis!”

      “No, I’m not,” I said, and checked my watch, just to be sure.

      “No, you’re not,” he replied, chuckling.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, doing my best impression of a deadly threat. “Don’t mess around, Varga. Remember, I can always spike your drink.”

      That was enough to wipe the smirk off his face. For Christmas Kailani had given me a set of the niftiest little potions, neatly wrapped in tiny bubbles—and designed to mess with my brother whenever he tried or even succeeded to pull a prank on me. Kailani knew Varga and me well enough to understand that I needed a bit of an edge in our sibling “war.” All innocent fun, of course! And mostly potions that messed with his sentry senses, gave him annoying itches, or made him spit out frogs. Nothing too gnarly. Maybe a little gooey, at most.

      And Varga had already been on the receiving end of two such bubbles since Christmas. I doubted he was ready for a third one so soon.

      “Okay, okay, enough with the threats for now! Wait until the night after tomorrow!” Serena chimed in, struggling not to laugh as she ushered us all toward the staircase leading to a lower level. “Dinner is about to be served!”

      That was something I’d been looking forward to. As a vampire-sentry, my dietary options were restricted to blood. Any other fluid I had, like coffee or tea, was simply to enjoy the taste, now and then. So, when it came to the blood, I’d grown accustomed to the flavored types. Sure, the blood was different from one planet to another, since it was sourced from local animals. However, since Neraka, I’d developed a taste for blood with spices added into it. There was one in particular that I was most fond of, as it contained a combination of saffron and other slightly peppered herbs that gave the blood an absolutely phenomenal taste.

      And I knew Serena would make sure to stock up on a few batches, just for me.

      Nevis took my hand as we walked behind Draven and Serena. Varga, Dmitri, and Douma were right behind us. We made our way down the white marble stairs and through the main hallway. At the very end, a sumptuous dinner hall opened up, with sturdy but beautifully sculpted columns connecting the floor to the picturesque ceiling.

      Fires burned bright orange in the elegant, wall-mounted torches. Cream satin curtains adorned the giant windows overlooking the northern gardens of Luceria below. They matched the chairs and the table napkins. I had to give Serena credit: the girl knew how to throw a proper dinner party. The table, long and rectangular, was covered with gold-plated silverware, fine porcelains, and crystal glasses, along with a plethora of local flowers. An explosion of whites, pale pinks, and lilacs.

      Not all the guests had made it tonight, with most of them due to meet us in The Shade for the wedding, instead. With GASP permanently expanding, it had become quite a challenge to squeeze in a day or two for celebrations like this. Nevertheless, it was always a pleasure for me to be here, on Calliope. It was definitely one of my favorite spots in the universe.

      Harper and Caspian were already here, seated at the head of the table. Joining them were Hazel and Tejus, Viola and Phoenix, Rose and Caleb, Ben and River, Derek and Sofia, Abby and Erik, and their daughter, Amelia, on one side. On the other, Grandma Claudia and Grandpa Yuri, Cameron and Liana, with their son, Cedric, Lucas and Marion, Xavier and Vivienne, and Victoria and Bastien.

      We smiled and said hello to everyone, then took our own seats. Nevis and I were next to Hazel and Tejus. Varga joined us, carefully checking the table from end to end.

      “Where are Jovi and Anjani?” he asked.

      “Oh, they won’t make it tonight. Richard came down with a little fever, and there’s no way in hell those two will come out, now,” Serena replied.

      “I hope the kid’s okay,” Varga muttered, his brow furrowed.

      “He’s totally fine,” Bastien replied. “Little Richie is teething.”

      “Oh, good, another Blackhall to bite me,” Varga complained. “And no Jovi for me to torment tonight. Ugh… Not my night.”

      I chuckled, and squeezed his shoulder. “It’s okay, you might get lucky with Bijarki.”

      “Ha-ha,” Varga retorted, twisting his face like a petulant little brat.

      Even so, he was the light of my eyes. My beacon. My big brother. Despite our taunts, I knew I could always rely on him for anything.

      The double doors opened again, making everyone turn their heads. Aida and Field came in, with Voss firmly wrapped around his father’s torso. Behind them, Vita and Bijarki carefully guided Chantal in—the most beautiful little thing in a frilly, pale green dress, as she stepped into the room.

      “Look at her. Barely a year old and already close to running circles around us,” Dmitri murmured, unable to take his eyes off the incubus-fae baby girl.

      “She takes after her mom, I’ll bet,” Amelia replied.

      Vita giggled. “Thank you, Amelia. Glad to see someone recognizes the awesomeness on this side of the family.”

      “It’s hard not to,” Bijarki said to her. “I’m the luckiest bastard in the In-Between.”

      Amelia laughed. “I’m pretty sure every Eritopian at this table is saying that.”

      I had to admit, I liked Amelia a lot. She was usually shy and quiet, but the spiced rose water was tearing away at her inhibitions. I had a feeling that there was quite a fighter somewhere beneath that adorably nerdy façade of hers. Then again, if she kept coming to these dinners, one of us was bound to rub off on her.

      We all got comfortable on the other side of the table and settled into drinks and dinner, while Amelia brought us up to speed with some of the technological developments in The Shade. The serium imports were a real gamechanger, it seemed.

      “The entire island is now on blue energy,” Amelia said. “Blue, solar, and wind, actually. We’ve got backup in case the serium dries out.”

      “But it shouldn’t, right? That’s the beauty of serium,” Dmitri replied. “Once harvested, as long as there’s the occasional lightning to feed into it, it’ll go on forever. Right?”

      “Well, not forever. But close to it, yes. Serium is a phenomenal conduit and energy storage solution,” Amelia explained. “If there are no storms for, say, an entire year, then the serium crystals will dim down a little. We might not even notice it.”

      “Besides, the jinn could always make it rain, if needed,” Sofia replied.

      I was pretty ecstatic about the presence of serium in The Shade. It helped with our need to nurture and protect the planet. Ever since we’d discovered the Hermessi, we’d become even more respectful and careful of our own Mother Earth, our own Hermessi.

      As expected, Serena had made sure that we were all treated to the best that Calliope had to offer—from spiced blood for vampires, to a selection of grilled meats and veggies for the others. Draven, of course, had his meal later, since he still disliked eating his raw meat in public. Personally, I didn’t see the need for all the fuss, but, then again, Draven’s relationship with his inner snake had always been difficult.

      However, he did take an occasional morsel from Serena’s plate. He wasn’t exactly partial to cooked food, in general, but he loved teasing her—ever since her pregnancy, Serena had become hilariously protective of her food.

      “You’re depriving our child of precious nutrients,” she jokingly said to Draven as he snatched a grilled plum.

      “Oh, come on!” Phoenix groaned, rolling his eyes. “Let the guy eat. You need the father healthy and sated, too, don’t you?”

      Serena shifted her focus to her brother, who suddenly looked like a deer in headlights. “Wait till Viola gets pregnant. Can’t wait to see you then.”

      We all laughed, mostly because of the speed with which Phoenix’s cheeks turned bright pink. Viola kissed his cheek and whispered something in his ear. It accentuated the blush, which, in turn, made us laugh even harder.

      “Where is Lumi?” Nevis asked. “Kailani? Hunter? Shouldn’t they be here, too?”

      Serena nodded once, but gave herself an extra couple of seconds to finish chewing and swallowing before she spoke. “They were, but Lumi’s got a ceremony with her apprentices tonight,” she said. “It’s something she didn’t get to do with Kale because of the whole Strava mess, and it’s really important with these ladies. Kale didn’t really need this specific part of the induction to the Word because of her witch nature, but the five apprentices that Lumi has now definitely need it. The whole ritual, that is.”

      “That’s right, she’s got five apprentices now,” Varga replied. “How are they coming along?”

      “Quite well, actually. Kale said she’s got a lot of faith in them. The Word is most likely to accept them all,” Serena explained. “But she’s a stickler for all the rituals, now. She doesn’t want to take any chances. We all know how volatile the Word can be.”

      “Ah, yes,” I said, remembering the Stravian episodes.

      “Who can forget the time Kale blacked out and wiped out the Perfects, huh?” Varga chuckled, though his humor wasn’t all there.

      That had been a difficult time for Kailani, and for Hunter, for that matter, since she had little to no control over her powers. She’d begun her Word apprenticeship shortly before our founders went missing on Strava, and, once started, the process couldn’t be stopped. Certain conditions were also necessary for the swamp witch and the Word to bond correctly.

      Kailani had gotten lucky at the time, so I totally understood why Lumi wanted to be extra careful with these new apprentices.

      “And Hunter is with them?” I asked. “They usually kick him out of swamp-witch-related activities.”

      Varga laughed. “Yeah, but you know the white wolf. He’s not the kind to stand back forever. Especially when you tell him no. That just riles him up even more!”

      “I think Lumi needed Hunter to help with those pods of theirs,” Field replied.

      “Wait, what pods?” Serena asked, somewhat confused.

      “For the ritual. Thing is, they need to be fully isolated when they commune with the Word,” Field explained. “I don’t know the specifics, but I do know it’s something that Kale only did once. You know they won’t divulge any details regarding the apprenticeship rituals. So we can only speculate.”

      “Well, Hunter had to be there. Let’s just leave it at that,” Bastien interjected, slightly amused.

      “Mm-hm. They needed him for target practice,” Varga muttered, stirring a few more laughs from around the table. He then moved his attention back to Serena. “I heard something the other day, and I couldn’t believe it. Serena, I’m told that you and Eva have become absolute besties!”

      It was Draven’s turn to laugh.

      “You know what? I didn’t think it was possible!” Serena said, smiling.

      “Wait. Eva. Which Eva?” Derek asked.

      Aida was quick to update him. “Tamara’s daughter. You know Tamara, right? Lady of the Lamias?”

      “Oh, wow!” Hazel gasped. “Eva, as in, the Eva that Draven was supposed to marry in return for the Lamias’ support against Azazel?”

      “Yup. That Eva.” Serena giggled. “But listen, she’s not that bad at all. Hell, she’s actually awesome. We’ve been talking a lot lately. She had a thing for Thadeus, one of Draven’s Druids, but it didn’t work out. So… I don’t know, I ended up comforting her a few months back. We talked and talked and… in the end, she’s really cool.”

      “Define cool,” Varga replied.

      “Well, she’s stepped away from her mother’s machinations, for starters,” Serena said. “Eva has grown quite fond of GASP. She turned vampire last winter and—”

      “Whoa! What?!” I croaked, genuinely shocked. “A Lamia went vampire? That’s the first I’m hearing of it!”

      Serena sighed, wearing a sad smile. “Yeah, she didn’t want to tell anyone. It actually drove a wedge between her and Tamara. As you would’ve expected, the Lady of the Lamias wasn’t happy with Eva’s choice. Thadeus, either.”

      “That’s so wrong,” Hazel murmured. “But why? What’s their problem with vampires?”

      “No problem. Not directly, anyway. They just didn’t expect Eva to want that. And they didn’t take kindly to the change, I guess,” Serena replied. “So, Eva has been spending more time here, in Luceria, and on Mount Zur, than back down by the River Pyros. I guess she’s more GASP than anything else right now.”

      “I find it impressive, if you ask me,” I said. “She’s a Lamia-Druid-Vampire hybrid now, isn’t she?”

      Serena nodded again. “Yup. Lamia from her mother’s side, Druid from her crappy father’s side, and vampire.”

      “Crappy father,” Varga mumbled, frowning as he tried to remember the single most important detail that set Eva apart from everyone on Calliope. His eyes nearly popped out when the memory came back. “She’s Azazel’s daughter.”

      “Exactly. I kind of took pity on her, at first,” Serena replied. “We all know there was a time I would’ve loved to smack her around, especially when she was flirting with Draven,” she added, and gave her husband a quick wink. “Though he never reciprocated.”

      “How long ago did she join GASP?” Vita asked.

      “About three months ago,” Field said. “Aced her training and all her trials.”

      “She still dons the slinky silk dresses and loves to be ridiculously demanding, like the Lamia princess that she is.” Serena chuckled. “But, deep down, she’s a good person, if you ask me. And I think she’s super valuable to GASP.”

      Aida smiled. “I’m inclined to agree. She’s extremely intelligent. At first glance, one would think vain and pretentious, but that girl can see right through you. It’s almost scary.”

      Nevis surprised me when he stood up and took a couple of steps back.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “Nothing,” he replied, smiling at me. He looked at everyone else. “I must apologize for what I’m about to do. If I don’t do it now, I’m not sure I’ll ever find the courage again.”

      “You had too much rose water, didn’t you?” Draven asked, grinning.

      The succubi’s spiced rose water had become a frequent drink at Calliope dinners. It was an infusion of certain herbs and flowers that sort of amplified everything. I’d already gotten used to its zing, but I’d completely forgotten that Nevis was still new to it.

      Nevertheless, I sat still in my chair, wondering what he was up to. His aura glowed bright gold as he looked at me. It made me shut everyone out for a moment, as I felt his emotions echoing through me. This was about us, somehow…

      “Nevis, what are you doing?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      He reached out and took my hand in his, lovingly staring at it for a few seconds. Chills trickled down my spine, as frost emerged from beneath and formed a ring around my finger. I felt my breath leave me, my chest contracting and my blood rushing to my head.

      It was a stunning piece. It looked as though it had been carved straight out of a diamond. Only it was made of Dhaxanian frost, the kind that would never melt. The wall torch lights flickered across its many fine facets.

      My stomach tightened, as I instantly understood what this was. What it meant.

      “I have to do it now, Elonora. I cannot wait another minute,” Nevis said, his blue eyes glowing and setting my soul on fire. “I’ve spoken to your parents already. I’ve asked for your hand in marriage. They laughed and said that I should ask you.”

      My vision got blurry. Tears were gathering in my eyes. He was so adorable when socially awkward. I could only imagine the roaring laughter coming out of my mom and dad when Nevis asked them… Good grief, I love this guy so much.

      Gasps erupted from around the table, as the others, too, realized what was happening.

      “Nevis…” I managed, staring at the ring for a few moments. “Is this…”

      “I love you, Elonora. More than I thought possible. My people love you. My kingdom needs a queen. I need a queen. And you’re it for me, my darling. You’re incredible. More than I could’ve ever hoped for. It would be an honor if you became my queen, and I… your king. Soulmates, forever,” he said, his voice shaky with emotion.

      It had taken a lot of courage for him to say all this. I could tell. His nerves were frayed. His heart was tiny and agitated, beating beyond its capabilities, as he finally asked what I knew he was going to ask, now.

      “Will you marry me, Elonora?”

      To say that I was floored would’ve been an absolute understatement. My brain just switched off. My heart swelled, instead, and love flowed through me like an endless river. I lost myself in his eyes for the millionth time, wondering why I hadn’t noticed his angst before—he’d been working up to this moment for some time, now. I could tell.

      Nevis was, in fact, a very good sentry. He’d learned quickly, and he’d seamlessly incorporated his new abilities into everything he did. It made him a better leader, if anyone asked me. He’d also learned to hide certain emotions from me. Not that I mind. He can still surprise me. Obviously.

      But I had to take a moment to ask myself. Did I really want this? Us? Forever?

      Hell yes.

      I nodded feverishly, as my heart kickstarted itself back into motion and took my consciousness for a wild spin. It was enough to make his aura explode, as if two stars had just collided inside him.

      “Yes… Yes, Nevis. I will marry you,” I whispered, no longer able to hold it together.

      Someone sniffed next to me. Someone was crying. I only looked for a second and spotted Varga, all teary-eyed, his lower lip quivering. I wanted to laugh so hard, but Nevis pulled me up from my chair and took me in his arms and… everything just went so deliciously blank and white.

      “I’m the luckiest creature in this universe and the next,” he murmured in my ear, then kissed me. I abandoned reality altogether and deepened that kiss, putting everything I had into it.

      All the love. The hope. The joy. The fears. The dreams. Everything that made us who we were, every particle that labored to keep us upright and functioning in that instant. People clapped and cheered around us, but I couldn’t tear myself from Nevis’s arms, or his kiss.

      It was, after all, the most important of kisses. It sealed the deal between us. The promise that we’d be together until death… no, maybe until the end of time, instead. Yes. Until the end of time.

      “I love you,” I said, my lips brushing against his.

      “I adore you,” he replied.

      It was our favorite line. Whenever he said it, my heart sang.

      And it wasn’t going to be the last time I’d hear it, either.
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      It took me years to get myself into gear, to figure out what I really wanted to do with my life. At first, I thought I’d do something in education, like my mom, who was still one of the most liked and respected teachers in the Vale. I even worked there for a while, teaching science and biology—well, for about twenty years, until the Eritopia incident unfolded, and we realized we’d lived through two decades more than Serena and her crew. That revelation had really put things into perspective for me, in particular.

      My years teaching didn’t feel wasted, but they did give me a sense of incompletion. So, shortly after life in Eritopia regained its balance, I decided to make the best of my education. I joined GASP and learned a few things along the way, to the point where I became a trusted team member in the Intelligence Department. It was something that I was really good at, all modesty aside.

      I wasn’t much for a social life, anyway. I was shy and more partial to books than to guys and parties. On top of that, despite the curiosity of seeing what’s out there, I rarely left The Shade. Instead, I hid behind the screens, providing remote support to our teams—most of them dispatched throughout the In-Between. Needless to say, after Neraka, my workload pretty much doubled. My mom and dad were happy with me staying close. My mom, in particular.

      Not that I could blame her. Almost everyone on the Hudson side of our family had died before I was even born. There was trauma passed along our bloodline, and it kind of stuck with me, too. I feared death, and my mom was terrified of losing me, so for years, I didn’t leave her side, without even realizing what it was doing to me—until Strava and the possibility that the whole world might come to an end. Something clicked in me, then, so, shortly after the Blackout, I applied for a field agent position in GASP.

      What the hell, right?

      I quickly understood that I couldn’t live an eternity fearing death. I’d turned vampire at the age of twenty specifically to prolong my life, to be a part of The Shade and my ever-growing family forever, if possible. As a human, I would’ve been well within my rights to be more concerned for my personal safety, but, as a vampire, I had some leeway. It was time to use it.

      I didn’t want another Ta’Zan-like situation to come along, another end-of-days scenario to teach me that I hadn’t lived enough. So, I forged ahead, and, within the year, I was a full-fledged GASP agent. Needless to say, Mom and Dad weren’t all that happy about my decision at first, but, after a couple of dinners with Derek and Sofia, they changed their minds. They, too, realized that it was just a tiny bit ridiculous.

      “We’re vampires, dammit. What’s the point of living if we spend our days fearing death, right?” Dad had concluded at the time.

      Of course, just because I’d become a GASP agent didn’t mean I’d changed, myself. Nope. I was still the shy dork who hyperventilated at the mere thought of talking to a good-looking guy, of which there were plenty in The Shade and beyond. It made social outings just a tad awkward, but I had a couple of breathing exercises up my sleeve to help me, if needed.

      As part of my “new me” routine, I decided to peel myself away from the permanent pile of books in my Shadian redwood treehouse and join my parents on Calliope for a relaxing weekend away before Harper and Caspian’s wedding. I’d been doing this Shade-Calliope trip more frequently over the past couple of weeks, and I considered each outing to be good practice prior to Harper’s wedding. It got easier to leave the comfort of my treehouse and be in a room full of people.

      Baby steps for me, of course, but still necessary if I was going to be a field agent.

      “Are you ready?” Mom asked when we met outside the portal connecting The Shade to Luceria’s throne room. She and Dad looked amazing, clad in casual white cotton from top to bottom and carrying only leather hand luggage.

      It made my three-day travel trunk look… over the top.

      Dad was the first to notice it behind me. It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t small, either. I liked the fact that it had wheels, and that they were relatively silent. It had gotten some curious looks along the way, but hey, peeling myself away from the pile of books in my treehouse didn’t mean I couldn’t take a few with me. And by a few I meant a dozen. I was a fast reader. And old-school, too. Hazel had recommended I get an e-reader, as she was a huge fan of the things, but I couldn’t get used to not having a real book in my hand. I’d tried. The next day, I returned the device. Not my cup of tea.

      “You haven’t packed much, I see,” Dad said with his usual sardonic flair as he nodded at my trunk.

      I’d moved out of my parents’ treehouse a year back, shortly before I’d applied to become a field agent. It felt like the natural thing to do, also part of the “new me” thing. I still had coffee with them every morning, but I did appreciate my newfound independence. The best part was that my parents encouraged me, no matter what I chose to do with my life.

      “Just the basics,” I replied with a shrug. “We’re going to be there for three days before we come back for Harper and Caspian’s shindig, anyway.”

      Mom laughed. “How many books?”

      “A dozen,” I grumbled, then became defensive when I saw them both trying so hard not to poke fun at me. “What? I might get bored.”

      “Sweetie, we’ll be out for most of our stay. We’ve got dinner with the Blackhalls tonight, followed by brunch with Vita and Bijarki tomorrow, plus a slew of activities throughout the trip. I doubt you’ll have time to read.”

      “I think it’s best to be prepared, either way,” I muttered.

      “Suit yourself. You’re the one who has to drag that thing around,” Mom replied, pointing at my trunk.

      “Wait till the Blackhalls take you out,” Dad said. “I heard Aida was keen to have you around for their werewolf training session with Lumi tonight.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You just want me out of the house more, don’t you?”

      “What gave that away?” Dad retorted, wearing a half-smile.

      “Wait, hold on, Aida wants what?” I asked, after processing the rest of Dad’s statement.

      “She wants you present for the shift,” he said.

      I briefly remembered mentioning to Aida back at Serena’s dinner party that it would’ve been cool to watch her and her brothers turn into werewolves at once, but I hadn’t thought she’d actually want me there!

      “That’s a pretty intimate moment for me to be a part of,” I murmured, blushing.

      “Well, she wants you there,” Dad said, shrugging. “You and Aida have become good friends over the past year, Amelia. I’m not surprised that she’d want you with her when all the Blackhall siblings shift.”

      That part was true. Aida and I had seen a lot more of each other lately. Whenever I went to Calliope for special GASP trainings, whenever she popped by The Shade with Field and Voss, she never forgot to come by and see me. In a way, she and I were a lot alike. Granted, I didn’t have her confidence, in general, but she was just as shy, sometimes. I considered her a kindred spirit of sorts, someone I looked up to.

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say,” I managed. “I mean, she didn’t tell me anything about it.”

      Dad’s face went white. “Crap.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “It was supposed to be a surprise,” he said, suddenly remembering. “She asked me not to tell you. My bad. Can you pretend I never told you?” he added, wearing a sheepish smile.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sure, Dad, I’ll help you save face in front of the Blackhalls. We don’t want anybody thinking that Erik Novalik is starting to lose his vampy, mysterious touch.”

      “Last time I checked, I ran circles around you in our father-daughter training session,” he shot back. “I’m pretty sure I’ve still got my game, so don’t get coy with me, young lady.”

      Ever since I’d turned vampire, Dad had been determined to train me. Thanks to him and our bi-weekly practice nights, I’d honed my skills to a superior level—which, in the end, had helped me qualify for the field agent position. Simply becoming a vampire wasn’t enough to be in GASP. We had to bring something to the table.

      Dad handed my ass to me on a regular basis in training, of course, but, even so, I’d reached some impressive physical milestones because of him. All I had to do now was apply everything I’d learned in the field. And that was the part that made me nervous. The field. I’d yet to receive my first mission, but I was eager to get into it. I figured it was like ripping off a band-aid. The quicker it came off, the better.

      “No argument there,” I replied, and motioned for the portal. “Now, can we get going already, so I can act all surprised when Aida asks me to join her and her brothers in the garden?”

      Mom laughed and took Dad’s hand. They stepped through the portal first. I went in last.

      I had to hold my breath for a few moments as we walked from one dimension to another. It was still an intense experience for me. It would take a while for me to fully wrap my head around it all, since I understood the quantum physics behind it more than most.

      For a few minutes, the three of us were suspended in time and space, making our way through a wormhole of sorts, with transparent walls and a full, brilliant view of the cosmos itself. It was breathtaking. Every. Damn. Time.

      By the time I set foot through the destination portal and into Luceria’s throne room, my head was buzzing with delight. I could do this over and over, if possible. I could spend days in that wormhole, just to study its characteristics and better understand the principles upon which it functioned. But I had to save that for another time. Socializing with the Blackhalls was a priority for that night.

      

      Dinner was delightful, as always. I couldn’t get enough of the spiced blood, while Dmitri, Jovi, Aida, and Bastien devoured a considerable amount of grilled meats. Victoria, Anjani, Douma, and Field worked hard not to laugh. In between bites, Aida always made sure to feed little Voss, too. He’d been moved to solids, and was quite partial to the grill as well.

      They were funny to watch, I thought. Voss was looking more and more like his mom with each day that passed, but there was also a shadow of Field permanently etched into his expression. I had a feeling he’d grow up to become a fearsome Novak—and just as funny as his Blackhall uncles, with the influence they had on him.

      Smack in the middle of dinner, baby Voss pushed a morsel of food away and wiggled out of Aida’s hold. He slid down to the floor, then quivered and went full wolf. Well, full pup. He was the cutest little thing, with puffy black fur and amber eyes like his mom, his high-pitched howling making everyone go into a collective “Aw!”

      “Wow, his shifts are so smooth,” I said, genuinely amazed. “It took him seconds. Any hawk manifestations yet?”

      Aida laughed. “No, no wings for now, but he’s young. He’s got time to show us what he got from his dad. And yes, the shifts are way better now. Lumi took him on the moment he started to crawl… It’s amazing how far he’s come with the right guidance.”

      She picked her pup up and resumed her meal, occasionally letting Voss scarf down a piece of grilled meat. He huffed whenever she gave him a vegetable, but he ate it anyway. It was his way of protesting the menu.

      “It’s amazing we’ve lived this long without knowing what we could do, as werewolves!” Bastien chimed in, shaking his head in amusement. “I grew up thinking I was the only wolf who could shift whenever I wanted, independent of the full moon. Then, lo and behold, in came Lumi and turned it all upside down.”

      “But that’s good, right?” Dad asked.

      “Oh, absolutely,” Jovi replied. “I’ve turned three times so far, and I have to say it’s amazing. It’s like all the exhaustion and bad energy I gather in human form over the course of weeks or days… it just evaporates when I go full wolf.”

      “Like therapy,” Aida said. “It’s cathartic, if you ask me. The best stress relief!”

      Dmitri groaned, then leaned back into his chair and crossed his arms, pouting like a little boy. “Well, goody for you two. Three, if we count the little spud, there.”

      “Hey, you’re almost there, too!” Jovi said.

      “And you’re more stubborn than both your brothers put together, so you have that working for you,” Douma added, lovingly grinning at him.

      Dmitri blushed—and it was a rare sight.

      “I have a feeling tonight is your night, son,” Bastien interjected.

      “And what about you?” Mom asked. “When will you be joining your kids on those wolf runs?”

      Victoria sighed, then ran her fingers through Bastien’s thick, black hair. “He’s got plenty of time,” she replied. “He already has the advantage of being a full wolf. The kids are halves, so they have more work to do.”

      “And Voss is basically a quarter wolf, and he’s already putting all of us to shame.” Dmitri chuckled.

      “I thought we’d already established that it’s because he got an early start,” I replied. “For what it’s worth, I think you’ll all get to his level pretty soon.”

      Aida shifted her focus to me. “Speaking of, would you like to join us tonight? We’re doing another session with Lumi. It’s not a full moon, so we’ll have to work harder, but I think all three of us will shift tonight.”

      My eyebrows popped up. I’d been worried I’d have trouble faking surprise and not making my dad look guilty of prematurely spilling the beans, but it seemed to work, since Aida laughed lightly.

      “You didn’t think I’d remember, did you?” she asked.

      I shook my head slowly, then smiled. “It would be an honor.”

      “Yeah, we normally don’t let anyone outside the close family participate, but you’re quite the biology buff, aren’t you?” Jovi replied. “Aida thinks you’d like it. You know, the whole shifting process.”

      I nodded eagerly. “I most certainly would!” I said.

      “Then it’s settled. Come midnight, you’re joining us in the garden downstairs!” Aida concluded, clapping her hands once.

      Pup-Voss howled again, as if sealing the deal. I could’ve melted right then and there, given how adorable he was. I noticed my mom and dad smiling at me and felt like the subject of a documentary. I could almost hear the narrator’s voice in the back of my head.

      Amelia has successfully managed several social outings already. For a creature most comfortable with her treehouse lair, it is truly astonishing to watch her interact with other members of her Shade family. Even her parents seem proud, fawning over her and most likely hoping to see more of this Amelia.
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      As soon as the clock struck midnight, I followed Jovi, Aida, and Dmitri downstairs to the northern gardens of Luceria. Douma, Anjani, Field, and pup-Voss joined us, while Bastien and Victoria remained in the dinner hall with baby Richard and my parents.

      The night was still young, and the half-moon hung heavily in the sky, accompanied by trillions of twinkling stars. The sky was perfect. The air was dry, with warm winds blowing in from the south. And a plethora of insects chirped in the deep woods nearby. The northern gardens, in fact, opened out straight into the forest, through a natural arch formed by two trees whose branches intertwined at the top.

      Lumi was already there, leaning against one of the trees with her arms crossed.

      “Don’t tell me we’re late!” Jovi scoffed. “It’s midnight. You said midnight.”

      “Did I say you were late?” Lumi replied.

      “No. But you’ve got that judgy look about you,” Jovi muttered.

      Dmitri leaned in to whisper something to his brother. “I think that’s her usual look.”

      It came out louder than he probably thought, as Lumi immediately rolled her eyes in response. She then motioned for Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri to move in front of the gate.

      “Come on, you three. Take your positions,” she said. “You know what to do.”

      Field, Anjani, Douma, and I stayed back. Pup-Voss was allowed to frolic in a nearby manicured bush. As a werewolf, he was at that age when everything could be chewed, and he showed no mercy as he snapped his little jaws on one of the greener branches, growling and tugging at it. Bright red petals scattered from above. One settled on the tip of his black nose for a moment, making him freeze.

      He sniffed once, then sneezed, sending the petal away in a swirling flight.

      I covered my mouth to stop my laughter from echoing across the garden, while Field chuckled, his eyes beaming with pride. “Yeah, he’s still discovering nature, I guess,” he said.

      “I could die, I swear.” Anjani giggled. “Voss is such a heart-melting wonder.”

      “Richard has conquered plenty of hearts, as well,” Douma replied.

      “Okay!” Lumi said out loud, drawing our attention back to the Blackhall siblings. “Remember, you only need to look at the moon and listen to what your inner wolf is trying to say. It’s in there. It’s always in there.”

      Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri were on their knees, their heads tilted as they looked up. Moonlight gave them all a pearly glow. I could hear them breathing. In and out, even and calm. Beneath that lay the restlessness of wolves. Their heartbeats were accelerated. They were yearning to be let loose.

      “Your wolves are talking to you. Can you hear them?” Lumi asked, watching them carefully.

      They’d done this before. Almost every other night. It had taken more than a year to get them to first shift during a full moon, then outside that fabled limitation. The energy coming off the Blackhall siblings tonight was pretty amazing. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up to attention. I had a feeling that Aida was right—that the three of them would turn tonight.

      “Yes,” Dmitri murmured.

      “What are they saying?” Lumi replied.

      “Let me out,” Jovi whispered.

      “What a moon…” Aida said.

      “I’m still hungry,” Dmitri added.

      Douma exhaled sharply in an effort not to laugh. It was bad enough we had pup-Voss wrestling with a flower bush. Dmitri was making it even harder for us to concentrate—this was supposed to be a super intense and solemn moment, after all.

      “Let the wolf take over,” Lumi said. “In one deep breath, reach for the door inside you. You’ve done it before. You can do it again.”

      “It’s crazy hard,” Jovi replied, grunting as beads of sweat covered his forehead.

      It took a considerable amount of effort, it seemed, to summon a shift. I wondered what it was, exactly, that triggered the entire process. Was there really a wolf’s voice in their heads, or was that more of a metaphor?

      “You’ve done it before,” Lumi repeated, her tone sharp and firm. She wasn’t going to take no for an answer. That much was clear.

      I, for one, was in awe of her. The amount of power and knowledge inside her was simply incredible. I could only imagine what her mind felt like. How she processed the Word’s connection to every atom in her body. What did it feel like? Was it like a permanent buzz? Or like having one’s hand glued to a fork stuck in a power socket at all times?

      Aida cried out in what sounded like pain. Field was stiff, but he didn’t say anything. Even pup-Voss stilled, his amber eyes fixed on his mother. Aida doubled over, laughing and sobbing at the same time.

      “Oh, wow,” I mumbled.

      “That’s it, Aida!” Lumi encouraged her. “Let the wolf out. You’re almost there!”

      I heard bones crack. Aida leaned onto her fists, breathing heavily as her body began to shift. My heart skipped a beat at the sight of chocolate-colored hair growing out from every inch of her skin. She growled, prompting Dmitri and Jovi to respond.

      “Come on, babe!” Field said. “You’ve got this! You’ve done it before!”

      Aida shuddered, claws extending from the tips of her fingers. Her figure was beginning to change. Her arms and legs were covered in luscious brown fur. By the time she turned her head to look at us for a brief moment, I couldn’t recognize her anymore. A few seconds later, a mighty wolf emerged, leaving her ripped clothes in the grass.

      “This is so cool!” I croaked, feeling a huge grin slit my face.

      To my right, Field was bursting with pride and love. And for good reason. Aida was simply stunning in wolf form. Her golden eyes were perfectly round and warm, her fangs glistening white and the fur on her back all ruffled up. She was restless and ready to go for a run in the woods, but she chose to sit, instead, waiting for her brothers to join her.

      “Jovi! It’s time! Let him out,” Lumi said. “You can feel him clawing his way to the surface, and I know it’s more of a reflex to resist it, but don’t. Just let him loose!”

      Indeed, Jovi was halfway through with his transformation as well. His fur was black as night, and he was considerably larger than Aida. By the time he completed his shift, both Anjani and I gasped with pure astonishment. She’d seen this side of him before, and she was still amazed.

      Jovi was as big as a dire wolf, and about a foot taller than Aida. His thick, jet black fur curled at the tips, ever so slightly, creating a luscious wavy pattern from his neck to his bushy tail. His eyes were mirrors of the forest itself, a most intense and spine-tingling green. He rushed around his sister a couple of times, then lovingly licked her face.

      They both waited patiently for Dmitri, who was still struggling. Patches of fur were beginning to show, but I worried he might not be able to complete his transformation tonight. He was covered in sweat, breathing heavily as he tried to summon his inner wolf.

      “He’s made it this far before,” Douma whispered to me. “He just hasn’t managed to get past the claws yet.”

      I watched, my nerves stretched as I internally rooted for him to let it all out tonight. Aida had said she was confident they’d all turn this time. I wholeheartedly hoped she was right.

      “Dmitri, don’t fight it,” Lumi said. She crouched in front of him. Her white irises with blue edges glimmered with excitement, as if she knew something he didn’t. “I can feel you, young wolf. Just… let loose.”

      Aida and Jovi both whimpered, their gazes fixed on their younger brother. Dmitri was hard at work for what felt like the longest minutes in anyone’s existence, until we all finally heard it—the first bone snapping. Then the second. The third.

      Dmitri shouted from the pain, but Lumi didn’t let him give up.

      “Keep at it!” she said. “Let him out! Don’t fight him! It hurts a lot less if you don’t fight him!”

      Dmitri nodded, then collapsed in the grass, panting and groaning in soul-crushing agony. Then, something happened inside him, I figured, as he froze. For a moment, I wasn’t sure whether he’d succeed this time around, but then he just sighed, and his body quivered.

      Black fur exploded through every pore. The clothes he’d been wearing were torn to pieces, as the full beast came out. We all cheered as Dmitri stood on all fours, a full ink-black wolf with greenish brown eyes. He reminded me of Bastien, in a way. The long legs, the shaggy fur, and the sturdy back muscles.

      Pup-Voss was the first to howl, as cute as always. Soon enough, Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri joined him, all of them glancing at the moon as if serenading it. Shivers ran down my arms and legs. It was incredibly difficult to describe the joy I felt, compressed into this one single flicker of time. I was witnessing something extraordinary, as the three wolves licked and rubbed against one another, thrilled to be together, in both human and wolf form.

      Half-wolves that had once thought they’d never experience the life of their father… Their dream had finally come true. They’d beaten the odds and the ancient lore, and they’d proven that one’s nature could never be truly set in stone. In the end, what was crazier? Half-wolves going full werewolf, or a vampire walking in the sun?

      As I watched Aida, Jovi, and Dmitri dart off into the woods, I had to admit, this was an incredible moment.

      We’d gone past the limits of what had been once thought impossible, and we were now treading through new and uncharted territory. I was beside myself with the thought of being a part of this journey. Who knew what lay ahead?
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      There were zero words in any language ever invented that could possibly describe how I felt. Thrilled was but a tiny fraction. Ecstatic? Even less. Excited. Happy. A gazillion times happy, maybe. But the most intense feeling of them all was the rush of no longer being myself.

      I’d finally done it. I’d shifted into a werewolf, honoring my Blackhall lineage. The energy surging through every fiber of my body was simply too much to bear, yet so addictive, I feared I may never want to go back to being plain ol’ two-legged Dmitri.

      Who am I kidding?

      I had Douma, my Perfect Douma waiting for me. However, for now, I was free and wild. A beast. The essence of my truest form, running through the woods at what seemed like supersonic speed. It wasn’t, but my perception was warped. That much I knew.

      My heart was racing. My paws were light.

      And my siblings were with me. Jovi, black as night, to my left. Aida, chocolate brown, to my right. Their scents, their wolf scents, to be specific, were forever seared into my memory now. I could track them anywhere, at any time, no matter what—or so I thought. The connection between us went past that of siblings, or even the Blackhall bloodline. We were bound as wolves, as soldiers of the night, as shadows of the darkest forests.

      This wasn’t going to be our last night together, either. There would be more runs like this, soon enough. I’d seen it on Jovi, and on Aida, too—once I got past the first shift, the others would come with more ease. It would still take its toll on me. I’d have to work hard, every damn time, to get here. But now that I knew I could do it, nothing and no one stood in my way.

      I howled, from the bottom of my lungs. It felt so raw, so loud as it rippled toward the night sky and cut through the tree crowns. Local birds were stirred and startled. Dozens flew away, their wings flapping as they tried to put some distance between us and them. They were smart to do that, too. I was eager to hunt. I’d just had dinner, but the wolf-me wasn’t fully satisfied just yet. Besides, with all this running and all these calories that we were burning, all three of us were bound to get hungry soon enough.

      In the meantime, we kept darting through the woods north of Luceria. The night was perfect. The temperature was just right. The air was slightly chillier that usual, but I had this gorgeous coat of black fur that kept me nice and warm. And the scents were the most amazing part of this experience! My days, so many! If I was a great tracker in my human form, well… now I was the friggin’ king.

      I could smell everything. Absolutely everything. The grass. The ripening clusters of fruits hanging heavily from nearby trees. The deer-like animals running away from us—ten of them, more than a mile away. They would’ve needed to get much farther than that if they wanted to lose me, that much I knew. A vast array of scents invaded my nostrils, as I tried to make sense of the world around me. Everything was new and amplified, and my skin tickled with delight.

      Aida was beyond excited. Jovi was equally happy. I could smell it on them… the mixture of chemicals and hormones that gave away our emotions. It was as if my nose had zoomed in like some kind of super-performing olfactory microscope. I had the entire world under my nose.

      Aida gave a brief growl as we began to slow down. We didn’t even need words to understand each other, though we could still talk and communicate. It had to do with our sibling connection, for sure. I recognized every sound, every move, and every eyelid drop—we were in perfect sync, bonded deeper than anyone else. It was an honor and a privilege. My brother and sister were fierce and phenomenal already. Their wolf forms simply augmented the best parts of them. My chest swelled with pride.

      We spent the better part of an hour moving around, exploring the bushes and unmarked forest trails. Sometimes, we were easily distracted by small animals that bolted when they spotted us. Our instincts were to chase them around and catch them. We were predators, after all. It took me a while to focus.

      We found one path, deeper and farther away from Luceria, that I found particularly interesting. It hadn’t been walked in years, judging by the greenery that covered the ground. But I could still see names and dates carved into the sturdy trees that guarded it on both sides. Travelers from all over Calliope had come through here, a long time ago. Their scents were, of course, gone. But I couldn’t help but wonder where they themselves might’ve gone. Whether they were still alive.

      Glancing back, I could see Luceria’s towers through the few visible strips between the sprawling tree crowns. We were just two miles away. I was certain we’d covered a much larger distance, but, then again, we’d been running around and chasing rodents for almost an hour. But two miles was okay. Heck, it was great for my first night as a full wolf.

      And what a night this is!

      A twig broke, less than five hundred yards to my left. I stopped, then focused on that area of the woods. Through the darkness, I could see a silhouette—someone walking between the trees. Aida and Jovi came by my side, both of them sniffing the air.

      Carefully, we lowered ourselves and snuck through the bushes. The closer we got to the stranger, the better we could see and hear him. And something was off about him. He was young, maybe an adolescent. I recognized his scent almost immediately. A fire fae. There was a whiff of charcoal and spices that came with his kind, one that had been permanently registered into my memory, a long time ago.

      He was quite tall for his age, maybe an inch or two over me, but wiry. His skin was paler than normal for his species, and he was covered in a thin layer of sweat. He wore Fire Star regalia on his crimson tunic, and his pale blond hair was long and pulled into a braided tail down his back. His eyes were wide and bloodshot.

      Whoever he was, he belonged to Sherus and Nuriya’s delegation. I’d seen them both earlier on one of the upper levels of Luceria. They were here on official business, if they’d brought a fire fae delegation with them. But even so, what was this guy doing in the woods? And why was he talking to himself?

      “I won’t… No…” he murmured, as he hopped over a twirling tree root and made his way deeper into the forest. He didn’t even see or hear us—we were well hidden, just fifty yards from him. “No, I can’t… No, please… Stop asking.”

      Had he lost his mind, maybe?

      Aida, Jovi, and I exchanged glances, then kept following him. Needless to say, we were all curious. The fire fae wobbled for a while, before leaning against a tree. Aida was tempted to go ahead and help him—which would’ve resulted in a sweaty, rambling fire fae getting freaked out by a talking wolf.

      Jovi cut her off and quietly urged her to stand down. I understood where he was coming from, especially when the fae’s fingers began to spark. That wasn’t normal. We were better off observing his behavior, for now. If our intervention was needed, one of us could keep an eye on the guy, while the other two ran back to get help. There wasn’t much a werewolf or three could do against a fire fae, anyway, especially since we didn’t know what his problem was.

      “No… Please, I beg you, stop pressuring me!” the fae cried out. “I don’t want to do it!”

      What was it, exactly, that he didn’t want to do?

      I got the answer to my question a split second later, as bright fires erupted from the palms of his hands. He shrieked and moved back, shocked by his utter lack of control. I hadn’t even known a fae could start a fire like this. They always needed a source to begin with, to amplify and manipulate. Vita, Caia, Ben, and every other fae I knew had lighters on them, at all times. On foreign or field missions, the rest of the crew carried lighters, too, just in case the fae needed them.

      “What the hell?!” the fae blurted, then looked at his bare hands. “What are you doing? Stop it!”

      Another blaze burst from his hands. He immediately balled them into tight fists, panting as he moved farther back. Whatever was going on with him wasn’t just anything but normal, it was also dangerous.

      “Leave me alone!” he shouted, and walked away.

      In his wake, a small fire began to eat away at a dried-up shrub. Seconds later, it swallowed an entire tree. Aida and I ran after the guy, while Jovi headed back to the castle. Lumi was still in the garden, with Douma, Field, and Anjani. They were more than enough to subdue this fire fae, if it came down to that.

      In the meantime, we followed him around, as he kept telling himself no, that he wouldn’t do it, that this needs to stop, and so on. He clearly needed help, and we couldn’t do much to stop him. I left the forest fire to Lumi. She was more than capable to put it out.

      “I said stop!” the fire fae snapped again.

      But his body refused to listen, as two more fireballs erupted from his bare hands. They, too, began working their way up a couple of trees. Okay. Lumi’s going to put the fires out. Plural…

      She’d done a lot more with less. Fortunately, the air was humid and the temperature low enough to discourage a wildfire. Even so, we had to be careful, so we kept a reasonable distance from the fire fae, as he went on rambling and casting fires like friggin’ palm-sneezes.

      I hadn’t expected this kind of excitement tonight, but, hey. Trouble never announced itself. It always popped up uninvited.
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      The night had been perfect until now.

      I inwardly cursed and showed an angry fist to the universe for spoiling it all. Based on the scents coming from the young fire fae, I knew he was in great distress. His powers were out of control. The more he resisted whatever it was that had a grip on him, the more uncontrolled his fires became. At this point, amber lights flickered in the woods behind us. An hour or two later, judging by the winds alone, the trees were going to be alight.

      “I don’t care! I don’t want to! Just leave me alone!” the fae grumbled. Then, all of a sudden, he ran off, crying hysterically. “Leave me alone! Just leave me alone!”

      Dmitri and I went after him but came to a sudden halt when he burst into flames and shot ahead like a comet, ramming through trees and bushes. We tried to resume the chase, but the young fae vanished about six hundred yards away, swallowed by the darkness. The ensuing silence was creepy, sending shivers down my spine. My senses were on high alert as I led my brother in tracking the fae.

      By the time we reached the last spot where we’d seen him, there were only small fires eating away at the grass, twigs, and dried leaves around us. His scent had faded almost completely. That couldn’t be right. We’d seen him only minutes before.

      Dmitri and I looked at each other, equally confused.

      We had to persist. Our noses were bound to pick up a stronger trace again.

      My heart skipped at the sight of a big, black shadow, somewhere to my right. The hairs on my back popped up, my defensive instincts kicking in as I let a low, warning growl out. Dmitri chimed in, and by the stars, had I been only human and accidentally crossing paths with my brother like this, I would’ve run off screaming.

      But the shadow didn’t budge.

      Only when he stepped into the small clearing ahead did I recognize him. Big and black, with rich, shaggy fur and penetrating gray eyes. He was huge. We were pups compared to him. It was Dad! The great Bastien Blackhall, in pure wolf form. It had been a while since I’d last seen him like this, and it felt amazing. The Blackhalls were at it, like a big furry family!

      He growled at us. “What are you two doing here?”

      I was still fascinated by the fact that we could actually communicate in wolf form. It made running and hunting infinitely easier. It also spared me the awkwardness of having to quickly shift back in order to talk to someone. Naked.

      “What are you doing here, Dad?” I asked in a low huff.

      He didn’t respond. Instead, his nostrils flared. Mine instinctively mirrored his, and I caught the foreign scent—suddenly stronger again. Finally! Judging by Dmitri’s eyes, he’d also smelled it. A thread of charcoal and spices, lingering in the comet’s wake.

      The three of us ended up chasing it once more. We were able to track it for a bit, as it grew steadily stronger. But then it lessened again, and it disappeared completely once we reached the edge of a lake. Dad, Dmitri, and I didn’t need to exchange any more ideas. We all knew that something was off.

      The lake itself was eerily beautiful, a sheet of glass reflecting trillions of stars and a half-moon that cast a shimmering white glow over the forest that surrounded the water. Ripples came from the center, morphing into lazy waves that lapped at the rocky and muddy shore. Insects chirped all around. A couple of nocturnal birds serenaded one another just above, moving down an arching branch.

      And the smell of burnt trees persisted, though nothing was on fire here.

      “Odd” didn’t even begin to describe what we’d just witnessed.

      “I take it your shift session went well?” Dad asked, albeit sarcastically.

      “We did a triple shift,” I said, knowing it would make him proud. “Dmitri, Jovi, and me. You said you weren’t coming,” I added, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “Well, here I am,” he replied with a shrug. “I know my children well enough to smell when they’re about to get into some kind of shenanigans.”

      “Of course you do. Only, this fire fae incident wasn’t our fault. We didn’t do anything wrong,” I shot back, smiling. “We just saw him in the woods and followed him.”

      “Yeah… That much I figured from the scents and the paw tracks. You kept your distance. Good.” Dad gave me a wink, then shifted his focus to Dmitri, who, in his fierce, black wolf form, was wearing the sweetest puppy eyes ever. “That aside, congratulations to you, my boy. You did it!”

      A second later, Dmitri’s tail was wagging like crazy. “Thanks, Dad. I can’t control this, though. I guess I respond really well to compliments,” he said, glancing at his tail.

      I chuckled. “I swear, if I had a treat, I’d throw you one.”

      Dmitri growled at me. It sounded menacing. Not that I cared. Wolf or not, he was still my little brother. I could poke as much fun as I wanted.

      “Why don’t you shift back now?” Dad asked him. “It’ll be good practice. Then you can get into wolf form again. The more you do it, the easier it gets.”

      Dmitri didn’t respond this time. The faintest whimper escaped from his throat as he lowered his head. I burst into laughter, realizing his problem.

      “He can’t turn back,” I said. “Ah, man.”

      Dad whimpered softly—his wolf way of laughing—and nodded at Dmitri. “Don’t worry, son. You’ll wear yourself out soon enough and turn. Don’t force it. It’s okay. You did well, given the amount of time and effort you’ve put into it.”

      Leaving my brother aside for a moment, I wondered how much Dad had seen of the fire fae—if he’d actually spotted him.

      “Did you see that fae, Dad?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Though not as close as you did. It took me a while to track you down, since you all went around in circles for a while.”

      “Yeah, that was mostly Dmitri. And me. We were chasing animals,” I murmured, slightly embarrassed at how easily distracted I could get, even in wolf form.

      Dad shuddered, stifling another laugh. “Sounds like the Blackhalls, all right,” he replied, then switched back to his stern and serious mode. “Anyway. By the time I saw you and Dmitri, you were chasing after the guy. Did I see it right? Was he a fire fae?”

      “Yeah. And he was from Sherus and Nuriya’s delegation. I recognized the royal insignia on his tunic. He just started fires, talking to himself… It was really strange,” I said. “Jovi went back to get Lumi. We were hoping she’d be able to help him. Dmitri and I were trying to find the guy after he burst into flames and bolted. Vanished, completely.”

      Dad thought about it for a moment, then looked around again, his brow furrowed.

      “The trail got cold here,” he replied. “I can’t see or smell him anymore.”

      “I guess Lumi will check the woods, just in case. That was pretty erratic behavior.” I sighed. “And dangerous.”

      “Agreed. I’ll bring it up with Sherus and Nuriya once we’re back in the castle,” Dad said. “Now, let’s turn back. We’ll find Lumi and Jovi somewhere along the way. The witch’s scent is so distinctive and powerful, I’ll have zero trouble catching it.”

      Dmitri and I nodded slowly, and the three of us made our way back through the woods, retracing our own steps and scents. By the time we met up with Lumi and Jovi, the mystery of the fire fae somehow felt even murkier. No matter what angle I looked at it from, I couldn’t understand what was driving the young guy to behave like that.

      My top two theories were equally sad and somewhat scary, though one was more extreme. The first was that the fire fae was simply ill and in need of some kind of professional care. It happened sometimes. Pressure, grieving, a tragedy, or a dramatic change in one’s life could upset the way one’s brain functioned. After the Blackout, many of our agents and fire fae allies had come down with various forms of supernatural PTSD—nightmares and depression, mostly, but some had glitching abilities, too. So, in retrospect, our troubled fire fae could be suffering from something similar.

      The second theory was the more chilling one. It involved some kind of magic and/or possession. After what I’d heard him say, it sounded as though he was just one side of the conversation. There had to be a voice in his head, pushing him to do something he clearly didn’t want. Maybe that same voice was also responsible for his fire ability going haywire. I couldn’t help but wonder whether this had anything to do with a Hermessi. They’d sworn not to possess fae again, claiming they had no need for that anymore. Plus, I didn’t know whether a fae could even attempt to resist a possession the way that guy had. From what I’d heard from our Stravian GASP team, when a Hermessi wanted to take over a fae, they just did it. No question of debate or arguing. No… somehow, I wasn’t ready to make that assumption yet. Not without additional information.

      An investigation was going to take place, and we were certainly going to address this with Sherus and Nuriya, too. If they were missing someone from their delegation, we could follow that lead and get to the bottom of this before others got hurt.

      Because, as the universe had already proven where our worlds were concerned, others always got hurt. And GASP had a solemn duty to stop that from happening. Heck, it was my duty, too. Calliope was my home. I couldn’t, in good conscience, let anyone suffer on my watch.
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      I’d been a free Perfect for a year, but I’d managed to avoid weddings and other large social gatherings outside Strava. Not that I wasn’t interested in or curious about how Elonora and her people handled these events, but I was too busy growing as a GASP agent. It gave me a sense of purpose, a feeling of belonging I hadn’t felt before.

      Besides, I was a little over a year old, with an expected lifespan of hundreds, if not thousands, of years—maybe even forever, if my vampire genes offered me more than my insane reflexes. Ta’Zan had never specified our lifespan, only that it was much longer than most other creatures. So, I had plenty of time to soak in the social stuff across the entire In-Between. Come to think about it, no one in my species knew how long we’d live. Our genetic makeup offered an idea, but, without any Perfect predecessors, we were going to find out on our own. Technically speaking, we were designed to live for a long time and were damn hard to kill. For me, that was enough. I loved living enough to look forward to it.

      I’d tried to pay more attention to the fire fae incident mentioned by Dmitri the other day—something about him and his brothers wolfing out and stumbling upon a flaming dude in the northern forests of Luceria. Emphasis on “I’d tried.” The issue was quickly handed over to Sherus and Nuriya, king and queen of the Fire Star, who promised to investigate. If it really was one of their own acting out in the woods, they were going to handle it.

      In the meantime, the rest of the In-Between and The Shade were focused on the big wedding. Harper and Caspian. I liked them both, though we didn’t get to hang out as much as I would’ve wanted. They were busy with GASP activities in Eritopia—twenty planets were more than a handful, even with Field, Aida, Draven, and Serena at the helm, plus the Daughters, Lumi, and so on. They had quite the crew, though. I was impressed. I also had a lot to learn from them.

      Glancing around me, I couldn’t help but feel a little odd.

      I was donning my best Stravian GASP suit, made entirely out of navy-blue silk, with golden thread details sewn onto the high collar and the sleeves. I’d been told to dress up, after all. Everyone else wore tuxedos and gorgeous gowns and dresses, elegant tunics and dark-colored costumes, with ascots and ties and all kinds of eye-catching accessories. At first, I’d thought it was my outfit that made me stick out. It wasn’t.

      There were plenty of others in military garb. No, something else was off about me.

      Sure, I was taller than most, but I was seated next to Herakles. He was as big as me, yet he seemed at ease and downright comfortable. So it wasn’t my size. Upon a second inspection, I still couldn’t figure out why I felt so weird. I knew people. I smiled and nodded here and there. All the ladies—even the married ones—smiled back. Some slipped phone numbers and email addresses in my pocket when they passed by. I’d yet to use phones and computers from The Shade, though. They were going to wait for a long time for me to hit them up. Besides, while they were all beautiful, I wasn’t interested.

      One thing I’d learned from my affection toward Elonora. If I were ever to fall in love with someone, she’d have to be on a similar level—fierce, determined, smart as a whip, and capable of moving mountains and putting out active volcanoes in order to protect the people she loved and the people who couldn’t defend themselves. She had to be funny and lighthearted. Incisive and deadly. I knew it would be a while before I crossed paths with such a creature, and I had too much respect for both Elonora and Nevis to get between them. That being said, I did enjoy taunting the ice prince once in a while—particularly when the temperature was too high. Dmitri often referred to Nevis as my personal air-conditioner. And for good reason. I did know how to push his buttons.

      “I wonder what food we’ll have at the wedding party,” Herakles muttered. He seemed relaxed in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, making his biceps seem as big as my head. The show-off. He’d let his hair grow, recently. It was black and short, and it did get plenty of ladies riled up. In my opinion, he’d had a certain charm as a baldie, too, but hey… his head, his choice.

      “Hungry already?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      In the back of my head, I was still trying to figure out why I felt like I was sticking out in the crowd. It wasn’t the wings. They were neatly tucked beneath my shoulder blades. I wasn’t even the only Perfect present at this wedding. The world had gotten used to us, already. They enjoyed meeting us. Many looked up to us. Frankly, I wasn’t sure I liked that as much as my brethren. I felt it forced a responsibility down my throat, of being better, of always trying harder to maintain some kind of noble standard.

      I was more into freedom and saying what was on my mind, even if it made others feel uncomfortable. Elonora often said it was part of my appeal, but I felt like it clashed with this idealized picture of Perfects that everyone else had when they thought of us. Meh. Who cares?

      “I’m always hungry,” Herakles shot back, looking at me as if I was supposed to know that already. I had to give this guy credit—there were few people in my world whom I’d grown genuinely fond of. Herakles was one of them, though I never told him that. I didn’t want it getting to his head. He could be an arrogant SOB, if given the opportunity.

      “All you have to do is survive the ceremony,” I said. “Speaking of which, when does it start?”

      Most of the guests had already arrived. They were all seated—hundreds of them, in semi-circular rows. Luceria’s top platform had been set up for the wedding ceremony, complete with a wide and solid extension, to make sure everyone had room. Pillars rose from the edges, holding up a thin film that filtered the sunlight to a pleasant shade, making it comfortable for all the vampires and Maras. Bright yellow and white flowers were tied into twisted strips of white silk that crisscrossed the film ceiling.

      Ivory-colored lightbulbs were strung above, connecting the pillars around the platform. They, in turn, were dressed in white silk and yellow flowers that matched the ceiling décor. Their petals were huge, curled outward as their scent filled the air with thoughts of lazy summers and sweet tea. Music played in the background, a collection of strings and keys that made my heart bloom.

      Derek and Safira, one of the Daughters of Eritopia, waited at the pulpit, where Harper and Caspian were going to be wed. From what I’d been told, Serena and Draven had had a similar wedding event. It seemed to be turning from a Shadian-Eritopian tradition into a Shadian-Eritopian-Nerakian tradition now. Though technically Caspian was a Mara, and Maras hailed from Eritopia—his grandparents had been banished to Neraka along with the other Exiles.

      “I think soon,” Herakles replied, giving the platform one last look before shifting his focus to me. “I’m seriously peckish, now. It had better start soon.”

      “Last time I checked, ‘seriously’ and ‘peckish’ didn’t exactly work together. Why not just say you’re starving?” I asked, stifling a chuckle.

      “That would make me sound desperate. I may be tribal folk, but I am not going to bitch about food,” Herakles retorted, raising his chin.

      I cracked and burst into laughter. “It’s what you’ve been doing for the past five minutes.”

      “What are you doing here, anyway? I thought you weren’t into weddings and stuff,” he grumbled.

      “I’m not. But this sounded big, and I did get an invite. I didn’t want to seem rude.”

      At the end of the aisle, standing with Derek and Safira, and waiting for the bride to come in, was Caspian. His expression made me feel pity for him—the poor guy was so nervous. He kept an iron face on, but I could tell, from the way his gaze darted around frantically, that he was on edge. No wonder, though. He was about to swear to spend the rest of his life with Harper. I could only imagine what all this felt like.

      Still, credit had to be given here. The place looked amazing. Everyone was dressed up so nicely and crisp and shiny. Smiles all over. Kind eyes and wishful thinking. I kind of saw the appeal in all this, especially since these people seemed to have a knack for getting themselves into trouble—epic, life-threatening trouble—once in a while.

      Personally, I enjoyed being out here, around these folks, more than being back home, on Strava. I sometimes felt bad about it, but I did get used to the thought, eventually. I was a rogue, a wandering spirit, I suppose. I found more joy in traveling and meeting all kinds of supernatural and otherworldly species than in staying on Strava and building diamond palaces. I mean, come on.

      I just wasn’t cut out for my home world, and the sooner I internalized this, the happier I was going to be.

      “You don’t give a damn about whether you’re considered rude or not,” Herakles said.

      Bless his heart, this former baldie knew me better than most. I gave him a half-smile in return. “Nope, I do not. But I’m told that protocol, etiquette and common sense are appreciated, if I’m to get more foreign missions through GASP.”

      “Hah. I knew it. You just want to play nice so they’ll let you out more,” Herakles replied.

      I nodded. “Of course. You’ve seen the reports about the new worlds discovered in the In-Between. Don’t you want to go there? Don’t you want to see what else is out there?”

      “I most certainly do.”

      “There you go. Now, in order to do that, it’s good to be in GASP’s good graces, because they’re the ones with all the technology and space flight infrastructure required for such endeavors,” I said. “If that means I have to attend a wedding or a naming ceremony once in a while, so be it. It’s not going to kill me.”

      “Tiny compromise, compared to the reward,” Herakles added, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Plus, the food’s amazing.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder. “How many of these events have you been to, up to now?”

      He shook his head. “I lost track.”

      A brief chuckle left my throat, as some last-minute guests came up onto the platform and found their seats in a sea of silk-dressed chairs. I thought the back-bows were a tad too much, but, in the end, if it made the bride happy, what the hell?

      “Who’s that gorgeous creature?” Herakles murmured, his gray gaze fixed on a young lady who seemed to have been torn out from a fairytale. “Who… I mean, think about the decisions made across eons and generations that have led to her being born. The universe, my friend, the universe is a most wondrous thing.”

      I knew Herakles well enough to understand that he was at least partially smitten at this point. In our own rugged way, we were best friends. We knew things about each other that we didn’t share with anyone else. So, when Herakles expressed such admiration toward a lady, in such poetic terms, I knew his heart was about to catch fire. And he wasn’t easy to impress.

      Then again, the wedding guest who had caught his eye more than fit the bill. She wasn’t tall. In fact, she was at least two heads shorter than this Faulty mountain sitting next to me. Her hair was long and jet black, falling down her back in perfect, luscious curls. Her skin had a pleasing caramel hue, and, when she casually glanced over her shoulder to see who else was late to the ceremony, I could see exactly why Herakles’s brain was already glitching. Those amethyst eyes could bring anyone to their knees.

      “Who is she?” Herakles asked again.

      I didn’t recognize her straightaway, but I knew the people she’d come with. Aisha and Horatio. Both jinn of The Shade. One quick scan of their facial features, and I had a name for the girl, as she took her seat next to Caia, Blaze, and the others in Harper’s close circle of friends. They got the snazzy front seats.

      “I think it’s Riza Drizan. Aisha and Horatio’s daughter,” I said.

      Herakles’s head snapped to the side, his eyes wide as they found me. “Oh, crap, a jinni.”

      “Why the ‘oh, crap’?” I asked, slightly confused.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know… They’re so powerful. They can friggin’ vanish into thin air. They freak me out a little bit.”

      “The Arch-Perfects can do that, too,” I said.

      “Equally freakish. What’s your point?”

      I chuckled. “I think you’re just a little intimidated. You shouldn’t be. I’ll bet she won’t say no if you ask her to dance later.”

      A grin slit Herakles’s face, as he measured me from head to toe. “Look at you, giving me dating advice.”

      I rolled my eyes and resumed my slow scan of the terrace. “Like it or not, I might be the only friend you’ve got, at this point. And if you don’t get some kind of help from me, you will crash and burn and go back to the Stravian woods, to live like a hermit and never get over the humiliation.”

      Herakles blinked several times as he processed my stinging conclusion. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks.”

      He wasn’t just a Faulty. He was a proud Faulty. The kind who didn’t respond well to failure. I could already see him hopping on an interplanetary spell and hiding somewhere on Noagh after Riza said no to his dance invitation. Herakles was like that. Big and menacing and roguish on the outside, yet hilariously soft and mushy and sensitive on the inside.

      In my survey of the wedding crowd, I spotted something interesting. In the second row, farther to the left and seated next to Jax, the Mara Lord, his succubus lady, Hansa, and the rest of their extended family, were two more than noticeable ladies. Both were tall brunettes, with long and perfectly straight hair. It seemed as though it had been sculpted on them. One was slightly older, though she carried her fine lines with impressive grace. I figured she was the mother.

      There were scales on her arms, and, once she turned her head to listen to something her daughter said, I spotted the ones on her neck. Heck, her daughter was a faithful copy, though there was something extra about her. Not the youthful spark in her eyes, but their bright amber-yellow color. Her lips were full and red, and when she smiled, two small fangs were visible.

      In combination with her pale, mother-of-pearl-like skin, I found it safe to draw my conclusion. I was looking at Tamara, Lady of the Lamias, and her daughter, Eva. The latter had turned vampire about a year ago. I hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting them, but I had a feeling I would, soon enough.

      But that wasn’t even the most interesting part of my quick study. I followed Eva’s gaze as it traveled across the aisle, on the right side of the terrace. She’d set her sights on… Varga, Elonora’s older brother, who’d been seated next to Ash and Ruby, his sister and her popsicle prince, Nevis. Varga, however, had no idea that he was being watched.

      Tamara was already busy exchanging pleasantries with another guest sitting next to her, while Eva was practically undressing Varga in a single, disastrously intense stare.

      “How does he not feel that?” I breathed, feeling my lips stretch into a grin.

      “Say what, now?” Herakles asked, though he didn’t see where I was looking.

      I turned my head to face him, then shook my head. “Nothing,” I replied.

      I didn’t know much about Eva, but I’d met enough creatures on Calliope to recognize the feral attraction that a Lamia like her could instigate. She was all flesh and instincts, and if she was as bright as Serena had mentioned, I figured she was perfectly capable of turning a guy like Varga inside out in a split second.

      Part of me wanted to witness that moment. Varga was so bright and self-confident and dashing… Ugh, someone needed to slap him back into reality. I had a feeling that Eva might be the one to do it. First, however, these two had to meet. I made it my mission to make it happen, if Eva didn’t find her way to him first. Not that I was particularly interested in getting people together—I just wanted to see the sparks fly and Varga turn to mush. Eva seemed like the kind of gal who could pull it off.

      

      By the time the wedding ceremony started, I was getting hungry, too. I didn’t say anything to Herakles about it. The last thing I wanted was one of his annoying “Aha!” replies.

      The entire Novak clan was present. Sofia, Ben and River, Rose and Caleb, Xavier and Vivienne, Lucas and Marion, all the kids and grandkids, the spouses, girlfriends, boyfriends, and so on. I found Douma and Dmitri to be quite cute together—I knew her better than she knew herself, and, despite my approval of their relationship, I did make sure that Dmitri understood what would happen if he hurt her or broke her heart. It involved me ripping his head off and feeding it to Serena’s pet shape-shifters, who were now huddled in a corner. My description of the entire process seemed to have stuck with Dmitri, because he broke into a cold sweat whenever he exchanged glances with the faceless creatures.

      I loved Douma like a sister. She was important to me, just like Herakles, in her own way. I was still learning a lot of things about myself, but my emotional attachment was pretty simple. I could easily tear through an army just to make sure my loved ones were safe. The Novaks must’ve rubbed off on me.

      From the groom’s side, half of White City’s elite fighters and nobles were settled across three rows of silk-dressed chairs. The ribbons fluffed out some of the harsh jawlines and cold stares. Then again, silk ribbons canceled out any kind of toughness.

      Harper and Caspian wanted a simple wedding, from what I’d heard. That meant a quick ceremony, the vow exchange, the rings, then the kiss at the end. Still, it had taken forever just to get all the guests over. I could already imagine Harper downstairs, seething as she was told to hold off, while the last of those invited made their way up to this magnificent terrace.

      I caught Elonora’s gaze for a second. Warmth spread through me. She was still the epitome of greatness, at a level I knew few would ever truly get. Behind her were three people I didn’t recognize. At all. I’d done a good job of memorizing most of GASP and The Shade, not to mention Eritopia and Neraka. Fiona and Zane were seated next to these three, along with their newborn baby, Sophia.

      “Do you know them?” I asked Herakles after a brief nudge.

      He followed my gaze, then nodded. “The Novaliks. Part of Sofia’s family. From before. I mean, from the lady’s side. That’s Abby Hudson,” he said, looking at the slightly elder female in the trio. “Her mom raised Sofia while her dad was out doing who-knows-what.”

      “Aiden. He was a Hunter at the time,” I replied, remembering some of the history. The Novaks were so famous and admired that they were literally subjects of interest in the Shadian history books. I wondered if I’d ever get a chapter of my own, someday. “Right. The Hudsons. Humans, if I remember correctly.”

      “Well, not anymore. Abby is married to Erik Novalik, and that’s their daughter, Amelia. They’re all vampires now.”

      “I see you’re all up to speed with the Novaks and the Novaliks and The Shade and whatnot,” I replied, trying hard not to grin.

      Herakles noticed my effort, then rolled his eyes. “Abby’s a remarkably good cook, though she can’t exactly eat anything she makes,” he said. “Of course I remember her.”

      Abby was beautiful. Erik struck me as dark and brooding. Amelia had her back to us, so I couldn’t form an opinion at this point in time. Instead, I looked at Herakles. “When did you get to eat her food?”

      “Oh, a couple of nights ago. There was a big Novak dinner in The Shade. I happened to be invited,” Herakles replied.

      “Whose arm did you twist? I know you. I know the lengths you’ll go to for free food.”

      He smacked me over the shoulder—friendly, but hard enough to remind me he could still punch my lights out, if I gave him the opportunity. I laughed, but quickly went silent when the maids of honor finally came out.

      The music changed. Here comes the bride.

      

      A couple of hours later, Harper and Caspian were locked together in their first dance, while everyone else watched and fawned over them. The wedding party was as impressive as the ceremony, as it took place in one of Luceria’s upper-level banquet halls—all white marble with gold streaks and light fixtures.

      The buffet was enormous. I stayed close to Herakles during the dinner, occasionally finding myself astonished by the amount of food he could fit in his mouth—not to mention his stomach. I had a feeling he had four or five of those.

      I didn’t even notice him looking at me, until it was too late.

      “Don’t judge,” he said around a mouthful. “I like food.”

      “I can see that.”

      “What are you still doing here?” he asked. “Out of all the ladies in this joint, practically drooling over you, surely there’s one you like.”

      I crossed my arms. “I don’t get why that’s any of your business.”

      “It’s not. It just bugs me to have you watching me like a hawk and counting my calories,” he shot back.

      I chuckled softly, then glanced around the room again. All the iconic couples were on the dance floor, swaying to the music as they surrounded Harper and Caspian. For a moment, I was mesmerized by layers of silk and velvet, chiffon and satin, lace and tulle and dazzling jewelry. This moment was a merger of worlds, and it was extraordinary.

      Different species from different planets had come together to celebrate love. And, judging by the slight pang in my stomach, I probably wanted a slice of this, too.

      The bride and groom seemed oblivious to the rest of the world. They only had eyes for each other, moving to the gentle rhythm of music—a ballad, if I remembered correctly. At their table, the Novaks who weren’t dancing were busy sampling a variety of spiced blood mixes. There were fruity desserts and cupcakes available for the non-vampires, as well. Earthly wedding traditions were interesting, to say the least.

      At the table next to theirs, I spotted the Novaliks again. This time, however, I could see Amelia clearly. She was completely different from everyone else, I realized, feeling the air temporarily leave my lungs. She wore her blond hair short, in a simple and light pixie cut. It curled around her temples, and it brought out the delicate curves of her ears.

      She was pale but beautiful, her blue eyes seemingly holding the entire world together. I hadn’t seen such intensity before. I was willing to bet that she was building full profiles of people in her head, whenever she looked at them. Her nose was slim and small, perfectly matched with her soft, pink lips. The tight, pale blue dress made her seem brighter than she really was. She smiled and talked to her parents and other guests, but, whenever no one was looking, she glanced to the side and sighed deeply, as if she couldn’t wait to get out of here.

      Not a people person, I take it.

      I could see parts of her mother present—the gentle jawline, the soft gaze directed at someone she was fond of. But I could also see her father in her. There was a certain darkness to Amelia. Some kind of danger lurking beneath the surface, eager to be let out.

      When her eyes met mine, I was transfixed.

      Then, someone else caught my attention as he passed by me, talking to himself.

      “Good grief, will you just stop?!” he muttered, gritting his teeth.

      I turned around to look at him as he wandered between the tables. He was a fae, with delicate features and an auburn mane forcibly pulled into a bun at the top of his head. His amber eyes were bloodshot, and he was drenched in sweat. I recognized the military uniform and Fire Star regalia. He was part of Sherus and Nuriya’s delegation. Their table wasn’t too far from where I stood.

      “What’s up?” Herakles asked, coming up to me with a full dessert plate and a puff of whipped cream persisting at the corner of his mouth.

      I nodded at the frantic fae. “Him. He seems off,” I said.

      “Define ‘off’,” Herakles replied, checking the guy out. His eyes widened when the fae turned around. The poor fellow was practically livid. “Oh.”

      I couldn’t help but go back to Dmitri, Aida, and Jovi’s account of the northern woods incident. Looking around the banquet hall, I spotted the Blackhall brothers at a table, laughing and talking to their parents and partners. I waved a hand, enough for Dmitri to see me. He then followed my gaze and spotted the fae.

      His brow furrowed. His eyes glimmered with some kind of recognition.

      “I said no…” the fae continued.

      By now, there were several pairs of eyes on him—wedding guests seated at nearby tables who could hear him and were probably wondering what he was doing. For starters, he was turning around, over and over, with his head down as he cursed through a locked jaw. He was angry and frustrated. He didn’t seem right at all.

      Looking at the Blackhalls again, I noticed Dmitri had already left the table. He was halfway across the dancefloor, subtly avoiding dancing couples as he made his way toward us.

      “Should we take the guy out?” Herakles asked, his gaze fixed on the fae.

      “That’s Myris Fenn,” Dmitri interjected, just as he reached us. “I know him.”

      “Do you know what’s happening to him?” I replied.

      Dmitri sighed. “No. But I’ve seen it before.”

      “The woods, right?” I asked.

      The fae cried out in pain, then took several clumsy steps backward. His hands were incandescent, bright orange and completely unnatural, from what I knew about fae. His terrified expression confirmed my suspicions. Something was happening. Something he wasn’t in control of.

      “The end is nigh!” Myris shouted, his voice broken. “The world is coming to an end!”

      “Myris, what’s wrong?” Dmitri replied, cautiously moving toward him.

      Myris shrugged, his eyes glassy and wide. “I… I don’t know. I can’t stop it.”

      “Stop what?” Dmitri asked.

      “This!” Myris replied, as his forearms turned bright orange, like his hands. Whatever it was, it was spreading. My stomach tightened. My instincts were kicking in. Nothing good could come out of this.

      “Myris, come on. Calm down,” I said. “Deep breaths, buddy. In and out.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down!” he screamed.

      Silence fell around us. The music stopped. People stared. No one was dancing, but I could think of at least a few Shadians and Eritopians who were already discreetly reaching for their knives, in case they needed to intervene.

      “You don’t understand,” Myris added, his lower lip quivering. “You don’t understand… It’s ending. It’s all ending…”

      “What is ending?” Dmitri asked, trying to stall him.

      “The world. It’s ending. It’s done,” Myris replied, then suddenly straightened himself up into an awkwardly stiff posture. His eyes were like giant marbles, squeezing themselves out of his skull.

      Dmitri took another step forward. “Myris. Talk to—”

      Myris exploded. The blast was powerful enough to throw us all back. Flashes of amber and red covered my eyes. I could feel my skin heat up. The smell of burnt flesh invaded my nostrils. Screams tore through the banquet hall.

      Someone cried out for help. Glass broke.

      I landed on my back. My head conked on the marble floor.

      Herakles grunted, somewhere to my right.

      “Somebody get help!” someone shouted. He sounded familiar.

      But I was in a daze. Too soft to think any further. A fire fae had just exploded like a pile of dynamite, less than twenty yards from me. I had a feeling that the burning flesh I smelled was mine.

      Son of a…
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      My ears were ringing.

      The blast had leveled most of the banquet hall. Food, drinks, and blood were scattered across the white marble floor. As I raised my head and briefly glanced around, I felt the terror tightening its grip around my throat. Too many bodies, and not enough of them moving—or even whole, for that matter.

      A few minutes must’ve passed since the explosion.

      The witches and the vampires who had not been too close to Myris were already rushing to offer assistance and first aid to those who needed it. Dozens of fae were down. Bajangs. Druids. Dhaxanians. Maras. I wasn’t sure how many had actually survived the blast.

      “Varga…” Dad croaked.

      I looked to my left and found him and Mom stuck under the overturned table. Their faces were covered in blood. The sight sent my heart racing, releasing an adrenaline pulse that forced me into a sudden, upright position.

      Maybe too sudden.

      My head spun for a moment, before everything came back into focus. The rest of the foiled wedding party was already in damage control mode. The doors had opened wide, and dozens of Eritopian soldiers came in to help.

      I pulled the table off my parents, then checked each of them, carefully.

      Mom gave me a weak smile as I helped her up. Dad groaned from a pain in his back but managed to stand on his own.

      Elonora and Nevis joined us. I hadn’t even seen them a few seconds ago. They seemed okay, too, if I ignored the bruises and cuts resulting from what had to be the table hitting them both.

      “What the hell happened?” I gasped.

      “I have no idea,” Mom replied, then looked over my shoulder. “It had to come from there…”

      “Yeah,” Elonora said. “I saw him. I saw Dmitri going toward him. Raphael and Herakles were close. Oh God, Sherus and Nuriya… Taeral…” she added, her voice trailing off.

      “Are you two okay?” I asked Mom and Dad.

      “Don’t worry about us, son,” Dad said, then pointed at my sister. She’d already darted over to the center of the explosion. “Go help the others.”

      I didn’t wait to be told twice. I ran over to where I’d last seen Dmitri, Herakles, and Raphael. Fortunately, the three of them were okay. Raphael had some pretty nasty burns, and his military uniform was in tatters. Herakles and Dmitri were covered in cuts and second-degree burns, but Elonora was already dispensing some of her vampire blood from both wrists to help them heal faster.

      I cut mine open, then pressed it against Raphael’s lips. “Drink, dude. You’ll feel better,” I told him. He drank, giving me a thankful nod in the process.

      Nevis was closer to the heart of the blast, but he seemed conscious, despite some injuries to his back and legs—I had a feeling he’d dropped on the ground before the explosion hit him like it had hit Raphael. The floor was black on a fifty-yard radius. The tables and chairs were charred stumps. Smoke came out in twirling gray threads. The smell of burnt flesh made my heart tear itself apart on the inside. There were bodies left behind—other fae and innocent guests. Nothing was left of Myris, with the exception of a single, blackened boot.

      The dinner I’d just had threatened to come back out.

      Sofia and Derek came over, accompanied by Lumi, Kailani, and Hunter. Harper and Caspian were recovering, from what I could tell. Fiona and Zane’s baby was crying. I held my breath for a moment, then exhaled sharply, remembering that both Voss and Chantal were downstairs with their incubi nannies. Sophia was the only infant in attendance, and she seemed to be okay. Most of Zane’s back was pitch black—he’d shielded his baby and Fiona during the blast.

      Serena was on her back, her baby bump round and healthy. Draven knelt next to her, while Viola checked her vitals and gave her a comforting nod. She, too, was going to be okay.

      “That was Myris Fenn,” Dmitri managed, just as Douma came over and helped him up.

      She measured him from head to toe, then kissed him, deeply. “You’re okay,” she concluded, and smiled at Elonora. “Thank you.”

      My sister nodded, then moved on to other injured guests, while Nevis helped Jax and Heron with a preliminary body count. The entire wedding party had just turned into a post-massacre investigation. It didn’t matter what we’d been doing prior to the explosion. We were all in GASP mode now, and there was no way we weren’t getting to the bottom of… whatever the hell this was.

      “Myris Fenn?” Derek asked, frowning. He and Sofia only had a couple of scratches from the shockwave.

      Someone’s scream reminded me that not everyone was as lucky. Following the source, I saw a young succubus kneeling on the edge of the blast radius, crying as she pointed at the charred remains. “Mother… Mother, no…” she sobbed.

      My eyes stung. More people were coming forward, recognizing those who’d perished. They’d been burnt beyond recognition, but Jax and Heron had the guest list, and some memorable items had been left behind—only slightly burnt. A ring, a bracelet… an arm with a birthmark.

      I turned around, looking away from the scene. Dinner was still stuck in my throat, ready to shoot out if provoked.

      “He’s from Sherus and Nuriya’s delegation,” Dmitri said. “Myris Fenn. I knew him. He… He was an okay guy. We trained together for a few weeks during a visit to the Fire Star.”

      “This doesn’t make sense,” Taeral interjected, joining our group.

      Several yards behind him, Sherus and Nuriya reappeared, visibly affected by the sight before them. Nuriya had been fast enough to teleport herself and her husband out of the hot zone. Taeral was clean, too. Thank the stars for those jinn genes, huh?

      “You knew him, right?” I asked Taeral.

      “He was perfectly normal, I swear. We weren’t friends or anything, but I would’ve noticed something off about him,” Taeral replied.

      “Thing is… he was acting like the young one we saw in the woods a few nights ago,” Dmitri said. “Talking to himself, sweating, his palms lighting up. It’s not normal.”

      Taeral shook his head. “Nope. It isn’t. A fire fae needs a fire source to ignite anything. His hands, though… I couldn’t take my eyes off them…”

      “He just blew up,” Raphael said, now sitting and visibly recovering. His burns were healing rapidly, thanks to my vampire blood. He frowned at Taeral. “You and your folks were supposed to look into the other guy, though. The one from the woods. What happened there?”

      “I might know,” Amelia cut in, her eyes wide as she checked her phone, cross-referencing it with a copy of the wedding guest list. Her pale blue dress was torn up to her mid-thigh, revealing pale but firm flesh. Raphael couldn’t stop staring. Lucky for him, no one noticed but me—and I was willing to look anywhere but behind me, where the true tragedy unraveled.

      “What do you mean?” Taeral asked.

      “Well, you were supposed to check with your delegation members and see if you had anyone missing,” Amelia replied. “Nuriya asked me to help with that.”

      “Oh. Okay. Why you, though?” Taeral asked, a muscle nervously ticking in his jaw.

      “Because she’s very good at her job,” Nuriya interjected. “And she’s the one who put our census system in place, if you remember. If anyone can help us find a missing fae, it’s Amelia.”

      Amelia offered a faint, albeit sad, smile in return. “Thank you. I think I found him,” she said, then showed us a list of names on her phone, right next to the wedding guest roster. “Jaffe Fenn. One of the youngest to join the royal guard of the Fire Star. He’s been missing for three days, now.”

      “Whoa,” Dmitri exclaimed. “Jaffe Fenn. That’s… Any relation to Myris?”

      Amelia nodded. “His younger brother.”

      “How could you lose the kid like that?” I asked, slightly irritated as I looked at Nuriya.

      “You must understand, our delegation is always of forty fae or more,” she replied. “Sherus and I are king and queen. It’s not our responsibility to keep track of our people. And, to be honest, with all the traveling we’ve done lately, it’s not like we kept exit and entry records. Jaffe simply slipped through the cracks.”

      This didn’t feel right at all. It wasn’t Sherus or Nuriya’s fault, of course, but it didn’t look good for them. Jaffe and Myris Fenn had both exhibited similar behavior. Myris, in fact, had just exploded and killed well over a dozen people, from what I could tell. There was blood everywhere.

      I had to give Draven and Serena credit, though. They ran a tight ship here. Soldiers were already spread across the room, supporting the witches. The Daughters helped heal the wounded, while the witches and the remaining Druids proceeded to register every single detail of the blast site. This was an active crime scene, and it was being treated as such.

      “So, let me see if I got this straight,” Herakles said, using his ripped tunic sleeve to wipe off some of the blood on his cheek. “Jaffe Fenn was seen acting weird in the woods, unable to control his fire powers while talking to himself. Then, a few days later, in the middle of a wedding party, his older brother, Myris, displayed equally puzzling behavior before he literally blew up and scorched this place.”

      “Uh-huh,” Raphael replied dryly.

      “Could this be a problem that runs in the Fenn family, maybe?” Herakles sighed. “Any other siblings or parents or distant relatives who might suffer a similar fate?”

      Amelia checked her phone, then shook her head. “Nope. They don’t have anyone else. It was just Jaffe and Myris.”

      “Is anyone else going to say it, or should I?” I blurted, struggling to contain my own rage and fear. This explosion had happened in-house. In our midst. At our most vulnerable, and in the middle of a celebration. “Was this an intended attack? Was it supposed to happen tonight, like this?”

      Sofia sighed. “I don’t think we’ll get an answer anytime soon. An investigation should take place, first. A thorough one.”

      “You have our full support,” Nuriya replied.

      “Could this have anything to do with the Hermessi?” I added.

      Dmitri shrugged. “Aida, Jovi, and I talked about it. We don’t think so. Maybe. But, like my sister said the other day, if a Hermessi wants to possess a fae, they’ll just do it. No chance of even trying to resist.”

      “Besides, what would their motive be?” Derek asked. “They’re entities. Natural elements. The only times they did possess fae it was to help us defeat Ta’Zan. We haven’t heard from them since the Blackout.”

      Lumi groaned, her gaze fixed on Myris’s boot. “Kale and I will study the remains. We’ll see if we can get anything else out of this mess, something to help with the investigation.”

      “Someone should talk to anyone who was close to Myris and Fenn, too,” Kailani suggested.

      “I’ll do that,” Taeral replied, his arms crossed and his jaw sharp and locked. There was a lot of anger bubbling beneath the surface, and I couldn’t blame him. Myris had not only killed himself, he’d taken plenty of other fae with him. Innocent people.

      Serena’s cry cut through the hall like a hot knife, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

      “What the…” I mumbled, then saw her, her eyes wide as she looked up at Draven.

      The lower half of her dress was drenched. “The baby…” Serena said. “It’s… Oh God, the baby’s coming…”

      To say that we were shocked would’ve been the understatement of the century. This wasn’t our first round of bad timing, either. Vita had gone into labor just as Ta’Zan and his army were descending upon us, back on Strava. Why not have Serena give birth shortly after a devastating explosion?

      Hazel and Tejus were quick to motion for immediate assistance from nearby staff. Two soldiers rushed over with a stretcher. Draven held Serena’s hand, as she was laid on the stretcher and gently carried out of the banquet hall.

      “Good grief,” Sofia murmured, watching as they vanished into the hallway. Phoenix ran after them, leaving Viola behind with her sister to continue helping the many wounded guests. “We Novaks sure know how to pick our moments of coming into the world… I hope she’ll be okay.”

      Derek chuckled softly, then put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “Serena? That’s the toughest cookie on our side of the family. Hazel will keep us posted, for sure,” he said. His gaze darkened as he stared at the blast site for a split second. “In the meantime, we need to get to the bottom of this. It if was deliberate, someone needs to pay. If it was an accident, some kind of fire fae condition, or a curse or whatever type of magic, we have to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      A familiar creature circled the explosion radius a couple of times. I’d seen her at other social gatherings, but always in passing—always flickers of her profile as she vanished into a crowd. This was the first time I was seeing her for more than a second.

      “Eva? What are you doing?” Sofia asked her.

      She looked away from Myris’s boot, her amber-yellow eyes glistening. The dark scales on her neck, shoulders, and arms seemed to be a part of her black dress—like shiny appliques that stretched over her perfect, almost-white skin. Her voice was hypnotizing, but her words were quick to snap me back to the real world.

      “This wasn’t magic,” Eva said.

      Lumi smirked. “What makes you so sure, darling?”

      “I’m half Druid, in case you forgot,” Eva replied, letting her snake-like tongue flicker over her lower lip for a brief moment. Given her genetic heritage, that had to be how she picked up otherwise undetectable scents. It was one of my favorite traits in Druids—the ability to use the tips of their forked tongues to smell lost or forgotten secrets. “Magic of any kind would leave a trace. Even the slightest whiff. Here, I found nothing, and, as you can see, I’m literally inches from where Myris stood.”

      Lumi and Kailani joined her, carefully scanning the floor again. Kailani put her hands out, her fingers glowing white as she performed some kind of reading spell. She looked at Lumi, then shook her head.

      “Eva is right. There’s no trace of magic. No charms, curses, or hexes, for sure,” she said.

      “Where does that leave us, then?” Derek replied.

      With my entire body aching, my limbs still riddled with tremors from the aftermath of the explosion, I couldn’t possibly offer an answer to that question—besides “We keep going,” of course. I worked hard to focus on him and Sofia, on Raphael, Herakles, and Dmitri… on Eva, whose name sounded familiar. But I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out where I’d heard it. I could focus on anyone, as long as I didn’t have to turn around and face the carnage that Myris had left behind.

      I could only imagine how Harper and Caspian felt.

      Their wedding day, tarnished and covered in blood, soot and tears.

      Derek was right. If someone was behind this, then they had to pay.
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      The preliminary investigation didn’t offer any useful insights on the Fenn brothers. They were relatively well known among their royal guard ranks on the Fire Star, but not enough. In the end, no one knew why they’d acted so strangely. Jaffe was still missing. Myris’s funeral had been tense and difficult to go through, especially since it didn’t have a body—we’d decided we needed to analyze and preserve what had been left of him, but his family needed some kind of closure, hence the burial ceremony with an empty coffin. Well, not empty. It had been filled with some of his most precious belongings and family heirlooms.

      We couldn’t understand what had happened to him, or whether the explosion had been premeditated or an accident.

      The only thing we could confirm was that both Jaffe and Myris had been overheard talking to themselves—apparently. I had a feeling those conversations weren’t exactly one-sided, but without Jaffe to tell us, all we could do was make assumptions.

      Lumi, Kailani, and the Daughters were still studying Myris’s remains, while the rest of Corrine’s witches focused on analyzing the blast site. Upon a first inspection back at the blast site, we’d not only found a foot inside the blackened boot he’d left behind, but also other parts of him which had been thrown far wider across the hall than we’d originally thought. The banquet hall had been closed off to allow GASP’s agents to investigate. I felt as though we were temporarily suspended in time and space, since no answer had come to light. We didn’t know why this had happened, and it put a strain on absolutely everybody—including me.

      “Tae, darling, are you ready?” My mother’s voice came through.

      I’d been staring at my own reflection in a floor mirror. The sunlight poured into my room, glazing everything in a golden hue. It seemed so calm and serene, as opposed to the frustrated storm brewing inside me.

      I turned around and found her gazing at me, a loving smile stretching her lips.

      “Yeah,” I breathed, then briefly checked myself in the mirror one last time.

      “They’re waiting for you,” she said.

      Of course they were. It was my official crowning ceremony. The tradition spanned eons through the Fire Star’s history. The crown prince had to go through this. An oath had to be spoken. A Fire Star royal had to place the “youngling crown,” as they called it, on my head. And then, I could proudly wear my full title. Taeral of the Fire Star, Crown Prince and Future King of the Fire Fae. But that label felt like such a joke right now, since I couldn’t even get to the bottom of why one of my own had gotten himself blown up and killed innocent people in the process.

      I think they call it impostor’s syndrome.

      “I know,” I replied.

      I did look like a crown prince. My tunic was tailored to bring out my tall figure and broad shoulders. It was made entirely out of crimson silk, with gold embroidery around the hems, the high collar, and the sleeves. If one looked close enough, they’d recognize a few Fire Star motifs in these details—stylized flames and bursting suns intertwined, seemingly going on forever. The black belt tightened around my narrow waist, and the solid gold buckle depicted our family crest. My knee-high boots were a good match, adding to the black-and-red contrast.

      My skin glimmered, ever so slightly, in the invading sunlight. I was more fae now than jinn, for sure. The only thing that reminded me of my mother’s heritage was my short, ink-black hair. In the long run, none of this mattered. The entire ceremony felt like a farce, but I had to do it. My internal struggle had to wait. Tradition was far more important, especially after Myris’s episode. Our people needed a sense of steadiness and unwavering strength.

      Father said the ceremony would help. So, I went ahead with it.

      “You look so handsome,” Mom said, glowing with love.

      I gave her a soft smile. “Good genes,” I replied, then joined her out in the hallway, my custom-made soul-eater blade dangling from my belt. Its sculptural sheath, made of black wood with mother-of-pearl and golden inlays, captured some of the sunshine beaming through the enormous windows to my right.

      “Any word from Lumi?” Mom asked, as we headed toward the ceremony hall.

      I shook my head, and my mother sighed in return.

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” I replied. “You and Dad will be the first to know once they find something, anyway.”

      “It’ll be okay, Tae,” she said. “We’ve got the resources and the knowledge to get to the bottom of this. That much I’m sure of.”

      “It’s just… It’s been a year since the Blackout. A lot of people died then, and we were so thankful and relieved that our fae survived. This feels like the universe reminding us that the fire fae are still vulnerable.”

      A dozen fire fae had died in Myris’s explosion. A dozen families had to be notified that they’d never see their loved ones again. We’d lost so many already in the first fleet attack against Ta’Zan. Every single death haunted us, as my parents had promised our kingdom they would keep everyone safe. Of course, all those who had perished were GASP allies and agents, and they knew what they were getting themselves into. But, still, death was permanent and irreversible, and it left a lot of pain and sorrow in its wake.

      “We’ll get over this, Tae, just like we got over the fleet attack, the Blackout, and everything else before that,” Mom assured me. “We’re a tough nation. Let’s not let this one incident redefine us.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Mom was quite a firecracker, even though she wasn’t fae. She was tough and resilient. No wonder Dad had fallen head over heels for her. I only hoped that, one day, I’d be as lucky as he was, to land himself such a powerful soulmate.

      The ceremony hall opened before us in deep shades of red marble and black obsidian pillars. It was enormous. Almost breathtaking. Above, the pillars extended into arches, crisscrossing the painted ceiling with dramatic black lines. The aisle ahead was cleared, reflecting the wooden benches lined up on both sides—all of them full. Hundreds had come to witness my crowning ceremony, and that just made my palms clammy.

      All the noble and military heads turned to see me and my mom as we walked down the aisle and toward the platform at the end. There, standing between two massive copper bowls with bright and feisty orange flames, were my dad and Kerrig, the prime minister—the king and queen’s voice in the fire fae government, and the public servant in charge of performing the actual crowning ceremony.

      Between them, nestled on a red velvet pillow on top of a tall and slim black display table, was the prince’s crown. I’d seen it before, but it looked particularly beautiful today. It was simple, yet stunning—a band of white gold with a plethora of rubies and diamonds encrusted all around. They all met at the front, in the middle, to hug a triangle-shaped crimson diamond, the rarest of its kind, thought to have some kind of magical properties. Granted, that was mostly the stuff of legend, according to my dad, but I was still a tad hopeful.

      My father beamed at me as I set foot onto the platform.

      Kerrig offered a polite bow, while the entire hall audience stood to salute me. I nodded in return, then smiled at the people.

      “Today is a great day, my son,” Dad said.

      Mom joined his side, while I was left standing between them and the audience—a feeling of claustrophobia creeping into my chest. Kerrig held up a long parchment paper that looked older than time itself.

      “Today, we mark a most auspicious milestone in the history of our land,” Kerrig said, raising his voice for everyone to hear. “Today, we officially mark the appointment of our crown prince, son of King Sherus and Queen Nuriya, and future heir to the Fire Star’s most coveted and precious seat—the throne.”

      The people clapped, wave upon wave hitting my ears and making my heart tighten. I was usually much better with crowds, but, today, I felt like a total wuss. Maybe it had something to do with the whole Myris incident and the crushing of my high expectations regarding it. The absence of answers made me feel so insecure.

      Glancing at the crowd, I was supposed to get some sense of peace and relief. The fire fae were all smiling and wearing their best outfits. Layer upon layer of silk and bejeweled brocade, fine leather boots and dazzling sword sheaths that glimmered in shades of red, yellow, and orange—gemstones plucked from our deepest and most valuable mines. All of them ethereal and light as feathers as they sat back down, watching me with big, warm eyes. I was supposed to feel loved.

      But something was off. My gut wasn’t having any of this, but I had nothing to prove that something would go horribly wrong here. A feeling wasn’t enough to stop such an important ceremony. Especially since said feeling came from a pit of angst and frustration caused by Myris and Jaffe Fenn.

      My parents, however, didn’t seem to notice anything wrong. They smiled, proud to see me standing here, ready to receive my crown. Kerrig was equally undeterred, and he started reading from the scroll.

      “The crown prince is the child of our land, the heart of our world, and the future of our Fire Star. He is hope and courage in the face of what lies ahead. He represents the promise of tomorrow, of our vow to become better people, to make sure that our children will be better versions of ourselves. The king and queen have gifted him to us so that, one day, he may lead us with the same strength and clarity as they did.”

      In the back rows, I recognized some of the soldiers dressed in their ceremonial uniforms—red with one stripe of orange across the chest. I’d trained with them, a couple of years back. The sense of familiarity coming from them made me feel a tad better, as my mind drifted into the past. The grueling training, the sweat and sore muscles, the cuts and the bruises… I’d felt so alive, so friggin’ unbeatable back then. Every time I’d defeated one of them in sparring sessions, I was ready to take on the whole world. A thousand Ta’Zans couldn’t stand in my way.

      So where had that Taeral gone? Because the one I was now seemed so jaded and glum.

      Three of the soldiers eyed me intensely. At first, I’d thought they were smiling, but, upon a lengthier inspection, I realized that they were practically baring their teeth, gritting them to the point where they could even crack. They were pale and sweaty, and shaking like leaves.

      I felt my brow furrow, seeing that no one else had noticed how sick they looked.

      “Today, our kingdom takes a bold step into the future,” Kerrig continued. “Today, we name our crown prince, Taeral. He will assume his seat, for one day he shall inherit it all, including our allegiance and everlasting devotion.”

      My father stepped forward and took the crown from its soft, velvety pillow, then came to stand next to me. I turned to face him, so everyone could see our profiles, but I kept stealing glances at the three young soldiers. I knew them. I’d trained with them. I’d sparred with them. I’d taught them how to sharpen their blades, and they’d taught me how to tie the best knots for climbing. And still, they now felt a million miles away, close to the edge of a dark abyss.

      “Dad,” I said in a low voice. “I’m not sure—”

      “Don’t worry, son, your mother and I have no intention of relinquishing the throne anytime soon,” he whispered. “You go on and do your thing, just like before. This is just a formal appointment.”

      “The crown prince shall be our guiding star, the fire we will all follow into tomorrow, leaving yesterday behind,” Kerrig kept reciting from the parchment. “And, when the day comes, we shall all kneel before him, as he assumes the throne and becomes our king. Our leader.”

      One quick glance at the back, and I instantly knew this wasn’t going to end well.

      The three soldiers shot to their feet, white as sheets of paper. Their lips quivered. Sweat glistened on their faces. They shouted in unison: “Make it stop! You have to stop it! The end is coming, but you have to stop it!”

      Gasps erupted from the audience. Kerrig swallowed his words. Mom stepped forward, already prepared to react, judging by the deep shadow drawn between her eyebrows. My dad was baffled.

      And I was about to teleport myself over to the soldiers and kick them all down. I knew I had to stop them in a split second, because all this reminded me too much of Myris, and I didn’t want a repeat of that disaster.

      I could feel my body disintegrating, but my mom grabbed my arm and pulled me back.

      The explosion ripped into the audience. Screams blasted outward. Fire and shrapnel spread at a devastating speed.

      I landed on my back, on top of my mom. I instinctively turned over to shield her, as the entire ceremony hall rumbled and cracked. The large floor-to-ceiling windows were shattered. All I could hear was the glass breaking—thousands of shards landing on the floor. Everything else was silence. The kind that sent shivers down my spine.

      Then, someone cried out. “I can’t control it! This is too soon! No!”

      I looked to my left and saw Dad on the floor, next to us. He blinked several times, then stared at me with wide eyes. I grabbed him and Mom, then zapped us out of the ceremony hall.

      

      We landed in the hallway, just ten yards from the double doors. The royal guards were already pouring in to see what had happened.

      “Stay back!” I shouted at them. “Stay back!”

      They all stilled, only a couple of feet from the ceremony hall. A single breath later, the double doors burst out, as a second blast tore through. Orange-and-red flames blossomed into the hallway, throwing the guards back.

      “What in the world…” my dad croaked, unable to look away.

      We all heard the screams, the moaning of support beams before they collapsed. The thundering of the ceremony hall falling apart. This… This was much worse than Harper and Caspian’s wedding. Hundreds were in there.

      It wasn’t just one fire fae exploding, either. There were at least three, in two different waves. This was starting to look a little too organized for me to consider it a damn tragic coincidence. No. This was deliberate, and it broke my heart.

      “Mom, Dad, are you okay?” I asked.

      “What… What just happened?” Dad replied, his voice trembling.

      More screams and wails erupted from inside the ceremony hall. Additional soldiers came from the other end of the wide corridor. They all went in, looking to help any survivors. Given the intensity of the explosion, and the sounds of damage to the room’s structural integrity, I doubted there were many.

      “Just like Myris Fenn,” I said, unable to move.

      “This is horrible,” Mom replied, tearing up. “Those are our people. Our friends…”

      “It was targeted,” I managed, staring at the black smoke still coming out of the ceremony hall. “It was definitely targeted.”

      “Son?” Dad asked, looking at me.

      “The wedding… Now, this… I think someone is trying to kill us,” I said. “This can’t be a coincidence. Fire fae going on about the end of the world, then blowing up like this. It’s got some kind of evil-and-fanaticism combined written all over it, and it’s aimed at us. You, me, us.”

      Of course, the investigation would now have to expand. Facts had to be brought to light. I was making an assumption, based on what I’d seen so far—but, dammit, it sounded just about right! Twice I’d been in the range of a deadly explosion. Twice I’d had to make sure my parents didn’t get hurt.

      The body count was rising.

      My blood was boiling.

      “Whatever this is, I’m not resting until it’s over,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I meant it. I had no idea what had driven the fire fae to explode like that. I didn’t know why they were doing this, or why they were targeting us. But I did know I couldn’t let them or any of their partners win. There were bound to be more of them. And they had to be stopped.
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      There was a shroud of gloom shadowing an event that should’ve been cause for nothing but joy and celebration. Serena and Draven were now the proud parents of a healthy baby, a gorgeous half-Druid, half-sentry girl. The birth had run smoothly, despite its trigger—Myris Fenn exploding at Harper and Caspian’s wedding party.

      Needless to say, we were all on edge, but we refused to let these incidents get us down. So, Calliope went ahead with the baby-naming ceremony. Serena and Draven were going to announce their daughter’s name, and we were all here for it.

      A week had passed since the Fire Star attack. Taeral, Sherus, and Nuriya were in a foul mood, but, still, they came to Calliope, equally determined not to cave in to any kind of pressure or despair. Whatever was going on, we were bound to find out.

      The baby-naming ceremony was set to take place on the top platform of Luceria, at midnight. Serena and Draven had wanted a clear view of the starry sky, since it was a full moon and the Druids held such events in high regard. In short, they considered naming the baby on a full moon to bring nothing but good fortune and prosperity.

      Most of The Shade and Calliope’s GASP agents were present, along with other close friends from Strava and Neraka. We were all seated in a semi-circular fashion, with the ceremonial podium facing the east. Flowers and golden silk adorned the decorative columns around the extended, disc-shaped terrace. Soft music flowed from a couple of violins, their players standing somewhere to the left of the podium.

      At the front, Derek and Safira took their positions as ceremonial masters, once again. As part of this inter-world unity between Eritopia and The Shade, they’d both been appointed ministers of sorts—and they were very good at it. Hazel, Tejus, and Sofia were in the front row, joined by Ben and River, Caleb and Rose, and the rest of the Novak family.

      I was in the third row, with Mom and Dad. It still irked my dad, ever the traditionalist, that unlike all the other jinn, I showed and used my legs. Personally, I didn’t mind hovering, but I liked using my legs, and I didn’t enjoy standing out in a group or a crowd—the jinni lower-body mist was a guarantee that too many eyes would be on me. In addition, I’d learned to use my legs to reach speeds similar to when I hovered, and I occasionally rubbed it in my dad’s face, just for kicks. This time, my legs were neatly displayed in my pencil-skirt dress.

      Next to us were Taeral, Sherus, and Nuriya. Jinn tended to stick together at public gatherings of any kind, for some reason. Especially since Nuriya was my mom’s aunt, and my great-aunt. We weren’t elitists or anything like that, but we just found some comfort in being with those like us. For a long time, the jinn had been quite isolated from the rest of the supernatural world. Sherus and Nuriya’s wedding had been one of the first events to bring us more out into the open, socially speaking.

      We were all waiting for Serena and Draven to come in with their baby girl. According to Sofia, we still had a few more minutes to go, as the happy couple were now preparing their little angel for the naming ceremony.

      We were all supposed to be smiling, happy to have another soul join us in this world, but, based on the expressions around me, it seemed like a difficult task. Harper and Caspian, in particular, were quiet and dark.

      “How are they feeling?” I asked Mom, nodding at Harper and Caspian. The two were at the front, next to Hazel and Tejus.

      “I don’t know what to tell you, honey,” Mom said. “Last time I spoke to Hazel, they weren’t in the best of moods.”

      “Who could blame them, Aisha?” Nuriya replied. “A day of joy was turned into a tragedy by someone who had absolutely no axe to grind with anyone here.”

      Dad sighed. “Any news from the investigation so far?”

      “Nope,” Taeral replied. “Nothing at all. No connection between the fae responsible. No solid leads. I’m sure that if we dig a little deeper, we’ll find something, but I think we’ll need a more targeted approach.”

      “Horatio, have you heard of such incidents before? Even in the Supernatural dimension? Anything at all?” Sherus asked my father, who in turn shrugged.

      “I’ve spoken to the witches in the Sanctuary, too,” he said. “No one’s ever heard of fire fae summoning such power to self-destruct like that. It’s a mystery.”

      “I only wonder if those who blew themselves up were, in fact, targeted,” I chimed in.

      Taeral frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “What if they were forced to do what they did? Against their will, maybe,” I replied.

      “I doubt it.” A male voice cut through, prompting us all to raise and turn our heads.

      Standing at the end of the row were Raphael and Herakles, both wearing their GASP uniforms. I’d seen them at other events on Calliope, including the bloody wedding. I knew they were involved in the investigation, as well, though I wasn’t sure what role they played in it.

      Raphael pointed at the two empty seats next to me, on my left. “Those are our seats,” he said, flashing his invite card.

      Indeed, Serena had made sure we all had assigned seats, this time. She and Draven were careful with the guest list after the wedding and Fire Star incidents, so they did a thorough check and made sure they knew where everyone was—just in case. Serena loathed using that term, but she also knew she had no choice. Too many people had died already. We couldn’t not be vigilant about any social gathering, going forward.

      I looked to my right, noticing the sparkling eyes on my mom and aunt as they gazed at Raphael. I couldn’t help but roll mine. They were both fawning over the Perfect, just like everyone else. They had every reason to, in the end. Raphael and the rest of his species were all remarkable specimens. Tall, gorgeous, and ridiculously powerful, noble and almost glowing with greatness. Abby, Amelia’s mom, often referred to them as “the angels of the In-Between.”

      I thought they were stunning, too, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Herakles. He wasn’t a Perfect. But I found the Faulties to have a certain charm of their own. They were all strong and versatile creatures, though not as aesthetically pleasing.

      “Please, sit down, then,” my dad said to Herakles and Raphael, then motioned at the empty seats next to me. “The ceremony will start soon.”

      Raphael nudged Herakles forward. That got him a brief, over-the-shoulder scowl from the Faulty, but they both joined us. My breath hitched when Herakles sat next to me. I had trouble looking away from the glimmer of his green eyes. He was also significantly taller than me, even when seated, forcing me to tilt my head at a slightly uncomfortable angle.

      “We haven’t met,” Raphael said, reaching out to shake my hand. “I’m Raphael. This is Herakles.”

      I nodded slowly, then froze when Herakles took my hand in his and shook it firmly. Tiny electrical sparks worked their way up my arm and through my shoulder. By the time they reached my heart, it nearly exploded. I jerked my hand back, then looked away. My cheeks were on fire, and, for a moment, I was confident that I’d be considered rude. But the intensity in Herakles’s eyes was so dominating, so powerful, I didn’t feel like I had another choice.

      “Riza,” I murmured.

      “Aisha. I’m Riza’s mother,” my mom said. “And this is my husband and Riza’s father, Horatio Drizan.”

      Raphael smiled. “I’ve heard about you. It’s an honor to meet you,” he replied, then exchanged glances and brief nods with Taeral.

      “You know my parents already,” Taeral said to him.

      “Yes. We’re sorry for what happened,” Raphael replied, then shifted his focus back to my parents.

      For some reason, I felt incredibly tiny in that sea of people. Then again, it wasn’t the crowd that gave me this kind of anxiety. It was my proximity to Herakles. Good Lord, the muscles on him… I was confident that he could effortlessly ram through a wall, with all that solid mass on him. In contrast, the shape of his lips, the smoothness of his jaw, and the straight blade of his nose spoke of noble grace, something passed down through multiple generations of legendary kings. Only, Herakles had been made in a lab. His genetic makeup came from different species.

      Even so, he was handsome. No wonder the ladies nearby gave him the occasional sweet eye. And I was so tiny in comparison!

      Snap out of it, Riza. You’re a friggin’ jinni. Greatness in a smaller package, but greatness nonetheless!

      “So, Aisha, Horatio, you two are also jinn, like Nuriya, I see,” Raphael said, looking at my parents’ misty lower bodies.

      Mom nodded. “Indeed. Nuriya and I are, in fact, related.”

      “What’s up with the foggy underparts?” Herakles asked, and pressed his lips into a thin line. I had a feeling he hadn’t meant to use those exact words. He struck me as a foot-in-mouth kind of guy.

      “It’s part of our jinni tradition to keep this hidden,” Mom explained, motioning at the dark blue mist. At first glance, it looked as though there was nothing beneath it. But her legs were still there, only well-hidden with this magical gimmick. “We only show it to our soulmates. In this case, my husband,” she added, smiling at Dad.

      “I see,” Raphael said, then raised an eyebrow at me. “Then how come I can see your legs? You’re a jinni, too, right? I mean, you’ve clearly got your mother’s eyes.”

      My face was on fire. Not because of Raphael, but because of the way Herakles looked at me. Also, I absolutely hated having to explain my choice of going against jinni traditions by revealing my legs. I took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, while my parents quietly waited for me to speak. They knew it was my turn. We’d talked about this before.

      “I never identified with the tradition,” I said. “I appreciate it, but I don’t want it to define who I am and what I do. And I’m not going to keep my lower body hidden until I find someone I may deem adequate to see it. It’s just antiquated thinking.”

      Mom chuckled softly. “We had plenty of arguments on the topic, but, in the end, it’s Riza’s decision, and we’d be terrible parents if we didn’t let her be exactly who she wants to be.”

      “Besides, there’s no guarantee I’ll ever marry, so there’s also that,” I grumbled.

      My dad’s forehead smoothed. I knew he’d eventually have a stroke if I kept saying that, but telling the truth was like tearing a band-aid off. It was better if I did it quickly. He and I had talked about this, too. My parents were traditionalists, and I couldn’t blame them. Theirs was the first generation to reach out across the dimensions like this. They had their feet in two worlds, in a way. Then again, the history they left behind was a rather gruesome one. Long ago, my mom killed Cyrus—my grandfather on my dad’s side and the evilest jinni in recorded history… So, when I told them I wanted to give up on the lower body cover, I could’ve sworn they were, in fact, partially relieved that I was breaking with tradition. What could I say? My parents were a constant contradiction, as far as the jinni ways were concerned.

      I, on the other hand, was pure Shadian. I made my own rules. And I didn’t like the misty legs, anyway. I loved shoes too much.

      “Babe, don’t,” Mom whispered to Dad, coaxing him into a more relaxed expression.

      He gave me a flat smile but didn’t say anything. He’d often spoken about how ardently he wanted me to find someone to love, much like he’d found Mom. I simply wasn’t ready to listen to any of it. I’d just joined GASP. I had an entire universe—or more, for that matter—to explore! Marriage could wait.

      “You said earlier that you didn’t think the fire fae were forced to attack against their will,” I said, changing the subject back to our most ardent issue. “What made you reach that conclusion?”

      “We’ve interviewed some of their brigade mates,” Raphael replied. “Most of them didn’t notice the change in their behavior. We’ve yet to speak to everyone, but there’s physical evidence that proves their actions to be deliberate.”

      “What evidence, exactly?” Nuriya asked.

      “Remember Myris’s boot?” Herakles asked, crossing his arms. We all nodded. How could we forget it, smoking in the middle of a bloodied floor? “There was obviously a foot inside. That and an arm were the only body parts that made it out mostly intact.”

      “Ew. Just, ew!” I mumbled, trying to shake the image out of my head before it killed my appetite.

      “There were symbols carved on the bare sole and on the palm,” Herakles continued. “Lumi and Kailani cleaned them and took photos, and there’s a current search for them in GASP’s image database.”

      “Judging by the cuts’ angles and depth, the fire fae did it to themselves,” Raphael added.

      “So, what are we thinking? Some kind of secret cult?” Taeral asked.

      Nuriya shushed him, as the crowd murmured around us. “We’ll talk about this later,” she said.

      Serena approached the terrace, holding the baby, and Draven joined her a second later. Rounds of applause erupted, as the happy couple moved down the aisle and headed for the ceremonial platform, where Derek and Safira were waiting with armfuls of flowers for the young parents.

      I was thrilled for Serena, in particular. She and Draven loved each other beyond words, and they deserved to live a full and wonderful life. Having a baby was part of that package, and I did appreciate how they hadn’t immediately rushed into it. They took their time and strengthened their relationship first. That, in my opinion, was the secret to an unbreakable bond.

      “Good grief, she’s so damn sweet,” Dad said as Serena passed by our row.

      I, too, caught a glimpse of the baby. Her cheeks were pink. A tiny hand had come out, trying to reach one of Serena’s long, black curls. Draven couldn’t take his eyes off them both. I didn’t need to be a sentry to see how happy and also scared he was, and how much he loved his wife and child. It was written all over his face.

      The atmosphere, however, was not as sweet as the baby.

      Looking around me, I could see the tension. It stretched across the platform, weighing heavily down on our shoulders. Two public gatherings had already been disrupted by exploding fire fae. There was a clear sense that it might happen again.

      As expected, security was tight. All the Daughters were present, and the terrace was discreetly surrounded by incubi and succubi soldiers. It made it difficult for the other fire fae, including the Shadian ones—all eyes were on them, wary and dark. We couldn’t discriminate against all of them, for the sins of a few, that much was obvious.

      But I couldn’t help but wonder who would go off next.

      It had happened before. We couldn’t let it happen again.

      The naming ceremony went smoothly, to the relief of many. Serena and Draven named their daughter Isabelle, and Safira promised her a great fate. The Daughters weren’t clairvoyants or anything similar, but their instincts were rarely wrong. Then again, they’d nearly lost Eritopia to Azazel, so, when they did fumble, they fumbled good.

      But I hoped Safira’s promise would turn out to be true. Isabelle was lucky with parents like Serena and Draven. They’d both overcome so much already. Strength and determination were embedded in their genes. Their heir was going to carry on with such an incredible legacy.

      Briefly glancing at my mom and dad, I remembered that I, too, carried a turbulent history in my genes. My parents had beat the odds for freedom and love—much like everyone else in The Shade. This knack for fighting and surviving seemed to predefine us.

      “So, you’re not into lovey-dovey stuff and babies, then?” Herakles asked me, his voice low as he gave me a sideways glance. His arms were still crossed, and I had a feeling he wasn’t all that comfortable here.

      “Not exactly. I’m just not ready for it,” I replied. “I may never be ready, and that needs to be okay with everybody else.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about that.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean, I came out of a glass dish. I have no idea why your family’s opinion is so important to you, since I never had one,” Herakles replied dryly. “My maker tossed me out like an old shoe. But I do know that happiness is all about doing what you love and being whoever you want to be, so there’s that.”

      I nodded faintly, surprised by his simple yet profound reasoning. And he was absolutely right. I did appreciate his admission regarding a lack of understanding where family approval was concerned. It made me feel a little sad, though. He’d never experienced the loving embrace of a mother. The nurturing of a good father. The safety of a true family. It actually tore into my heart, if I thought about it for too long.

      “You can make your own family,” I said, then chuckled. “You don’t have to marry them, though. They could be your closest friends. Family isn’t always in the blood ties.”

      Herakles seemed to like that idea. He looked at Raphael for a moment, then back at me. “So, what you’re saying is that I could make my own family, and include this arrogant idiot in it, too?” he asked, pointing a finger at Raphael.

      I laughed. Maybe a little louder than I should’ve.

      I instantly shrank in my chair, as all eyes were suddenly on me.

      “Isabelle, we welcome you into this world,” Safira said, diverting attention back to the delightful little baby nestled in Serena’s arms.

      “Congratulations!” Sofia cheered.

      Soon enough, we all stood and clapped. Whistles and whoop-whoops made it across in vibrant ripples, as Serena and Draven soaked it all in. For a moment, the world seemed right again. And Isabelle was off to a great start, I thought.

      “No… Stop him!” Someone gasped a few rows behind us.

      Raphael and Herakles were the first to turn. All the other guests froze. Taeral only looked over his shoulder, then vanished. My heart stopped for a moment.

      “What’s going on?” Nuriya asked.

      We all heard the scuffle. Steps on the marble floor. Boots sliding. Grunting. There was a fight somewhere at the back.

      Raphael and Herakles darted toward the aisle, then to the back. Someone barked an order.

      “Grab him!”

      My blood curdled.

      I couldn’t see Herakles and Raphael anymore. Taeral was gone. Sherus gripped Nuriya’s wrist firmly, looking at us, too. “Don’t. Whatever it is, someone’s handling it.”

      “Screw this,” I muttered, then zapped myself away, to the back of the terrace.

      The scene unraveling before me didn’t match my speed of thought. Before I could even realize what was going on, I was pulled back by a pair of strong arms.

      I caught a glimpse of Taeral bolting into a group of struggling fae, as if to break up a scuffle of sorts. He wound up pushing through the other side, his hands gripping one guy’s tunic collar.

      “Taeral, wait!” one of the other fae shouted.

      Too late, I thought. Taeral did the unthinkable and hurled the guy he’d caught over the edge of the terrace. Only then, as he was momentarily suspended in the air, did I see all the warning signs. It was a fire fae, young male, wearing a military uniform. Strange symbols had been carved into his cheeks and palms, but he was too far away for me to make any of them out.

      He vanished below, shrieking. A second later, the explosion boomed across the land.

      We all stilled, staring at the terrace edge, where Taeral stood, panting and sweating.

      “Dude… are you okay?” Raphael asked him.

      I didn’t see the other guests leaving their seats and coming closer to the scuffle scene. I even forgot I’d been held back by someone. Heck, that someone was still holding me! I looked back and found myself ogling a broad, muscular chest. The uniform seemed familiar.

      Then, I lost myself in a pair of lime green eyes.

      “Um… What are you doing?” I whispered. I’d lost my voice.

      Herakles instantly let me go, then stepped back, blinking rapidly. “Sorry,” he grumbled. “You were too close to the guy.”

      “I can teleport, if I need to,” I shot back. “While I appreciate your concern, it’s not needed.”

      Why was I being so sharp with the guy? He’d only wanted to help. A deep sigh later, I gave him a soft nod.

      “Thank you, though,” I added, my tone softening.

      “Taeral, what the hell just happened?” Ben asked as soon as he reached the end of the aisle.

      Taeral turned around. He was genuinely distraught, and I couldn’t blame him. He’d just pushed a fire fae off the terrace edge. Granted, the guy exploded; however, I did see how the whole episode could affect Taeral. He hated killing, even if it meant saving others or himself.

      “He was about to blow up, too, wasn’t he?” I asked.

      Taeral nodded once. “I heard the scuffle.”

      “That was us,” one of the remaining fire fae said. “We saw him. We heard him talking to himself. We tried to get him away from the crowd…”

      “I was here,” Bijarki added. “I had some of my guys help pull him to the edge.”

      Bijarki was in charge of Luceria’s guards. His incubi and succubi soldiers were fierce and always prepared for the worst. They’d seen hell come undone more than once before, so they had the experience and the knowledge required to fight back and reduce the loss of life, where possible. Still, even they were startled.

      “Then a  fight broke out, yeah, we heard that,” Raphael said.

      “It took me a few seconds to spot the dangerous element,” Taeral added. “When I did see him, I made my way through and pushed him out. His hands were already bright orange and glowing. I knew it was only a matter of time.”

      “You did well,” Ben reassured him. “You saved lives.”

      Sherus and Nuriya reached Taeral, both of them checking him from head to toe. “Did he hurt you?” Nuriya asked.

      Taeral shook his head. “He only hurt himself…”

      “I think it’s time we call an inter-world GASP meeting,” Serena cut in, still holding her precious Isabelle. I didn’t even want to know what was going through her head at this point. “I, for one, can’t take this anymore.”

      “Besides, I just got word from Persea,” Phoenix added, magi-tech phone in his hand. “It’s happened elsewhere, too.”

      Goosebumps popped all over my arms, as the hard reality set in. One more celebration ruined, though, fortunately, without loss of life—other than the guy who blew up, of course. Something was wrong in the In-Between, and it didn’t look like it was going to stop anytime soon.

      Serena was right. This was no longer a one- or two-man or even a local job. GASP had to step in properly and put together an investigative crew. I already knew what that entailed. Leads had to be chased again. Old witnesses re-interviewed. Crime scenes re-analyzed. We had to put all our resources forward for this.

      Bring it on, I thought. I was more than ready to do my part.
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      The next morning, GASP held a major council meeting in our base on Mount Zur. The fire fae incidents had gotten out of hand, and we needed to take serious action before anyone else got hurt—I, for one, agreed with that.

      I wasn’t used to so many agents in one room, but I took it as a new experience. I’d attended enough parties and dinners to take some of the edge off, already. Mom stayed back in Luceria to help Serena with Isabelle, while the rest of the Novak family came to the meeting. Dad and I represented the Novalik side of the clan.

      The largest conference room had been picked for this. It held up to a hundred people around one ginormous glass table. Microphones were embedded into its glossy surface, and speakers were mounted on the walls around us. That way, anyone who spoke up was heard by everyone else.

      Derek and Sofia were at the head of the table. Ben and River, Rose and Caleb, Victoria and Xavier, and Lucas and Marion sat next to them. Aiden and Kailyn, Field and Aida, Bijarki, Draven, Jax and Hansa, Jovi and Anjani, Phoenix and Viola, Harper and Caspian, and Sherus and Nuriya were also present. From Neraka, Fiona and Zane had joined us. From Strava—Douma and Dmitri, Amal, Amane and Ridan, and Raphael and Herakles. Scarlett and Patrik, Aisha and Horatio, Riza, Avril and Heron, Corrine and Ibrahim, Arwen and Brock, Taeral, Kailani and Hunter, Lumi, and the Daughters of Eritopia had their own seats at the giant table, as well. I was surprised to see Eva. I knew she’d joined GASP recently; I just didn’t understand why she’d been called into the meeting and seated next to Draven, too, out of all people.

      Everyone else had to manage GASP’s other operations and look after the babies, while we discussed the issue at hand. I was just thankful I hadn’t been dragged into babysitting duties.

      I felt as though I were a tiny little ant, sharing the spotlight with legends of The Shade.

      They’d all vanquished dangerous enemies. They’d all been through most of the motions before, and they knew how to tackle these problems. Though unprecedented, they were still problems—and, to every one of them, there was always a solution, I thought.

      Once everyone was settled, the small screens placed in front of each seat lit up. Phoenix held the small remote control that ordered them all to flash from one image to the next, presenting a full report to all attending members. I loved the level of organization and attention to detail that had gone into this stuff. It soothed my inner nerd.

      “I’ll get right to it,” Derek started, then looked at Raphael and Herakles. “You two were more active in assisting the local GASP base in the investigation. What can you tell us, so far?”

      Raphael cleared his throat, then straightened his back. I found myself staring, but, thankfully, no one paid attention to me. “The symbols carved into the fire fae are cause for concern. They’re a repeating pattern,” he said.

      “They mutilated themselves, if I remember correctly,” Derek replied.

      “That is correct. The palms, the feet, and, as of yesterday’s incident, the cheeks, too,” Raphael confirmed. “We don’t yet have any info on what the symbols mean. We cross-checked with everything in our database, including what Lenny and Nevis found in that small Stravian village before the Blackout, just to be sure, but there was nothing. No match. Then again, the images we have might not be accurate. The skin was pretty damaged after the explosions, and no one got a chance to really analyze yesterday’s assailant.”

      “His name was Pond,” Taeral interjected. “Pond Merfin.”

      “Thank you, Taeral,” Derek replied with a soft nod. “What do we know about him?”

      “Lieutenant in our Royal Guard. Like Myris Fenn,” Taeral said.

      “What about Jaffe Fenn? And the… How many were there at your crowning ceremony again?” Field asked, checking his own notes.

      Taeral seemed under a lot of pressure. Anger bubbled beneath the surface, judging by his clenched jaw. I could tell that this issue affected him deeply. These were his people going off and killing others, not just themselves.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a couple of seconds, as if gathering his thoughts. “Four at my crowning ceremony. Three, then a fourth afterward. They were all military. Jaffe had just been accepted into the Royal Guard. The youngest fae to be granted such an honor.”

      “Okay. Do we know anything about these people? Any affiliations with rebel or aggressive groups of any kind?” Derek asked. “I know we normally have peace across the worlds, but, at a local level, there are always insurgents or marauders trying to fight against a system they perceive as their enemy. It’s been like that forever.”

      “Tell me about it.” Draven said. “We still have rebel incubi struggling to stir up trouble on Purgaris, to this day.”

      Sherus leaned forward. “All the royal guards are thoroughly vetted prior to their appointment. They undergo heavy and intense training, and multiple psychological assessments in between,” he said. “We didn’t get any red flags from any of those involved.”

      “Then how did they carve themselves up and scream about the end of days?” Lucas replied, his brows pulled into a stern frown. “Why were they talking to themselves? And how the hell did they manage to turn themselves into lethal bombs? There were no explosives found anywhere.”

      “We don’t know yet,” Taeral replied, his tone clipped. “All we know is that others heard Myris and Jaffe rambling. But no one took it seriously. They could’ve just been having a bad day—or at least, that was what the witnesses thought. These behavior disruptions don’t come into focus until after the event, I’m afraid.”

      Herakles raised a hand, drawing attention to himself. “I suggest a bigger investigative team,” he said. “I think we should go over everything again. Every witness. Every blast site. Every damn toe and piece of rubble left behind. I doubt these events will end anytime soon, unless we find the source.”

      Derek nodded in agreement. “It’s why we’ve gathered here today. To appoint an investigative team, and to make sure each of its members represents GASP’s interests. We need to be careful about how we proceed, because Calliope and the Fire Star are not the only places where these explosions happened.”

      “We do know they all involve fire fae,” Sofia said. “And we need to make sure we tread carefully now. We can’t risk any form of discrimination against them.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom, but we also can’t take a chance,” Ben interjected. “I’m a fire fae, and I’m friggin’ terrified of what might happen next. I’m not entirely opposed to temporarily monitoring the fire fae.”

      “You want to pin this on my people?” Sherus snapped. His hands constricted into white-knuckled fists, as he made additional efforts to maintain his composure.

      Nuriya gently squeezed his shoulder. “No. He wants additional protection measures where our people are concerned.”

      “Exactly.” Ben sighed. “I’m one of your people, too, if you think about it. You rule over all the fire fae, no matter where we live. I know it’s hard to hear this, but we can’t ignore the pattern. Whatever is going on here, it’s coming from us.”

      Raphael nodded. “We should start our investigation on the Fire Star, then.”

      “Agreed. Raphael and Herakles, you two are definitely on the team. You’ve been involved from the very beginning, and I trust you’ll keep doing a good job,” Derek said, then looked at Taeral. “I need you to help them, too.”

      Taeral’s eyebrows shot up. He seemed surprised.

      “They’re your people, too,” Sherus said to his son. “I concur. Get to the bottom of this, son. You’re the crown prince now. It’s time you act like one.”

      Taeral nodded slowly. “Okay. I’m in. But I’d like Varga to come along, too. His vampire-sentry skills are a prerequisite for any investigative mission if you ask me.”

      Varga grinned. “Thanks, bro. I’m with you.”

      Draven raised a hand. “Eva should be on the team,” he said. I finally understood why she’d been invited to attend the meeting. I had nothing against the girl—on the contrary, she was beyond impressive. “Serena insisted.”

      “Why, though?” Jovi asked, raising an eyebrow at the young Lamia-vampire. Eva, in return, narrowed her eyes at him. From what I could tell, she didn’t get along with everyone. Certainly not with Jovi.

      “Because she’s aced her training and exams,” Sofia interjected, wearing a dry smile. “I, personally, evaluated her performance. She needs field experience now, and I also trust Serena’s instinct. If my great-granddaughter thinks that Eva will make a valuable contribution to this investigation, I will second that.”

      Jovi offered a faint smile. “Nothing personal, Eva. It’s just odd to see you here.”

      “I bet the elder GASP thought it odd when you first showed up as a GASP agent, too,” Eva retorted, her yellow eyes twinkling with amusement. “We all have to start somewhere, right?”

      “Exactly,” Anjani replied, then gave Jovi a less-than-delicate nudge in the ribs. “Be nice!”

      There was ancient history between them, and it all stemmed from the marriage arrangement that Tamara had pushed for Draven and Eva. Of course, that had all passed, and Eva herself had come a long way since, but clearly not everyone was convinced. I figured this was her chance to prove herself, and she didn’t strike me as someone who would wuss out.

      My dad’s voice threw me back into the present reality. “Amelia would be useful,” he said.

      “Wha… Wait, what?” I blurted, feeling my eyes eager to pop out.

      Dad, however, didn’t relent. “Her intelligence and speed of reasoning are well-known in GASP, by now. She’s a wasted resource if you keep her in an office or a control room. Let’s not forget, she’s also a damn good vampire.”

      “Oh, Erik, I know that. You trained her, after all,” Derek replied, smiling. He exchanged a fleeting glance with Sofia, then gave Dad and me a solid nod. “Amelia. Congratulations. You’re in.”

      “Whoa. Hold on,” I said, while mentally counting my breaths to retain some sense of self-control. I really didn’t like being under the spotlight. Emphasis on really. “I’ve never been on field missions before. Isn’t this a bit of a jump?”

      Eva smiled. “Honey, it’ll be my first time out, as well. You don’t see me moaning about it.”

      For a moment, I had to think about whether I still liked Eva or not.

      “Amelia, your mind is a brilliant thing,” Dad chimed in. “You could easily help steer the investigation in the right direction. I doubt there’s anyone else in GASP with your analytical skills. And trust me, I’m not saying this as your father.”

      “He does have a point,” Derek said. “I believe it was Amelia’s research and analysis that helped capture the Purgaris Three.”

      The Purgaris Three were a band of murderers who targeted incubi soldiers. They’d pretended to be rebels, when, in fact, they had personal motives to kill their victims. GASP’s investigative crew had spent the better half of a month tracking down imaginary dissidents, when, in fact, the Purgaris Three had been right under their noses, and even sabotaging the course of the investigation. Derek wasn’t lying when he said I’d helped… I’d spent days poring over all the field reports and evidence to find the pattern.

      Riza then stood up. “I’d like to go,” she said.

      That, somehow, surprised everyone even more than Eva’s or my nomination. Including her parents, who stared at her in disbelief.

      “What are you talking about?” Aisha asked.

      Riza gave her a shrug. “Eva is forfeiting her future as Lady of the Lamias to go on field missions for GASP. I’m sure her mom’s not happy about that. Amelia over here gets to leave her office—” She stopped, then shot me a grin. “Finally, I might add! And I could be of value, as well. I have traveled more than all those selected for this mission. All of them put together, to be specific. I can provide cultural insight, beyond any anthropological or historical research that Amelia might have to offer.”

      “I’m still not clear on what it is you’re trying to say,” Horatio replied. He clearly wasn’t too thrilled with letting his daughter out on a mission. But I did understand Riza’s fire. Eva’s too, despite her snark. Heck, had I not been such a hermit, I would’ve been just as adamant about this. Deep down, I wanted to go. We were all ready, in our own way. It felt like it was our turn to prove ourselves.

      “Okay… Let me see if I can run this down for everyone,” Riza said. “I guess Raphael was selected because he’s a Perfect and therefore has a wide array of skills and abilities to offer. Especially if brute force is required. Am I right?”

      Raphael chuckled. “You’re not wrong.”

      “And I hear Herakles is one hell of a tracker. Right up there with the Blackhall wolves. Correct me if I’m wrong,” Riza added.

      Dmitri shook his head. “Nope. You’re on point.”

      “So, their purpose is well established in this investigative crew you’re putting together,” Riza replied. “Next, Taeral. Crown prince of the Fire Star, with a sworn duty to protect his people. On top of that, his mix of jinn and fae abilities will come in handy, too. Plus, I know him well enough to vouch for him. Dude’s smart as a whip. He’d get to the bottom of this, for sure.”

      The shadow of a smile flickered across Taeral’s face. Riza, however, wasn’t done yet.

      “Varga… well, Taeral was quite clear about why he’s needed. And Eva. She needs field experience, which I totally get. She’s also noticeably attractive, and I imagine that would help loosen some tongues along the way,” she said, prompting a gasp from Eva. “Come on, girl. We’re all thinking it.”

      Jovi burst into laughter. It cost him another elbow in the ribs from Anjani.

      “Then there’s Amelia. The vampire-computer. Also a noob,” Riza continued. “Clearly an asset. I, on the other hand, may be able to smooth things over with any locals we encounter, wherever we go. It’s my understanding that these incidents didn’t just happen in Eritopia and on the Fire Star.”

      Field nodded. “Riza is right. Fire fae blew up in two other recently discovered galaxies with a mixed population. The Saffi and the Delby solar systems. You’ll find details on your screens.”

      “Alrighty then! I’m pretty confident when I say that I could help ease dialogue between us and them, for the sake of our investigation,” Riza replied. “I’ve studied these worlds in detail. I’ve met their delegations in The Shade, during diplomatic outreach sessions.”

      “That she most certainly did,” Sofia intervened, smiling. “Riza was the center of attention during our sessions with the new delegates.”

      Aisha sighed. “She’s right,” she said to Horatio. “She should go.”

      “Are you sure?” Horatio asked her.

      “Ask me, Dad,” Riza cut in. “Ask me. I’m the one going. And, as much as I love you both, I don’t actually need your permission.”

      Only then did I have a more complete profile of Riza. She was the rebel in her family. I’d already noticed that she didn’t hide her lower body like the other jinn. She also had quite a mouth on her—and I loved it! She said things I would’ve never had the courage to say. Not out loud, anyway.

      “An extra jinni never hurt any mission,” I mumbled.

      Derek rose from his chair, then motioned for the rest of those selected for the investigative team to stand up, as well. “I think we’re off to a good start,” he said. “Raphael, Herakles, Eva, Taeral, Amelia… Riza, thank you for your service. All of GASP is at your disposal, for whatever you may need. You’ll be provided with all the information gathered so far, the case files, photos, and evidence… everything that might help. I’ll expect an opening report from you all by tomorrow night.”

      I looked at my dad for a moment, finding comfort in his discreet half-smile. It was his way of telling me he trusted me to do one hell of a job. I was representing the Novalik name, now, and I had to come through. All I needed to do was get past the jittery nerves and focus on the challenge.

      Fire fae were blowing up and killing people. I was one of those assigned to find out why and to stop them. Summarized like that, it sounded pretty easy and straightforward. But I knew it was going to be anything but. I’d already skimmed the case files. We were missing a lot of information.

      “One thing is clear,” Taeral said. “We should start with the Fire Star. The attacks were significantly more brazen there than here.”

      Taeral was right. We had to go where the attackers had felt most comfortable.

      Plus, something irked me about those bloody symbols. Something told me I was going to find more answers on the Fire Star, regarding them. A couple of deep breaths later, I felt ready to tackle this.

      No turning back now.
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      The next morning, our newly assembled team gathered on Luceria’s top platform. The sun rose in the east, casting a bold strip of pink beneath the eternal blue. Birds chirped around us, their trills emerging from the northern woods of the castle. The wind was cooler than usual, sending the occasional shiver down my spine. It was going to be a beautiful day on Calliope, though something dark and heavy seemed to hang in the air.

      The deaths of fire fae and other innocent creatures, perhaps.

      Raphael and Herakles were inseparable. I would’ve thrown a friendly pun or two at them, had the circumstances been different. We all got along great, our bonds growing stronger after the Blackout. We’d been to hell and back together, after all. The Perfect and the Faulty were geared up and ready to go, each carrying a stainless-steel thermos filled with a hot drink.

      Riza, Eva, and Amelia were a welcome addition, in my opinion. Each had something special to offer to this team, and I was confident their contribution would soon show. If Riza was at least half as determined as her mother, for example, she wasn’t going to stop until we found out who or what was causing the fire fae to explode. Amelia’s incredible brain was already the subject of several conversations in GASP. I wondered if she’d fare as well in the field as she did in the command center, but, then again, she was a vampire, and her uncle was Kiev friggin’ Novalik. As for Eva, well… she was an impressive presence without even talking. It wasn’t her beauty that enticed, but rather the intensity in her yellow, snake-like eyes. It looked as though a thousand ideas darted through her mind at once, and each had the potential to kill anyone who dared get in our way. Somehow, she felt like a kindred spirit. She, too, would one day lead her people, as Lady of the Lamias, but she was nowhere near ready to take on that responsibility.

      Varga arrived last, dark rings threatening to ruin his otherwise impeccable image. I knew the reason behind his lack of sleep the previous night—it was me. We’d stayed up till three, maybe four in the morning, scouring the Druid Archives for any information about the Hermessi and the fae. The Druids had spent years traveling through the In-Between, before Azazel ruined everything. They had incredible insights to offer on all species, more often than not. Just by reading their collected impressions of the Fire Star, I understood how much they knew about our species—more than most of us!

      “Field gave us the go-ahead for take-off,” Varga said, then gave us all a brief nod. “Morning.”

      “You look like crap,” Raphael noted.

      “I’d never look as good as you, anyway,” Varga shot back with a grin.

      Herakles chuckled. “Way to inflate his ego.”

      “Rough night?” Raphael asked.

      Varga inhaled deeply, as if filling his lungs up to the brim with the crisp morning air. “I wouldn’t characterize it as rough. Just long and very much awake till the wee hours,” he said, then pointed a thumb at me. “The little prince and I gathered some research on the Hermessi and the fae. There was almost nothing on the former, but plenty on the latter.”

      “It’ll have to do. And I don’t get where the ‘little’ comes from,” I replied. “Pretty sure I can knock you on your ass in the blink of an eye.”

      Varga grinned. “I would love to see you try.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Eva chimed in, wearing a sly half-smile as she sized him up. “I doubt the crown prince of the Fire Star will go down easily.”

      “Technically, if we’re to use the regal titles, Varga is the crown prince of Nevertide,” Amelia replied, matter-of-factly. “Prince against prince would most likely result in a tie, regardless of their supernatural abilities. They were both trained and educated to similar, if not identical, standards.”

      Riza smiled. “Oh, good, we brought a living encyclopedia.”

      “I don’t have a filter, nor do I observe social cues. I apologize for any awkward situations that might arise because of that,” Amelia murmured, her cheeks flaring pink.

      There was an endearing quality to her that few people noticed. Her parents were definitely aware, along with her closest friends. Amelia was beyond smart. She was a walking, breathing super-computer, and a vampire. In most books, that would’ve made her the superior killing machine and perfect soldier. But her humanity was so deeply intertwined with these two key features that the final result was the Amelia standing before us—brilliant, yes, but adorably socially awkward.

      “Meh, getting out of The Shade more will do you some good,” I replied, then gave her a friendly wink.

      Not that I felt sorry for her, but Amelia was a bit of a stranger in the group. Eva, too, but at least the Lamia-Druid-vampire princess had a strong and outgoing personality. Amelia was an introvert and needed more positive interactions in order to truly engage in any social endeavors. Raphael, Herakles, Varga, and I had been through plenty together already. We knew each other well. Varga and I had known Riza since we were kids—she was my cousin, after all.

      Judging by how closely Eva stayed to Amelia, though, I had a feeling she’d taken on the task of being a new and good friend. There was something protective in the way Eva looked at Amelia. A sort of “don’t worry, girl, I’ll watch your six” smile that offered me relief. We were all strangers to our brainy colleague, but someone had to take the first step toward her. Clearly, that was going to be Eva.

      “So, the Fire Star will be our first stop, right? Nothing’s changed from yesterday,” Varga asked me.

      “Yup. My hometown first. My mother and father went ahead, already, to make sure the palace staff and royal guards prepare all the information we’ll need. Incident reports, images, samples, and any physical evidence, plus all the knowledge we have on our people and the Hermessi.”

      “I doubt you guys will have more on the Hermessi than what we found last night,” Varga replied.

      “True. But we do have the temples.”

      Amelia lit up like a bulb. “That’s right. The four Hermessi temples, each representing one of the natural elements. Of course, the Fire Temple is the authority figure on your planet, but, still, the cult revival may bring additional information to light. It’s safe to assume that the Hermessi faith was never fully dead and gone, in terms of, say, manuscripts and worship objects. Whatever we find in the temples will surely be protected and unknown to us all.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, too,” I said. “No way the clerics just went and made up the Hermessi faith again, from scratch. Surely, they have some ancient parchments or manuscripts or anything physical about the Hermessi to begin with. Probably stuff that was hidden until the cult reemerged last year.”

      “How are we doing this, then? Travel-wise? Portal? Interplanetary glowy, sparkly bubble?” Herakles asked, grinning like the devil. He loved the interplanetary travel spell because it gave him a real-time, full view of the cosmos. There was nothing more awe-inspiring, more wonderful than having the universe at your fingertips like that.

      “Portal, buddy. Sorry,” I replied.

      After all, Lumi and Kailani had helped the Daughters build another portal up here, on the platform, leading to multiple destinations across the In-Between, including my Fire Star. From there on, the interplanetary spell was an option, once we had to visit other planets and solar systems, since the portals were still rare and not easy to put up, in the first place.

      Herakles instantly deflated, then took a long sip from his coffee thermos. “I packed ingredients for the travel spell, too, just in case.”

      “We all did,” Raphael replied. “Relax, you’ll get to zoom through space soon enough.”

      “And afterward, we can get ice cream!” Varga cooed, as if talking to a toddler.

      As expected, it got a menacing hiss from Herakles. It wasn’t meant to be taken seriously. It was just his way of saying he’d get Varga back soon enough for the jab. I called it “supernatural guy talk.”

      “All right, all right, get your ass in gear, Nevertide princess,” Herakles retorted. “We’re on a schedule!”

      I laughed briefly, thankful to have Herakles, Varga, and Raphael with me on this mission. They were the triple whammy of bad jokes and funny burns, and I needed as much of that as possible. On top of that, the ladies on our crew were bound to add some more spice to the mix, as well. I could already see stolen glances between the six—fleeting looks that didn’t last more than a half-second but were bright enough to mean something.

      We walked over to the portal, which waited quietly on the northern edge of the platform. Looking around one last time, I was surprised by how clean and smooth the place was. The castle staff were remarkably quick and efficient at cleaning up. Only yesterday, this place had a wide extension along its base disk, and the columns were dressed in soft tulles and flowers, celebrating Serena and Draven’s baby naming. Only yesterday, there had been joy and glee blossoming all over, until a fire fae stood up, his skin covered in bloody symbols, and nearly killed more innocents. And for what?

      Well, that’s what we’re going to find out.

      I wrote the Fire Star’s coordinates on the stony frame of the portal, watching the mist flicker white and red for a while, until it settled on a fiery shade of crimson. I walked through first, followed by Varga, then Raphael, who had to tug Herakles’s arm in order to get him in—the Faulty didn’t seem to be a fan of portals. Riza, Amelia, and Eva came through after them.

      The portal was akin to a wormhole, crossing millions of miles, thousands of light-years, in mere minutes. Cosmos warped around the transparent, membrane-like walls of the passage connecting Calliope to the Fire Star. Billions of stars streaked past us. Pink, purple, yellow, green, blue, and red stardust stretched around the passage like uneven strips on a never-ending kaleidoscope.

      As we walked forward, what struck me most, every time, was the utter silence.

      Space was devoid of sound. Our ears couldn’t perceive the hum of the universe, the rumble of planets and asteroids hurtling at thousands of miles an hour through the vast and seemingly endless space. Looking back over my shoulder, I stifled a chuckle as I watched Herakles take careful step after careful step, as if fearful that the passage might just collapse. His perception was skewed because he could see clearly below—much like walking on a glass strip across the deepest pit. It could be scary as hell, since the brain always considered the possibility of a sudden, unstoppable freefall.

      The Fire Star grew bigger ahead.

      A few seconds later, I walked out into the reception room of the royal palace. Varga and Raphael were next. Breathing an audible sigh of relief, Herakles followed. He grumbled something about being better off with the interplanetary travel spell, but I didn’t catch the whole thing. Riza came through next, then Eva and Amelia.

      “Tae, honey!” My mother’s voice cut through the room’s heavy silence.

      I turned my head and saw her and Dad standing in the double doorway, both of them wearing warm and welcoming smiles. “Hey, Mom,” I mumbled.

      “Welcome to the Fire Star,” Dad said to all of us. “May the sun shine upon you.”

      Raphael offered a courteous nod. “Thank you, Your Majesty. It’s an honor to be here.”

      “Come on, there’s no time to waste,” I said, then motioned for the crew to follow as I joined my parents outside in the main hallway. “You have everything I asked for, right, Mom?”

      She nodded. “That we do, honey.”

      “We’ve gathered all the information we had in our archives,” Dad added. “Well, the staff did. But I checked every page. It all seems in order and as complete as it can be, given how old the documents are.”

      By the time we reached my father’s study, where he’d had the papers delivered, I was filled with a sense of burning curiosity. My resolve was strong, shining like a beacon as it guided me down the road ahead. I knew, deep down, that this wasn’t going to be easy. I was aware that I might not get anything useful out of these documents, in the end. But it was worth a shot. We had to try every possible avenue.

      All the documents were piled up on his desk—a small mountain of yellowed notebooks and brownish parchment scrolls, arranged in chronological order.

      “Okay,” I breathed, surprised by the size of paperwork ahead. “Shall we dig in?”

      Amelia flashed me a grin. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      

      I was permanently amazed by her intellectual capacities. Her reading speed was downright scary. While the rest of us flipped through pages, needing good chunks of an hour to read up to five manuscripts—which, I was told, was already faster than humans—Amelia devoured the stack of materials she’d been assigned to read even faster.

      Her eyes scanned two pages per second, the pupils dilating and contracting like the shutter of a professional camera. Snap. Snap. Snap. I could almost hear her synapses popping as the new information zipped through and nestled somewhere in her titanic memory palace. Amelia completely forgot herself. We no longer existed. It was just her and the manuscripts.

      About two hours passed before she started going through our stacks, too, after finishing hers. None of us seemed to mind. Most of the texts were old and clunky, often difficult to follow. Amelia, however, was undeterred. Another four hours later, we were left standing and quietly watching her, as she scanned the last parchment.

      At the very end, she let a deep sigh roll out of her chest, then carefully rolled the last parchment back up and tied its velvety string around the middle. Mom and Dad were both sitting on the other side of the desk, fascinated.

      Amelia looked up, her eyebrows arched as she noticed our befuddlement. “What?”

      “Nothing. We’re just in awe of you,” Eva replied dryly.

      That got us another pink flush from Amelia’s cheeks.

      “The question is… do we have anything useful out of this pile?” Raphael asked, briefly glancing at the desk, once more burdened with all the documents.

      Mom and Dad both skidded their chairs farther to the left, since they could no longer see us from behind the desk. I had to admit, they both looked pretty funny—more like curious teenagers than the revered royals that they were. They weren’t the kind to dwell on the problem, anyway. They preferred focusing on the solution. Their attitude inspired me to lighten up a little, too. Sure, we’d lost people in a tragic way, but I couldn’t let that define my mindset. Clarity was a must.

      “Depends on what we were looking for,” Amelia replied.

      I noticed the way she bit her lower lip, unable to look Raphael directly in the eye, unless he had his attention elsewhere. Only then did she dare behold him, as if he were a marble statue, a stunning work of art in the middle of a grandiose museum. I had a feeling he fascinated her—and that was most likely an understatement.

      “We’re looking for information,” Herakles replied. “Wasn’t that clear?”

      Amelia smiled. “What kind of information? It’s a rhetorical question,” she said, raising a hand to silence Herakles as soon as he opened his mouth to respond. “Don’t answer that. Point is, if we’re looking for a better understanding of the fire fae, these documents, along with what Varga and Taeral might’ve gotten out of the Druid Archives, should be enough. I imagine it’s the same stuff across the board, and none of it tells us about fire fae being able to explode the way they did.”

      “She’s right, you know,” Varga said, pursing his lips. “Fire fae need a fire source to manipulate and amplify. They don’t make their own, like Raphael here, for example.”

      “I can do it because of Ta’Zan’s genetic tweaks,” Raphael replied. “The ability is there; it just needs to be activated on a molecular level, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “You’re not,” Amelia murmured. “You are, in fact, absolutely correct. You were created with fae genes, and that’s where your fire ability comes from. Ta’Zan managed to bring it out as self-sufficient. Simply put, you don’t need to carry a lighter around.”

      Raphael gave her a half-smile, then brought his hand up and snapped his fingers. The spark was instantaneous. It created a fireball in the middle of his palm, hovering just less than an inch from his skin. He clenched his fist, annihilating the flame. A thread of black smoke lingered for a moment, before vanishing into thin air.

      Amelia blinked several times. “Maybe what’s happening to these fire fae is related to this ability. Or lack thereof, so to speak.”

      “You’re saying that someone activated their ability to produce fire on their own, straight from their DNA?” I asked, slightly appalled by the potential implications. She nodded once. “Damn. So, what, they couldn’t take it? They went berserk? They glitched and blew themselves up? Could they even do that? I figured we’d have some kind of defense mechanism…”

      “It could be amplified beyond the fae’s ability to control it,” Raphael suggested. “But it’s the only thing that makes sense, so far.”

      “Okay. Fine. Let’s consider this possibility, then. The next question is who or what is causing the glitch. The overheating, so to speak,” I said.

      Amelia shrugged. “There is no mention in these scrolls of a fire fae even being able to make fire out of thin air, like Raphael. Something tells me no one knew it was possible, until Ta’Zan started playing with their genes and made the Perfects. Therefore, there is absolutely nothing on such an ability even existing. None of these documents can offer anything useful on this topic.”

      “But they can tell us a lot about fire fae culture, both old and new. Physical characteristics and the extent to which their fire abilities can go,” Eva added, noticing our frowns aimed at Amelia. “Plus, they also tell us that not all fae are immune to their fire. There have been instances of some literally burning themselves alive.”

      Riza gasped, then pulled one of the scrolls out from the desk pile and unraveled it. “That’s right. Here,” she said, turning the loose parchment so we could see the list of names. “One did it in protest. Kind of cuckoo,” she added, circling the tip of her index finger next to her temple in order to emphasize that. “The other four were unable to control themselves. It just happened. Freak accidents.”

      “I remember hearing the stories when I was a boy,” my dad interjected. “My grandfather used to warn me, telling me to be careful, to never let the anger take over my ability, or I could end up burning myself alive. I thought they were old wives’ tales, something to scare the kids with.”

      Amelia shook her head. “Nope. They were recorded incidents, thousands of years old. With the possibility of such incidents occurring, along with the idea of someone or something switching a gene on inside the fire fae’s body, I figure we’re halfway through figuring out what’s going on.”

      “My people are making fire of their own, and it’s killing them?” I asked, not sure whether I liked the conclusion.

      “I’d say yes,” Raphael replied. “It makes sense. However, it would have to be one hell of a flame to make them explode like that, and kill so many others in the process, like actual bombs.”

      “And the symbols.” Amelia sighed. “I can’t get those symbols out of my head.”

      Mom got up and brought forward the crowning ceremony case files. The crime scene photos enclosed were downright gruesome, but we got a clear image of a partial symbol from the remains. It took a lot of energy on my part not to throw up at the sight of it all, but I had to tough it out. This was too important, and chances were, it wouldn’t be the last time I saw a mangled fae body.

      “Like this, you mean,” Mom murmured, looking at Amelia.

      “Yes. God, this is so awful,” she groaned.

      We gathered around her as she browsed through the photographs. To me, they were all blistering flashbacks. I’d been there when the royal guards blew themselves up. Most of the fae present weren’t lucky enough to slip away in time. My mom and I had our teleportation abilities—otherwise, we, too, would’ve been injured or worse.

      “I know I’ve said this before, but I can’t help but wonder if the attacks were aimed at us,” I said. “Or Mom and Dad, maybe. We were present at three of these events. And it was mostly members of our Royal Guard who went boom. Granted, at my coronation ceremony there were three guards, then the fourth. He was the mayor of a southern town, a couple of miles from here.”

      “That is still a possibility, but I wouldn’t bank on it. Remember that these incidents happened on other planets, too,” Raphael replied. “Plus, if anyone in your Royal Guard would’ve wanted to kill you, surely they wouldn’t have had to follow you all the way to Calliope, twice, to do it. They’re with you at all times. I’m sure they could easily just catch you off guard inside the palace, at any time, if you or your parents were the target.”

      “Besides, let’s not forget the whole ‘end is nigh’ discourse,” Varga said. “That wasn’t random.”

      Eva crossed her arms, her brow furrowed as she drew a reasonable conclusion. “There are certain fire fae clearly fighting with some kind of entity or magic or something that makes them generate their own fire, then explode and die. That, we know for sure. They seem to have a message, as well, though we’re not sure it’s theirs, per se. The attacks seem targeted, but I have a feeling they’re not. This is what we’ve gathered from the actual events, plus these archives,” she said, pointing at the loaded desk, then looked at Amelia. “You said that, if we wanted to learn about the fae, the documents could be somewhat useful. What about the Hermessi?”

      I felt my heart skip a beat and trip. It hurt my chest.

      The concept of the natural elements being behind this seemed far-fetched and downright insane. What would’ve triggered them to do such things? What was their agenda? Hell, did fire itself even have an agenda?

      “Only brief mentions in local lore,” Amelia replied. “Nothing of substance. I still think our best bet is to visit the Fire Temple.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Vikkal, the templar there, will help us.”

      “He did lead you to Bogdana, after all,” mom replied.

      Amelia rubbed the back of her neck. I could almost feel the tension simmering out of her. This whole thing affected us differently—with Amelia, it seemed to require a neck rub to make it more bearable. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not drawing any conclusions about the Hermessi’s involvement, if there is any. It’s a can of worms I wouldn’t dare to open until we get more information about them.”

      “She’s right,” Riza said. “I mean, assuming they are behind this. How the hell do you stop the natural elements if they act out? Also, why would they target the fire fae like this? Or any fae? The species itself is known for their soulful connection to fire, to water, to air, and to earth. It boggles the mind.”

      “Well, we won’t get anything out of standing here and speculating, that’s for sure,” Herakles replied. “Let’s check out the Fire Temple, then.”

      

      Knowing where it was, I had no trouble teleporting the whole crew over the hills and right in front of the majestic Fire Temple. I left Mom and Dad back at the palace. It was bad enough they’d nearly gotten hurt or maybe even killed three times—having them out in the open here would’ve been anything but wise.

      The Fire Temple was as strange and as beautiful as I’d left it. Enormous and quiet, with columns which were now covered in red, orange, and black pictograms. A few things had changed, from what I could tell—minor decorative details that only I would’ve spotted, since I’d been here before. The fire theme was recurring in all the images, all of them designed to inspire awe and adoration toward the natural element. The fae were all depicted as anthropomorphic wisps dancing with the flames, bringing offerings and, in one particular frieze, letting themselves be devoured by bright orange fire.

      Eva followed my gaze and noticed the painted stone. “Well, that can’t be good,” she muttered.

      Inside, darkness reigned, with the exception of a few flickering candles. Our footsteps echoed through the temple as we went in. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust, but, when they did, I could make out a lot more. The shrine was where I’d last seen it, loaded with fresh fruit, grains, and other small offerings.

      On both sides of the rectangular hall, curtains of red-and-yellow silk flowed from the ceiling, trembling whenever the air moved. A single step was enough to make them ripple like the surface of a fiery sea.

      “This is incredible,” Riza murmured, looking around.

      Every detail was worth taking in. The worshippers had put a lot of work into this place, breathing life into every nook and cranny. It was spotless, too, which meant that someone was here at all times, making sure the surfaces were wiped clean, and that there were always fresh offerings on the shrine.

      “It certainly is,” I said. “They’ve recently revamped it, I see, judging by the additional artworks.”

      “How often do people come here?” Amelia asked.

      “I don’t remember exactly. I think they have big weekly gatherings. Besides that, I’d think they have morning and evening worship hours. Or maybe people can just come in whenever they want, hence the pristine state of this place,” I replied.

      Herakles pointed at the shrine. “What happens to all the food? I doubt the fire gobbles it all up.”

      “Hungry already?” Raphael chuckled.

      “Shut up.”

      “They give it to the less fortunate,” I said, then pressed my lips into a tight line to avoid laughing, as well. Herakles’s appetite was legendary.

      “So, you should find some other place for dinner, Herakles,” Varga quipped.

      A familiar voice traveled across the hall. “Milord! You’ve returned!”

      Vikkal scuttled through the semi-darkness, coming from the far-left corner. There was a side door there, from what I remembered about the building’s original layout.

      “It’s been a long time,” I said to him as he reached us.

      He hadn’t changed a bit. Still thin and bald, wrapped in crimson-and-gold silks… and the tattoo on his forehead. A stylized flame. Only, it wasn’t the only mark he had anymore. Others adorned his temples and his cheeks, then more down the sides of his neck. I found it safe to assume there would be symbols beneath his clothes, too.

      “It’s an honor to have you here, milord!” Vikkal said, his smile full of warmth.

      “And a pleasure to see you again, Vikkal,” I replied. “How have you been? I noticed you’ve made some changes to the place.”

      Vikkal shrugged, quite close to blushing. “I do my best, milord. The worshippers made suggestions and helped with some of the supplies. I delivered the artworks. They make the temple more homely, in my humble opinion.”

      Noticing his curious glances around at my crew, I proceeded to introduce everyone. Vikkal shook each hand with firmness and a broad smile, as he measured everyone from head to toe. His attention was drawn to Raphael, in particular.

      “You must be a Perfect,” Vikkal said. “I’ve never seen one of your kind until now.”

      Raphael seemed doubtful. “We have GASP agents stationed on the Fire Star, as well. I know at least four who were assigned here from Strava.”

      “You must forgive me, Raphael. I don’t often leave the temple,” Vikkal replied, then turned his focus back to me. “Did you bring your friends over to worship the Fire Hermessi, milord?”

      I shook my head. “I’m afraid not, Vikkal. I suppose you’ve heard about the incidents with some of our people.”

      The smile faded away with impressive speed. Sadness and concern took over, drawing deep lines between his slim eyebrows. Even the color of his skin seemed to vanish. Oh, he’d definitely heard about our woes.

      “I am sorry, milord. Word of the explosions has come to this temple, too,” he said. “Please, accept my condolences. I understand you lost many people during your crowning ceremony. I must apologize for being unable to attend, but I wasn’t feeling very well that day.”

      Why did that feel like such a hard pill to swallow?

      “Oh, damn!” Amelia burst out, her eyes bulging as she stared at Vikkal’s forehead. “The… The symbol! I… I knew it! I knew I’d seen something like it before!”

      “What do you mean?” I asked her.

      She quickly produced one of the case files from her backpack, frantically flipping through the autopsy photos. I ignored the nausea and focused on the image she wanted to show me.

      “Crap,” I heard myself mutter.

      Amelia was right. One of the symbols on Myris Fenn’s charred limb was identical to the stylized flame on Vikkal’s forehead. Only, the photo had been taken from a different angle, hence the additional seconds it took all of us to get to a collective conclusion.

      “Vikkal,” I managed, then showed him the file directly, ignoring his horror once he realized what he was looking at. “Can you explain why the exploding fae wore symbols like yours carved into their skin?”

      My tone was perhaps a bit more clipped than I’d intended.

      But I had a good reason. We’d finally found a connection between the attacks and the Hermessi, and it was bound to lead to something much worse. My instincts were screaming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Raphael

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the reasons I’d been brought on this mission was my ability to read people. Sure, Varga was good at analyzing someone’s emotions, whoopee for him—but I studied the body language. I heard the heartbeats and the blood swooshing through veins. I smelled the chemical changes that produced emotions. I was able to sense the confusion in Vikkal.

      The poor guy seemed to have no idea what we were talking about. He was also utterly grossed out by the autopsy photos. No one could blame him for that. We all had trouble keeping our breakfast down after perusing that file.

      “Milord, I… I don’t know,” Vikkal finally said, his voice wavering.

      “It’s the same symbol,” Taeral replied. His gaze darted between Vikkal’s face and the bloody carving in the printed photo. “You can’t possibly tell me there’s no connection.”

      “Milord, please, let me explain… I do know the symbol, of course. I would recognize it anywhere. It belongs to our Hermessi worship,” Vikkal breathed. “Only… I didn’t think anyone would be willing to commit such self-harm to wear it.”

      Amelia showed him another picture. Vikkal’s eyes grew even wider.

      “By the stars…” he added. “I know all these symbols. You’re telling me the attackers were wearing them?!”

      The guy was genuinely distraught. One brief look at Varga, and I knew he thought the same. Taeral, on the other hand, wasn’t ready to cut Vikkal any slack.

      “They all blew themselves up,” I said, carefully monitoring his reactions.

      Vikkal frowned. “I don’t know how that is even possible, for a fae to explode like that, to cause such harm. But I swear, I solemnly swear, these symbols are not meant to help with that. They’re exclusively for protection. You see, we believe the Fire Hermessi protects us,” he replied, then pointed at his tattooed face. “This hurt a bit, but it was nothing compared to carving one’s face like in your attackers’ case. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “Hold on, Vikkal,” Riza said. “You’re saying those are all protection symbols.”

      “Yes.”

      “Against what?” she asked. “Clearly, it didn’t work.”

      “They’re meant to protect our souls from evil, to preserve our spiritual purity as fire fae.” Vikkal sighed. “For lack of a better word, their purpose is more cultural and ceremonial, than actually… physically efficient.”

      He was embarrassed, his ears burning red. I chuckled, then gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder. It startled him. “So, the symbols are just for show, but they mean protection,” I concluded. He nodded slowly. “Aha. Okay.”

      “This isn’t helping,” Taeral grumbled, then shoved the photos back in the folder. “We’re not getting anywhere with this line of questioning.”

      “I wish I could tell you more, but I was just as shocked as everyone else when I heard about the incidents,” Vikkal said. “We worship the Hermessi for our peace of mind, mostly, and because we’ve seen an increase in our abilities over the past year. Our fires burn brighter and stronger. The fae on Akvo, the Emerald, and Zephyr have seen their powers grow as well, merely because of the temples and heartfelt belief in the Hermessi.”

      “Akvo?” I asked.

      “It’s a nickname for the Water Droplet, but Akvo is its real name,” Vikkal replied. I nodded slowly. “But I doubt the natural elements would have anything to do with the attacks. Why would they?”

      “Maybe they went crazy,” Herakles said.

      Vikkal shook his head. “No. They’re primordial entities. Older than time itself.”

      “We should talk to them, then,” Amelia suggested. “They’ve spoken to fae before, right?”

      “Never to me,” Vikkal said. “Or any of us in this kingdom, for sure. We don’t have a connection to them like some of your people.”

      He sounded sad. He probably would’ve wanted to speak to a Hermessi the way Vesta had done it. Or Ben. Or Bogdana. Heck, even Kailani and Elonora had had a brief moment with these things. A thought crossed my mind then.

      “We could talk to Vesta,” I offered. “Last time I checked, she and Zeriel were on Strava for a special training session.”

      “You’re right,” Herakles replied.

      I grinned. “Didn’t think I’d ever hear you say that.”

      “Whatever. I’m serious. Out of everyone on Strava during the Ta’Zan issue, Vesta had the strongest connection to the Hermessi. Remember?” Herakles continued.

      “I most certainly do,” I said.

      Riza pressed a call button on her earpiece. “Hey, Phoenix… Quick question,” she said, then turned around to talk to him. I figured she was getting an updated location on Vesta. I liked the little jinni. She was efficient. Plus, those eyes were hard to look away from. No wonder Herakles had trouble being around her. The poor guy. His heartrate spiked whenever she glanced at him.

      “Vikkal, I need you to keep an eye on your… congregation,” Taeral said. “If anyone is acting strange, in any way, do notify me or my parents. Send word to the palace immediately.”

      “Yes, milord, absolutely. I will be more careful. I will speak to the worshippers as well. We’re due to gather tomorrow night for our weekly ritual. I’ll see if anyone else knows anything, as well.”

      Riza came back to the conversation. “Vesta and Zeriel are still on Strava. They were going back to Calliope tonight, but will wait for us before they go, since she needs to reach out to Strava’s Water Hermessi for information. If we leave now, we’ll be there in minutes, provided we use the portal.”

      I looked forward to another portal trip now. Lumi and Kailani had devised an impressive system, to say the least, and I looked forward to using it again, just for the sake of watching Herakles turn white, green, and blue again.

      Taeral nodded. “We’ll do that, then,” he replied.

      “Guys…” Amelia gasped. “Guys, check this out!”

      “What?” Varga asked, craning his neck to check her tablet.

      She swiped through a list of names, comparing it to a printed document, her eyes growing wider with every second that passed. “This is not… It can’t be a coincidence,” she said.

      “I’m on the edge of my seat here,” Eva replied. “Tell us what it is already!”

      “The fae who exploded. They were also present on Strava during the Blackout last year,” Amelia finally said. “Vikkal’s words got me thinking about his people not having a connection to the Hermessi. That’s kind of wrong, because there are almost a thousand of them who were used as conduits during the Blackout. It can’t get more direct than that. So, I checked the field reports from Strava.”

      “Wait, so the fire fae who carved themselves up and exploded were at the Blackout?” Taeral asked, as if trying to make sure he heard her right the first time.

      “Yup,” Amelia replied, wearing a satisfied grin.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her. It felt like a victory for her—this connection she’d just made. I noticed the navy flakes lost in her blue irises, like silhouettes of sharks swimming beneath the surface of the ocean. There had to be secrets in there, an edge of danger she showed no one. I became determined to figure them out, sooner or later.

      I hadn’t thought I’d be interested in anyone. My preferences were Elonora-high, and I’d doubted I’d find anyone to stir me the way she did. Yet, here I was, standing in the middle of a semi-dark temple, gawking at Amelia like a supreme idiot. She didn’t notice, though, so I took advantage of this handful of seconds to take her in.

      She struck me as athletic. Slender but toned, with a confident posture and firm shoulders. Her pixie-cut blond hair was a rare sight, and therefore stirred my interest, for some reason. I liked the way it curled slightly around her temples. The beauty about her eyes, though, wasn’t the color. It was the sharp gaze she wore at all times, as if she could see straight into my soul and—crap, she saw me.

      Herakles wasn’t as pretty to look at, but he was the first point of focus I had handy. I could feel Amelia’s eyes on me, now, and I was stunned by dread, as if I’d woken up naked in the middle of a GASP assembly hall.

      “Then let’s get cracking,” I blurted, not liking the sound of my own voice. A tad too pitchy. “The portal awaits!”

      The portal awaits? Are you intent on coming across as an imbecile?

      Glancing around, I got a tinge of relief. No one noticed my inner turmoil—except Varga. The bastard was trying so hard to stifle a grin as his gaze darted between Amelia and me. I had to up my game. This was an important mission, and I couldn’t afford a single distraction. And Amelia was quickly becoming the biggest of them all.

      “I hope I don’t have to see you again anytime soon,” Taeral said to Vikkal. There was a veiled threat underneath those words—a suggestion that, if Vikkal had anything to do with the exploding fae, he would be quickly bumped up on Taeral’s naughty list. The templar got the message, loud and clear, judging by the beads of sweat that blossomed on his tattooed forehead.

      “Milord, I am here if you need my assistance, going forward,” Vikkal replied, then looked at Amelia. “Whatever happened during the Blackout, it didn’t occur again afterward,” he added. “When I said none of the fire fae in this kingdom could connect to the Hermessi like your people, that’s what I meant. If I’m not mistaken, the Hermessi did promise not to take over bodies like that anymore. I’m inclined to believe that they kept their word, and that this string of incidents has nothing to do with them.”

      “Your heart’s in the right place, buddy,” I said. “But you shouldn’t think so highly of, as you called them, primordial entities. They’re ancient. Their moral and ethical compass doesn’t match ours. It might not exist at all. Therefore, we’re nowhere near excluding them from the suspect list.”

      We left Vikkal with that food for thought, but I doubted he’d mull my words over for too long. The guy was too dedicated to this Hermessi cult of his to pay attention to the facts. We, on the other hand, were forged in the heat of battle. Half this crew had seen the power of the Hermessi first-hand. There was definitely a connection here. We just needed to find it.

      Outside the temple, we linked hands with Taeral and he zapped us back to the palace. He spent a few minutes with his parents, then escorted us back to the portal. We stepped through and eventually reached Calliope. The sun was rising through the sky, prompting Amelia and Varga to pull their hoods and masks on for the minutes I needed to input Strava’s coordinates.

      Once the mist turned blue, signaling an established link to my home planet, we went back in. As we walked through the transparent tunnel, marveling at other corners of the In-Between, I found myself going back to Amelia—wondering what kind of person she was.

      She didn’t talk much. In fact, every sentence coming out of her seemed like an incredible effort on her part. She didn’t seem comfortable around crowds, either. When she was put forward at the council meeting, I was confident she’d collapse—whiter than a strip of paper, the poor thing.

      I understood her intellectual capacities. I’d caught glimpses here and there from the way she talked and from the rapid eye movements she displayed while listening to others, as if recording everything in her head. I was, however, curious to find her limits. I’d heard about her father, too, and his vampiric prowess. I wondered if she was as deadly, if forced in such circumstances that would require lethal force on her part.

      “Stop staring. It’s creepy,” Herakles whispered.

      I shot him a sideways glance. He was sweating, but, despite his discomfort at going through the portal again, he’d found enough presence of mind to notice me watching Amelia. The schmuck.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, my voice low.

      Amelia and the others were in front of us. I didn’t mind staying at the back, since it gave me a full view of her. The GASP leather outfit suited her perfectly, hugging every dip and curve like a coating. It made my chest tighten. Herakles was right. I should stop staring.

      “Right, okay. Take that road,” he grumbled.

      “I’m not allowed to look? It’s not like she can see me,” I hissed.

      “I’m pretty sure she can feel you staring. She just won’t say anything because she’s a sweetheart,” Herakles retorted.

      That left me speechless for a moment. He had a point. I could always feel someone watching me, after all. But I wasn’t ready to go down without a fight. “That being said, you should follow your own advice.”

      Herakles blinked a couple of times, seemingly confused. I rolled my eyes in response.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he finally said, mimicking me to perfection.

      “You son of a—”

      “Here we are,” Taeral announced, cutting me off. He stepped through the Stravian portal.

      We all joined him on the other side. Before us, the GASP base towered magnificently, made entirely out of diamond bricks. Multiple levels with arched windows and glorious towers sprawled on a half-mile radius in a circular structure. The tallest of the towers seemed to be poking the perfect blue sky. An inch higher and they might’ve broken through.

      Sonic booms thundered in the distance—Perfects flying at high speeds.

      Around the enormous GASP compound, where Ta’Zan’s colosseum had once stood, was the jungle. It hadn’t changed a bit. Still rich and dark, filled with all kinds of animal wonders. Birds chirped in the distance. A turquoise tiger growled, not far from where I stood. The wildlings had learned to stay away from our buildings, but some occasionally still ventured dangerously close, driven by curiosity and the smell of food wafting out of ground-level kitchens. I couldn’t blame them, especially in the rainy, colder season, when prey was harder to find in the woods and the fish moved deeper into the ocean.

      “They’ve made some changes,” Varga observed, admiring the GASP base.

      I nodded. “They’ve added towers and additional levels, yes. Our numbers are increasing, and we’ve started taking In-Between recruits, as well. Douma handled it, with Dmitri. Plenty of Nerakians and Eritopians hanging out here, these days.”

      Several Bajangs and daemons could be seen on one of the open-air terraces facing west. Lunch was being served, judging by the scents coming down from there. Grilled meats and steamed vegetables. Tons of condiments. My mouth was watering. I looked at Herakles. He was barely holding on to a thread. I’d rarely seen a living embodiment of the term “hangry,” but Herakles was definitely a prime example.

      “We should eat something,” he muttered.

      I had a feeling he didn’t even realize he’d spoken out loud.

      “Peckish forever, huh?” Varga laughed.

      Taeral was in no mood, unfortunately. “We need to talk to Vesta first.”

      Inside the GASP base, agents buzzed around like bees. Faulties and Perfects alike, with additional support from young Draenir, as well as our visiting colleagues. Peace reigned in my world, and it had made it that much easier for me to leave. I may not have been as tied to it as my brethren, but it was still home, and I wanted it to be thriving and tranquil.

      Deep down, Vikkal’s words had had an impact on me, I realized. The Hermessi had allowed me to live during the Blackout. I should’ve been obliterated by the mass memory wiper when I took it to a high altitude, and it was activated. However, I wasn’t, and I knew the Hermessi were responsible. I figured I should’ve been more in their favor than against them, but the data we had was incomplete. What we did know pointed at them. It was hard not to suspect their involvement.

      We found Vesta and Zeriel in one of the top-level control rooms, poring over training footage and taking notes. They both smiled when they saw us come in.

      “Fish-boy! Long time!” I said.

      Zeriel stood to shake my hand. As soon as we touched, he pulled me into a bear hug—well, as bear-ish as it could get, given that he was just half my size. A for effort, though. “You crazy bastard. Glad to see you again,” he replied.

      “I notice Vesta is still here. I take it you’ve yet to annoy her away,” I shot back.

      Vesta cackled. “It’ll take a lot more than that to make me leave. He knows that already.”

      “I most certainly do.” Zeriel laughed, then lowered his voice at me. “Don’t think I haven’t tried.”

      Vesta playfully slapped him over the back of his head, ripping a wave of laughter out of us.

      “Hey, I’m still the friggin’ king!” Zeriel barked, though it was obvious he was trying hard not to laugh, as well.

      “Also my boyfriend,” Vesta retorted.

      Zeriel softened in an instant. “And still the luckiest carbon-based life form in this universe, because of that.”

      “We need your help, Vesta,” Taeral interjected, his smile fading.

      “Good to see you all,” the fae replied, then gave us all a soft nod before she moved her focus back to Taeral. “What’s this about?”

      “Has Phoenix contacted you?” Riza asked. “I told him we were coming to see you.”

      Vesta nodded. “He said you were coming, indeed, but he didn’t give me any details. This is about the fire fae incidents, huh?”

      “Yes. We’ve gathered some intel so far, and we’re trying to figure out whether the Hermessi were in any way involved,” Taeral explained.

      Just like Vikkal before her, Vesta was surprised. “What made you think that?”

      I understood her doubts. She, too, had been in direct contact with the Hermessi. She understood their power and reasoning better than most. Even so, after Taeral and Amelia explained all the details of our investigation so far, it left Vesta with a furrowed brow.

      Zeriel sighed, taking it all in. “If you think about it, their logic makes sense. Of course, we don’t know enough yet, but yeah. Signs point to some involvement from the Hermessi.”

      “What else could amp up a fire fae’s ability to the point of self-destruction?” Vesta murmured. “But why would they do it? And what’s this whole end of the world business? Even if the Hermessi were involved, what end of the world would they be referring to? They’re natural elements. If the world… ends, so would they. Right?”

      Amelia shrugged. “Depends on whose world you’re talking about.”

      That sent shivers down my spine. Crap, I hadn’t thought about it that way. The implications were terrifying, to say the least. My only comfort was that we didn’t know enough yet. For the time being, ignorance was bliss.

      “So, why do you need my help?” Vesta asked.

      “You have to talk to them. To the Hermessi,” Taeral replied bluntly.

      “Whoa,” she breathed, then took a step back.

      “Out of all the fae, you’re the one who talked to them the most,” Varga added. “If anyone can reach out to them, it’ll be you. Plus, they know you. They’re more likely to answer your call.”

      “But I’m on Strava now. The only Hermessi I could reach out to are the local ones. How would that help?”

      “They’re always interconnected, that much we know for a fact,” Amelia replied. “The Stravian Hermessi might be able to offer some insights regarding the Fire Star and Calliope ones, at least. Not to mention the other planets where similar incidents occurred. It might also be worth noting that the fae who were blown up were also present during the Blackout.”

      “Wait, what other planets?” Vesta mumbled. She hadn’t been brought up to speed, it seemed.

      “Releth, in the Saffi solar system, and Mingar, in Delby. About five million light-years from here,” Taeral said. “Visiting fire fae exploded there, too. Twenty dead, plus dozens more injured in total.”

      “Good grief… But, listen, I have a problem with reaching out to them,” Vesta said. “It feels like I’m opening a can of worms, and I’m not sure we can handle the potential repercussions. They promised they’d never possess a fae again. If I ask for their attention, they might go back on that promise, and, trust me, it would be bad. You have no idea what it feels like to have your body taken over like that.”

      Amelia nodded slowly. “I understand your concerns, and they’re well placed, but there’s a chance the Hermessi have already done that. You know that, as well as I do.”

      “What if she’s putting herself at risk, then?” Zeriel asked. “What if she reaches out, and one of them takes over and she blows up, too?”

      “I’m a full elemental fae, after all. Any of the four could reach out and pull my strings,” Vesta added, crossing her arms.

      “I would take that risk, if I were you. Think about it this way, you could try reaching out to Aya, specifically. I remember you got along very well with the Water Hermessi here,” I suggested. “You two had a special rapport, didn’t you?”

      “That was a year ago,” Vesta replied. “Listen, I am going to help. I’m not trying to get out of this. I’m just trying to lay out the risks here. Hence why I said I had a problem with reaching out to them.”

      “So, you’re going to talk to them,” Herakles concluded.

      “Yes,” she said, then gave Zeriel a reassuring smile. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Let’s see if you can reach out to them, first,” Taeral replied. “You haven’t done it in a year.”

      “I haven’t forgotten how to open myself up to them, Tae, don’t worry about that.” Vesta sighed. “But I’m warning you, if I don’t make a connection, don’t hold it against me.”

      Taeral shook his head. “I won’t. I’d have no reason, knowing you tried.”

      “And if one of the Hermessi does take hold and refuses to let go, you have to promise me you will try everything you can to set me free, okay?” Vesta said.

      Only then did the potential repercussions fall into the puzzle with the kind of weight that threatened to pull my stomach down to the floor. She was putting herself at great risk to help us. Always a hero, the little Nerakian fae…

      “We’ll drag Lumi, Kale, and all the Daughters and all the witches over here, I swear!” Riza replied.

      Satisfied with the response, Vesta smiled, then sat on the floor, crossing her legs. “This is going to take some time. Like Taeral said, I haven’t done this in a while. It takes a bit to get myself in the right gear.”

      We all waited, patiently, as she closed her eyes and began to slow her breathing. Her heartbeats became scarce. Every inhalation was barely audible to my sharp hearing. The exhalation was slow and deliberate.

      Minutes passed in heavy silence. Then, Vesta sucked in a breath and fell backward.

      That was it. She’d blacked out. She wasn’t with us anymore.
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      At first, I’d been tempted to say no to Taeral’s request. But I couldn’t, in the end. It was my duty, not only as a GASP agent, but also as a fae. If my brethren were in any trouble, I had to help. I had to do something about it, no matter how much I dreaded being in contact with the Hermessi again.

      To be honest, it wasn’t the risk of a possession that scared me. It was the Hermessi themselves. And not because they could hurt me—I’d long since made peace with that thought. But they were natural elements, raw forces of nature, so powerful, so intense. I was humbled just to have been able to speak to one of them.

      I felt like a mere mortal tugging at the cloak of a titan from the earthly legends of ancient Greece. How could one do that so casually?

      The answer was: one couldn’t.

      And so, armed with patience and resolve, I’d allowed myself to drift away from consciousness. Once more, I was flowing like a river, cutting through layers of shale and hard, black rock… then trickling down a mountain… snaking through a lush valley, eagle-like birds flying overhead… in the end, I flowed into the ocean. I became the ocean.

      I was looking for the Hermessi, my heart the size of a pellet, hidden in a pocket somewhere.

      I knew I wouldn’t find them so easily. I’d have to go much deeper.

      They were somewhere between the realms… I heard my body’s thud as it hit the floor, somewhere in the background. Zeriel’s voice, asking if I was okay. I was unresponsive. Too far away to answer him. My love would have to wait a bit—though I was beyond determined to get back to him. Nobody was going to possess me this time.

      All I wanted was to talk. Surely, even Aya would understand. We’d done this dance before.

      Everything warped around me, twisting and turning me around, like water going through the drain. I got sucked into the purest darkness—a pitch black that made me think of death. Is this what dying would feel like?

      All this nothingness, maybe?

      Then, at the very center, somewhere far, far away, a light flickered. I had no body, but I could feel myself walking, then running toward the flame. Looking down, I realized I’d been right. There was nothing, yet here I was.

      I came to a halt when I recognized the fire burning. It was the perpetual flame of the Fire Hermessi. A bright orange ball, as intense as a miniature sun. I could feel the heat radiating from it, spreading out in waves.

      It wasn’t alone.

      A river flowed from underneath, as if coming from me, somehow. It circled the flame, but never touched it, as if respecting its boundaries.

      The wind blew, harder with every second that went by. A tornado emerged from the darkness, casting ripples across the river and scuffling the fireball. It kept a reasonable distance, though, equally respectful.

      Out of the same nothingness, a tree grew before my very eyes. A sprawling thing, as tall as a redwood, with long branches and rich, deep green foliage.

      I knew what this was. I’d seen it before.

      I’d just stumbled upon a meeting between all four Hermessi of Strava.

      The fireball swelled, as if noticing me. What are you doing here, Vesta?

      Its voice hummed through me. If I’d had a face, it would’ve burned with a most powerful blush. The Hermessi remembered me. Whether that was a good thing, I wasn’t sure yet.

      “I need your help,” I heard myself say.

      How did you know to find us again? I recognized Aya’s voice. We broke away after the Blackout. We let you all go back to your lives.

      You shouldn’t be here, the Air Hermessi whispered.

      “I wasn’t planning to do this, but it’s necessary. As for how I found you, I don’t know. I just did what I did the last time. I reached out,” I replied.

      Right when all four of us met. What a coincidence, the Earth Hermessi remarked.

      I didn’t like the tone. “Speaking of coincidence, some of the fire fae that were present here, on Strava, during the Blackout, have been getting blown up and killing innocent people. Know anything about that?”

      Silence ensued.

      It didn’t feel like the angry kind. More like… worried. The Hermessi were worried; I could feel it in my very core. Taeral was definitely on point when he said I had a stronger connection to the elements.

      We felt them die, the Fire Hermessi said.

      “They were filled with fire, without a physical source. They carved protection symbols into their skin, and they talked about the end of the world coming. Then, they exploded,” I continued. “I’m sure you understand why I’d need to reach out to you about this.”

      We know nothing, Aya replied. We only felt the flames die out. All of us, not just our fire brother, here. It was strange. Where did these incidents happen?

      “In a few places. Calliope, in Eritopia. The Fire Star. I’m told Releth and Mingar of two different solar systems had exploding fire fae of their own, as well. We’re all worried, because we know it won’t stop there. It will happen again, and we have no idea how to stop it.”

      Like my sister said, we know nothing, the Earth Hermessi said.

      I despised the dry and meaningless reply. “Do you think maybe your local brethren on Calliope, on the Fire Star, on Releth, and on Mingar are up to no good? Perhaps they’re glitching? Going off the rails?”

      How dare you?!

      The fireball burst brighter into a violent orange hue. I’d angered the Fire Hermessi. Good.

      “The thought has crossed our minds, and you could easily understand why,” I retorted. “If you or the other Hermessi had anything to do with this, we’d like to know. We’d like to understand. It’s not like we could do anything about it, right?” I added, trying a different approach. “We’re all aware of how powerful and endless you all are. But some kind of explanation would be much appreciated.”

      Vesta, you must believe us, we’re as surprised as you are, Aya said. We felt the fire fae passing, but we have no knowledge as to how or why that happened. The only thing we do know is that, whatever it was that took them, it was powerful enough for us to feel their deaths.

      The worst part was that I believed her. Aya felt sincere.

      All our Hermessi brethren have felt it. All over the universe. Every single planet that holds us sensed the passing of your fae, the Earth Hermessi added. We do not know what caused it, but, now that you’ve told us about your incidents, we have a bit more information to go on.

      You said that the fire fae spoke of an end to the world? the Air Hermessi asked.

      “Yes. They cut so-called protection symbols into their skin. You know, the kind they teach about in your temples. But I don’t know what good those were since, in the end, they exploded.”

      The best we can do, Vesta, is look into it from a distance, Aya said. We do not control the fae, but we can try and maybe listen in. Would it help?

      The fireball hummed. Are we looking to help them?

      It’s the least we can do. They activated us, remember? They helped us awaken to our full potential, Aya replied.

      “It would help, thank you,” I mumbled.

      I could almost see Aya smiling at me. It was hard to make sense of that impression, given that she’d taken the shape of a river, but, still, I knew it. I had her full attention.

      I will send word once I hear something, she said.

      This was a damn dead end, and I’d managed to piss off the Fire Hermessi while I was at it, too! But, then again, that left me with another, equally upsetting question. As I felt the distance growing between me and the Hermessi again, I said it out loud—mostly to myself.

      “If the Hermessi aren’t behind this, then who’s doing it?”

      I got no answer. By the time the darkness spat me back into the ocean, I’d lost all sense of the Hermessi. They were long gone, now. I only had seconds left as the water pulled me toward consciousness to think about the implications.

      It had felt a tad better suspecting the Hermessi, in a way. At least we’d had a lead to follow. Something to cling to.

      Now, we were left with nothing. Just more questions.
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      When Vesta came to, she didn’t have good news—or, at least, what we would’ve considered good news: a clear suspect behind the fire fae exploding and killing others in the process. Panting, Vesta took a couple of minutes to recover. Her consciousness had left her body, momentarily, and it needed a bit of time to readjust to its physical container. Zeriel held her close, his lips pressed against her pale blond hair.

      “I found the Hermessi,” she finally said. “All four.”

      “And? Did you get to talk to them?” Taeral asked, visibly anxious. Not that I could blame the poor fella. His people had been the ones to die, so far.

      Vesta nodded. “Yeah, but… they were adamant that they had nothing to do with it. They don’t know how it happened, or who is responsible, either. But they did feel the fae deaths.”

      “And how certain are we that they weren’t lying?” Riza replied.

      Clearly, she wasn’t happy with another dead end. A shadow fluttered across her amethyst eyes—I’d recognize it anywhere. Doubt. She didn’t trust the Hermessi, and, somehow, I understood that. However, if the Hermessi denied their involvement, how could we possibly prove that they were misleading us? How did one go about building a case against the natural elements?

      “I don’t know. I sort of felt it. They seemed genuine when they said they didn’t know who was behind the attacks,” Vesta said, then lowered her head. “Dammit, I forgot how creepy this whole reaching-out-to-the-Hermessi thing can be. Can’t shake off the goosebumps.”

      She shuddered, then hid her face in Zeriel’s chest. He tightened his embrace, cradling her in his arms. Taeral scoffed. Varga put a hand on his shoulder, in a bid to reassure him.

      “We’ll figure something out,” the Nevertide prince said. “We knew this wasn’t going to be easy.”

      “If it’s not the Hermessi, then who the hell could it be, to have this much power? To throw a fae’s own abilities for such a deadly loop?” Raphael asked, crossing his arms. “I had all my money on the Hermessi, if I’m honest. They’ve got the juice, but I do trust Vesta’s instincts, too. If she felt them to be genuine, they had to be.”

      Riza paced the room a couple of times, while Amelia quietly looked for information on her tablet. I wasn’t sure what she was searching for, specifically, but I figured she’d let us know once she found it. Amelia didn’t strike me as the kind who would get us riled up for nothing.

      “Whoever or whatever it is, it turns fire against the fire fae,” Eva reiterated. “What if the Hermessi aren’t the only ones with, as per Raphael’s words, the juice to do this? Could this be some kind of dark magic, maybe?”

      Varga shook his head, his gaze fixed on Vesta and Zeriel. “We’d have heard something by now. The black witches are long gone. The Sanctuary is safe and clean. If anything evil slipped from the Supernatural dimension and into the In-Between, we’d be the first to know.”

      “And swamp witches are out of the question, too,” Taeral replied. “Lumi is good, Kailani, too. The other apprentices have all been vetted and, on top of that, I know for a fact that the Word would not condone such violence from its conduits. Lumi told us once that the swamp witch’s soul must be clean and pure, devoid of hate and ill intent.”

      “How about a cult, then?” Riza suggested.

      That got our full attention. Our heads turned—mine with quite a snap, in fact. It took me a second to focus, though. The jinni had a way of capturing my attention, it seemed. My stomach tightened whenever she looked at me. It was time to take a page out of the Varga playbook and keep it cool. Still, I lost myself in those purplish pink eyes. Good grief, who, in the grand scale of things, had come up with such a mesmerizing color?

      “A cult,” I repeated after her.

      “A cult,” she replied, a smile playing on her lips. “What if there are certain fire fae who are learning to take their abilities to this other, insane level? Maybe they’re trying to make a statement by destroying themselves like this.”

      “I get where you’re coming from,” Taeral replied, “but we’d still have to understand how this other level even exists. I’ve said it before, and it’s deeply embedded in the science of fae, generally speaking. Our abilities should not turn against us—because that’s what happened with these incidents. Fire wouldn’t burn a fire fae. It just wouldn’t.”

      “Clearly, Cuz, it does,” Riza shot back. “That’s indisputable.”

      Vesta gasped, then went into a series of convulsions that ripped her from Zeriel’s arms. He tried to get her back, but she landed with a thud on the floor, her limbs twitching as water began to pour from her nose and mouth. She was drowning.

      “Ah, not again, dammit!” Zeriel spat, pale and tense as he watched her.

      “This happened before, I take it?” Riza asked, her eyes wide with shock.

      “Yeah. It’s a Hermessi possession,” I muttered. “They never ask before they take over.”

      We waited for a moment, until Vesta finally stilled. She sat up, her upper body stiff like a plank. Water trickled down from her ears and nose, soaking into her GASP uniform. The dark blue turned almost black, as the fabric molded itself to her body. Zeriel watched her like a hawk, a mixture of concern, anger, and fear boiling in the blues of his eyes.

      Vesta looked up at us. Her voice changed. It was low and raspy, as she gargled her words. “I’m sorry I had to do this.”

      “Oh, that’s definitely not Vesta anymore,” Amelia breathed.

      “Aya?” Taeral asked, tentatively.

      Not-Vesta gave him a brief nod. “I can’t stay long. My siblings don’t know I’m here.”

      “What the hell, Aya?!” Zeriel croaked. “You all promised not to possess fae like this!”

      “I know. But I had to tell you something,” Aya replied. “My siblings were truthful when they said they didn’t know who’s behind the attacks. But, shortly after Vesta left us, I reached out to the others, in distant worlds.”

      “That was fast,” I mumbled.

      “We don’t perceive time like you,” Aya said. “Point is, we still don’t know who did it, specifically, but I have an inkling now. It’s definitely a fire Hermessi, but not from this world. Not from the Fire Star. Not from Eritopia. Not from any of the places where we’ve felt the fae perish.”

      This whole thing got confusing, fast.

      “Hold on. So, it is a Hermessi,” I concluded.

      Suddenly, the world made sense again, in a way, as Aya gave us a confirmation. “Yes. You see, we can slip from our own worlds and go to others. We can break free now, ride the cosmic winds of stardust and eventually land on other planets. But such an endeavor strips us of our balance. Our strength is raw and violent. And, without our home balance, it’s destructive.”

      “I don’t get it,” Riza replied, frowning. “A fire Hermessi from another world is doing this? How?!”

      “Possession,” not-Vesta replied. “But possession gone horribly wrong.” She froze, then glanced to the side, her ears twitching as if she’d just heard something. “I must go.”

      “No, wait!” Taeral barked. “Don’t leave us like this! Which fire Hermessi are we dealing with?! How do we find it? How do we stop it or send it back to its world or whatever?!”

      “What this fire Hermessi did was a violation of our way of life,” not-Vesta replied. “My siblings are already looking into it, but I doubt we’ll find him before others die. The only other thing I can tell you is to go to Cerix. It’s the only world we know of to have kept a solid record of our existence. Their worship was strong up until a few centuries ago, and it recently reignited with the Blackout. Surely, their archives will give you more insight on how to find this rogue Hermessi and stop him. I must go.”

      “Wait, Aya, no—” Taeral tried to stop her, but there was nothing he could do.

      Vesta passed out again. Water gushed out through her skin and spread across the diamond floor. Zeriel gently coaxed Vesta back to consciousness, pulling her into his arms and covering her face in kisses.

      “Dammit!” Taeral cursed under his breath.

      “Why was she here incognito?” Eva asked, raising an eyebrow. “Was she hiding from her siblings, maybe? Don’t they want us to know about this?”

      Riza sighed. “Maybe it’s embarrassing to them. They literally just told us they had nothing to do with it, and they were proven wrong the very next minute.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Varga snapped. “Where the hell is Cerix? How will any archives tell us who that fire Hermessi is, or how to find him? Jeez, Aya!”

      Amelia checked her tablet again, biting the inside of her cheek as she flipped through a large quantity of astronomy data from GASP. “There’s no record of Cerix anywhere. It’s undiscovered, as far as GASP is concerned.”

      Raphael took a few steps back, quietly processing the new information. “I take it we’re partially screwed?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “At least we’re back to the original lead of Hermessi involvement. They won’t tell us who it is, though. You heard Aya. They might not even find him. Who knows how many Hermessi there are in the universe? All the worlds out there… Ugh.”

      “Aya was trying to help us,” Vesta said, her breathing back to normal. Her teeth clattered, but not from the cold. It was probably due to the shock, the adrenaline surging through her after the unexpected possession. “But I get the feeling she was hiding something. She didn’t just push me into the back seat, this time. She locked me in the damn trunk.”

      It felt as though we’d taken one step forward, then two steps left and three more back. On one hand, we knew for a fact that this was caused by a Hermessi. Not all of them, just one, a rogue of sorts. But we didn’t have a single clue as to how to find him, where to find him, or how to stop him. Furthermore, according to Vesta, the Hermessi that had helped us get to this point was hiding something else.

      I wondered if Aya did, in fact, know who it was. Even if she did, we couldn’t do anything about it. We had no power over the natural elements. No way of coercing them into helping us. Which brought me back to the original issue: even if we did find this rogue fire Hermessi, how the hell did we stop him?
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      Strava had no more information to give us, so we left Vesta with Zeriel and went back to Calliope. Draven and Serena waited for us on Luceria’s platform—both of them looking justifiably worried. Serena rushed to hug me as soon as she saw me step through the portal. She was pretty spry for someone who’d just given birth, but then again, she did have Viola, a Daughter of Eritopia, close by to help with the healing process.

      “Thank you for doing this,” she whispered in my ear.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m not doing much right now.”

      She and I had come a long way since we’d first met. My mom had played a part in the initial friction, with her ideas of an arranged marriage with Draven. I should’ve known better than to get involved in that, but I was her daughter, and, for a long time, I’d followed her lead and survived, thanks to her. But times had changed. And, even though I did fancy Draven for a short while, I understood where his heart belonged. Thadeus, one of his Druids, had caught my eye after we defeated Azazel, but it didn’t last. We were too different, and my idea of life changed dramatically over the following months. My mom and I drifted apart, as well. She wanted me to prepare for the Ladyship, as she considered herself ready to retire. But I wound up spending more time with Serena. In the end, I turned vamp and became a GASP agent—the complete opposite of what my mother had wanted for me.

      Looking back now, however, I didn’t regret the choice. I said goodbye to daylight and food, but I gained great strength, new insights, and amazing friends. Ironically, Draven and Serena were the closest I’d ever come to having siblings of my own. My mother had no intention of giving birth again. For years, she’d said I was more than enough. All that pressure aside, I was in a better place. But this whole fire fae thing irked me. Innocent people were dying, and it didn’t sit well with me. It brought back memories of what my father, whom I only referred to as Azazel, had done to the Eritopians.

      “You’ll get to the bottom of this, I’m sure,” Serena replied, gently squeezing my shoulders.

      “We’ve made some progress,” Varga added.

      Herakles wobbled after he got back to solid ground. He was the last one to come through, so the portal’s mist turned gray behind him. He discreetly leaned into Raphael, who stifled a grin. Riza seemed equally amused. Amelia, Taeral, and Varga, on the other hand, were still sulking after our brief and unexpected encounter with Aya.

      “What happened?” Draven asked us.

      “The Hermessi didn’t know it was one of their own until we asked,” Varga explained. “Vesta reached out to them, and they initially said they had no idea, only that they, too, had felt the fire fae die.”

      “A couple of minutes later, Vesta was possessed by Aya,” Taeral added, prompting Serena to groan and roll her eyes.

      “Sheesh, they said they wouldn’t do that again.”

      “She apologized,” Taeral replied dryly. “Anyway, Aya did some quick digging, and she said it was a fire Hermessi from another world.”

      He went on to relay the entire conversation we’d had with Strava’s water Hermessi, along with his suspicion that she hadn’t told us everything she knew, anyway. As expected, both Serena and Draven agreed with us—we’d reached our first serious stump in this investigation.

      “I’ve never heard of Cerix,” Draven said. “But the Druids traveled extensively. We could look it up in the Archives.”

      Herakles grunted, genuinely frustrated. “Okay, okay, nerdy research stuff aside, we’ve got a bigger problem. There’s a fire Hermessi out there that’s most likely turning fae into fanatics, then blowing them up—which, by the way, said fae didn’t seem to have on their to-do list. How the hell are we going to stop a natural element?!”

      “He’s asking the right question,” Raphael agreed.

      Draven thought about it for a moment, then took a deep breath. After a long exhalation, he laid out the facts. “The symbols that the fire fae carved into their skin are meant to protect them. We’d have to figure out whether they’re meant to protect them from those of us opposing their intentions, or from the fire Hermessi who’s possessing them. If it’s the former, then we can consider these fire fae to be outright fanatics. If it’s the latter, well, we can’t do anything about it. Now, we know it’s one specific Hermessi doing this—we don’t know which one, yet, but Aya suggested we look into Cerix for information. She couldn’t tell us more, and we’ll just have to deal with it ourselves, unfortunately.”

      “Let’s not bother with the fire fae for now,” Serena suggested. “I’ll speak to Sherus and Nuriya for that. We can’t help them unless we stop this rogue Hermessi.”

      “Fair enough,” Taeral replied. “What next, then? The Druid Archives? We look for Cerix?”

      “It sounds reasonable,” I said. “We need all the intel we could possibly get on these entities, and if Aya says we’ll find it there, then… cool, we’re going there.”

      Draven nodded, then escorted us into the special library where he’d had all the Druid Archives stored. The hall itself was humongous, made entirely out of beige marble. Tall, crimson velvet drapes hung from the glass windows, and candles flickered in shades of amber from the wrought-iron chandeliers. This place was a treasure trove of interstellar cultures, and it made me feel sad to think that we’d almost lost all this. To Azazel…

      I didn’t carry the sins of my father, but it still caused my stomach to twist into a pretzel whenever I thought about him and everything he’d done. I had a feeling he’d always find a way to haunt me, even though we’d never met.

      We spent the better part of the afternoon searching through thousands of scrolls and ancient manuscripts, flipping through yellowed pages and clay tablets. The Druids had discovered and visited dozens of foreign galaxies—a total of 1,500 new worlds. They kept records of every trip they made. They had coordinates and geographical characteristics carefully catalogued into travel journals. They wrote about the different species they met, complete with physical descriptions and cultural traditions. Anything we wanted to know about what lay beyond Eritopia was here, nestled in these shelves, hidden between pages and carved into clay.

      Serena eventually left us, since it was feeding time for Isabelle. Draven stayed behind and helped us dig deeper into the archives. They’d all been translated from ancient languages, so we had accompanying documents for every parchment, notebook, and tablet we looked through, to help guide our search.

      I wound up sitting next to Varga at one of the many reading tables in the middle of the library. The stained-glass windows filtered the sunlight, so we could feel its warmth as it slowly descended into the west. It would be evening soon, and we’d yet to find anything about Cerix.

      Herakles, Raphael, Riza, and Amelia were lost between the shelves, occasionally coming out with a register or a journal to browse through. They wound up returning them, every time, visibly displeased in the absence of a much-needed discovery.

      Taeral was quiet, flipping the pages of a leather-bound travel record. He no longer seemed angry or distraught. If anything, he was at peace, patiently reading the ancient Druids’ entries as he searched for a mention of Cerix. Draven came back from between a distant row of bookcases, his arms loaded with more records.

      “Anything useful in there?” I asked Varga, looking at the journal in front of him.

      He glanced at me, and, for a brief moment, I felt my heart stop. Those eyes could steal hearts with terrifying ease, and I had to find a way to stop myself from falling into such a trap. I tended to come across as a pretentious and unapproachable princess… yet, with Varga, I was constantly tempted to look into ways of making myself seem the very opposite.

      “Just a Druid’s account of a world named Plixia,” he replied. “Where people are ten to fifteen feet tall and talk in clicking sounds.”

      “Exotic,” I murmured.

      Silence fell awkwardly between us. I dug into another parchment, but I could feel Varga’s eyes still fixed on me. It made my skin burn, as if the sun itself was paying attention.

      “You?” he asked, his voice lower.

      I offered a shrug, somewhat fearful of looking him in the eyes. This was my first mission out in the field. I had to stay focused and succeed in everything I set out to do. I couldn’t let a gorgeous chunk of Nevertide prime beef distract me, especially since this particular specimen came with a set of sharp brains and charm for days.

      “Nothing so far, I’m afraid.”

      “This is taking too long!” Herakles growled from the neighboring table. “I’m skipping meals for this!”

      It made Varga chuckle. “We’ll grab you something to go from the kitchen once we’re done, I promise!”

      “Holy smokes,” Amelia blurted, then shot to her feet. Her chair flew backward and landed about twenty yards away with a woody thud. “Sorry…” she added, her eyes wide.

      I had a feeling she often forgot about how strong she was.

      “Got something?” I asked, eager to divert attention from her awkward pause. To my surprise, I was quite protective of her, in my own way. I’d yet to figure out why, exactly, but I figured it had something to do with both of us being brand new at this GASP field mission thing. Newbies tended to stick together, didn’t they?

      She nodded vehemently. “Yes. And no,” she replied, pouting.

      Raphael leaned back in his chair, his blue-and-green eyes fixed on her. “Care to explain?”

      “I’ve found Cerix. I have the coordinates right here,” she said, pressing her index finger against one of the registry’s brownish pages. “But we don’t have anything from it to use in an interplanetary spell to get there. And none of our technology will help. Cerix is thousands of light-years away. It’s real. It exists.”

      “They traveled to Cerix, didn’t they?” Taeral asked.

      Even Draven seemed befuddled. “They did, since it’s registered here, with the same name used by the Hermessi. They were in contact with the Cerixians.”

      “I wasn’t specific, my apologies,” Amelia replied. “I know all our limitations. Normal magic and our technology can’t take us there. Not even Stravian magi-tech can do it. But swamp witch magic can. The interplanetary travel spell would work—just like the ancient Druids before us. I can guarantee that the light bubble will work, without us getting disintegrated or lost in space in the process.”

      “We need something from Cerix to get us there,” I repeated the problem.

      Lead weighed down into my stomach, as I looked around the two tables we’d occupied in the middle of the library. I wasn’t the only one feeling like this.

      “We’ve got nothing,” Varga replied, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

      I found myself following its sharp lines, combined with his curly, brownish blond hair, and his deep blue eyes. His skin carried its pearly, vampiric sheen, artfully stretched over toned muscles and long, athletic limbs. I could only imagine what I’d find once I peeled away at the layers of clothes.

      A second later, I mentally chastised myself for falling into the Varga trap again. He was dangerously handsome, downright gorgeous, and a prince. Well, the latter part would’ve made my mother swoon, since she was the one who cared about royal bloodlines more than most. Personally, it annoyed me. I’d had enough of the royalty crap already. I liked my normal life more than anything. To think I’d almost married Draven. I could’ve been a queen of this castle. Eek!

      “We have something, actually,” Riza chimed in, then turned a journal around for everyone to see. We got up and moved around the table, so we could all have access to those handwritten pages and the translated texts appended to them. “The Druids kept a museum of sorts on Persea, a long time ago. They stored soil and rock samples and various other artifacts from every planet they visited.”

      “Remind me again,” Varga said, “how Druids found these planets via interplanetary spell, if you need something from said planets to find them, in the first place?”

      “Well, technically, and with a potent swamp witch on board, you can influence the trajectory of an aimless interplanetary spell,” Amelia explained. “The Druids took some risks to explore the In-Between like that, but it obviously paid off. Riding an interplanetary spell without a destination isn’t something I’d recommend to the layman, though. I suppose the Druids knew what they were getting themselves into, and they also trusted the swamp witches.”

      Varga’s shoulder brushed against mine, and a wave of foreign but delicious heat burst through me. How the hell could I burn like this? What would happen if I touched his skin, directly? Would I explode, like a dying star? He leaned over the table, squinting over the journal pages.

      “So, we’re hoping there’s something from Cerix in that place?” he asked.

      Amelia smiled. “Yup. It’s almost certain, thanks to Riza’s discovery. Based on the descriptions in this document, the Druids made sure to bring sufficient samples from every planet they visited, since they intended to go back, with the prospect of establishing new trade routes.”

      “Then a visit to Persea is in order. Where’s the museum?” Raphael asked.

      I could almost feel the hope blossoming in our chests, until Amelia crushed it with a pout. “It’s a pile of rubble, now. From what I understand, after Azazel came to power, one of the Druids’ last efforts to conserve their work was to transfer the contents of the museum elsewhere. Somewhere outside of Eritopia, shortly before the Daughters cast their time-lapse spell over the galaxy. The museum building was destroyed when Azazel invaded Persea.”

      Raphael frowned, as he seemed to remember something. He rushed back to one of the nearby shelves, then came back with another log book of sorts. He rummaged through its pages until he found what he was looking for.

      “Aha!” He cackled, as if having discovered the secrets of the universe. “I knew I remembered something about a museum transport!”

      He showed us the pages. We read the translations, then exchanged confident glances. Hope was emerging once more, this time stronger than ever. Even Amelia’s factoid realism couldn’t stomp it.

      “There was a transport made to Akvo,” Draven said, after reading the logbook entry. “About fifty years before the Daughters isolated Eritopia from the rest of the In-Between. Crates with various artifacts were loaded onto an interplanetary travel spell and sent from Persea to the water fae’s planet. That was the last time an interplanetary travel spell was used. Azazel killed the swamp witches shortly afterward, if I remember correctly. And Lumi was imprisoned on Neraka at the time.”

      There were four star systems that belonged to the fae, each associated with their predominant element. The Fire Star was, despite its name, a planet and the home of the fire fae. Akvo, in the neighboring solar system, was the water fae’s domain. The Emerald belonged to the earth fae, and Zephyr was a haven of the air fae. After the Blackout, all four worlds had increased their elemental power and, by default, the fae’s abilities. Fires burned hotter and brighter. Winds blew stronger. Water swelled and pummeled when commanded, and the earth rumbled, its fruits fuller and tastier than ever before.

      According to the log book, we now had to venture to another solar system, deep into fae territory. Akvo could hold the key to our mission of getting to Cerix via interplanetary spell. However, there was a weight pressing down on my heart. I’d begun to associate the fae with the Hermessi—after all, the former were emissaries of the latter. Maybe it wasn’t a wise thing to do, but I reserved the right to have my doubts. Something told me there might be danger afoot, though I had nothing to back me up in this suspicion, so I kept it to myself.

      “Okay. We’re definitely getting somewhere, and it’s only been a day,” Taeral said, suddenly brighter and perkier than before. He gave us all an encouraging smile. “Well done, team. We’re going to Akvo!”

      Maybe I should’ve been more thrilled about this, like the others on my team. But I wasn’t. I did smile back and tried to look on the bright side. I’d wanted to travel more for months, now. So far, I’d trekked the In-Between plenty already, in less than a day. So, there’s that.
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      Needless to say, I was feeling a lot better.

      The investigation had a clear course now. We had leads and means of following up on them. Most importantly, a resolution seemed closer than before. My people needed closure, and plenty of innocent lives could be saved in the process.

      Granted, I had no idea how to stop a rogue fire Hermessi, and there was no guarantee that the shipment from Persea to Akvo had actually contained the museum samples, but I couldn’t let any of that get me down. We knew a lot more now than we had this morning. We didn’t know how or why this entity was committing such atrocities, but I figured we’d ask him once we found him. The fae side of me was strong, and I was determined enough to summon the fire Hermessi as soon as we learned which one he was.

      With that in mind, I guided my team back to the portal on top of Luceria. I had Akvo’s coordinates handy, along with many others, stored in a little black notebook I kept hidden in a chest pocket. We’d made some progress with installing new portals on the four fae planets, thanks to the discovery of serium—it still wasn’t an easy feat for the witches, but the glowing blue crystal had helped establish new access points on Zephyr, Akvo, the Fire Star and the Emerald, along with the existing ones in Eritopia, The Shade, Neraka and Strava. We said goodbye to Draven and Serena again, and promised to stay in touch via our earpieces and Telluris in case the equipment failed.

      Amelia had already briefed the rest of GASP, so we were leaving Calliope with all our affairs in order. By the time I introduced Akvo’s coordinates into the portal’s stone frame, the moon had risen proudly above. Midnight was only a couple of hours away.

      “Everyone ready?” I asked, then glanced over my shoulder to check on the team.

      Amelia was the first to nod, after she put her tablet away, then pulled her hood and mask to cover her head and face. She noticed my curious expression and shrugged.

      “It’s daytime on Akvo. I checked,” she said.

      “Ah, nice one!” Varga replied, then covered himself.

      Eva grinned, then did the same before she looked at me. “So, yes, we’re ready.”

      “Raphael? Herakles? Riza? How about you?” I asked.

      Herakles had a mouthful of casserole, gleefully scarfing it down. Varga had kept his promise and brought up some food from the castle’s kitchen shortly after dinner. We’d finished late in the library, so, by the time we got to the dining hall, the tables had already been cleared.

      “I’m great,” Herakles managed after he swallowed.

      Raphael couldn’t take his eyes off Herakles. “Yeah, we’re good,” he said, half smiling.

      I, too, was amused by the hilarious contrast between Herakles’s bulky, massive figure and his often-childish demeanor. He was a rebel and a pirate by nature, but that was mostly when he was left on his own—that was when he was most prone to rising against the system, in general. However, when in a group, Herakles sort of changed. He was still a remarkable fighter, fierce and with sharp instincts, but he was more sociable, noticeably relaxed and focused on the littlest pleasures of life. It was as if he could chill for a little while, knowing that he had us by his side, watching his back.

      Then again, Herakles had always had a certain nonchalance about him. I thought he was simply coming into his own now. Luckily, his monstrous appetite and “hangry” fits didn’t kill any of his charm. Judging by the glances that Riza stole at him, she probably found him endearing.

      I turned around, content to have this crew with me, and put in Akvo’s coordinates. The mist turned pale blue, and I could almost smell the salty ocean air, already. I set foot inside, ready to tackle the next stage of my mission.

      The water world opened up before us.

      I’d been here before, but it never ceased to amaze me. Every time, beholding the vast and seemingly infinite ocean made me feel small and insignificant. It knocked the air out of my lungs. My mind tried to wrap itself around nature’s craftsmanship. Akvo was definitely one of my favorite places in the In-Between.

      “Oh, wow…” Amelia mumbled.

      “It’s all water, isn’t it?” Varga asked, his voice barely audible and his jaw dangerously close to the ground.

      The portal had been set on one of the few islands on this planet. Most of Akvo’s inhabitants lived in majestic structures built above the ocean—dozens of cities sprawling for miles, with connecting towers spidering across the water.

      “Yes. They’ve got plenty of underwater cities, too,” I said. “Bubbles made of ultra-resistant glass. It’s all metal on the inside, but they’ve built impressive ecosystems in each, with land, trees, and orchards. About nine hundred miles west of here, there’s a massive archipelago. It holds most of the dry land surface of the planet, and about seventy percent of the sweet water.”

      “What about the remaining thirty percent? Where do they get it from?” Raphael asked.

      Amelia was quick to answer that, her brain clearly a coffer of information. “Condensation systems and sweet water deposits beneath the ocean bed. They drill for it. They’ve got a solid system set up. I’m genuinely impressed,” she replied, flipping through the virtual pages of her tablet.

      The island we were on was rather small but covered in thick rainforest. Animals prowled nearby. Birds’ trills trickled down from the rich foliage crown. Had it not been for the urgency of our investigation, I would’ve stayed longer on this stretch of beach. The portal was right on the edge of the woods, and we could see the water world stretching out into the distance. From afar, the observation towers looked like black pins, but I knew someone had already spotted us coming in. The water fae were known for their vigilance.

      Therefore, the sound of a twig breaking behind us didn’t startle me. I figured someone would come greet us soon enough.

      We all turned around to find a young male smiling as he stepped out of the woods. He wore Akvo’s military garb, a one-piece suit with scales covering him from neck to toe—black with iridescent blue metallic reflexes that glimmered whenever he moved. He was a lower-grade soldier. I remembered specifically that the officers’ uniforms were a bold turquoise.

      “Hello there,” I said.

      “You’ve come from Calliope,” the water fae soldier replied. “I was told to expect visitors. Welcome,” he added, then bowed before us.

      I introduced myself and the rest of my team, specifying that we’d come on behalf of GASP. We had a base here, which I’d visited several times during my early training years. I knew most of the agents stationed here, but I didn’t expect to see them again this time—mainly because we had some Cerixian soil samples to find and zero time to waste.

      “I’m Leffe,” the soldier said. “I’ve been assigned to escort you to one of our reception chambers in Shallimar. Someone will see to your request once you’re there.”

      “Shallimar is close, right?” Amelia asked, her gaze fixed on her tablet.

      Raphael rolled his eyes and snatched the tablet from her hands, prompting her to gasp. “Try to enjoy the scenery a bit more. It’s part of the joys of being outside in the world.”

      “Hey, I have crucial information on that thing!” Amelia protested.

      “Relax, I’m just going to keep it safe while you acknowledge your surroundings. Forget the technology for a bit.”

      Amelia frowned and crossed her arms, though it did nothing to sway Raphael, who tucked her tablet into his backpack.

      “Now I’m thirsty,” Herakles interjected as he put the empty casserole dish away.

      “You’ll be well looked after in Shallimar,” Leffe said, smiling, then looked at Amelia. “Shallimar is just on the other side of the woods. It’s underwater, and there’s an access tunnel from this island. It’s where we’re going.”

      We followed Leffe into the forest, occasionally gazing around at the exceptional biodiversity. The strangest creatures roamed this place—deer-like giants that lazily sauntered between the trees, blue-maned primates with big and round, almost white eyes and ridiculously long fingers, and a plethora of brightly colored birds, each as voluminous as a horse.

      “Everything is overgrown here, I see,” Varga muttered.

      Leffe chuckled. “The animals thrive in these parts. With the little land they have, size has proven crucial in their survival.”

      “I take it there’s plenty of underwater life, too,” Eva replied.

      “Oh, yes. I’d say eighty percent of Akvo’s fauna and flora has developed in the ocean, though we’ve made strides with fae-made environments, as well,” Leffe explained.

      “In the cities above the water, I presume,” Eva said.

      “Yes. Each settlement is self-sufficient, with patches of land on which they grow their food, basically. Orchards, gardens, fields of grain and aromatic herbs,” Leffe said. “But we do the same underwater, too. We have filtration systems that draw oxygen from the ocean water for breathing air. We use a special process to remove the salt in order to get drinking water, which is easier to procure than sweet water from the archipelago. The upper cities have condensation systems.”

      “This place is amazing,” Raphael admitted, impressed by the water fae’s enterprising nature. “My people could learn a thing or two from you.”

      “You’re a Perfect, right?” Leffe asked, and Raphael nodded in return. “Strava is beautiful. I’ve been there once. Surely, our worlds could exchange ideas and technologies. I don’t see why not. But it’s something you should address with our king and queen.”

      “Later. Or another time,” Raphael replied. “We’re more interested in Cerix right now.”

      “In what?”

      Leffe didn’t know the details of our visit, it seemed.

      Ahead, the forest became scarce again. Beyond, the dark blue ocean stretched, its surface rippling from the intensifying winds. With the sun up, the temperature was exceptionally pleasant. I kind of felt sorry for Varga, Eva, and Amelia, who were stuck beneath their hoods and masks until we got underwater.

      “The shipment from Persea. It was a long time ago. I’m sure your superiors know more about it,” I replied politely.

      As we stepped onto the beach, I had a nagging feeling that we were being watched. I looked behind me, and noticed the dark shadows swirling in Eva’s eyes. Farther back, however, there was nothing. Our left and right were also clear. Yet, my nape burned.

      “What is it, Taeral?” Eva whispered.

      I gave her a brief over-the-shoulder glance. “Nothing. I think.”

      She seemed to accept my response, since she didn’t press me further. Instead, she shifted her focus to Leffe, who escorted us to the tunnel entrance leading into Shallimar. It opened up like a mouth, its edges coated in mother-of-pearl. Stairs led below, and, about thirty yards out, the ocean lapped at the sandy shore.

      We went through the large tunnel, which was entirely made of solid, thick glass. It offered us a phenomenal view of the ocean and its millions of wonderful creatures, from the tiniest, clown-like little fish to its whale-sized predators. Shades of red, orange, and yellow rippled over large swaths of the ocean bed—luscious corals that filtered the water and sheltered billions of microscopic life forms.

      “Who will meet us in Shallimar?” I asked, after some time.

      “Lieutenant Starlin,” Leffe replied.

      That gave me a reason to smile. I knew Starlin well. We’d trained together during a water fae visit to my Fire Star. I trusted him. He was loyal and determined, and, most importantly, he respected the military code.

      

      An hour later, and after few words exchanged between us, my crew and I entered the incredible city of Shallimar. It was built on a thick, grassy platform, encased in a giant glass ball. Staircases and metallic alleyways swirled through and around the buildings, all of them made of glass, as well. The residences had coral panels mounted on the outside, ensuring their owners’ privacy. It added a splash of vibrant color to the glass-and-metal structures that made up Shallimar.

      Sunlight barely made it through from the surface. It was filtered by at least fifty feet of water. Artificial lights flickered along the streets, and sweet water fountains gushed at junction corners and in the middle of public squares.

      There were at least a thousand water fae living here. It was truly stunning.

      “The amount of work that must’ve gone into building this place… I can’t even imagine,” Amelia breathed.

      “I could easily live here,” Eva added with a sly smile. “I take it there are plenty of pools, too?”

      Leffe laughed lightly. “We are one with the water. But we do need some time away from it, too, hence the bubble cities. We can always just go out through one of the ceiling hatches if we need a swim,” he explained. “Pools are unnecessary with a vast ocean surrounding us, don’t you think?”

      “I suppose. I wouldn’t mind a jacuzzi outside on the terrace, if I were to make myself a home here,” Eva replied.

      “Looking to buy some real estate in the area?” Varga quipped, slightly amused.

      Eva shrugged. “Not a bad idea. I mean, look around you. This is underwater heaven.”

      I had to admit, she was right. Shallimar was an extraordinary feat of architecture and engineering, as it allowed the water fae to have an earthly life without abandoning the ocean. Leffe was right. They could always pop out if they wanted to. There were dozens of staircases leading up to the ceiling, where hatches were available, though guarded by soldiers.

      I found their presence strange. The water fae couldn’t drown, so why were they guarding the hatches? It wasn’t like anyone was going to just pop them open and kill Shallimar’s inhabitants. So, what was their purpose?

      Leffe led us around the city’s edges. Only then did I notice the glass tunnels and the many other smaller bubbles connected to Shallimar. I pointed at them. “What are those?”

      “Our barracks,” Leffe said. “Soldiers are stationed outside the city, but within reach. Every unit has its own bubble. There are twenty units in total, per city.”

      “That’s a lot of soldiers, if you ask me,” Riza muttered, her eyes wandering around.

      The burning sensation returned to the back of my neck. I glanced behind me again, but I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. There were plenty of water fae out in the streets. However, none had seemed to even notice us when we came in. The outskirts were mostly empty, and I didn’t spot anyone following us.

      Still, my instincts couldn’t be wrong twice.

      I slowed down, letting Raphael and Amelia go ahead with Leffe, followed by Eva, Herakles, and Riza. I walked by Varga’s side. “Have you used your True Sight so far?” I asked him, keeping my voice down.

      He nodded. “No one’s following or watching us. Is that why you’re asking?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got this feeling like we’re being tracked or something.”

      “Nope. The woods were clear, too,” Varga said. “Are you okay, Tae?”

      How could I possibly answer that without coming undone altogether? The past couple of weeks had been painfully difficult. I’d attended multiple funerals, and I’d spent days trying to find out why these explosions were happening. I’d also had to comfort the other fire fae—our loyal subjects, the people we were meant to protect. In the end, I’d come up empty and frustrated, because I couldn’t get to the truth, and I couldn’t promise my fae nation that I’d protect them.

      My heart was aching, and this perpetual feeling that someone was following us didn’t help. Even so, I sucked in a breath and gave my vampire-sentry friend a smile. “I’m fine, Varga.”

      He didn’t buy it, that much I knew, since I was an open book to the guy. But he didn’t insist, and I appreciated that about him. He never took more than he was given.

      Leffe made a right turn, leading us into one of the smaller glass bubbles through the slim, connecting tunnel. At the very end, Lieutenant Starlin stood tall, hands behind his back and a huge grin crossing his square, devilishly handsome face. He’d broken plenty of hearts with that cleft chin. Even my mom had blushed and giggled like a schoolgirl when she’d first met him. I, for one, had a guy-crush on him—Starlin was an exceptional fighter. He’d demanded the most from me whenever we’d sparred, and he’d never taken my royalty into account when kicking my ass.

      “Taeral, is this what it takes to get you to visit?” Starlin’s voice thundered through the glass tunnel. He might’ve come across as intimidating to most. He was an ethereal fae, but he was big and buff and always ready to crack a bone or two.

      I went past Leffe and trapped Starlin in a brief bear hug. He tightened his grip, nearly crushing my ribcage, then laughed and stepped back.

      “Sorry it took such dire events to come see you,” I said.

      He chuckled, then gave me the Royal Guard salute. I nodded, then introduced my colleagues. He measured each of them from head to toe. I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head as he probably wondered how long before he’d take each of them down. He lit up at the sight of Raphael.

      “You, I’d have trouble beating,” Starlin observed.

      Raphael offered a faint smile. “I get that a lot.” He then pointed a thumb at Herakles. “This one might give you some trouble, too, but if you wiggle a barbecue skewer at him, he’ll go down like a log.”

      “Hardy-har-har,” Herakles shot back. “At least I’m fed and energized now, you pompous ass.”

      That got a sturdy peal of laughter out of Starlin. “I see you’ve surrounded yourself with some fine people. It’s an honor to have you all here.”

      “Starlin here works with GASP,” I said, looking at the others. “He’s a close associate and a good friend of mine. We used to train together.”

      “Hah. More like I used to hand his royal ass to him whenever he tried to tackle me,” Starlin replied, then crinkled his nose. “Until he cheated with his vanishing jinni act.”

      “Hey! You’re perfectly capable of slipping out of a headlock, too!” I objected, struggling not to laugh.

      Leffe watched our exchange with childish interest. Starlin scowled at him.

      “You didn’t have them wait for too long, did you?” he asked the soldier fae, who shook his head in response.

      “No, sir. As soon as you sent word for me, I was out on the island.”

      “I can confirm,” I replied. “Now. On to business. I know Draven spoke to you earlier.”

      “Yes,” Starlin said. “Come with me.”

      We followed him into the barracks, a series of rectangular glass cubes, neatly positioned in a mosaic-like pattern. The private quarters were obscured by a smoky tint, but the common rooms, the mess hall, and the weapons and training halls were transparent and quite busy, from what I could tell.

      “I have to admit, I’m surprised by the number of uniforms present,” I said, glancing around.

      The soldiers noticed us from beyond the glass walls. They all stopped what they were doing and watched us as we advanced toward the far end of the barracks, where Starlin’s office was. He led this unit, and thus had his own workspace away from the grunts. Some of the looks we got made the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention—but I couldn’t be overly suspicious. Starlin was a hard-ass, and he treated his subordinates accordingly. Those stony expressions could very well be a part of who they were, now that they’d been placed under his command. Starlin led his people with an iron fist.

      “You and me both, Taeral,” Starlin replied. “It started shortly before the first fire fae explosions.”

      “Why? Did it happen here, too?” I asked.

      “No. Which is why it irked me.”

      “Then, what did they tell you?” I replied.

      I didn’t like the look on Eva’s face one bit. Her nostrils flared, and her eyes darted left and right. I caught a glimpse of her snake-like tongue slipping out to catch the scents. I raised my eyebrows at her, and she shook her head, as if quietly telling me not to worry about it. How could I not? Things were bad enough as they were, and I’d been living with a secret, inner fear that I might come down with the same affliction as my fellow fire fae. The only thought that gave me some comfort was the fact that I was still half jinni. That had to count for something, or so I hoped.

      “They said it was part of the new protocol and told me to just follow orders,” Starlin said, his tone dry and clipped. He hated such replies from his superiors. “Hey, at least we’ve got military forces on site, if something crazy happens.”

      “Did Draven give you details as to what we’re looking for, specifically?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “Yeah, something about a museum transport from way too long ago.” Starlin sighed. “I had all the transport logs from the year he specified brought to my office. I’ll search through and give you what you need.”

      “Thank you, Starlin. It means a lot,” I said.

      He smiled. “Not a problem, Taeral. Whatever it takes to stop your people from dying. I get it.”

      His office was quite spacious, with smoky glass walls. The double doors stayed open after we went in, and I wanted to ask Starlin if leaving them like that was a good idea, when I noticed Leffe was gone.

      Herakles followed my confused gaze, then frowned at me. “Where’d he go?”

      “Who?” Starlin asked as he stopped in front of his desk.

      “Leffe. I didn’t see him leave,” I said.

      “Meh. He’s a wispy little thing. I’ll chew his ass later,” Starlin replied. “Listen, I didn’t get a chance to look through these logs, since the request came in at such a short notice, so I hope you won’t mind if I take some time to browse through them.”

      “Take as long as you need,” I said.

      The air felt thicker than usual. Maybe it had to do with this place being a contained environment. This was a closed space with a constant supply of oxygen. Plus, we were pretty deep underwater, so there had to be some pressure at play, as well.

      Starlin bent down and lifted one of the boxes that had been delivered for our visit. “If there was a museum transport from Persea, it would definitely be here. This happened long before my time, mind you, so, sorry if I don’t know which of these logs has it.”

      Varga’s eyes glimmered gold as he scanned the box. He’d learned a neat trick recently,  as a sentry. He’d learned to adapt his True Sight to read through scrolls, directly. It had taken a while for him to get really good at it, but he seemed to have struck some kind of gold, as he smiled.

      Starlin was about to pull one of the parchment rolls out, ready to dig in, when Varga pointed at the box. “It’s on the bottom. Third from your right.”

      The statement left Starlin looking befuddled. “How do you know? I haven’t—”

      Something whizzed past my head and pierced Starlin’s throat. Blood glistened around the slim projectile. My heart stopped for a moment. He never got to finish his sentence. The poisoned arrow was quick and effective. The skin around the entry point turned black, and Starlin collapsed. My stomach dropped with him.

      Someone had just killed my friend.
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      I didn’t even register the arrow whizzing past my head.

      Only when Starlin collapsed, did I realize what was going on. In an instant, we all moved back and away from the wide-open double doors. Leffe was gone. Starlin was dead. And we had no idea who’d killed him.

      Varga’s eyes flicked all around. Herakles and Raphael drew their swords. I took mine out, though my hands trembled as I gripped it tight. Taeral’s lighters flipped on, producing two perfectly round orange fires. Eva had her twin long knives ready, as well. Riza disappeared.

      What is she…

      Before I could finish the thought, eight masked attackers came in. They were clad in black silk, with hoods and porcelain masks, which served to obscure the lower halves of their faces. I caught glimpses of symbols carved into their foreheads, still healing and dark red. They carried swords, and two of them had short-distance crossbows mounted on their wrists, loaded with what had to be poisoned arrows.

      Taeral didn’t stop to talk to them. He charged them, the rage caused by Starlin’s death practically oozing out of him like black ectoplasm out of an angry spirit—the stuff of movies I’d found comfort in as a human. He launched multiple fireballs at them, but they ducked and charged us, full force.

      I wound up defending myself from two of them at once. I blocked their sword hits with mine, left and right, my movements swift and fluid. This was very much like riding a bike. All the time I’d spent with my eyes in books didn’t cancel out any of the grueling training that my father had put me through.

      Varga used his sentry abilities to induce a stinging headache into one of his opponents, then Herakles came up behind the guy and slit his throat. Whoever these people were, they had something to do with our Hermessi problem. I knew it. The symbols confirmed it. But they weren’t fire fae, and that scared me more, because it meant that others were involved, somehow.

      Riza reappeared behind one of the attackers and drove her sword through his back. Raphael tore into the others, darting around the desk as he delivered nearly fatal blows through every enemy torso he encountered.

      A couple died in the process. I dodged a hit, then paid it back in kind with a lateral slash of my sword. Blood sprayed out and spattered my face. Make that four dead.

      “This is ridiculous,” Raphael spat.

      Our assailants were fast and strong, but nowhere near our capabilities. We knew they were fae, as they managed to thin themselves and slip out of sight whenever we got too close. Two of them drew water from a nearby vase and launched it as us in the form of potentially painful pellets. But Eva didn’t stand for it. She bolted toward one of the remaining hostiles and tackled him like a professional football player.

      Consider me impressed.

      I heard his spine break.

      “Stop it before you get yourselves killed!” Varga warned our attackers, but they didn’t seem to care. Their eyes were devoid of any emotion, glassy, as if they were marbles. And they were relentless in their offensive.

      Taeral took another one down. The others quickly pulled back and fired poisonous arrows at us. Raphael caught them with record speed, then launched them back like darts. The hostiles weren’t alone, I noticed, as I glanced through the double doorway. More poured in from between the barracks, all of them dressed in black silk and white porcelain masks.

      “That’s not creepy at all,” I muttered.

      “We can take them all!” Taeral shouted, glowering at them, as the flames in his hands grew bigger and brighter, casting orange flickers against his sharp cheekbones.

      “We should at least find out what they want before we do that,” Herakles suggested.

      They shot another round of arrows at us. This time, however, Raphael didn’t get a chance to catch them and send them back. Taeral roared and launched a fire curtain in front of us, turning everything that tried to pass through into ashes.

      Our attackers seemed to become aware of their decreased chances of success. One of them looked up for a split second—enough for me to wonder what he was thinking of doing. He threw a knife upward. The blade went straight into the bubble’s glass ceiling. It got stuck there, but cracks began to spread across. What the hell was that knife made of?!

      “Oh, crap,” I heard myself say.

      All the hostiles put their hands up and balled them into fists, then pulled them down. The entire bubble moaned and rumbled, and the sound of glass finally giving in sent shivers down my spine. These were all water fae, and they’d come together to damage the ceiling and force the ocean water to burst through.

      “We need to get out!” Riza gasped.

      The glass collapsed, breaking into uneven shards. Water gushed through, angrily crashing into absolutely everything. The attackers stood still as the water went around them. They were protected, the sneaky bastards!

      Another minute and we were all going to get pickled. And the documents that Starlin was going to give us!

      There was no time. I felt someone grip my wrist. Water hit me so hard, it nearly crushed my ribcage.

      Then, everything vanished. Blackness surrounded me as I disintegrated, and my consciousness turned into a loose pile of atoms.

      Three seconds later—which, somehow, I managed to count—I stood on a thin strip of beach overlooking the ocean, in the cool shade of a sprawling palm tree. The ocean surface rippled and bubbled in the short distance, where the underwater city of Shallimar was. I hadn’t dreamed any of this. And I was soaked, from head to toe.

      I coughed and wheezed, shaking off the impression of drowning, as I realized I got myself teleported just when the raging ocean smacked into me. The rest of my crew was just as wet and confused, each of them breathing heavily as they came to.

      “What the hell…” Herakles croaked.

      “Riza, Taeral, thank you!” Varga exclaimed, running a hand through his even-curlier hair. Water droplets trickled down his knuckles. “Good and quick reactions.”

      “They broke the entire bubble,” Raphael concluded. “They compromised the entire military unit, just to get us.”

      “It wouldn’t have killed us straightaway, but it gave them one hell of an advantage,” Taeral replied. “They did it to try and take us down.”

      “Talk about dedication!” Herakles mumbled, then started wringing water out from whatever part of his uniform he could. There were layers of cotton underneath the leather, and, judging by how mine felt, they’d probably gotten stuck to his skin, wet and cold.

      “Who the hell were they?” Eva asked, staring at the bubbling ocean.

      Riza motioned for the woods behind us. Only then did I notice the tunnel opening, about ten yards to our left. We were back where we’d come from. “Let’s speculate after we get out of here,” she said.

      “Wait, but Starlin was going to help us find Cerixian soil samples!” I protested.

      Raphael shot me a grin, then pulled a scroll from the inside of his leather uniform. “About that,” he quipped. “Consider it taken care of. Now, let’s vamoose before those pricks come after us. I doubt they’re done with us.”

      “You’re freaking brilliant! I could kiss you!” I squealed, unable to control my excitement.

      I went quiet instantly afterward. The adrenaline was still surging through me, and it had clearly broken a couple of synapses in my brain. Also, my mouth.

      Riza chuckled, then put her hands out. “Come on. Shortcut.”

      

      Three more seconds passed, as we once again disintegrated and reappeared in front of the portal, its gray mist giving me a deeper sense of tranquility. Varga gasped from the sudden teleportation, then quickly used his True Sight to scan the woods we’d just left behind.

      “All clear,” he said. “I doubt they’ll come after us here.”

      “Yeah, once we go through the portal, they’re screwed. They won’t follow us off Akvo,” Eva replied.

      I was slightly confused. “What makes you so sure?”

      “They reeked of fear,” she said, the corner of her mouth twitching. “They destroyed an entire army unit bubble to weaken us. They probably didn’t know we had one and a half jinn with us,” she added, then gave Taeral a brief smile.

      “They were in over their heads,” Raphael continued.

      “Besides, that was all of them,” Varga said, his brow furrowed. “They came out from behind the barracks.”

      “I don’t understand why no one intervened.” Taeral sighed, his jaw tense and tightly clenched. “The soldiers, I mean. They must’ve heard the ruckus.”

      “Oh. I did a brief scan when the first fighters came in,” Varga replied. “There were no soldiers in the entire bubble. I think they left as soon as we went into Starlin’s office. I was so focused on Cerix info that I didn’t even notice.”

      “Yeah, you and me both,” Taeral grumbled. “They killed him… They killed Starlin.”

      His voice faded. The reality was probably just beginning to sink in, as the earlier rush faded away. I didn’t need sentry abilities to understand Taeral’s grief. It was written all over his face.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

      “We shouldn’t bank on any form of safety here,” Eva interjected. “I know it’s the last thing you want to hear right now, Taeral, but we need to get on with our business and figure out where the Cerixian samples were stored.”

      “Speaking of which,” Raphael cut in as he brandished the salvaged scroll and flashed me a brilliant smile. “I’ll take that kiss now or later, depending on your mood.”

      “I said I could kiss you. Not that I would. Big difference,” I shot back, my cheeks burning as I snatched the scroll from his hands and left him pouting like a little boy.

      Whether he’d meant it or not, I didn’t have a single second to spare now in order to think about it. But I was sure to mull over it later, just to soothe my prancing heart—my ribcage was becoming too small to sustain its frantic beating whenever I got close to Raphael. It could be a problem in the long run.

      “You’re the party-pooper on this team, I guess,” Raphael muttered.

      I unraveled the scroll, as Taeral, Eva, Varga, Riza, and Herakles gathered behind me to get a glimpse of it, too. Raphael didn’t budge, crossing his arms as he watched me, quietly, making my skin tingle as I struggled to focus and read the damn thing.

      “Uh-oh…” I managed.

      “You can understand the text?” Eva asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I nodded slowly. “I learned most languages of the In-Between.”

      “Super-computer brain.” Varga chuckled, then pressed the tip of his index finger against my temple. “What does it say?”

      “The museum shipment was never logged here. Akvo wasn’t the destination; it was just a stopping point for the entire transport. All the In-Between samples were sent to the Emerald,” I said. “Not a single crate was taken into custody here, according to this. The port authority only signed off on the interplanetary travel spell’s contents, then loaded the transport with some of their own artifacts and rerouted the spell for the Emerald.”

      “Wait, so the Druids sent a light bubble with museum stuff from Persea to Akvo, and from there, the water fae signed off on it, added some of their own artifacts to it, then set up another light bubble to ship everything to the Emerald?” Taeral replied.

      I nodded.

      “Oh, goody. More tunnels through cosmos, then?” Herakles asked, clearly sarcastic. “I really don’t want to regurgitate the fine meal I just had.”

      “Suck it up, buttercup,” Raphael retorted, then gave him a friendly slap on the back, which was always a part of their best-friends routine. “We have to do this, whether we like it or not.”

      “I need my tablet, now, please,” I said to Raphael, who quickly took it out of his backpack and handed it over.

      “Ugh. Fine. What about Starlin?” Herakles replied, looking at Taeral. “Shouldn’t someone look into that?”

      I was already halfway through typing a message for Draven and Serena to circulate through GASP with updates from our Akvo experiences so far. “I’m handling that,” I said. “Calliope will be notified shortly, and they’ll probably get GASP to investigate. Whatever is going on here, we will get to the bottom of it.”

      “It was a highly organized attack,” Taeral replied as he input the Emerald’s coordinates into the portal’s stone frame. “Even though they clearly underestimated us, they knew what we were here to do. They were looking to stop us, even if it meant killing us. Aya said the exploding fae were the work of an out-of-control rogue Hermessi from another planet, but who or what can we blame this latest incident on?”

      The mist turned bright green, announcing an established connection to the Emerald, the earth fae’s planet. Herakles let another groan out, just to remind us, for the umpteenth time, of how uncomfortable he was with portal traveling. Personally, I found him endearing and in a dramatic contrast to the beast-like warrior he turned into during combat. I enjoyed the polar opposites that made Herakles up. He was downright entertaining.

      “I still think we should take the notion of an emerging cult into account,” Riza said. “The self-mutilation, the attempts to kill GASP officers… the violence. It reeks of fanatics organizing, especially when we go back to those end-of-days statements that the fire fae made before exploding.”

      “Riza has a point,” I murmured. “We shouldn’t look at this as a one-issue mystery. It might not be. It might’ve triggered something in certain people.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” Taeral replied, then walked into the green mist.

      The rest of us followed. I went in last, mentally preparing myself for whatever lay ahead. I also had a lot of leftover details from the water fae scuffle, and my muscles were burning. I’d never been in an actual fight before, and I was still processing everything that had happened. My performance wasn’t at all disappointing, but I’d been taken by surprise.

      Then again, who announces that they’re trying to kill you, huh?
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      As soon as we stepped out of the portal, I had a fleeting impression that I’d gone back to The Shade. The night was young, but it boasted a starry sky and a cool breeze. The ocean murmured somewhere in the distance, but we were on dry land. Wooden giants rose around us, their green crowns reaching out and intertwining their branches with neighboring trees.

      They reminded me of earthly sequoia trees and, in between them, clustered together like small families, were groups of redwood-like saplings, growing tall and mighty. Their leaves were oval and waxed, and the sneaky moonlight amplified their color, making them look like slices of emerald gemstones.

      The smell of freshly cut grass filled my nostrils, accompanied by floral scents of this darkened wilderness. The fae’s worlds were extraordinary, to say the least. The Emerald had its own kind of beauty, bearing likeness to old elvish fables of English folklore. I could easily imagine pixies and all sorts of woodland creatures living here, hidden in the nooks and crannies of what looked like a never-ending forest.

      “Did you notice how none of the attackers said a word?” Riza asked as we all stood in front of the portal for a while. It was imperative for us to not only get acquainted with this new environment, but also to discuss what had happened and figure out a way to find the museum pieces sent over by ancient Druids. “They were well-coordinated among themselves. They most likely followed us from the city entrance, then waited to catch us in a smaller glass bubble.”

      “Let’s not forget the soldiers vanishing from the barracks. Someone needs to look into that,” I said.

      Amelia was already on it, her tablet working overtime. She was exchanging messages with Serena regarding Akvo, and I knew they’d have a team sent there as soon as possible. Riza’s concept of a cult was beginning to sound more and more plausible with every minute that went by.

      “I’m still horribly confused,” Eva cut in. “Assuming the rogue fire Hermessi messed with the fire fae, who’s rallying the water fae? And how haven’t we heard anything about it before? There wasn’t a single report circulated anywhere about water fae acting out in any way. Shall we blame a rogue water Hermessi for their behavior? It feels like an insane stretch.”

      “It is,” Taeral said, looking around as he listened to us and the sounds of the forest engulfing us. “Riza has a point. But I’m positive we don’t have all the facts yet. There’s something we’re missing, a connection that might make everything obvious once we get to it. Until then, we should focus on finding the Cerixian soil samples we’re looking for. Starlin died because of them.”

      His aura burned a bitter red, and I couldn’t blame him. He’d lost a friend less than an hour ago. Taeral was going to great lengths to keep his temper under control. I saw the rage bubbling beneath the surface. The thirst for revenge. The ache in his heart.

      I understood it better than most. About a year ago, shortly before the Blackout, I’d grown fond of Kallisto, one of the greatest Faulties to come out of Ta’Zan’s laboratory. I, too, suffered when she was killed. She left a hole in my soul, and I knew I’d have to learn to live with it, for the rest of time. Losing a friend left deep wounds, and they took forever to heal. Scars always remained, as bitter reminders of how fragile life could be for all of us. One minute you’re there, then the next… poof.

      “What’s GASP saying?” I asked Amelia.

      “They’re gathering a team as we speak. They’re sending high-level officers to Akvo, and Sherus and Nuriya have called a council of all four fae leaderships for tomorrow,” she replied.

      “How are you messaging Serena from that thing?” Eva asked, eternally fascinated by Amelia, from what I could tell. “We have the earpieces. Why don’t you just talk to them?”

      Amelia gave her a weak smile. “Well, I like to leave a written trail in everything I do, just to make sure I can go back to it for reference later. Also, I’m better at writing than I am at talking. My thoughts flow differently—”

      “And your fingers sure can keep up,” Herakles replied, nodding at the flashing speed with which Amelia blindly typed a reply to Serena on the on-screen keyboard.

      “Yeah. I modified my earpiece so my tablet can connect to and send data through it,” Amelia added. “I got the idea from Dmitri the other day.”

      We had quite the industrious vampire on our side for this mission, and I couldn’t be happier. Amelia’s little technological artifices made her work easier and, as a result, ours too. The faster we could send information to GASP, the quicker we could get a response and, if needed, backup, too.

      Eva looked at me for a second—enough to cut my breath off. Those yellow eyes glistened like precious crystals in the darkness of these woods.

      “What now?” I asked, staring at her. I’d meant to direct the question at Taeral, but I couldn’t peel my eyes away from Eva.

      Fortunately, Taeral knew I’d asked him, without even looking at me. “I’m trying to remember which way Amador is.”

      “What’s that?” Raphael replied.

      “It’s a small town, not far from this portal. Some local GASP members live there. They’d be able to point us in the right direction for the Druids’ museum pieces,” Taeral explained, then pointed north. “It’s through there. About a mile on foot.”

      Raphael smirked. “I take it you remembered.”

      “I’ve been here before. I did a week-long training in the GASP base just north of Elminor, the regal city of the earth fae. I’ve trekked these woods before.”

      Behind us, the portal’s mist had turned gray again. No one else was coming through, and the thought gave me a sliver of relief. I knew the cultist water fae wouldn’t dare to follow us here, but, still, I’d been unable to shake the worry that they might, after all, be foolish enough to try. Clearly, they weren’t, and that meant I’d spend less time looking over my shoulder and more time focused on what lay ahead.

      “There were no incident reports coming from the Emerald, either, just so you all know,” Amelia reminded us. “That being said, we should still be on our toes. Akvo was supposed to be peaceful and chill, too.”

      As much as I hated it, she did have a point, and none of us challenged it.

      

      Amador was a small town, most of its homes carved into a sloping hillside. The mound rose in the middle of the woods, and the earth fae had made sure to settle without disturbing the trees. Instead, they incorporated them into their residences. Some built their homes up high on the thickest branches. There were about a hundred earth fae living here, most of them civilians. The town leaders were also GASP officers, and they were the first to come out and greet us upon our arrival.

      “Taeral!” one of the three officers exclaimed, wearing a broad smile. “No one told us you were coming! We would’ve prepared a feast!”

      “Olf, it’s good to see you again,” Taeral replied, then shook the uniformed fae’s hand. He nodded at the other two. “Bells, Nicklyn. Long time.”

      The three GASP officers were triplets. The fact hit me after a half-minute’s worth of wondering why they looked so similar. They were tall and handsome, slender, and had a pale, pearlescent skin tone. Their uniforms were identical—dark green velvet with golden buttons and tall, embroidered collars. Their eyes reflected the forest’s wilderness, like emeralds with flakes of oakwood sprinkled around the irises. Their hair was cut short, buzzed on the sides, and bright ginger. Freckles streaked across their noses and cheeks. I was willing to bet that, if I spent enough time checking and counting, even those would match between them. Olf, Bells, and Nicklyn weren’t just triplets, I realized. They were identical, faithful copies of one another.

      After Taeral introduced us all, and once the brothers were done measuring each of us from head to toe, much like Starlin had done before them, Nicklyn spoke first. “What brings you here?”

      “We need help,” Taeral replied.

      Amelia put her tablet away, quietly standing next to me. To her left, Eva monitored the conversation, her forked tongue occasionally slipping out to catch foreign scents. I used my True Sight to scan the area, but I came up empty—thankfully. Most of Amador’s residents were fast asleep in their beds already. The few still up were cleaning the dinner dishes and tucking their children into bed. Only a couple were out, filling their woven baskets with a nocturnal harvest of purple fruits. I figured nighttime was good for picking, maybe.

      “Is this about the fire fae incidents?” Olf asked Taeral.

      The triplets’ auras flared with concern and a streak of fear. I imagined they were as worried as the rest of us. After all, if it could happen to a few fire fae, what stopped it from affecting others, too? And to think they’d yet to learn about our Akvo incident. It was bound to freak them out.

      Taeral nodded. Raphael stepped forward and handed his salvaged parchment to Olf, who unraveled it and gave it a quick read.

      “This is old stuff, my friend,” the earth fae replied. “Ancient log book, by the looks of it. Where’d you get it from?”

      “Akvo,” Taeral said. “We’re looking for the Druid artifacts. They kept a museum of various samples and objects collected from their travels, long ago. They had them shipped to the Emerald via interplanetary spell, shortly before Azazel took over and wreaked havoc. The parchment confirms that the items were sent here. Do you know anything about it?”

      The triplets looked at one another. For a moment, they said nothing.

      Then, Nicklyn sighed. “You shouldn’t have that kind of information. The scroll is from the military archives of Akvo. Why would any discerning officer just hand it over to you? It’s an official record.”

      “Starling gave it to us,” Taeral replied. “Well, technically, Starlin died, but we managed to take it before the entire unit was swallowed by ocean water, thanks to an unknown cult of water fae who tried to kill us, too.”

      “Way to summarize the whole thing,” Raphael muttered.

      “It’s the truth, and I don’t have time to explain to Nicklyn here why we’re in possession of official Akvo records. I could’ve just said that I’m the friggin’ crown prince of the Fire Star and thus, I have access to whatever records I wish, in case he forgot… But I figured the truth would help him and his brothers understand how serious the situation really is,” Taeral said, in one insanely long breath.

      As expected, the triplets were stunned, their eyes bulging and their auras glowing yellow. They were genuinely terrified, the poor souls.

      “What… What are you talking about?” Olf managed, his voice trembling.

      “I thought I was pretty clear. There is something going on here, and the only way for us to get the answers we need is to find something stored inside the Druids’ museum stuff,” Taeral shot back, not a single ounce of patience left.

      The brothers exchanged glances once more. A few minutes passed in awkward silence, then Nicklyn pointed east.

      “It’s fifty miles that way. Straight line. You don’t need roads or anything. Just keep going, until you reach Perillyn,” he said. “I haven’t been there in a long time, but I know that’s where the Druid stuff is said to be.”

      “Said to be?” Taeral asked.

      Nicklyn shrugged. “Hey, man, like I said, this is old stuff. We never touched it ourselves. Most of us don’t even know about it, otherwise we’d have it all sent back to the Druids in Eritopia. All I can tell you is where I heard the artifacts might be,” Nicklyn replied. “There’s nothing more, sorry.”

      “We’ll have to work with that, I suppose,” Eva murmured, pursing her lips.

      “Do you know why this weird stuff is happening?” Olf asked Taeral. “The fire fae exploding… The water fae coming after you… It’s weird as hell. Where’s it all coming from?”

      Taeral shook his head. “I guess you’ll all find out once we get the facts together. Until then, I can only advise you all to be careful and maybe stop worshipping the Hermessi for a while.”

      “Whoa…” Olf gasped. “What gives? How are the elements related to this?”

      “You don’t want to know, trust me,” Taeral said firmly. I understood why he didn’t want to give away anything else from our investigation. It was, after all, common practice to withhold investigative details until a full report was drawn up. But there was also a creepy factor to take into account here. At least one Hermessi was involved, and we had zero knowledge of how to stop it. We were okay with carrying that load, but I figured the masses would be prone to panic, and that was the last thing we needed. “Just listen to me, I know what I’m saying. Go easy on the worship. Focus on your natural abilities. You didn’t need the Hermessi before, and you sure as hell don’t need them now.”

      “But we’re their emissaries,” Nicklyn grumbled.

      “So, what?! The Fenn brothers were emissaries, too!” Taeral snapped. “Wake the hell up. Or don’t. Your choice. I’ve done my due diligence here. Thank you for the information; hopefully it yields something.”

      Taeral didn’t wait for any of the brothers’ replies. Instead, he turned away and started walking east, as per Nicklyn’s instruction.

      “We’re walking?” I asked, slightly surprised. I would’ve thought Taeral or Riza would teleport us fifty miles across the woods.

      “We don’t know the terrain or the destination,” Taeral replied, getting farther away. “I don’t want to risk it.”

      “I don’t mind. I like using my legs,” Riza chimed in, trying to relieve some of the tension.

      We had no choice but to go after him. I gave the triplets an apologetic smile, then whizzed past them and caught up with Taeral. The rest of our crew was right behind us. I could feel Eva’s eyes on me, my nape ticklish and ridiculously sensitive all of a sudden.

      As we entered the deepest and darkest part of the eastern woods, and as we left the twinkling lights of Amador in our wake, I kept walking and waiting for Taeral to say something. Anything. I just needed to make sure he was okay. He’d gone from hot to cold one too many times since we’d started this mission, and I trusted him to lead us in the right direction—a task he couldn’t possibly undertake if his psyche was broken.

      He finally spoke. “If you expect me to tell you I’m okay, you’re going to be waiting a long time.”

      “Reading my mind, now?” I chuckled.

      “No. I just know you well enough,” he replied, the shadow of a smile dancing across his face. “Listen, I’m not going to pretend. I’m on edge. I’m worried. I’m grieving for my friend and the fire fae I had to bury. But I’m not falling apart. I’ll keep going until I find a way to stop this. So, please, don’t worry about me, Varga. I’ve got this.”

      He said it with such conviction, I had no choice but to wholeheartedly believe him.

      “I trust you,” I said.

      And I did. With my life. We all did.

      The forest swallowed us whole, as we covered mile after mile of seemingly quiet wilderness, on our way to Perillyn. With a little bit of luck, we’d find some Cerixian soil samples and get to where we truly needed to be—digging through foreign archives for tips and tricks on how to pull the plug on a rogue fire Hermessi…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Riza

          

        

      

    

    
      Where we could see across the terrain clearly for more than half a mile, Taeral teleported us to gain some time. Walking the whole fifty-mile stretch would’ve taken longer than the time we had. Switching between walking for a few yards, then teleporting over hundreds was something else entirely.

      Something told me I had to keep my guard up, at all times. My instincts had yet to fail me so far, so I paid attention. I didn’t have the enhanced senses of a vampire, nor a sentry’s True Sight or a Lamia’s snake-like tongue to sniff the air for trouble. But I was equipped well enough to make sure I was ready for whatever or whoever came at us.

      Most of our journey through the woods, however, was remarkably calm and uneventful. There were plenty of animals around, but there wasn’t a single earth fae settlement nearby. All we had was darkness and silence, with the exception of the occasional chirp, trill, or predatory growl—the usual night out in the woodlands, come to think of it.

      We were on foot for the next fifty yards or so. I was tempted to relax a little, at least enough to let myself become aware of Herakles walking by my side and stealing glances at me. I’d felt him looking, but I kept quiet. I didn’t know what sort of interest he had in me, but I had no intention of asking. Despite the fact that he made my pulse race to some imaginary and distant finish line, I figured he’d tell me something if he wanted to. I sure as hell wasn’t going to take the first step.

      Wait, the first step to what?

      “What’s up?” I asked, then mentally slapped myself.

      What the hell, Riza?!

      “What’s up where?” Herakles replied, without looking at me.

      I’d fallen into a trap of my own making, and I had to quickly find a way out.

      “Nothing,” I shot back.

      “Okay.”

      Why did that response make me boil? What the hell was wrong with me? I glanced to my right and found him smiling at me. “Seriously, what?” I mumbled.

      “Can’t a guy look at something pretty without having to answer for it?” Herakles replied.

      My face burned. My heart jumped. Yet, my ego exploded.

      “Excuse me? I’m a ‘something?’”

      “We all are. I’m something that came out of a madman’s dream. You’re something pretty,” Herakles said unapologetically, then pointed at Raphael, who walked in front of us. “He’s something I keep getting stuck with, for example.”

      I heard Raphael scoff, but I knew he was smiling. On the inside, I, too, was grinning. Herakles had called me pretty. It was supposed to be a compliment, yet I was acting out, seemingly offended by his objectification—which wasn’t even that. Herakles’s social markers weren’t the same as everyone else’s. He had a way of speaking his mind without caring much about the words he chose. In his mind, he’d meant well. I’d taken it the wrong way, and I was now cringing.

      “This isn’t your first field mission, is it?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

      He shook his head. “I’ve done a few more, though none this far and across so many locations. I did a recon mission on Neraka, and a rebel sting on Purgaris. I could add the whole shebang before the Blackout on Strava, but that doesn’t qualify as GASP field mission experience. It’s my own, and deeply personal.”

      “That’s it?”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “What, not enough, noob?”

      “I may not have as much field experience, but I’m perfectly equipped to handle it,” I retorted.

      “I’m sure you are, little jinni,” he replied, smiling.

      “Little?”

      He’d done it on purpose. He was trying to find the right buttons to push, and I was slowly, though surely, looking for the right angle to deliver an equally burning sting. He was beginning to deserve it. Still, my entire body flared in his presence. How do I stop it?

      “Well, you’re not tall,” Herakles said, almost defensively.

      “I’m not little either. I’m big enough to take you on.”

      He threw his head back laughing. It echoed through the forest. Birds got startled and flew away. I could hear the wings flapping frantically above. It made the others turn their heads to look at us, as I got tinier and tinier with embarrassment. Whatever Herakles was up to, it seemed to be working, because I had no clever comeback and my cheeks were still sizzling.

      “I would love, I repeat, love to see you try it,” he said.

      The wheels in my mind started turning, as I began to contemplate attack angles. I’d seen him fight already. I didn’t know enough to take him out in one-on-one combat, but I could still blitz him—most likely from behind.

      My feet seemed to listen, and I gradually slowed down. Not noticeably, but just enough for me to get a good look at his broad, muscular back and tight lower body. I found myself admiring the discreet glimmers of the black scales on his nape and wondering what they would feel like to touch.

      Blitz attack, Riza. Focus.

      Right. I could give him a couple of minutes to get comfortable, to let him think he’d shut me up. Then I could just launch a high kick and knock him over. I’d have to zap myself away from him immediately afterward, though. He was bound to get me back—and then some. Herakles didn’t seem like the kind who made gender-based differences in his opponents. If it came down to a fight, he hit males and females with the same strength and flair.

      I could even—the ground started shaking.

      We all stilled. The rumbling traveled through the woods, scaring most of the animals away.

      “What is going on?” I asked.

      I nearly lost my footing as the earthquake intensified. Instinctively, I reached out and gripped Herakles by the shoulder, in an attempt to steady myself. Realizing what I’d just done, and nearly losing myself in his lime green eyes, I sucked in a breath and allowed my body to ever so slightly levitate. My boots left the ground, and I was no longer queasy.

      “This isn’t normal,” Taeral said, his brow furrowed as he, too, raised himself off the mossy ground. We’d both tapped into our jinni ability to hover, which we rarely got to use—unless we were scaring the Blackhall or the Hawk brothers.

      Varga looked around once more, his eyes shimmering gold. He pointed somewhere to our left. “I see people there.”

      “Most likely earth fae,” Taeral said.

      “Are they doing this?” Amelia asked, her eyes wide.

      Varga shook his head, then gripped Eva’s wrist and helped her stay upright just as she was about to drop from the violent tremors. “They’re not doing anything. They’re just… watching us.”

      “How long have they been there?” I asked.

      “I checked about twenty minutes ago. We had a clear three-mile radius,” Varga said.

      “We can’t stay here any longer,” Raphael replied. “If they’re after us, chances are this earthquake is only the beginning.”

      Taeral nodded. “We should hurry. Let’s make a run for Perillyn. I doubt they’ll get crazy with us in a populated area.”

      “They had no trouble doing it in Shallimar,” Herakles replied.

      The ground cracked beneath us. Gaping crevices opened up, spitting out broken tree roots and pebbles and old animal bones. Taeral was right. It was time to run.

      “How far till the city?” I asked.

      “About ten miles,” Eva said.

      “Cool, let’s do this,” I replied. I hovered to the side and away from the widening cracks, then put my boots on the ground and darted ahead.

      Without further ado, the rest of our crew started running. Without a clear destination, we couldn’t risk teleportation. We needed to get away from whoever was causing this first, and in order to do that, we had to do quite the sprint. I knew it was important for us to stick together in moments such as this, which was why I didn’t levitate ahead of the group, using my legs instead. We were all perfectly capable, physically speaking, to move fast and in unison. That way, if one of us faltered for whatever reason, the others would all be around to help.

      The ground kept shaking, and we kept running. If we continued at this speed, we weren’t going to get thrown off balance, as our feet barely touched the cracking surface. With adrenaline coursing through me and practically setting me on fire, I let my leg muscles do all the hard work.

      Those earth fae would have to catch up to us. Their abilities were limited to a certain radius. And we still had some Cerixian dirt to find before I could zap everyone back to the portal. We’d come too far to withdraw now, dammit.
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      This was already too much excitement for me!

      How in the hell did I end up running for my life? We’d been having such a smooth walk, with no one trying to cripple or kill us. Why couldn’t it be like this till we reached Perillyn?

      Clearly, the universe had no intention of playing fair.

      That’s fine. Two can play that game.

      I had to admit, I was loving this a little too much. The adrenaline rush was incredible. Ideas and possible outcomes sparked through my brain like accidental fireworks. Everywhere I looked, there were trees. Below, the earth cracks were beginning to fade. They couldn’t keep up with us, it seemed.

      And the city wasn’t that far away, now. We’d been at it for a while, running as fast as we could. My thighs burned. My calves throbbed. But I knew we couldn’t stop yet. Whoever was coming after us, we couldn’t let them catch us.

      My single most important objective was finding the Cerixian soil samples. No matter what happened, I had to get my hands on some. Period.

      I glanced to my right and spotted Raphael running alongside me. It baffled me, since he was designed to move at supersonic speeds. He gave me a confused look.

      “You should be flashing all the way to Perillyn!” I breathed.

      “I’m not leaving my team behind,” he shot back.

      “You could at least go after those suckers and rip their heads off,” Eva hissed.

      It made Raphael laugh. “They’re earth fae, and they’re trying to stir stupid trouble. I’d rather make a run for it than paint the forest red with their blood.”

      “Raphael’s right,” Taeral said. “If these people are part of a cult, like we suspect, harming or killing them won’t get us anywhere. We need to cut the head off the snake.”

      Eva rolled her eyes so hard, I thought they’d snap and fall off. “I’ve heard that one too many times before.”

      “It’s true,” Riza interjected, panting as she ran, her boots barely touching the ground. I had to give it to her—she was equally fast, with or without legs. “Engaging them will only waste our time and their lives. We can do better than this. Let’s just get to Perillyn and find the damn soil samples—”

      “And get the hell off this planet!” Herakles snarled.

      I had to admit, they were all absolutely right. This wasn’t a cut-and-dry type of conflict. These were our people getting themselves hurt. They weren’t complete strangers from some faraway land. We knew many of them. We hosted them in The Shade whenever they came to visit. We helped them whenever they needed us. These were fundamentally good creatures, and we had to find a way to stop whatever was turning them into these mindless killing machines.

      

      Twenty minutes later, we seemed to be in the clear. We’d left the earthquakes behind, and the city of Perillyn opened before us. It was eerily beautiful, with dozens of houses mounted on every sequoia-like tree, interconnected by wooden stairs that swirled down the trunks. There were hundreds of them, spread out on a five-mile radius, lights glimmering yellow here and there.

      It was close to midnight on the Emerald, but there were plenty of earth fae out. Most of them wore expressions of concern as they stopped in the middle of the path leading deeper into the city—watching us as we cautiously approached them. One of them, a young female fae, came forward, her chin up in some sort of adolescent defiance.

      “You’re not from around here,” she said.

      Taeral drew a deep breath, then gave her a polite smile. “No, we’re not. I’m Taeral, the—”

      “Crown prince of the Fire Star…” The young fae gasped as her eyes popped wide with a sparkle of recognition.

      The others listened quietly but didn’t move an inch. Our presence seemed to put everyone on edge, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why. I knew the fae were more or less reclusive in these parts of the In-Between, but, still, they were known to be kind and hospitable. Instead they were looking at us as if we were fresh out of a slasher movie.

      “I’m sorry to come here like this, so late and unannounced, but we need some help,” Taeral said. “I would love to be able to just sit down and tell you all about it. However, time is of the essence.”

      “The earthquakes. We heard them,” the fae girl replied. “Did you have anything to do with them? It’s why we’re all out, now.”

      Taeral shook his head. “We don’t know. We felt them and ran. Listen… What’s your name, if you don’t mind?”

      “Polette,” she murmured, her cheeks catching an adorable pink hue.

      “Polette, we understand there may be some Druid artifacts hidden somewhere in Perillyn. Do you happen to know anything about them?”

      She thought about it for a minute, then briefly glanced back at the fae behind her. One of them, an adult male, nodded. “The boxes with Persea’s sigils,” he said. “How did you know?”

      “Oh, that’s a bit of a long story.” Taeral chuckled nervously, while I felt hope surging through my chest and setting me alight on the inside. Maybe we were finally on to something here. “Are they here?”

      The male fae nodded again. “They’re in the jade building, on the north side of town. It’s the only construction that was kept separate from the trees. You can’t miss it.”

      With no time to waste, we thanked the crowd, then made our way up the path that led us deeper into the city. On the other side, the jade building awaited. Still, I couldn’t help myself, so I had to ask Polette and the male fae:

      “I’m sorry, but how come you’ve had this stuff for so long and didn’t think to tell anyone about it after peace was restored in Eritopia?”

      Polette shrugged. “No one thought to ask us. And we didn’t think they were worth anything. It’s just jars of dirt and old rocks.”

      “You’ve been there? You saw them?” I croaked.

      “Yes.”

      “Wow…” I mumbled, then caught up with the rest of our crew and left Polette and the others behind. “Sitting on a freaking treasure trove and doing nothing about it. Sheesh.”

      “Well, they probably thought they’d have no use for them,” Raphael said. “Think about it this way. Most of the fae don’t leave their home planet. The ones that do tend to be GASP members. I’m pretty sure this shipment just slipped through the cracks and got lost in time. There probably just weren’t any fae around to ask the right questions, like you did.”

      I found myself blushing, much like Polette before Taeral—the handsome crown prince, in her ingenue mind. Fortunately, there was no second left for me to ponder why Raphael stirred me the way he did.

      We rushed across Perillyn and eventually found the jade building. The earth fae dude was right. You simply couldn’t miss it. It wasn’t the only structure on the ground, as there were plenty of public squares, meeting and banquet halls, and administrative buildings and such around. But it was the most beautiful, made entirely out of polished jade bricks.

      It was the prettiest shade of green, and it sat proudly in a small clearing. The moon cast a splendid glow over it. I felt a tear coming to my eye. Rarely did I see something so stunning, whose design and aesthetic could generate such emotions inside me.

      Taeral smiled, then headed to the double doors. They’d been boarded up with a pile of wood, but nothing nailed in or difficult to get out of the way. We got to work and quickly cleared the entrance, throwing the wooden chunks aside.

      “Probably too many kids venturing here at night,” Riza said. “I know this is where I’d be if I snuck out through my bedroom window to hang out with the cool guys,” she added with a chuckle.

      I looked over my shoulder, then shuddered. No one had followed us here. In fact, the streets were empty. The lights started going out, one at a time. My instinct screamed at me to be careful, but I was so close to getting what we’d come here for that I couldn’t bother with the nagging feeling that someone was still watching us, somehow.

      Varga must’ve noticed me looking, because he did a True Sight scan of the area, then gave me a brief shrug. He didn’t see anything.

      Taeral and Raphael pushed open the jade doors. Inside, darkness prevailed, along with dry air and a tremendous amount of dust, judging by the tickling sensation in my nostrils. Taeral flicked his lighter open and produced a large ball of fire—enough to light up the entire place.

      The interior was as simple as the exterior, just jade bricks meeting in a seemingly endless, mosaic-like pattern. Jade columns provided additional support to the roof, but, other than that, there was no other decorative element present. Not that this place would’ve needed it, anyway. It was gorgeous just like this.

      Above us, sturdy brass chandeliers hung from thick chains, with candles still mounted on each arm. Taeral cast his flames out, lighting the place up so we could see everything.

      “Sweet heaven…” Eva managed as she looked around.

      There were dozens of wooden crates left in this place, most of them never opened. Some had their lids to the side, and we could see jars and jagged rocks poking out from their textile cradles—just layers of old beige linen meant to cushion the artifacts during their travel.

      “This is a lot of stuff,” I said. “I’m going to be an optimist and assume the Druids labeled these accordingly.”

      Raphael pointed at one of the crates closest to us. “I think your optimism is on point. There’s something written beneath that sigil.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I approached the box. Indeed, there was a Persea symbol painted on the side of each crate. Beneath it, the ancient Druid language revealed the contents. I flashed Raphael a confident grin.

      “On point, yes,” I said. “This one’s from Anthios, for example.”

      Eva reached me first, lifting some of the jars to get a better look. I recognized the reddish soil and chunks of limestone collected from the Secean Valley, one of Anthios’s most populated areas—it was home to a mix of fae and incubi, like most of the planet, which was just five hundred light-years away from Eritopia, in a neighboring galaxy.

      “Given that no one else here knows the ancient Druid language, Amelia, would you be so kind as to hurry up and tell us which one’s the Cerix box?” Taeral asked, his arms crossed.

      I didn’t even look at him, understanding the urgency of our situation and, most importantly, acknowledging his personal anguish regarding this case. If there was anything I could do to ease his current state, I was on top of it.

      I checked every crate over the course of what had to be minutes, while the others waited in the middle of the hall. The overhead lights cast an amber sheen across their faces, making them seem like statues, beautifully sculpted and placed smack in the middle of this simple, yet extraordinary jade building.

      I recognized the letters forming the word “Cerix” in the far-right corner of the hall, close to one of the boarded-up windows.

      “Found it!”

      I bent down to pry the lid open, when I heard wood cracking and felt the air move just inches from my head.

      “Amelia, get down!” Raphael shouted.

      Boots thundered across the floor. Wood snapped. The ground began to shake, causing violent tears through the jade floor and practically breaking my heart. I looked up. Dread gripped my throat, as I watched tree branches breaking through the boarded-up windows and shooting straight toward my teammates. Spikes burst from their core, the tips black and dangerously sharp.

      I was left cradling the Cerixian box, while Raphael jumped over and ducked multiple sentient branches at once. The entire forest outside seemed to be descending upon this jade building, and I had a feeling we would eventually get crushed in here, if we stayed much longer.

      Taeral cast flames left and right, setting several branches alight. Riza teleported herself around the hall, cutting down incoming wooden arms. Herakles, Varga, and Eva drew their swords and tackled some spikes of their own, while simultaneously struggling to stay upright.

      The southern walls began to crack. Something was gripping the building, much like a giant fist, and it was beginning to tighten its grip. The jade bricks caved in on the corners first. Some landed too close to me. I cursed under my breath, realizing that our time here was running out. I’d found the crate, and it was time to get the stuff out.

      I pulled the top off with adrenaline-charged strength. The plywood snapped. Nails jumped out, curled up and bent out of shape. Inside, I found several jars filled with soil samples and pebbles. I grabbed the fullest one and shoved it into my backpack, then swerved around and tried to find the right moment to dart back to my group.

      Raphael landed flat on his face, after a surprise attack from one of the branches. The hall was crowded with them now, and they snaked around and closed in on us. I rushed toward him just as the branches swelled with more black-tipped spikes. Herakles was pale and covered in sweat, barely standing at this point.

      “Watch out, the spikes are poisoned,” he mumbled. He’d gotten stung.

      My blood curdled as I bolted across the last twenty yards left between me and Raphael. I managed to grab him by the wrist and pull him up. We had another twenty yards to get to our group, in an increasingly hostile environment.

      “Hurry!” Taeral shouted. “They’re about to blow!”

      The spikes looked bigger. The image shook before me. Eva was on her knees. Riza appeared and helped Herakles stand, despite the ground trembling. We’d take care of him once we got out. Time was running out. The floor was broken up in so many places, it was harder for me to jump across.

      Raphael grunted. His arm snaked around my waist. I yelped as he pulled me close—so close, I could feel every inch of his toned, Perfect body. His wings exploded behind him. I heard the air snap at his heels. The move was so quick, I didn’t even register it. One moment, I was marveling at how tall Raphael was from up close, and how many poisoned spikes were aimed at us, and in the next moment, we were both reunited with our group.

      The entire building groaned, caving under tremendous pressure.

      “Link hands!” Riza said.

      We did, not wasting another second. The spikes were released, all at once, like oversized darts. The hall crumbled at the same time. The ceiling came down.

      And we were out of there.
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      Shaken and stirred, we were teleported back to the portal.

      Only, there was a major problem.

      “What the hell?!” Amelia blurted.

      The portal had been destroyed. The gray mist had spread over the grassy ground, leaving a pile of stone rubble where our way out had been, until recently.

      “How does one go about destroying a portal?” Herakles asked, equally befuddled, while Eva cut her wrist and gave him some blood to drink—it was the quickest way to counteract the poison from the spikes.

      “Is it even possible?” Varga added.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s supposed to be.”

      “Screw this,” Amelia said. She pressed the call button on her earpiece. “Draven, come in. Draven?”

      Varga used his True Sight to scan our surroundings. We’d narrowly escaped death—or, more optimistically, a good ol’ fashioned maiming by… evil trees. This had to be the doing of earth fae, only, I couldn’t understand why they were engaging in such violent behavior. Then again, the water fae had been equally aggressive. Did someone know what we were up to? Had this cult spread far wider than we’d originally thought, perhaps?

      Riza looked at me. “We need to get out of here,” she said. “If the portal is obviously down, we might as well head straight to Cerix.”

      “Yeah, the sooner we figure this out, the better,” Raphael replied.

      Draven’s voice came through our earphones. “I’m here, Amelia. What’s going on?”

      “Have you heard from the water fae yet?” Amelia replied. She’d briefed him on Starlin’s death, and we were promised an investigation.

      “I told you, we’re sending a team out. They should be on Akvo in approximately two hours, tops. They’re in the middle of prepping,” Draven said. “The fae officials told us there was an incident in one of the barracks, but they had no details. They agreed to have uniforms out by the portal, waiting for our people.”

      “Oh, are we sure we want to trust them, after what happened?” I asked, pressing my earphone button to actively join the conversation.

      “We don’t really have a choice. Besides, we shouldn’t blame the entire planet for the actions of a few rogues,” Draven replied.

      “Okay, well, add another team to deal with the Emerald, too,” Amelia said. “We got attacked again. This time, however, earth fae were involved. The ground was shaking; they practically demolished the building we were in. Plus, the trees were all murdery.”

      “What?!” Draven croaked. I could tell from the high pitch of his voice that he was both stunned and exasperated. He had every reason to feel this way.

      “I’ll send a report as soon as we get a breathing moment,” Amelia said.

      “Where are you now?” he asked.

      “We’re at the Emerald portal, but it’s been destroyed,” I said.

      A moment of silence followed. Draven was speechless.

      “They took down the witches’ portal…” he mumbled, most likely wrapping his head around the entire concept.

      “Yes. And we have another problem,” Varga interjected as he looked at me, his brows drawn into a deep frown. “Earth fae are coming here. From all directions. They’re circling in, and I don’t think they’re friendly.”

      I briefly checked Herakles, noticing the color return to his cheeks. Eva’s blood was working. Thank goodness.

      “Maybe they’re looking to finish what they started at the jade building,” Eva suggested.

      “Did you find Cerix soil samples?” Draven replied.

      “Yes. We’re about to head there now, interplanetary-spell style,” Riza said.

      “Good. Do that, and I’ll alert GASP about the Emerald now. Keep your earpieces on, and we’ll talk again shortly,” Draven replied.

      Riza opened her backpack and laid out the ingredients required for the interplanetary spell. Amelia added a fistful of orange dirt from Cerix to establish our destination. Eva drew the pentagram and symbols needed to activate it, while Varga kept an eye out, watching potentially hostile earth fae get closer with every minute that went by.

      “They’re in no rush, I see,” he observed.

      “They probably know the portal is down. They must be foolish enough to think that it was our only way off the planet,” Herakles replied.

      We stepped inside the spell’s outer circle, as Riza murmured the chant. The ground started shaking again. Trees cracked and groaned, not far from where we stood. Varga cursed under his breath.

      “They’re determined to kill us,” he said.

      “They can suck it, as far as I’m concerned,” Eva shot back.

      Light burst around us as the interplanetary spell was activated. The bubble swallowed us, then hovered a few inches above the cracking ground. The earthquake grew more intense, forcing some of the nearby trees down, their roots torn. I could see the silhouettes deeper in the woods. They were getting closer and amplifying their elemental influence.

      Amelia gasped, her gaze fixed on one of them. Her vampire eyesight was better than mine, and she caught an interesting, though also infuriating, detail. “They’re wearing the same stuff as the fae who killed Starlin. Black silk and white porcelain masks.”

      “This is taking creepy up to eleven,” Varga said.

      “There’s a cult here, too, for sure,” Riza replied.

      Fortunately for us, we were lifted higher into the air. The spell bubble was preparing to take off. It hummed louder, making my lungs vibrate. Looking down, the forest we’d just left seemed eerily peaceful. The crowns were no longer shaking, but the trees grew taller, incredibly fast.

      “Jeez, they’re persistent,” I whispered, watching as the earth fae manipulated nature itself in order to nab us. We had swamp witch magic on our side, though. We weren’t going down so easily this time.

      We shot through the night sky, then pierced the Emerald’s high-pressure atmosphere. My eardrums nearly burst in the process, but I breathed an audible sigh of relief once we left the planet behind. From afar, it was stunning. A perfectly round marble, covered in vast continents and endless forests, with ocean strips snaking in between. From up close, however, it had quickly turned into a nightmare, and I had no idea why.

      When had this weird cult infiltrated Akvo and the Emerald? Were there such factions on my home planet, as well? Zephyr, too? I glanced at Amelia. She was already typing the report on her tablet.

      “You should have GASP check the Fire Star and Zephyr for such cult members, too,” I said.

      She smiled. “Way ahead of you on that one. It’s already at the top of my recommendations.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Tae, do you think these weirdos have been dormant until now, maybe?” Riza asked. Concern darkened her amethyst eyes.

      I offered a shrug in return. “Maybe. If so, they’re clearly well organized.”

      Cosmos unraveled around us, black and sprinkled with billions of white, burning stars and distant planets. The spell bubble shot through the emptiness at light-speed, bursting through stardust clouds once in a while. A trillion colors exploded in all directions, as we crossed several galaxies and went farther than we’d gone before. We were still hours away, but the ride was already spectacular.

      My conclusions so far regarding our mission challenges, however, weren’t at all positive. We had an alarming number of fae in the In-Between that seemed to be part of a deadly cult and appeared determined to stop us from getting to the rogue Hermessi who’d been blowing some of them up. We were dealing with evasive entities that fueled our home planets with the four natural elements, without whom life itself was impossible. We had more questions than answers, at this point.

      But we did have a destination. Cerix was bound to yield more desperately needed information.
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      I was scared.

      As the hours went by inside the interplanetary spell bubble, I realized this.

      Never in my life had I ever thought I’d feel like this again, but I was terrified. The last time I’d dealt with potentially deadly conflict had been during Azazel’s reign—and, back then, I’d been carted off to another island for my own safety.

      This was different, of course. I was no longer the defenseless princess. I was a GASP agent, trained and conditioned for this kind of stuff. But it was still my first field mission. Part of me felt uneasy, thinking that maybe I’d gone out too soon. I was ready, though. I could feel it in my bones that this was my time. I figured these bits of doubt came with the territory, especially for a newbie like me.

      Still, the fear was impossible to ignore. It had nearly crippled me back in the jade building. I comforted myself with the thought that I would eventually get used to it. Serena had taught me that courage wasn’t the absence of fear, but rather our ability to take that fear and do something with it. So, with that thought in mind, I managed to keep my cool. I was quivering on the inside, but my exterior was calm and alert.

      Even as the interplanetary spell hurtled us through the vastness of space, I found a strange balance between the inner dread and the outer chill. I had to, not only for my own sake, but for my team. I wasn’t on my own here, so I had to think of the others, too.

      There was still a long way to go for me, as far as this new GASP profession was concerned. I had plenty of things to learn. In the meantime, however, I focused on what I could do—in this case, using my Druid magic to help heal some of the superficial wounds that my team members had suffered during the fae attacks. We’d come out with scratches and bruises, mostly, but we had to be in tip-top shape for whatever lay ahead. We all knew this wasn’t going to get any easier. Nothing involving the Hermessi would ever be easy.

      “You’re pretty good at this,” Riza said to me as I applied a pale green ointment over the cuts on her forearms. I’d made it myself, with a mixture of herbs from Calliope and a whispered spell. I’d also passed out the first round of nourishments we’d packed to the group—protein bars for the non-vampires, and blood vials for myself, Amelia and Varga. I’d added a touch of magic in them, too, amplifying their nutritional values.

      As a Lamia, I’d been taught Druid magic from a young age, in order to get by. My mother encouraged me to use it more, instead of my vampire blood for healing. Though she didn’t like the idea of me becoming a vampire, she’d saved a few words of wisdom about it, for the future. One of them was this tiny but useful piece of advice, to only use my blood when nothing else was available.

      Our relationship had soured lately, but I felt like I was meeting her halfway, somehow, by listening to her. She didn’t need to know about it, though. The last thing I wanted from my mother was one of those glad-to-see-you-obeyed-me smirks.

      “Druid magic does come in handy,” I replied, and smiled gently.

      “You could patch me up, too, if you’d like,” Herakles interjected, showing off a bleeding calf. The leather had been torn to shreds there, but I had a few tricks in my backpack to help with that, as well.

      “Sure,” I said, settling on the luminous floor of our interstellar bubble. I took out all the potions and tools I needed to not only heal his cuts, but also to fix his GASP uniform. I had a feeling we’d be out here for quite a while.

      I got to work, while the others talked about our near-death experiences. Ignoring the chills running down my spine, I applied the green paste down each cut, then gently blew on it to help it dry quicker.

      “If this is a cult, like we’ve more or less agreed, it’ll take more than our team to investigate,” Taeral said, staring out into the starry abyss. “We’re spread too thin already.”

      “I’ve asked Draven to send out more crews,” Amelia replied. “I told him the same thing. We can focus on stopping this rogue Hermessi first, then help quell these hostile cults. I’m convinced that the two are related somehow.”

      “Me too,” Varga said. “I have a feeling that, if we find a way to stop the Hermessi, the others will fall as well.”

      “Provided we find a way to stop a Hermessi, that is,” Raphael said.

      “Yeah, we’ve got quite the doozy on our hands.” Amelia sighed.

      I felt the side of my face burning. I glanced to my left and found Varga watching me—not what I was doing, but me, directly. His deep blue eyes resembled two flames… and I broke into a cold sweat when I remembered that he could read my emotions.

      Inwardly cursing, I shifted my attention back to Herakles, who stood quietly in front of me. He gave me a sympathetic smile. “Thanks for this. It feels better already.”

      “We look after one another, right?” I replied.

      “Don’t you worry, Eva. I’ve got your back,” Herakles said.

      Again, my skin simmered. I couldn’t resist my curiosity, so I looked to my left again. Varga’s head turned away so quickly, I could’ve sworn I heard his spine snap. A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      Not sure what that was about, I resumed my patchwork. Fixing the leather wasn’t a big issue for me; I’d packed leather strings and thick silken strings to repair any tear into our suits—Serena’s advice. According to her, we were bound to get scraped up, one way or another. Harper had confirmed, as well. Field missions in GASP always came with some kind of scuffle, it seemed.

      “We’ll need to be careful when we land,” Taeral said. “There’s no information about the Cerixians in the Druid Archives, except the coordinates. I think it was one of the last places they discovered before Azazel went dark and crazy. So, we don’t know how they’ll greet us.”

      “I think it would be safe to assume they’re not immediately hostile, since the Druids came back with soil samples,” Amelia suggested. “Then again, I may be wrong in the absence of factual data.”

      “We’ll let you take the lead, for what it’s worth,” Raphael replied. “Diplomacy is one of your top skills, if I’m not mistaken. You do the talking, and we’ll be ready for whatever follows.”

      “But only if you tell them that we come in peace!” Amelia joked.

      A smile tugged at the corner of Taeral’s mouth. That was the most we were going to see from him, at least until we made more progress in this issue.

      “Is… Is that it? Cerix, I mean,” Amelia said, pointing ahead.

      We’d entered a new galaxy. This one was slightly different, looking like a vortex riddled with stars. It was home to thousands of solar systems, each revolving around a large sun—judging by the planets’ distance from their stars, I was inclined to believe that at least thirty percent of them could easily sustain life. Heck, some maybe already did!

      Millions of kilometers away, however, was a most beautiful solar system. Perhaps the largest in this galaxy, too. Its star was enormous, three times the size of Calliope’s. The planets orbiting it were big and downright stunning—massive colored marbles in shades of blue and green.

      “It might be. Our spell bubble is slowing down,” Riza replied.

      Once I was done with Herakles’s torn suit, I got up and looked at what lay ahead. The closer we got, the more wonderful it all seemed.

      “That’s odd,” Amelia murmured, staring at the solar system just as we were about to enter it. “Look at the third planet from this sun.”

      “Oh, wow, you’re right,” Varga replied, his widening. “It looks—”

      Amelia cut him off. “A lot like Earth. A lot. Emphasis on a lot.”

      I’d only seen pictures of Earth from space, but even I had to agree that the third planet looked like a faithful copy of it. Blue oceans stretching far and wide. Vast continents with land masses and wide oceans. Frosty white poles. And streaks of white clouds glazing this titanic marble, making it look like nature’s most precious jewel.

      “It’s amazing,” Riza breathed.

      “It’s Cerix,” Taeral replied. “The bubble is changing its trajectory.”

      Indeed, I felt the nudge as the interplanetary spell made a soft turn to the left, descending upon this Earth-like planet. The shorter the distance, the clearer I could see everything. The continents had slightly different shapes, but they were, more or less, placed at similar distances from one another. Long rivers cut through them, blue and snaking toward the glistening seas and oceans.

      I felt my breath escape from my chest as I took it all in. Fourteen hours later, and we’d made it to what seemed like a most beautiful cradle of civilization, blessed by nature and cosmos.

      “I’m telling you, the resemblance is uncanny,” Amelia said.

      I wondered who lived there. What kind of people called this place home? Were they like the humans—full of potential but subject to nature’s whims? Like the Eritopians—aided by magic and supernatural Daughters that protected their lands? Or were they like the daemons, turbulent and prone to endless wars for food and other resources? Maybe they were spiritual, like the Imen of Neraka, or ethereal, like the fae. Or, perhaps, more science-oriented, like the Draenir…

      The In-Between was home to many species. It stood to reason that we would think about what kinds of creatures inhabited Cerix. The only thing we knew about them came from Aya: up until a few centuries ago, they’d worshiped the Hermessi, and they kept good records about them.
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      I’d waited my whole life for this moment.

      And I’d been this close to sleeping through it.

      We already knew that there was life beyond Cerix. The universe was an enormous place, and it had never made sense for us to be the only ones. Of course, it had taken centuries for our scientific advances to get us to the point where we could at least observe nearby galaxies and understand what lay beyond our atmosphere.

      A few centuries back, we’d even had a visit. Strangers from another world had landed on Cerix. Peaceful creatures with powerful magic and thoughts of peace, progress, and kindness. I’d grown up reading about that extraordinary moment, and how it had changed our society forever. It was, in fact, one of the primary motivators that got me into the Foreign Outreach of Cerix. I was determined to meet such people again, some day.

      According to the sharp siren ringing throughout the city, it seemed as though that day had finally come. I recognized the alarm sound—it was reserved for objects coming in from outer space. I didn’t even remember how I’d jumped out of bed and into my Foreign Outreach uniform, but I did. It was way too early in the morning, but the first rays of sunlight had done a decent job to fully awaken me.

      Minutes later, I was rushing down the main boulevard leading up to what we lovingly referred to as the Landing Bed. Our predecessors had built it shortly after the first visit, hoping others would follow. No one did, however, and the Landing Bed became just another monument to dust off and polish once in a while, like all the shiny statues of Silvergate.

      My city was beautiful. I only hoped that future visitors would love it, too. How could they not, with its myriad of stone and silver towers reaching for the sky? With its square miles of parks and natural reservations that kept the city’s air clean and fresh? With its elegant buildings, cream and reddish facades, and majestic rooftops? With its cobblestoned alleys and dark gray stone-block boulevards, each of them lined with blossoming trees? How could they not?

      We Cerixians were good people, I thought, as I turned my rush into running up the steps leading to the Landing Bed. We’d put the worship of natural elements behind centuries ago, and we’d focused on scientific pursuits, instead. We’d turned our temples into schools and cultural centers. Most importantly, we’d united all the kingdoms of Cerix into one, supreme empire. The lands that had once belonged to warring kings were declared domains of the Cerixian Empire, and their rulers—or most of them, anyway—pledged their allegiance to Emperor Tulla, of the Frey dynasty, and his high chancellor, Dellon Figgen, the second most powerful Cerixian. The wars and the bloodshed had finally stopped, though there were still plenty of rebel factions trying to ruin our attempt at building a peaceful and progressive nation.

      To them, sovereignty and regal bloodlines were more important than the greater good of the people. I didn’t like them very much, but, unfortunately, my duties in the Foreign Outreach included all attempts to mediate domain-related conflicts. It could get tedious and difficult, so, when the alarm sounded this morning, notifying the whole of Silvergate that a foreign object was headed to Cerix, I couldn’t help but feel excited.

      I whizzed past the guards at the top of the stairs, then froze. I’d known I wasn’t going to be the first one here, but I sure hadn’t expected to share this wonderful moment with the likes of Nalyon Martell, High Chancellor Figgen’s right-hand man and all-around jerk. Cerix had seen plenty of turmoil for the past hundred years, since the great unification, and I blamed people like Nalyon Martell and those before him for most of it. They didn’t listen to the Cerixians’ concerns. No, they had iron fists and narrow minds, and, if it didn’t go their way, it didn’t go at all!

      “What are you doing here?” Nalyon demanded, looking at me as if I were a big insect that he couldn’t wait to squish under his boot.

      The Landing Bed was large, at about five hundred yards in diameter, circular, and surrounded by hundreds of steps leading down to the city’s ground level. The bottom was lined with a strip of trees and carefully manicured bushes. The top was clean and empty—but the granite mosaic floor was a masterpiece to behold, from any angle. Only, this morning, it had a stain on it, in the shape of Nalyon Martell.

      “The incoming object alarm sounded,” I replied dryly. “I’m on the Foreign Outreach. I’m supposed to be here. What are you doing here?”

      Despite being past his prime, Nalyon maintained his good looks and a certain noble dignity—though only in his fashion choices, not in his character. He was a pompous tool who considered himself above anyone who didn’t come from the Rose Domain, to which Silvergate was the capital city. If you didn’t come from the very heart of the empire, you were scum, in his opinion.

      “I’m the high chancellor’s assistant,” Nalyon shot back. “He sent me here.”

      “Don’t you have his mail to deliver, his shoes to polish or something? You should leave this outer space stuff to me and my department, Mr. Martell, and deal with your administrative work, instead.”

      “Don’t get glib with me, little girl,” he barked. “You’re lucky you still have your position in the Foreign Outreach, after your fumble with the Brothers of the Shadow of the Zahar Domain!”

      I had the bad habit of losing control whenever Nalyon poked me like this. He loved riling me up, and I was foolish enough to take the bait, every damn time. I pointed an angry finger at him. “Do not blame me for your own shortcomings, Mr. Martell. I specifically requested at least a squadron from the Armed Forces for those negotiations. You sent me in with two guards. Of course the Brothers of the Shadow thought they could bully me into a corner. What was I supposed to do, let them take me hostage? You would’ve left me there to die!”

      A shadow fluttered across Nalyon’s face. I’d hit a nerve. Good.

      A few minutes passed in the most awkward silence. I couldn’t deliver any more jabs to his address, though—not unless I wanted to lose my job. I’d gone far enough as it was, but I just couldn’t let him think he was right about the Brothers of the Shadow. Those people were fierce and brutal, sure, but they were disenfranchised and systematically discriminated against. The Cerixian Empire had to give them full rights as subjects and citizens, not burn down their settlements and send them away. It wasn’t like they could just throw dissidents off the planet. Though I was pretty sure the empire would try it if they could.

      “What do we know about the object?” Nalyon asked, focusing his gaze on the pale blue morning skies. A light glimmered in the distance. Not a star, but the reason for the city alarm.

      I’d already collected the information captured by our telescopes before I got to the Landing Bed, knowing I’d need it for the object’s arrival. I opened the folder with handwritten notes from our astronomers and quickly skimmed the text again.

      “It’s not an asteroid,” I said. “Otherwise we would’ve had our bombardier ships deployed already. Wait…”

      My voice trailed off as I heard a familiar rumble. I looked up once more, and my blood curdled at the sight of the bombardier ships I’d just mentioned. They were enormous, made of metal, with giant, leathery wings that flapped and kept them afloat. Cerixians had a flair for the dramatic when it came to our flying vessels, which were fueled by swamp witch magic—the single most precious gift given by our earlier outer-space visitors. We used the bombardiers for air raids in times of war, and to obliterate any comet or asteroid that might ever breach our atmosphere.

      “Wait… Why are they out?” I asked. “We’re not dealing with a threat. Why are the bombardiers out?!”

      “I ordered them,” Nalyon replied. “You’re only assuming we’re not dealing with a threat. I have to think of the people, not your childish enthusiasm to meet strangers from outside our solar system.”

      “So, what are you going to do with the bombardiers, then? Fire at will as soon as the object enters our atmosphere?! That would be insane!”

      He shook his head. “No, Inalia. Don’t be foolish. They’re there in case we need them. And they’re there to help steer the object toward the Landing Bed, if possible. If it heads toward another populated area, and there’s a risk it will cause any kind of damage, then, yes, the bombardiers will intervene.”

      Heat burst through me. I would’ve loved nothing more than to set him ablaze, but I couldn’t. Risking exposure to satisfy this petty feud would’ve landed me in trouble—the kind I’d never be able to get myself out of.

      I took a deep breath, instead, instantly calming myself as I thought of the incoming object.

      “Mr. Martell, violence is no way to greet our visitors.”

      “Is that what the object is, then? A ship?”

      “Not exactly. It has been described as a light orb, much like the one that came to Cerix centuries ago. We may be dealing with Druids and swamp witches again,” I said.

      The mere thought made my heart swell. The previous delegation had only left us with a handful of spells to help our society advance—hence our current ability to build and power flying ships, and to harness the power of wind and solar energy to light our homes and streets, among other things.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I reminded myself of how far our world had come since it had left behind the Hermessi worship. Granted, there were local cults rising and trying to bring it back, but our high chancellor wasn’t having any of it. I didn’t exactly agree with the brutal crackdown that Nalyon Martell signed off on, in the high chancellor’s name, but I did recognize the moral threat of falling into the trap of the past. We’d moved beyond the elemental worship, and we’d made incredible progress since.

      “Do we know the speed with which it is traveling?” Nalyon asked.

      I checked the notes again. “They’ll be here within minutes,” I replied, then looked up.

      The light was getting bigger and brighter. Seconds later, we both heard the boom ripple across the sky, as the orb entered our atmosphere. I was pretty sure the entire city had heard it. The bombardiers moved toward it, their giant wings flapping and their engines grumbling and moaning as they approached our visitors.

      My heart jumped. I sucked in a breath, unable to stop a smile from stretching my lips as I watched the light orb get closer. This was it. The moment I’d dreamed of my whole life. Nalyon cleared his throat, as if to remind me that he was still standing there, but I couldn’t care less about him now.

      I’d worked so hard to get myself into the Foreign Outreach. I came from the Hadeen Domain, on the empire’s edge—the slums, as most Rose Domainers called it. I was a nobody for a long time, until I got accepted into Silvergate’s higher education institution, then worked my way into an assistant position in the Foreign Outreach. Here I was, ten years later, struggling with uptight bureaucrats like Nalyon Martell and difficult rebels like the Brothers of the Shadow—but, still, standing on the famed Landing Bed and awaiting the arrival of new visitors to Cerix.

      Complete strangers who could maybe even help us and push our world a step forward, past the current turmoil and distress some domains still caused us. Complete strangers who could establish a more permanent diplomatic relationship with our world. Future trade routes and cultural exchanges. The possibilities seemed endless!
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      One of the best things to come out of our Strava adventure had been their magi-tech. We all carried serium batteries with us now, at least five per backpack. They were perfect because they could be easily recharged if simply left out in a storm, and because they could be used to power swamp witch magic in order to modify the interplanetary spell’s trajectory and speed.

      With our hearts in our throats, we took out one battery each, connecting the crystal ends through wires to Riza’s fingers. She whispered the chant required to manipulate the orb’s direction, then gently moved her hands.

      We stood still as we passed through the atmosphere. The skies were clear, but there were strange-looking ships headed our way. They reminded me of earthly Spanish galleons—they were much bigger, with artful curves and sturdy hulls, made entirely out of black metal. Their bat-like wings flapped, but there were also engines powering them. We could all hear them gurgle. They flashed a pair of lights at us.

      “Should we be worried?” I asked.

      “I don’t think they can damage the spell bubble,” Amelia replied.

      “Look!” Eva pointed to our right. More ships were coming from there. “I think they’re trying to guide us.”

      We’d known there would be a civilization here. We just hadn’t known how advanced they’d be. However, the more we descended, the more impressed and downright breathless I was. The ships turned slowly and headed downward, flanking us on both sides as Riza steered the light orb toward a panhandle-shaped peninsula reaching out from the continent.

      At its very end, seemingly built just above the ultramarine ocean, was a city. Its towers glistened in the sunlight—silvery and sharp like spears.

      “I did not expect this,” Amelia murmured.

      I smiled. “What were you expecting? Cavemen? Rabid wildlings?”

      She laughed lightly. “I… I don’t know! This… This is amazing!”

      Amelia was right. The planet was gorgeous, and so was the city we were headed toward with big flying ships at our sides. Hundreds of thousands of Cerixians had to live here. It was built on a gigantic disk, just above the ocean, like I’d suspected. I could only imagine what kind of support system they’d devised to keep this place up. It stretched for dozens of miles, and it was connected through long and sturdy bridges not only to the panhandle, but also to other continents. They went on for miles across the ocean, in multiple directions.

      The city itself was superb, with firebrick-colored buildings and elegant thatched roofs. Most of them had at least three levels. There were plenty of parks and green spaces, public squares, and a lighting system that spanned every single boulevard, street, and alleyway. As the orb descended toward a plateau-like construction, I got a better look at the city’s inner workings. There was a charming combination of classic, centuries-old architecture with noble masonry and frilly decorative elements, and more modern technology, defined by electric lights and the seamless infrastructure.

      Beautiful silver statues were sprinkled throughout the city, with the biggest ones guarding the main entrance into the city from the panhandle—two giants with massive armor and spears pointed at the sky. The flying ships, however, were neither old-timey nor technologically advanced. I was inclined to assume there would be some magic at play here, and that they wouldn’t be the only ones to benefit from it.

      “Hey, they’re moving away,” Varga said, pointing at the ships.

      They’d put a dozen more yards between us and them, sure, but they didn’t seem too eager to leave us be, just yet. The plateau we were headed toward reminded me of a stepped pyramid with its top half cut off, only it was circular. Perhaps a layered cake would’ve made a better comparison. There was a memorable pattern in shades of red and gray made by the stone tiles across its floor, and lush greenery framed the bottom of the stairs, stretching outward into a small park.

      People were out in the streets nearby, from what I could see—a multitude of black dots. Surely, we’d been expected.

      “They saw us from space,” I concluded. “I would guess they at least have telescopes.”

      “What about the ships?” Varga asked. “They don’t look fully mechanical. I get the benefit of flapping wings combined with propulsion engines, but there’s more to them than that. They’re too big to not emit trails of black smoke. Well, too big, period. How are they even flying?”

      I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out when we get down there. Speaking of which, Riza, how are you holding up?”

      The process of modifying an interplanetary spell’s trajectory could be taxing, even with serium batteries and magi-tech available. Riza was sweating, but focused. She gave me a brief nod.

      “So far so good.”

      “That’s our welcoming party?” Herakles asked, looking down at the mosaic platform.

      There were only two people up there, but I could see movement through the surrounding park. There were bound to be more, soon enough.

      I couldn’t help but look around the city again. It looked even more stunning, closer to ground level. The towers were pieces of functional art, in my opinion. Smaller flying vessels zoomed from one part of the city to another—but there weren’t too many. I figured owning such pieces was some kind of luxury.

      A lot of work had gone into building this world, over the course of millennia. The old and the new graciously met in the middle, adorned by beautiful statues, monumental palaces and town squares, and an abundance of greenery. I couldn’t wait to smell the air. I was willing to bet it would delight my nostrils and my lungs with the freshness of cut grass and spring blossoms—based on what I’d seen from the light orb, alone.

      Amelia giggled. It ripped me out of my thoughts, prompting me to look at her. She grinned as she flipped through a document on her tablet. “I’ve got something!” she said. “Draven managed to dig up some information about Cerix from the Druid Archives after all!”

      “Ah, good,” Raphael replied. “I’d hate to go in blind.”

      “It’s centuries old, though,” she said, her eyes scanning the text. “Cerix is home to numerous kingdoms. Most of them were almost always at war. They weren’t hostile to the Druid delegation, though. Apparently, the swamp witch that was with them left spells for the Cerixians to use.”

      “That would explain the flying ships,” Varga said.

      “And probably more,” Eva added.

      “They’re slightly different in physiognomy from other species we know,” Amelia continued, “but the sketches here tell me they’re humanoids, still. They used to worship the Hermessi, it says here. However, we knew that from Aya, too… Um, okay, I think we’ve got enough to start a conversation.”

      “Can I see?” I asked.

      She gave me the tablet. “Sure. Hold on to it while you do the talking. I already got what I needed for this first encounter. I imagine the two Cerixians waiting for us on the platform are part of some welcoming committee.”

      Raphael frowned as he looked farther down, just as the orb was feet away from the platform. “Oh, yeah? And what about the dozens coming up the stairs? Will they be entertainment?”

      His sarcasm was obvious. But he did have a point. We had to be ready for any kind of welcoming, so I decided to preempt anything that might catch us off guard.

      “Riza, just in case I don’t get to, zap everyone out of here to some other part of the city. I suppose you’ve already noticed a couple of safe spots,” I said. Riza gave me a brief nod. “Varga, have your sentry guns ready. We may need some throbbing headaches to throw at these people if they decide to be hostile. Herakles, Raphael, Eva, Amelia… Don’t draw your weapons unless you absolutely have to,” I added, skimming the newly received Cerix info on Amelia’s tablet. “From what I’m reading here, the Cerixians aren’t exactly physically superior to any of us, but they may have magic or technology on their side. Let’s just be prepared for anything.”

      We all stood straight and stiff as the bubble finally landed with a soft thud.

      I took a deep breath, as the light dissipated around us. I was right. The air smelled amazing.

      Two Cerixians waited, quiet and with their hands behind their backs. There was a strange kind of tension in the air, weighing down on my shoulders—or maybe it was just my paranoia, rearing its ugly head and messing with my senses. We’d had enough bad surprises already. It was about time we caught a break. Hopefully, this was it.

      I measured both Cerixians from head to toe, trying to gather as much information as I possibly could from a cold reading. The male was older, probably at least thirty-five, maybe forty years, judging by the thin expression lines and his slightly receding hairline. He wore a dark brown suit, neatly tailored to fit his tall and slender frame, without making him look skinny. Beneath it, the white shirt was crisp, with a high collar, topped with a dark gray vest. The black ribbon bowtie aimed to soften the sharp suit lines, but it also brought out the darkness in his eyes. He didn’t seem too happy to see us. Or maybe he was just wary.

      The girl, on the other hand, was brimming with joy. I didn’t have to be a sentry to get that. She wore a broad smile, and her deep brown eyes shone with excitement. Her bright red hair was pulled back into a messy bun, and her dark gray uniform was probably meant to dull her out, but not even the drabbest of clothes could dampen her vibrant spirit.

      I instantly registered the slight aesthetic differences that set them apart from other species we’d met. Their eyes were noticeably bigger, as if nature had decided to turn “doe-eyed” into an actual species of humanoid. Their bodies were slender, with wide shoulders and long legs. Their cheekbones were quite sharp, as if they’d been accidentally sculpted too deep. Nevertheless, they were beautiful. There was this air of whimsical fantasy exuding from their expressions—it matched the phantasmagoric atmosphere of their city.

      They said nothing for a while, and neither did we, as we checked each other out. Surely, they were making their own mental notes about us, too.

      I cleared my throat, then smiled politely and offered a curt bow.

      “We come in peace,” I said.

      Amelia snorted a short chuckle behind me. I instantly cringed—she had every reason to laugh. The Cerixians smiled back, and relief washed over me. For a moment, I had a good feeling about this. We’d come to a new world, and they hadn’t come at us with swords and spears the moment we set foot on their land.

      An encouraging start, at least.
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      How lucky I was…

      Most of the humans I knew never would’ve made it into the In-Between, not to mention all the way here, on its observable outskirts. If, at times, I’d felt regret for abandoning my humanity in favor of vampirism, it was all gone now—never to return again, because I’d come here, to this magnificent place, known to few.

      Funny enough, this planet reminded me of Earth. Akvo, the Emerald, Calliope, and Strava were fundamentally different. They had this otherworldly hue. Their geography, their infrastructure, and their people were the stuff of wonders. Cerix, on the other hand, hit a little closer to home. Still, it had an air of magic about it, as if it had gotten stuck somewhere on the fringes between fantasy and reality, between the past and the future.

      I was humbled to be here. Truly fortunate.

      Had Taeral not opened up with “We come in peace,” I never would’ve snapped out of my reverie. The Cerixians who greeted us both nodded in response. I had a feeling we were about to engage in a positive dialogue, despite the male’s frowny face. The young female was much more open, as she stepped forward.

      “I’m Inalia Myron, ambassador in the Foreign Outreach,” she said, before pointing at her colleague. “And this is Nalyon Martell, assistant to the high chancellor of Cerix. Welcome to our world!”

      “I’m afraid the high chancellor, Dellon Figgen, was unable to come greet you himself,” Nalyon Martell added, though I sensed no form of regret in his tone. He didn’t sound genuine.

      “I’m Taeral, crown prince of the Fire Star,” Taeral said, then proceeded to introduce the rest of us. “Amelia Novalik, of the Earth’s Shade, Varga Goode, crown prince of Nevertide, Riza Drizan, of the Earth’s Shade, Herakles and Raphael of Strava, and Eva Desir, of Calliope. We come together from different worlds, of this universe and beyond. We’re part of an interdimensional alliance named GASP, and, as I said, we come with nothing but peace and cooperation in mind.”

      Inalia’s eyebrows were arched with childish wonder. I would’ve given anything to have Varga’s sentry abilities right about now, if only to get a glimpse of how she and Nalyon were truly feeling about this. Did they truly wear their emotions on their sleeves, like I suspected, or were they masters of deceit?

      “We’ve had visitors from Calliope before,” Inalia replied. “Centuries ago. They came in a light bubble like yours.”

      “Yes. One of the ancient Druid delegations,” Taeral said. “I’m afraid yours was one of the last places they documented, regarding their travels. It took us a while to find the information about Cerix, in order to make our way here, as well. Their home planet and galaxy were temporarily affected by vicious wars—”

      “And by temporarily he means about three centuries, more or less,” I added, unable to contain myself. I felt that accuracy was key in whatever conversation we had with these people.

      Fortunately, Taeral didn’t seem to mind my intervention.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Inalia breathed, a sad smile trying the corners of her mouth. “We’ve had our share of wars as well, until the domains were unified under the Cerixian Empire, a little over a hundred years ago. We still have issues, but none of the bloodshed from before. I suppose conflict is characteristic of other civilizations, as well.”

      “You said you come from different planets,” Nalyon interjected, his brow furrowed. “Are you saying there are multiple civilizations out there, openly communicating and collaborating with one another?”

      Taeral nodded. “Yes. We’re still discovering parts of the universe, so it would be impossible to put a number on these civilizations. Most are peaceful and welcoming. The few that aren’t eventually turn themselves around, with our help. You see, GASP evolved into a peacekeeping mission. Our goal is to ensure the survival and development of all species, where circumstances allow our involvement, of course. We don’t just strut in and change things up, and, please, rest assured, we have no intention of meddling with your forms of government.”

      I wasn’t too sure about that just yet. Maybe there was some kind of living hell hiding beneath this ethereal beauty of a world. If that was the case, I was confident the locals would reach out to us, eventually. Taeral was right about one thing: we didn’t just ride in and kick people left and right with our ideas of freedom and democracy. We tried a diplomatic approach first, if we felt it necessary. However, most of the new worlds we’d discovered recently weren’t marred by turmoil or oppressive regimes like Strava, Neraka, or Eritopia had once been. In fact, they had pretty healthy ruling systems, where everyone had a voice. I only hoped the same could be said for Cerix.

      So far, so good.

      “So, then, what brings you here?” Inalia asked, smiling. “Following up on the Druids’ visit?”

      “More or less,” Taeral replied. “We are in need of some assistance, and we were told the Cerixians might be able to help.”

      “Oh. And how can we… help?” Inalia murmured, her cheeks flushed.

      Taeral didn’t get to answer, as the thundering of boots up the stairs brought our budding conversation to an abrupt end. Before I could even take another breath, we were all surrounded by dozens of uniformed soldiers. They pointed weapons at us—weapons made of metal and wood, reminding me of old muskets of the civil war. Only these rifles were of a slightly different design. The kind that could deliver crippling rounds by the dozens. Some carried swords and spears. These guys did not look like they were joking around.

      Their uniforms were dark brown, with golden buttons and shoulder tresses. Their glares were cold, and their jaws were locked.

      “I take it this is the entertainment committee you mentioned earlier, Raphael?” Herakles muttered, as we all slowly put our hands up in a defensive gesture. We knew not to engage unless we had absolutely no other choice.

      We’d yet to exhaust our options, and Taeral knew it. Despite the many muzzles aimed at us, I wasn’t as scared as I’d been on Akvo or on the Emerald. At least here we could see their faces, and we could assume the reason they were on such a sudden defensive. We were strangers in their land, after all.

      “What is the meaning of this?!” Inalia snapped, the color drained from her cheeks. She was absolutely livid.

      Nalyon, on the other hand, seemed relieved. He even smiled at one of the officers, who slipped between the troops, accompanied by a uniformed female, and joined Nalyon and Inalia at the front. The girl stood out. She was taller than most Cerixian females, with long, pale blond hair and ocean-blue eyes. From what I could tell, solely from the dozens of Cerixian soldiers surrounding us, dark hair and brown, orange, or red eyes were far more common features than blond hair and blue eyes.

      “Orders of the high chancellor,” the male officer replied dryly, then shifted his focus to us. “Trap Mellon, senior lieutenant of the Armed Forces.”

      The blue-eyed Cerixian nodded at us. She and Trap Mellon wore black uniforms. I figured brown would’ve looked horrible on her. “Eira Dorres. Lieutenant of the Armed Forces.”

      “Whoa, whoa!” Inalia croaked, still shaken and infuriated. “What’s with all the weapons? This is a diplomatic encounter. These people mean us no harm!”

      “So they say,” Trap replied.

      “We’re not the ones brandishing what look like deadly weapons,” Raphael interjected.

      The tone of his voice made my skin tingle. He wasn’t itching for a fight, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to be intimidated by these weapons. He was a Perfect, and he could easily crush at least half of this squadron before they even fired their first shots.

      “This is insane!” Inalia exclaimed, then scowled at Nalyon. “You didn’t mention any troops coming here!”

      Nalyon chuckled. “Then you’re as naïve as you are stupid. Did you really think the high chancellor would let you, a mere nicely dressed worm from the gutters of the empire, step forward and assume control of first contact with outsiders like these? Really, Inalia?”

      My stomach churned, and my fangs were itching to come out and tear his throat out. I didn’t even recognize myself, but Nalyon was making me incredibly angry with the way he treated her. Elitism was universal, it seemed.

      Inalia’s fists were clenched. “I’m an ambassador of the Foreign Outreach. I didn’t buy my place in this society, like other Cerixians. I earned it. The high chancellor should’ve at least told me that there would be soldiers present.”

      “Besides, if I’m honest, I’m more inclined to want to speak to her than to you,” Taeral cut in. “I don’t like your tone, Mr. Martell, and, most importantly, I don’t like the way you treat her.”

      “No one asked you,” Nalyon spat.

      Suddenly, I understood. Nalyon Martell was a tiny and frustrated character, plagued by an inferiority complex that nothing would ever be able to fix. If I got my Cerixian rankings correctly, the high chancellor was right under the emperor. The high chancellor’s assistant was most likely the third most powerful position in the land, yet Nalyon here seemed horribly insecure—because only a petty and weak worm would treat Inalia the way he did, in front of complete strangers. Only a slithering coward would demean others in order to assert his superiority.

      “Mr. Martell, have you spoken to these people yet?” Trap Mellon intervened.

      Eira Dorres’s gaze bounced between Inalia and Taeral, though I had no idea what she was thinking. She wore a firm expression, nearly impossible to read. Her steely resolve would’ve been great for me to emulate someday.

      “I have,” Nalyon replied.

      “We’ve already introduced ourselves,” Taeral said, keeping his chin high. “We were just about to explain that we’re in need of assistance, but it would be much easier for us to cooperate if you put your weapons down. As my colleague said, please observe that we haven’t drawn ours.”

      “That’s for me to decide,” Trap shot back.

      Eira shot Inalia a cold glance. “You should’ve seen this coming. The high chancellor never would’ve let you do this on your own.”

      “I figured that’s why he sent his lapdog,” Inalia grumbled, scowling at Nalyon.

      Wow, there were some complicated politics at play here. Frankly, I was beginning to experience a new emotion: irritation. We’d been hunted and attacked twice already. We’d run for our lives. We’d fought back. All of that while looking for the damn truth behind the deaths of innocent fae.

      I was getting really tired of having weapons and abilities pointed at us. I was sick of switching to combat mode every other five minutes. And it took a hell of a lot of self-control not to let the dark side of me out. I was half Novalik, after all. I could take some of these soldiers down in seconds.

      For a moment, I thought that maybe I should’ve stayed at home, in The Shade. But who was I kidding? I was the only one who could tell the others on my team who to hit first, if push came to shove. I’d already identified and understood the soldiers’ movements and military grades. I’d already calculated all possible attack angles in the back of my head. And, most importantly, I’d already dodged death twice today.

      If the Cerixians were going to make things hard for me, I was more than willing to make things hard for them. The bloody way. A second later, my cheeks burned—if only my parents could see and hear me now. Mom would be gasping, and Dad would be grinning…
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      There were no words to describe the shame that was raging through me like an out-of-control wildfire. I could feel it burning everything down to a crisp, and I feared it would translate into physical danger toward everyone around me, unless I got a grip on it. My feelings often influenced my ability to reason, and, had it not been for my mother’s teachings, I never would’ve become an ambassador because of it. My fingers twitched, red hot to the touch.

      Deep breaths, Inalia. Deep, deep breaths.

      Nalyon was a massive thorn in my side already. I didn’t need Trap and Eira, too. It was as if the high chancellor had had me assigned to this encounter solely for the purpose of embarrassing me. Maybe he knew more about me than he’d let on. What if this was his attempt at bringing out the worst in me? What if this moment was the rope he was giving me to hang myself with?

      “Military presence here is in violation of my previous agreements with the high chancellor,” I said, attempting one last shot at pushing back on the Armed Forces.

      There were dozens of them, locked and loaded, against foreigners we knew next to nothing about. What if they had the abilities and the technology to basically wipe us all out? Did we really want to test that theory? I’d spoken to Nalyon and the high chancellor about this so many times. It felt like no one ever listened.

      Eira shot me a grin. “Inalia. The high chancellor clearly didn’t want you and Mr. Martell here to be alone. So he changed his mind. What’s the big deal?”

      Glancing around, I could almost feel the tension rising and the air thickening. The electric supercharge sent goosebumps beneath my skin. How could Eira not sense the dangerous path we were starting on by pointing our weapons at these people? Still, I had to admit. Getting on the high chancellor’s bad side was not a good idea. I had to find the middle ground, and I had to do it fast, because Nalyon was woefully unprepared for any kind of diplomatic engagement.

      I took a step forward, then turned to face both sides—the foreigners and my people. “Okay. I get it. The high chancellor felt it necessary to have soldiers from Armed Forces. Fine. Let’s say his decision was… understandable. What is the point of you all pointing your weapons at them?” I asked, pointing at Taeral and his crew.

      A sense of danger tickled my nape whenever I looked at the crown prince of the Fire Star, as he’d so nobly introduced himself. He was gorgeous, with liquid gold eyes and thick, short black hair. He was so very different from all Cerixians, and that made him special. His jawline was sharp, but elegant. His skin was silky, with a gentle, discreet pearlescent sheen—as if sunshine flowed through his veins, illuminating him from within. And his black leather uniform created a dramatic contrast that made him stand out even more.

      Was this normal? Was it okay for me to find this creature attractive?

      “Security protocols,” Trap replied, his clipped tone ramming straight into my train of thought and derailing it.

      “That’s ridiculous. They have clearly stated their peaceful intentions, and, at the risk of repeating what’s already been said, you can obviously see that they haven’t drawn their weapons in response!” I shot back. “Put your damn weapons down because you are embarrassing the nation of Cerix in front of visitors from other and more advanced worlds!”

      That seemed to hit something inside Trap. Though he hated making any kind of concession in front of me, he sucked it up and waved at his troops to lower their weapons. As soon as the muzzles and sharp ends of swords came down, the pressure seemed to soften, even dissipate.

      “See? There’s a lot more we can accomplish through discourse than with violence,” I said, smiling.

      “Just be advised,” Eira replied, looking at Taeral and his group. “Violence or any form of conspiracy against the Cerixian Empire will be met with deadly force.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. For centuries we’d waited to meet people from other worlds, yet, when the moment came, we swelled our feathers to make ourselves look big and mighty and dangerous in front of complete strangers. I’d have thought Eira to be smarter than this—I immediately slapped my inner self. I should’ve known better, too.

      The high chancellor never would’ve let me do this on my own, I thought, in hindsight. He valued the Armed Forces more than he did the Foreign Relations. It had taken decades for my department to get to the point where someone actually listened to what we had to say. I brokered peace. Eira was taught and trained to win wars. We came from the same background. From the same “slums.” Yet we’d both chosen different paths to ascend in this still-young empire. We seemed to be cursed to be on opposite sides of each other, and the sadness invoked by this notion made me want to cry a little. Not that long ago, Eira and I had been the closest of friends.

      It was time for me to prove my worth as a diplomatic professional. I’d never get a better chance than this one, right here.

      “Now, Crown Prince of the Fire Star—”

      “Taeral, please,” he interrupted me.

      I felt my cheeks get warm as I offered him a faint, apologetic smile. ”Taeral, Pardon our abrasive welcoming methods. You must understand that we’ve only had contact with the outer world once before. There are still people in our empire who don’t think you exist. The theory according to which we were alone in the universe was once circulated with great conviction, until the Druid delegation arrived. It’s been centuries since, and all those present at the time are now dead and buried. Despite our official records, some Cerixians are more inclined to believe that everything was manufactured, that we are the only ones responsible for our progress. Therefore, we haven’t yet learned how to prepare for this second visit.”

      “That’s bizarre,” Amelia replied, raising an eyebrow. “But I assume that mindset will change, now that we’re here.”

      “Oh, absolutely.” I sighed. “Maybe now we’ll finally start looking outward.”

      “Inalia, as I was saying earlier, we are in need of assistance,” Taeral said. “I would’ve loved a more official and lengthier first conversation between our civilizations, but the truth is, some of our people are dying in the most troubling of circumstances. Our investigation has brought us to Cerix. We think we might find some of the answers we need here.”

      I blinked several times, trying to register that information. It was kind of difficult to focus when Taeral was speaking. His voice, low and slightly raspy, tickled my senses. Get a grip, Inalia.

      “You think the Cerixians are responsible for your people dying?” Nalyon blurted.

      For the third most powerful Cerixian, he was more of a bumbling idiot than anything else, and it had often made me wonder—what did the high chancellor see in this guy? His malice was unwarranted. His decisions were often rushed and the repercussions painful. However, he still had a job, after ten years. Why? For the love of all that’s sacred in our world, why?

      “That is so not what I said,” Taeral retorted, understandably irritated. “We followed a lead here. We were told that Cerix once worshipped the Hermessi and documented their ritualistic practices, too. It’s my understanding that there may be information about the Hermessi here that we wouldn’t find anywhere else.”

      The mention of Hermessi felt like a punch in the gut for me. If we agreed to dig into the elements and our past worship of them, I was going to scratch a scab that might bleed again—as far as I, personally, was concerned. Unlike most Cerixians today, I did believe in the Hermessi’s existence, and I had a bond to them, too. But I refused to condone their worship superseding our cultural and technological progress. The domains had fallen into that trap before, and it had fueled numerous wars over the centuries.

      And with the fringe cults rising and trying to bring the Hermessi back into focus, I knew we’d be poking a dangerous animal if we pursued this line of inquiry.

      Nevertheless, these gorgeous strangers were asking for our help. How could I bring myself to refuse them?

      “We stopped worshipping the Hermessi a long time ago. Where did you get your information from?” Nalyon replied, a deep frown drawing a shadow between his irregular eyebrows.

      “A Hermessi, actually. From another planet,” Taeral said. “We’re told there is a rogue elemental out in our part of the universe. It’s responsible for numerous fire fae deaths. We’re inclined to assume it’s a Fire Hermessi who’s abandoned his planet and has made it all the way to our neck of the woods. We need to find a way to find it and stop it before more innocents die.”

      As if struck by lightning, my brain roared into full function. My synapses made connections I hadn’t been able to spot before. And the overarching conclusion filled me with dread. If what Taeral said was true, then it wasn’t just their problem anymore. It was ours, as well, whether we wanted to admit it or not.

      At this point, I understood that Nalyon Martell and the high chancellor were going to give me more than this one headache. Oh, no. Bigger issues were afoot, and they were bound to test us all. I only hoped that I wouldn’t be left on my own in this. That I’d find some kind of support in the upper echelon of the Cerixian Empire.

      Otherwise, we were all screwed.
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      This entire exchange was baffling to me.

      Here we were, trying to introduce ourselves to a new civilization, when they’d up and turned their weapons on us. I’d started out thinking we’d have an easy run in this place. Maybe we’d even get the answers we needed.

      Now, as I measured each and every one of these Cerixian uniforms from head to toe, I begged to differ. Despite their military garb and threatening weapons, they were all scared. Their auras flared yellow. These were the kind of people who’d been taught to shoot first, ask questions later. Inalia’s diplomacy had actually diffused the tension, and for that, I’d be forever grateful to this red-headed stranger. However, the danger had not yet passed.

      Nalyon Martell eyed us as if we were about to rob him of his clothes, his home, his everything. He, too, was terrified of us, but there was an underlying emotion that bothered me more. It was dark red with streaks of orange… It came across as some kind of fear of discovery. Like he was planning something, but he’d told no one. That put us in the crosshairs, so I decided to pay more attention to his demeanor. Whenever he looked at Inalia, his aura flared red. He hated her with the fire of a thousand suns.

      Inalia was the most genuine of them all, and there was a hidden fondness between her and Eira Dorres. I had a feeling that they went a long way back. They knew each other well, but, somehow, they’d wound up on opposite sides of the Cerixian spectrum.

      Trap Mellon, on the other hand, was distant and observant. His emotions varied, but the only dislike that his aura manifested was toward Nalyon Martell. Toward Inalia, he felt pity. This was a rich and complex painting unraveling before me, and I knew it would take more than a few minutes’ worth of conversation to figure everyone out.

      In the meantime, I agreed with Taeral’s initial assessment. We didn’t want to use violence against these people. Not that we feared retaliation—goodness gracious, Raphael alone could slice half of them down in seconds! No, the Cerixians could help us. We just had to be careful and extra nice about them. Diplomacy, in this case, could yield better results than force.

      Inalia’s cheeks had paled upon the mention of a missing Hermessi. Dread ate her up, but she kept her cool. “Our people worshipped the Hermessi for a long time. I don’t remember an era before them in the history books.”

      “So, what happened? Why did the Cerixians stop?” Taeral asked.

      “We felt that the worship of the natural elements didn’t help our society advance,” Inalia replied. “Violent scuffles between congregations of different Hermessi led to wars between our kingdoms. The Fire Hermessi worshippers had a permanent bone to pick with the Water Hermessi, for example. It just got to a point where it was no longer faith, but fanaticism. So, when the kingdoms were declared domains and were brought together under the one Cerixian Empire we evolved. We left the Hermessi worship behind and we moved forward. Unsurprisingly, this unification came shortly after the Druid delegation’s visit. It was like they opened our eyes or something.”

      Taeral nodded slowly. “But you do keep records…”

      Inalia tried to reply, but Nalyon cut her off. “Those are sealed and hidden. Not for anyone’s eyes. You shouldn’t have access.”

      “What would the problem be if we let them look?” Trap asked, somewhat confused.

      “It’s not their business! Those are our archives!” Nalyon snapped.

      Eira rolled her eyes, surprisingly unafraid of this petulant guy. “You sound like such a toddler, Mr. Martell.”

      “We’ll submit a request for documents to the high chancellor,” Inalia interjected, looking at Taeral. “If it’s approved, we’ll dig up everything we have on the Hermessi and share it with you.”

      Nalyon crossed his arms and shook his head in dismay. He didn’t have the authority he would’ve wanted here, and it irked him like crazy. It was hard for me not to smile just from watching him squirm, seconds away from stomping his foot.

      “Until then, I can show you the old Fire Hermessi Temple here, in Silvergate,” Inalia added. I could almost hear the steam blowing out of Nalyon’s ears. “It might give you some insights, and it’s public property,” she said, then sneered at the high chancellor’s assistant.

      She shoots. She scores. Ding, ding, ding!

      Trap exhaled sharply, then nodded at Eira. “Keep four soldiers with you and accompany Inalia and the foreigners wherever they go,” he said. “The rest of the troops won’t be far away, but we can’t have an entire battalion following you around.”

      “Mass panic among the people of Silvergate. I understand,” Eira replied. “Worry not, sir, I’ll keep an eye on them.”

      “You make us sound like we’re about to tear your city apart if left unattended.” Raphael chuckled.

      “We can’t be too careful, sorry,” Eira shot back.

      “That’s fine,” Taeral said. “We understand and respect your concerns. Inalia, we’d like to see the Fire Hermessi Temple, as you suggested. You may be right. It could help, while you put forward your request for the archives. Believe it or not, we understand the importance of going through the proper channels. It seems our societies are more similar than we’d originally thought.”

      Hell yes, they were. In fact, the Cerixians reminded me more and more of the people of Earth with every second that went by. Of course, the discreet presence of magic and the Hermessi worship was more reminiscent of the In-Between, as was their overall societal organization, but, still… there was something about the Cerixians that made me think of humans. Brilliant and capable of great things, yet dragged down by—what, exactly? Irrational fear of the unknown? Greed? Fanaticism? All of the above. We would soon find out.

      The soldiers retreated down the stairs surrounding the ginormous platform. A minute later, as silence settled around us, Nalyon sighed, then shivered. He seemed so vulnerable without the Armed Forces backing him up. Practically naked.

      “Mr. Martell, will you join us on our trip to the temple?” Inalia asked, though her flat tone urged him to stay back.

      He shook his head, and I felt relief in return. “No. I must report to the high chancellor at once. I can, however, advise you all to be on your best behavior. Do not draw attention to yourselves. We’ll send a message out to the people of Silvergate, but I don’t want the foreigners to stand out and distract the citizens,” he said, then scowled at Eira. “Keep your soldiers in check. And give these aliens some cloaks or something to blend in.”

      Without awaiting a reply from either Inalia or Eira, Nalyon spun on his heel and walked over to the eastern edge of the platform, then disappeared down the stairs. The air seemed thinner, now that he was gone. As if we could all breathe again—even the four soldiers!

      Obviously, no one likes Nalyon Martell.

      “Right!” Inalia said, beaming at us. “The temple is that way.”

      She pointed behind her. Beyond several rows of tall buildings with brownish-red masonry and dark gray roofs lay a wide-open green space flanked by fruit trees in full blossom. In the middle, an ancient temple stood, with a gorgeous, white marble bell tower. That was our next destination.

      I briefly looked at Eira, then Inalia and the four Cerixian soldiers. They were noticeably much more relaxed now that their superiors were all gone. The grunts gripped their weapons tight but pointed downward—a subtle way of telling us that they weren’t going to hesitate to fire them at us, if needed. We had no intention of giving them a good reason to use their weapons.

      Inalia led us across the platform and down the hundred stone steps leading to the ground level. Not far from where we walked, civilians gathered to watch us, their eyes glimmering with curiosity. Murmurs and whispers reached my ears, but nothing of significance, just questions regarding who we were and what we were doing here.

      On the edge of the lush green space surrounding the platform’s base was a small military cabin. I assumed it was a resting spot for the soldiers patrolling the area. I’d already spotted the guards moving around the platform, making sure that no one got too close to the platform. It had to be some kind of sacred space or something.

      One of our accompanying soldiers went into the cabin and came out with armfuls of dark blue cloaks, which he then handed out to our group.

      “Put these on,” Eira said. “We’re about to go deeper into the city, and you heard Mr. Martell.”

      “You mean, Mr. I’m-Annoyed-Because-No-One-Likes-Me-Or-Respects-My-Authority?” Herakles chuckled.

      A smile flickered across Eira’s face, but she brushed it off quickly. “Orders are orders.”

      We didn’t give her any trouble. We put our cloaks on and followed her and Inalia onto what looked like a main boulevard, with trimmed red-leaved trees lining the road. Everything was clean and neat, each cobblestone and limestone brick fitting in perfectly, with not a single millimeter out of place.

      This was a beautiful world, and it spoke of cultural richness and artful endeavors spanning centuries. At the same time, it reeked of secrecy and unspoken truths. Beneath this fanciful surface, something foul simmered. And, given our track record, I was pretty sure we’d somehow end up getting dragged into it.
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      With dark blue hoods on, we didn’t stand out as much as we walked through the streets of Silvergate. Some still noticed us, but not as much as they would’ve, had we revealed our uniforms and weaponry. We moved at a steady pace, which allowed me to take everything in. Inalia and Eira led the way, while the four soldiers moved behind us. Their presence put me on edge but there wasn’t anything we could do about it. After all, we were strangers from outer space, demanding access to their Hermessi worship records and their temple—no tea and giggles before, no proper diplomatic channels, no prior official introduction. We’d showed up and that was it.

      The city was, by all possible standards, beautiful. The occasional winged vehicle rumbled above as it whizzed across the boulevards. These contraptions weren’t big. They could fit three, maybe four people, and they looked like elegant carriages—black, with big, thin wheels and an engine at the back to help the wings with thrust. The interesting thing about them was the absence of any fuel fumes. I got curious.

      “Inalia, how do you power your ships and… flying carriages?” I asked.

      My teammates were quiet, carefully looking around. We all shared this unspoken feeling that there was something beneath the surface of this world, a hidden face beneath the mask of splendor and greenery in the heart of the city.

      “The swamp witch that was part of the Druid delegation left us with some tips and tricks on how to power up crystals and use them, instead of the black oils we’d normally extract from the ground,” Inalia explained.

      “I know which spells she’s talking about,” Amelia replied. “I’ve studied the swamp witches’ triple tome.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, me too. They draw energy into crystals, then use them as batteries through a series of charmed wires. That’s pretty cool, actually, that they left you with that knowledge. Extracting and burning fossil fuels should never be an option.”

      Inalia chuckled. “However, many don’t believe the Druids were actually here. Years have passed, and the idea of visitors from beyond began to sound ludicrous to many. Before we knew it, half of the Cerixian Empire became convinced that the Druid delegation was just a fairytale, and that our engineers came up with the powered-up crystals and everything else that the swamp witch gave us.”

      “That’s somewhat absurd, if I’m honest,” Taeral replied.

      “Well, the emperor and the high chancellor didn’t bother to correct them,” Eira said. “They didn’t think it mattered where the knowledge came from. They figured it was more important that the people were at peace, and that our society could finally progress.”

      “Yeah, but they basically encouraged a lie,” Taeral said.

      “I know. It’s hard to explain certain mindsets, I suppose.” Inalia sighed. “They thought it was the right thing to do, and it earned them the confidence of more people across the domains. Pleasing them helped strengthen the empire’s hold on all the former kingdoms.”

      We turned right at a large junction, passing by small groups of Cerixians along the way. They were an eerie sight to me—noticeably taller than most humanoid creatures we’d come across, with big brown or reddish or orange eyes. The males wore elegant, dark-colored tunics with frilly decorative elements that reminded me of Victorian England, complete with black hats and silken ascots. The ladies wore dresses, for the most part—with long and pumped-up skirts and tight crushed-velvet jackets in shades of black cherry, green moss, and navy blue. Some resorted to pantsuits, complete with white shirts and bright red ribbons around the high collars. Given their long and slender limbs, I had to admit, they all looked wonderful.

      And they all watched us, without uttering a single word. I didn’t see fear in their eyes, but that didn’t mean they weren’t afraid. Many creatures had an innate ability to hide their true feelings, especially in the face of strangers. But I did recognize the glimmer of curiosity. We were noticeably different. Fortunately, most in our crew were almost as tall as they were. Amelia and I were the shortest, with Eva only about three inches taller. From certain angles, however, the Cerixians were able to spot our faces. Taeral had this ethereal, faint glow about him. The vamps were pale, with pearlescent skin, partially visible above the masks. Herakles had those intense lime green eyes, and Raphael was simply divine by all aesthetic standards across the universe—he always stood out. Clearly, some of our features made it obvious that we weren’t from around here.

      “Oh, wow,” Amelia murmured as the former Fire Temple rose at the end of the boulevard we’d just turned onto. “That is… extraordinary.”

      Even from a hundred yards away, we could see the magnificent lines of the building. It had been designed by a most artful mind and built by true craftsmen. As the sun broke through a patch of clouds, it cast its rays of light against the white tower, where a massive brass bell waited to be rung—someday.

      My eyes widened at the sight before us. Thick and beautifully sculpted columns adorned the temple’s façade, resting on rounded bases. Their shafts were fluted, with delicate grooves that vanished beneath the capitals, which, in turn, were loaded with swirls of white marble, spilling outward like a raging ocean.

      It was an old temple. The centuries had left their marks. It had seen a war or two, as well, judging by the scars left behind—old muskets and all kinds of projectiles, it seemed. Still, it stood proudly above most other buildings nearby, made entirely out of white marble and surrounded by a small, manicured garden. Blossoming trees were placed at the garden’s four corners. Furry little animals about the size of squirrels rummaged through the crowns, licking the pollen from the blossoms before eating them. I wondered what other animals they had in this world.

      “The Hermessi worship was pretty strong in the past,” Inalia said. “But we moved past it.”

      “Don’t let the crazy ones from the Sharman Domain hear you say that.” Eira chuckled.

      Inalia shot her a stern glance but didn’t respond. There was tension between them, it was obvious, but it didn’t seem to come from a place of anger. They appeared to be of the same age, and the looks they gave one another told me they had known each other for a long time. Yet out here, they represented different branches of the Cerixian government, and they didn’t agree on much—especially where we were concerned. Still, I had to give Eira credit. She hadn’t been deliberately aggressive or even snarky toward us.

      “I take it there are still worshippers on Cerix?” Taeral asked.

      “It wouldn’t be a surprise,” Amelia chimed in, scrolling through her tablet. “We don’t have much information on Cerix, but, based on what we do know, they don’t seem the kind of people to fully abandon a faith after eons. A group that still worships here and there seems anthropologically reasonable.”

      “Anthro—what?” Eira shot back, slightly confused.

      “From a cultural point of view, so to speak,” Amelia replied, wearing an awkward half-smile. I liked her. Her vocabulary was far more complex than many people I’d met, and she wasn’t afraid to use it. Then again, maybe it just came naturally to her. Either way, I’d already understood Amelia’s value in the field. I’d seen her fight, and that wasn’t even the most important thing she had to offer. Her insights and the speed with which she exchanged info and updates with GASP via that nifty little tablet were gold, given the amount of ground we had to cover in this mission.

      “Across the domains, there are people who still worship the Hermessi,” Inalia explained. “There aren’t many, and they’ve been left to do as they pleased on the matter. But lately they’ve started recruiting new followers. The young Cerixians are the easiest to draw into the cult, given their impressionable minds.”

      “Ugh, I sincerely loathe the word ‘cult’ now,” I groaned.

      Eva gave me a cold grin. “You’re the one who’d been droning on about a Hermessi cult, Riza.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m already regretting it.”

      “How long do the Cerixians live?” Varga asked.

      “Actually, before you answer that, how do you measure your days and the passage of time?” Amelia cut in.

      Inalia was clearly in her element right now. It was as if someone had turned the faucet on, letting all that knowledge in her head loose like a thick stream. She’d prepared for this, and she offered clear and concise answers with zero hesitation.

      “Our sun cycle is three hundred and fifty days,” she said. Much like Earth and Calliope, I thought, though there was a small difference in numbers. “And the Cerixians live for about a hundred years, on average. Some of us are lucky enough to get past a hundred and thirty, but that takes a lot of work and some strict diets to accomplish.”

      “And the whole planet is populated,” Taeral replied.

      Inalia nodded again. “Yes. There are large areas of virgin wilderness, though. They make up about forty percent of our empire. Of the planet, in fact.”

      “And there used to be kingdoms,” Taeral said.

      “Seven of them,” Eira replied. “The Rose Kingdom, Zahar, Hadeen, Sharman, Kaffia, Phylos and Samotarcis.”

      “They became domains once they agreed to end the bloodshed, unify, and pledge their allegiance to an emperor,” Inalia went on. “At the time, the emperor was chosen through trial by combat. The former kings of all seven domains stepped forth and fought one another until Charl, of the Frey dynasty, won. His great-great-I-don’t-know-how-many-times-great-grandson is our current leader, Emperor Tulla.”

      Huh… Reminds me of Nevertide. A similar system had been established there. It made sense, though, to unify for the greater peace. Not many worlds would be willing to do that.

      “How did they agree to abandon sovereignty?” Taeral asked.

      “Too many people were dying. The armies and the engineers went on strike first. Then, the farmers and the manufacturers followed. It got to a point where all seven kingdoms were staring down a pit of despair, fighting over petty things like insulted princesses, stolen lands, and, of course, Hermessi worship, as I’ve already explained. It’s been a work in progress since,” Inalia said.

      “And the high chancellor rules the government, I suppose,” Amelia replied. “Nalyon Martell would be his assistant, and not the most likable in the empire.”

      Inalia and Eira both looked at each other, then laughed lightly. Curious, I looked over my shoulder and noticed the soldiers stifling smirks of their own, too. There was an exaggerated amount of proof that Nalyon Martell was an a-hole.

      A strange buzz made me look up. The source of the noise looked like a bird, but it wasn’t. It was small and black, but with a motor beneath its tail and metallic wings that flapped frenetically as it passed overhead. A tiny latch opened on its belly for a split second—enough to drop a small scroll before the mechanical bird continued its flight.

      Eira caught the rolled-up piece of paper and read its message. She looked at Inalia. “We’re expected at the high chancellor’s residence after we show them the temple,” she said, then glanced at us. “You’re all coming, too.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Herakles asked. “Most importantly—”

      “Please, don’t ask them if they have food,” Raphael cut in, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “No, you tart. I wanted to know if the high chancellor would accept our request to see their Hermessi worship records.”

      Inalia looked like she was tempted to laugh, but there was something about this summons that didn’t sit well with her. “I hope so,” she replied. “It would be better if I made the request to the high chancellor directly. It would spare me the hassle of going through the ordinary channels.”

      We entered the temple’s garden. My olfactory sense was bombarded by an explosion of sweet floral scents. I could easily imagine some incredible fragrances coming out of the bright orange blossoms growing in this place.

      “The temple hasn’t been used in a long time,” Inalia added, changing the subject. “The last time there was a Hermessi worship ritual here was about three centuries ago. It’s been a cultural landmark since. Cerixians from other parts of the Rose Domain and from the other neighboring domains often come by to visit. It’s a beautiful construction. One of our oldest still standing, in fact.”

      The entrance was wide open—two massive white marble doors on multiple brass hinges, pushed inward. Lights flickered in the darkness beyond. Candles. Hundreds of them. We went in, and I was immediately stunned by a sense of sheer awe. The ceiling was ridiculously high and hand-painted with mythological scenes. It didn’t take a genius to recognize the multiple representations of the Fire Hermessi, always pictured as a flaming Cerixian, surrounded by his adoring congregation.

      The walls were covered in white marble friezes with various scenes that resembled what had already been depicted on the ceiling. Two rows of columns dashed from front to back, in order to support the heavy roof. Benches were lined like in an auditorium, and, at the far end, a wide podium had been erected from the same perfectly polished slabs of white marble. On it, a shrine reigned, covered in red silk and loaded with gold statuettes and Fire Hermessi totems. Candles burned everywhere—in wall-mounted sconces and from the ginormous brass chandeliers hung from above.

      “At the risk of repeating myself, this is beautiful!” Amelia exclaimed.

      “It is. It’s a shame the Hermessi drove people to do such horrible things,” Inalia replied. She seemed sad.

      “You don’t agree with worship of the elements,” Taeral concluded.

      “I accept it as a part of who we are, as a people,” Inalia said. “But I don’t have to like it. It did more harm than good, if you ask me. I’ll take the little bits of swamp witch magic we were gifted over the Hermessi any time.”

      “The irony is blistering, to say the least,” Eira muttered, leaning against one of the pillars.

      “Puh-lease! Spare me!” Inalia shot back.

      “What’s this about?” Taeral asked.

      Inalia stilled, her lips pressed into a tight, straight line.

      “Nothing. Ancient history, so to speak,” Eira replied.

      I almost didn’t hear the swish until the ball of fire flew past us and exploded into the shrine. Flames erupted as all the objects tumbled to the floor with ear-bleeding clangs. We instantly backed away and turned around.

      More fire projectiles were hurled at us.

      For a moment, I’d thought the four soldiers had decided to try and kill us. But no. This was much worse and downright infuriating.

      Ten masked hostiles stood in the temple’s doorway, clad in black silk and wearing porcelain masks that covered their faces. Fireballs bloomed in the palms of their hands.

      “Oh, come on!” Varga moaned.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Herakles spat.

      We drew our weapons as the soldiers spun and fired their guns. The hostiles scattered and threw another round of blazing balls at us. It seemed as though our moment of clarity and respite had come to an end. Cultists had found us here, too, and they were determined to end us.

      Well, they were in for an unpleasant surprise, then, because I sure as hell had no intention of dying on some planet on the edge of the In-Between. Hell no. We’d come too far.
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      “How are they wielding fire like this?!” Raphael asked.

      His wings exploded behind his back. One of them stretched around and blocked a flurry of fireballs from hitting him directly. Riza zapped herself around the temple until she got close enough to slash at one of the hostiles. She got his side. He yelped from the pain as blood sprayed out. She didn’t wait for him to hit back. Instead, she drove her sword into his chest and took him down.

      Herakles took on two attackers at once, darting left and right with his two short swords out. As soon as he shortened the distance between them and himself, he started swinging.

      Varga ducked, then syphoned off his opponent—enough to bring him down to his knees, screaming in agony. A sentry could cripple the enemy in combat just by syphoning. Granted, it didn’t work on everyone as well as it did on this guy, but we were still thankful it did.

      Eva and Amelia took on some of the other attackers, while Eira tried to get her soldiers out of the line of fire. One was already dead, and two were critically injured, covered in severe burns. Only one was left standing, and she relied on him to drag the other two to safety.

      Inalia hid behind one of the columns, and I felt compelled to protect her as two insurgents ran across the temple’s grand hall, headed straight for her. I couldn’t see their faces, but I could clearly observe their use of fire—in one hand, they generated flames without an existing source. In the other, they held arched blades, sharp and thirsty for our blood. They moved fast, light on their feet. They’d done this before, that much was obvious from the way they handled themselves.

      “Are these fire fae?” Eva managed to ask me as she dodged a fireball.

      “I don’t know!” I shot back, then teleported myself behind one of the assailants headed toward Inalia. He wasn’t prepared for this. With one hand, I grabbed him by the top of his hood—I’d caught the hair underneath, too—and pulled his head back. With the other hand, I slit his throat. He choked as blood gurgled out in crimson streams. He collapsed, while the second attacker came at me, temporarily distracted away from Inalia.

      “If they’re fae, how the heck did they get here?” Varga shouted, clearly frustrated.

      That was a good question to ask. According to Inalia and our Druid Archives, Cerix was practically undiscovered. How could any fae reach this place without GASP or at least the fae planets learning about it? It seemed impossible—or incredibly secretive, which would’ve then led to more questions. And none of them put my people in a favorable light.

      I took my remaining opponent down, then turned around to find Inalia under attack. She cried out as she dropped to her knees. A blade missed her head by inches. One of the assailants had managed to get too close.

      Without hesitation, I rushed back to help her, but her hands lit up orange just as the guy swung his sword down at her. Flames erupted from her glowing palms. The fire exploded outward with incredible strength. It burned her attacker to a crisp, in a terrifying instant. Nothing was left of him, except the charred husk that barely resembled a humanoid.

      I froze. Inalia was quiet, her eyes wide with shock.

      For a moment, silence settled across the temple. Briefly glancing around, I saw all the hostiles dead. Blood pooled beneath their mangled bodies. My crew had done quite a number on them. These creatures had to be suicidal to perform such kamikaze-style attacks. They must’ve known we were more powerful, and that their raw fire alone couldn’t kill us. They must’ve known, right?

      Eira didn’t seem as surprised by Inalia’s fiery powers as the rest of us. The Cerixian soldier still standing was stunned. The other two were out cold. The rest of us were about to collect our jaws off the marbled floor, as Inalia slowly brought herself back up into a standing position.

      “What was that?” I asked, my tone remarkably calm.

      Inalia shuddered but said nothing. Eira shot her a cold, reprimanding stare. Varga noticed, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. “She knew,” he said. “She knew about Inalia.”

      “Okay, now I’m even more confused,” Amelia said, brushing off some of the dust she’d gathered on her leather uniform during the fight. She’d taken a tumble or two, judging by her slightly disheveled look.

      “Inalia, are you a fae? Or a fae hybrid, by any chance?” I asked, trying to wrap my head around what we’d all witnessed and hoping to find an explanation that actually made sense.

      “What’s a fae?” Inalia replied.

      Her cheeks caught a reddish hue. Was she ashamed of what she’d done? She seemed as surprised as the rest of us by the strength of her fire.

      “Honey, no one burns a guy to a crisp like that,” Eva said. “Didn’t you know you could do that?”

      “I’m half fae,” I added. “Fae are ethereal creatures with a connection to the natural elements. They’re now considered emissaries of the Hermessi. They’re able to manipulate fire, or air, or water, or earth—or all of them, sometimes. Are there any fae living on Cerix, perhaps?”

      Inalia shook her head. “No. We’ve never heard of or met any… fae.”

      “Then, what? Can Cerixians wield fire like that? Who are you, really? Who were these guys?” Riza asked, pointing at the dead assailants.

      Eva removed one of the porcelain masks, revealing a Cerixian face with symbols carved into his skin, much like we’d seen in previous incidents on Calliope and on the fae planets. The connection was undeniable. At first, I’d been inclined to suspect that this murderous cult had followed us here—but, as Varga and Herakles took off the other masks and hoods, a new, much darker truth came to light. These were all locals. The cult was already here, had been here since before we’d set foot in Silvergate.

      “Cerixians cannot manipulate fire or any of the natural elements,” Eira interjected, her brow furrowed.

      “Then explain to us how Inalia can do it!” I retorted.

      My patience was gone. I was done with all the half-truths and the stinking pile of secrets. None of this was normal. I needed answers, and I had to get them fast—before more innocent people were hurt.

      “I’m… different,” Inalia finally replied. She was shaking like a leaf, her gaze fixed on the floor. She seemed ashamed of what she could do. “Nobody knows this about me.”

      Eva chuckled, then pointed at Eira. “She knows.”

      Eira and Inalia exchanged glances. It was obvious now. I had to agree. “You do,” I said to Eira. “And you’ve been keeping it a secret, haven’t you?”

      “Oh, she’s keeping more than one secret, rest assured,” Varga said with a faint smirk.

      “How would you know?” Eira mumbled.

      “We’re all gifted in one way or another,” I said. “Varga here can read emotions on most creatures, among other things. There’s not much you can hide from him, Eira. We came here looking for answers, and, instead, we got attacked. These people are part of the same cult we’ve been trying to uncover and stop—the black silks, the porcelain masks. We’ve seen this before, and I’m telling you, if they’re local, and they’re coming to the surface now, your Cerixian Empire is in for much worse.”

      “Who are they?” Inalia asked, her voice trembling.

      Eira shrugged, then looked at her soldier. “We’ll search them, see if we can find anything about their identities.”

      “They’re definitely Cerixian, and young,” the soldier said, his jaw clenched. He would’ve said more about Inalia at this point, but his discipline demanded that he focus on his injured colleagues.

      “Inalia, were you always able to use fire like this?” I asked, unsatisfied with the answers I’d gotten so far.

      She nodded slowly. “My mother raised me. She knows, and she’s urged me to keep it to myself, which I’ve done successfully over the years. I didn’t want people to think of me as some kind of freak, or, worse, fear me.”

      “Again, I should remind everyone that Eira here knew, as well. How?” Eva replied.

      “We grew up together, more or less,” Eira said, rolling her eyes.

      “We used to be the best of friends,” Inalia added, sadness pulling the corners of her mouth down. She looked sweet, even when she frowned. Something tugged at my stomach, but I set it aside. Whoever or whatever Inalia was, she could eventually help us find the rogue Hermessi responsible for the fae explosions.

      “This sad past aside, you ladies need to understand what we’ve been dealing with,” Raphael said, then proceeded to tell them all about the fire fae incidents and our quest for the truth, including our unexpected stints on Akvo and the Emerald. By the time he was done, Inalia, Eira, and the soldier were paralyzed, their eyes bulging as they tried to take it all in.

      “Wow…” Inalia murmured.

      “So, I’m hoping you now understand why we find all this so frustrating,” Amelia replied. She finished typing on her tablet—another brief report for Draven, surely. The girl was on schedule with all the administrative work, thanks to the magi-tech chip added to the tablet, allowing her to connect with GASP across the galaxies.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know why I was born this way.” Inalia sighed. “I never met my father, but my mother never said he was… well, different. He was a Cerixian, and he left her. I have no idea where this ability comes from.”

      “Using logic,” Amelia said, “I’d dare to venture that there’s a link to the fire Hermessi here. Maybe your mother didn’t tell you the truth, Inalia. Because no one is simply born with an ability to create and wield fire from scratch, like you just did. It had to come from someone with the same power, or more.”

      “I used to tell her the same thing,” Eira chimed in. “But she—”

      Footsteps echoing from the doorway brought our conversation to an abrupt end. More hostiles came in—dressed in black silk and wearing porcelain masks. I groaned with frustration.

      “Oh, for… Are you people not tired of getting yourselves killed?” I barked.

      Eva stepped forward, her sword screeching as it left its scabbard once more. “We should keep one of them alive for information, if we can.”

      “Unless he explodes like the fire fae,” Riza said. “It’s a possibility.”

      “Worth a shot,” Eva hissed, then bolted toward the mysterious creatures.

      We were just about to join her in preempting the attack, when they all stopped, as if suddenly paralyzed. It brought us all to a screeching halt. The masked assailants shrieked and wailed as flames erupted from inside their bodies. They were as shocked as we were—but they never got a chance to fight back against what had taken over.

      In mere seconds, they all burned up. The bright orange flames grew tall, their tongues licking at the painted ceiling. Moments later, they were on the floor, their carbonized remains falling apart into black, powdery chunks.

      “Damn…” Raphael managed.

      A gust of hot air blew through the temple. It put all the candles out in an instant, and darkness hugged us with spine-tickling chills. The sound of fire crackling prompted us to turn around. What we saw was going to change our lives forever. I knew it, deep down, in every fiber of my being.

      Everything we’d been through until now had been a stepping stone to… this.
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      Never in my life had I seen anything like this.

      A column of fire emerged from the darkness, shaping itself into a humanoid creature of sorts. It reminded me of Harper’s account of when she’d first faced Ramin, Neraka’s Fire Hermessi. The association seemed natural in my mind—who else could shape themselves up from raw, blistering flames?

      “What… What is that?” Inalia breathed.

      With all the lights out in the temple, the fire creature was our only source of light. Amber flickered across the marble walls, playing tag with the shadows.

      We all stepped back—except Inalia. She was unable to move, and for good reason. We were somewhat accustomed to weird stuff like this. She wasn’t. She didn’t even understand what she really was, what her fire abilities meant. Cerix, as she knew it, was the closest thing she had to normal throughout her life. This… This was something else entirely.

      “Inalia, move back,” Eira warned her, then tried to reach out and pull her away.

      Taeral caught Eira’s wrist, instead, motioning for her to keep her distance. “Hold on,” he whispered.

      The scene before us was surreal, to say the least. The fire figure was significantly taller than all of us. It was sluggish in its movements but seemed intent on reaching out to… Inalia. My heart got stuck in my throat. I could handle fights with masked maniacs. I could even deal with the earth cracking open and trying to swallow us whole. Heck, I knew my way around the murderous, spiky trees, too. But this was something else entirely.

      I understood now why Harper had been in awe of the Hermessi from the very beginning. Ramin had showed himself in his fire form deep inside her consciousness, moments before Shaytan, the daemon king, had almost killed her. Seeing something like this changed you forever.

      “Is… Is it a Fire Hermessi?” Riza murmured, unable to take her eyes off the blazing figure.

      Taeral nodded. “I can feel him inside me. Burning. Sad. Frustrated…”

      Just when I’d thought it couldn’t get any weirder, Taeral seemed to have some kind of emotional connection to the Fire Hermessi. But where did it hail from? Was it Cerixian? How was it strong enough to reveal itself to us like this, without a fae conduit, or at least through Inalia’s body, like Aya had repeatedly done with Vesta?

      The fire creature stilled, as if looking at Inalia for a while. Nothing was said. The only sound was that of flames bursting here and there, all over its incandescent body. Inalia was speechless.

      “How is this possible?” I finally asked, unable to take the silence anymore.

      The Fire Hermessi reached out, as if wanting to touch Inalia. It made a choking noise. I was inclined to assume that it was trying to talk—desperately eager to say something, in fact. I could almost see the shape of a chin, but the flames shuddered. Sparks flew outward like fireworks gone wild.

      Then, it was gone.

      Darkness prevailed in a puff of black smoke.

      Inalia gasped.

      We all had questions at this point, but none of us dared to speak. The Fire Hermessi had just tried to communicate, to touch Inalia. Was there a connection between them?

      “Was that the rogue Fire Hermessi that Aya told us about?” Raphael asked, basically for all of us. “Because I don’t believe in coincidences. Not when we’re involved. Nothing is random.”

      “It could be,” Taeral replied.

      Raphael opened his hand. A small flame formed between his splayed fingers. He threw it at the shrine’s candles—with elegance and precision, the little fireball darted from one fuse to another, until the entire temple was lit again. The warm light pushed the dark away, revealing the bloodied and charred corpses of our unknown cult enemies.

      Inalia, the poor girl, was absolutely baffled. “A Fire Hermessi… Eons passed in this world, and we never saw one. We never saw proof that they actually existed,” she murmured. “I spent my whole life thinking we’d just ignorantly put names on the natural elements. Little did I know, huh?”

      “Seriously? You can create and manipulate fire out of thin air, and you didn’t think the Hermessi existed?” Eva replied dryly, her arms crossed.

      I liked the Lamia princess more and more. She didn’t just speak her mind. She delivered the most efficient burns and regretted nothing. I would’ve loved to have some of that spunk.

      “All the weird fire guy stuff aside, I must admit, I’m baffled by our fellow Cerixians,” Eira said, staring at the corpses. “We’ll have to investigate this. We must find out where they came from and what it is they’re looking to accomplish. This kind of violence is unprecedented, especially in the heart of Silvergate.”

      “So, you’re telling us that masked maniacs don’t just go around killing people here?” Taeral replied, his tone dripping with acid sarcasm. It drilled holes through me—I could only imagine what it did to Eira.

      “No,” she said, standing tall. “They don’t. We don’t have such cults in the Rose Domain. Hell, our biggest problem until now was the Brothers of the Shadow, but they’re normal Cerixians. Bastards who think they can break up the empire so one of them can wear a crown again and rule over an isolated kingdom. They want to bring us back to the old ages.”

      “What do you know about them?” I asked.

      Eira shrugged. “Enough to know they must all be captured and jailed. They have weapons. They radicalize the poor people living on the outskirts of the domains. They are well organized, but not impossible to take down. We just need to identify and disable the central cell—the core of operations. We believe it’s somewhere along the northern border of the Hadeen Domain. But, trust me, none of them don the black silks and porcelain masks.”

      “And they can’t wield fire like these guys could,” the Cerixian soldier added, then scowled at Inalia. “Or like she can.”

      Eira gave him a sideways glance. “I’ll need you to keep your mouth shut about that.”

      “But she—”

      “Please!” Eira cut him off. “She would never go against the empire. Inalia is a Cerixian down to the bone, loyal and progressive, like the rest of us. She might be a little different, but she’s not a traitor, nor a threat. You know exactly what Nalyon Martell will do if he finds out about her, right?”

      The soldier thought about it for a moment, then nodded. Eira smiled.

      “Thank you,” Inalia said. “Really… Thank you. I didn’t mean to use my fire earlier. I think my instincts just kicked in. That guy was about to kill me. And… And I killed him.”

      She choked up, her eyes filled with tears. She’d never taken a life, and it was going to leave a permanent scar. I knew how that felt. Not everyone could live with such a mark on their conscience, even if it had been in self-defense.

      “You did it to survive,” Taeral said to Inalia. “You can’t blame yourself. There was no other choice.”

      Inalia didn’t respond. She offered a faint nod, then wiped the tears away and put on a plastic, smiling face. “Anyway. Back to the issue at hand,” she said, after several deep breaths. “What information did you get out of this incident? Because I’m thoroughly confused.”

      “You and me both, sister!” Herakles chuckled.

      “Listen, I would’ve assumed, at first, that the weirdo cult followed us here,” Taeral concluded. “But they didn’t. These were locals. That much we know for a fact. So, I’m inclined to determine that the cult itself spans more than our side of the In-Between. Cerix is quite isolated, and yet it managed to produce these murderous bastards along with a physical manifestation of the Hermessi. This isn’t random. There’s something going on here. I think Aya was spot on to send us here.”

      “Agreed. But I also don’t think the attacks are well-coordinated,” I said. “If they were, these masked fellas would’ve done a better job. They’re trying to stop us, to kill us, but they should know better.”

      “Unless they don’t know who they’re dealing with,” Riza suggested. “They might think they can take us on, and they don’t really communicate with cultists from the other worlds. Word about what we did to their ‘colleagues’ would’ve reached Cerix by now, if they did.”

      “Okay. So, we’ve got a Fire Hermessi showing up out of nowhere and killing the cultists that were here to kill us,” Raphael chimed in. “I, for one, find this to be the tastiest and most useful morsel so far. Think about it this way: if a Hermessi can ride the stardust and bounce from one planet to another, maybe it’s also responsible for this creepy cult. Maybe the Cerixian Fire Hermessi got wind of it, somehow, and intervened on our behalf.”

      Taeral exhaled sharply. “The rogue Hermessi is responsible for the fire fae exploding and the cult. The carved symbols say that much. It might’ve tracked us here, where the local Fire Hermessi jumped in and burned the cultists to a crisp,” he said, following Raphael’s theory. “Yeah. That makes sense. A lot more sense than anything I’ve come up with so far.”

      We were on to something, for sure. And the feeling energized my brain into making more connections. I remembered details of our earlier fights, and the way the fire figure had tried to reach out to Inalia. I looked at her, then smiled.

      “The Cerixian Fire Hermessi was trying to communicate with you,” I said. “Or, at least, that’s what I think it was all about. He killed the cultists. He stopped them from attacking us.”

      “Where else can we find information about the Hermessi?” Raphael asked, nervously glancing around. “I doubt we’ll find anything useful here, and I’m in no mood for a third wave of porcelain-masked maniacs.”

      Eira stepped forward and nodded enthusiastically. “I might know someone. Emphasis on might.”

      “The fire templar?” Inalia asked.

      “Read my mind,” Eira answered with a smirk, then shifted her focus to us. “Someone used to look after this temple, prepare for and hold the worship rituals, and so on. A fire templar. There hasn’t been one in decades here, in Silvergate, but I remember my mom telling me about him. He lived close by, and his house was marked with the symbol of our Fire Hermessi. Everyone knew that a servant of the elements occupied that home.”

      “Would he still be alive?” I asked.

      “Maybe. But if not, his children might be,” Eira said. “Perhaps he left some journals or something behind. Heck, maybe he passed the knowledge down to his kids. We won’t know unless we go there and see for ourselves.”

      Inalia nodded in agreement, then looked over her shoulder and pointed at a painted portion of the far-left corner. “Normally, there would be a door there, leading to the templar’s study. It’s where they kept all the documents, the written lore, the sermons… everything. That one’s bricked up and painted over. I’d assume at least some, if not all, of the scrolls in there were put into the archives—and we still have to make a formal request for access to those. We could try the templar’s place first, then head back to the high chancellor’s residence, as per his instructions.”

      “Lead the way,” Taeral said to Eira.

      She looked at her uniformed underling, then pointed at the other two, still down and severely wounded. “Stay here. Call for help. Tell them everything that happened—leave the Inalia part out, though. I’ll meet you back at the barracks later.”

      “Be careful,” the soldier replied.

      She gave him a soft smile, then walked out of the temple. The rest of us followed. If there was a chance we’d get more information from the templar’s children, his house, or the templar himself, I was all for it. However, a cloud of doubt gathered over my head.

      I worried our troubles on Cerix were far from over. And I knew, deep down, that those weren’t the last masked lunatics we’d have to deal with. Someone—or something—was desperate to keep us in the dark, while we clawed our way back to the surface, to clarity.

      A hand was bound to come down and push us back under, eventually.
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      By the time we turned the corner around the temple and headed toward the templar’s house, we could hear the bells ringing and wheels hurtling across the cobblestone. Armed Forces and medical crews had arrived at the temple to care for the two injured soldiers and collect the insurgents’ bodies—they had their work cut out for them.

      Inalia and Eira rushed up the side street, as if their heels were on fire. I was right behind them, with Herakles and Raphael by my side. Varga, Eva, Riza, and Amelia followed. Our crew was quiet, while Eira and Inalia exchanged the occasional word.

      “I can feel you judging me,” Inalia said to Eira.

      “You couldn’t be more wrong. I’m just surprised you lasted this long without exploding.”

      “Oh, come on! You know why I keep this to myself!”

      “No one said that’s bad. But it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t go out to some remote place, once in a while, and let the fire out,” Eira replied. “What if you’d hurt us, too? Would you be able to live with yourself, then?”

      “You’re talking about Inalia’s fire ability, I suppose,” I chimed in, and instantly regretted it. I could’ve come up with a smarter line.

      And Eira didn’t forgive me, judging by the cold look she shot at me. “You’re the genius of the crew, huh?”

      “Don’t be mean!” Inalia snapped. “They helped us.”

      “We’re helping them, too. It’s not like we owe them,” Eira grumbled.

      “Remember what Emperor Tulla used to say,” Inalia replied. “Kindness gets you farther—”

      “Than brutality. Yeah, I know.”

      Too many questions roamed through my head—about the masked assailants, about the murderous cult and its connection to Cerix, about the rogue Hermessi and the one that had helped us just minutes earlier. These were all pieces of a larger puzzle, and I knew that they were all somehow linked to the fire fae explosions. I armed myself with all the patience I could muster, but the issue was clearly much bigger than we’d originally anticipated. The problem went deep, into parts of the universe we hadn’t even known existed until yesterday.

      We slipped into a dark side alley. It was narrow and long, forcing us to form a single file line as we made our way toward the end. Eira pointed forward. “It used to be right there.”

      This part of the city was noticeably quiet. I could feel the eyes of curious Cerixians watching us from their windows above. I knew we were still easily distinguishable as different, despite our navy-blue hoods. By now, the high chancellor or whoever was in charge of communicating with the general population must’ve sent out some kind of message about our presence—either confirming or denying it altogether.

      I listened carefully to the sounds around us. Only our boots clattered across the stone, and our swords clinked in their metallic scabbards. We’d dressed for trouble, after all, and that came with plenty of hardware. It gave me a slight sense of comfort, though. Whoever crossed paths with us was bound to figure it out quickly: we weren’t here to get our asses kicked.

      We entered a small square bordered by tall buildings with reddish brick façades. The masonry work was absolutely superb, enhanced by the dark gray rooftops and tall windows. Red-and-white flowers were peppered in suspended clay pots here and there.

      The square itself was empty, its corners riddled with overgrown shrubs and wax-leaved trees. Someone was probably supposed to trim them down and prune them, occasionally, but they seemed to have been left like this for months, if not years. The lush chaos didn’t exactly match the elegant organization of shapes, colors, and materials that we’d seen so far in Silvergate.

      Smack in the middle, and still fuming, were the remains of a small house. It had been burned to the ground, and only chunks of rubble and charcoal-colored wall segments were left behind. Everything else had been turned to ashes. Some parts were still smoldering in the shadows of what had once been a staircase—like the flickering eyes of bloodthirsty daemons, I thought. It gave me the chills.

      “I take it someone got here before us?” Raphael asked rhetorically.

      Both Eira and Inalia were befuddled.

      “I don’t get it,” Eira murmured. “Why would anyone… Oh, no…”

      Her voice trailed off as she stared at a Cerixian man’s remains—his skeletal hand poking out from a smoking pile of bricks and charred wood. Inalia stepped forward, then bent down and picked up a piece of tile. She used the back of her sleeve to wipe it down, enough for us to see a familiar symbol: the stylized flames of the Fire Hermessi.

      “The templar lived here,” she said.

      “Would that be him?” Herakles asked, nodding at the burnt corpse.

      “I don’t know… We’ll have to study the body, figure out how old he was,” Eira replied. “None of this is normal. This… I’m confused.”

      I blinked several times. “You didn’t expect this kind of violence in your city?”

      “No! We worked hard to keep Silvergate and the entire Rose Domain clean and peaceful!” Eira replied. The anger made her whole body quiver. “My fellow countrymen died for it! I saw death, myself, during the rebellions from last year, when the Brothers of the Shadow snuck their killers into the crowd at one of Emperor Tulla’s speeches. This…” She motioned at the ravaged house. “This doesn’t happen here.”

      “It was premeditated,” Amelia intervened, her nostrils flaring. “I’m smelling some kind of accelerant. A pungent oil, maybe.”

      “Lamp oil,” Inalia breathed, her eyes wide as she, too, seemed to recognize the scent. “Not everyone uses the city’s main energy source. The smaller residences prefer controlled fires. We draw oil from the ground, and we sell it in small bottles in the central markets. People buy them by the dozen…”

      “We weren’t followed here,” I said.

      Herakles nodded. “So, whoever did this, they were at least an hour or two ahead of us.”

      “Are they trying to stop us at all costs, then?” Amelia replied.

      “Probably. They’re pulling out all the stops, aren’t they?” Varga muttered, unable to look away from the carbonized Cerixian.

      Inalia burst into nervous laughter—the kind that could easily devolve into a complete breakdown. Eira was motionless, much like the rest of us, simply staring at her as she let it all out.

      “Good grief, if my mother could see me now,” Inalia managed, a single tear streaming down her cheek. “My biggest dream… Creatures from another world coming to Cerix… I’ve waited my whole life for this. And look at what a nightmare it’s turned into!”

      “Disappointed?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I found her volatility somewhat endearing. I had a hard time understanding why, but it probably had to do with the fire burning inside her. In hindsight, I should’ve noticed something—I should’ve felt the flames. Looking at her now, it was painfully obvious that this red-haired Cerixian girl had fire flowing through her veins and lighting her up from the inside.

      “Annoyed,” Inalia replied. “Meeting otherworldly visitors is meant to be… unique and magical, intense and inspiring. But this… this is making us Cerixians look bad.”

      “You’re obviously dealing with something you didn’t even know you had festering in your society,” Amelia said. “Cults can be like that, you know? Secretive, living on the fringes. They could be the people you are closest to, hidden behind more than porcelain masks.”

      “More than porcelain masks? Like what?” Eira asked.

      “Pleasant smiles. Warmth. Politeness. Most of the fire fae we lost in this mess were perfectly normal and well-integrated people, loyal and kind,” I said. “Something happened to them. We believe there’s a rogue Fire Hermessi tampering with their bodies and their abilities.”

      Eira sighed, then glanced to the side. “Where would we even begin to look for these cultists? Are they Hermessi worshippers?”

      “They could very well be. The symbols they cut into their faces are actually meant to protect them, from what we were told,” I explained. “But, as long as their motivations remain unknown, I doubt we’ll get much farther. I think we need to better understand the intricacies of the Hermessi faith before we plan our next move.”

      “The Cerixian records,” Inalia said. “You still need access.”

      “Of course,” Eva cut in. “Clearly, we won’t get much out of this hot pile of… nothing.”

      “Then we should head back to the high chancellor’s residence,” Inalia replied. “They’re expecting us, anyway.”

      Eira took out a small mechanical bird from her leather bag. She wrote a quick note using a piece of parchment and a colored charcoal stick, then rolled it up and stuffed it inside the bird’s round stomach. She closed the lid and fiddled with a couple of small dials on its back.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “A messenger bird,” Eira replied. “You put the message in, then you input the coordinates here,” she added, pointing at the dials. “Longitude and latitude. It’s how we orient ourselves in the world.”

      “Ah, imaginary lines used for location,” Amelia concluded. “That’s wicked. You’re not the first civilization to do it.”

      Eira shrugged. “It’s been like this for centuries. The birds have a geolocation device inside. They’re powered with small crystals—just one of the goodies left behind by the Druid delegation’s swamp witch.” She released the bird as it spread its leathery wings and flew out.

      We watched it go higher, then disappear beyond the slanted rooftops. I had to admit, they had a nifty way of combining technology and magic—the little they had left from the swamp witch. This world was centuries behind us, yet they managed to stay above the line with such artifices. It made life easier and more comfortable, for sure.

      Inalia guided us back to the main street through the same narrow alley we’d come through. I’d figured we’d have some minutes to take all of this in as we made our way toward the high chancellor’s residence, but we were greeted by weapons as soon as we set foot into the main street.

      Dozens of Cerixian soldiers had been posted in a semicircle, their guns ready to fire.

      My stomach churned. I knew this wasn’t going to end well. “Don’t engage them,” I said slowly.

      “Don’t worry,” Raphael replied. “We know the drill.”

      Standing in front of the soldiers and grinning a little too much was Nalyon Martell. Trap Mellon had joined him, along with a new figure, a Cerixian male I didn’t recognize. His dark gray tunic and myriad of golden badges mounted on his chest, along with the grayish strands salting his otherwise ink-black hair, told me he was an elder and an important figure in this city.

      The stupefied looks on both Inalia and Eira’s faces confirmed my assessment.

      “High Chancellor,” Eira murmured.

      Nalyon sneered. “Less than an hour in our world, and you’re already causing more trouble and damage than you’re worth.”

      “What? No!” Inalia snapped. “We were attacked at the temple!”

      “And why’d you burn the templar’s house down, then?” Nalyon replied.

      “We didn’t do it!” Eira said. “Sir, it was already like that when we got there,” she added, pointing a thumb over her shoulder at the small alleyway leading to the templar’s house. “The fire is out already!”

      “Like you said, we haven’t been here long enough,” I added, unable to stop myself from scowling at Nalyon. He irked me like no one else before, and I was dangerously close to punching him at this point.

      “There is a pile of corpses in the Fire Temple,” the high chancellor said, his voice low and grave and louder than everyone else’s. When he spoke, he demanded attention, and his chocolate-colored eyes seemed to peer right into my soul when he looked at me. “That was your doing, from what I’m told.”

      Eira’s soldier friend was partially visible behind the high chancellor, looking wary and genuinely frightened. I knew then that I’d been right. Something fishy had to be going on in Silvergate, and we were being dragged into it. At least it didn’t come as a shock.

      “They’re part of a cult,” I said. “We didn’t think you’d have them here, on Cerix, but you do. And they’re dangerous. Unless you let us help you stop them, they’ll do a lot more damage. Innocent people will die.”

      “Right now, I’m worried about your intentions,” the high chancellor retorted. “And until I am comfortable with you and your motivations, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you all to be allowed to freely walk around Silvergate. Trouble follows you too closely.”

      Nalyon nudged Trap, who cursed under his breath and snapped his fingers at Eira. “Arrest the outsiders and Inalia.”

      “Wait, what?!” Inalia croaked, unable to process the entire scene. Not that I could blame her; I was just as confused. “No! Why would you arrest us?! We did nothing wrong!”

      “That’s for the investigators to determine,” Nalyon said.

      Trap cleared his throat. “Lieutenant Dorres! Did I not make myself clear?”

      Eira stood to attention, suddenly stiff and cold. She looked down for a moment, then at me—I could almost feel the torment inside her. She didn’t want to do this, but she had to. I had a feeling there was more at stake here than what I’d originally assumed. I sighed, then looked at the rest of my crew.

      “Buckle up, kids,” I muttered, as Eira produced a pair of metal cuffs. “We’re going to Silvergate’s jail.”

      Several of the soldiers came forward and put the chained metal rings around our wrists. We complied. We didn’t want to give anyone reason to be in any way aggressive. It was part of GASP protocol to maintain a sense of diplomacy in everything we did, especially with newly discovered nations like Cerix.

      We could always get out if things got too heated, but for the time being I had a feeling we’d get more useful insights about Cerix like this. I was dying to know what rotten secrets this city was hiding—not to mention the empire. Maybe it had nothing to do with the Hermessi, but, if it infringed upon the happiness and wellbeing of innocent people, we could at least help them fix it.

      “It’ll be fun,” Herakles replied. “As long as they feed us.”

      “Seriously?” Raphael asked.

      “I’m joking, you oversized chicken.”

      A smile tried the corners of Trap’s mouth, but he held back. Instead, he and Eira guided us toward a large rectangular carriage. It had four sets of wheels and it was pulled by six animals, eerily similar to horses. They were taller and more muscular, and they had beaks and wings, the feathers long and black, but their strong legs and wide hooves told me they could easily ride out long distances.

      One of the soldiers pulled open the carriage side door, for us to get in. One by one, we settled inside, joined by Eira and Trap. They were both sullen and clearly displeased with this turn of events. I couldn’t help but give them both a dry smile.

      “Don’t worry. If we don’t like it, we’ll leave,” I said.

      “You’re pretty cocky for someone who’s about to go into a jail cell!” Nalyon retorted from outside. He shut the carriage door with a loud clang, and I hoped this would be the last time I’d see his obnoxious face.

      Then again, given our history as GASP agents, I knew for a fact I’d deal with him again. Trouble was our middle name, and it often wore the frustrated snark and deviousness of worms like Nalyon Martell. I was also willing to bet he was at least part of the reason for our arrest, and I looked forward to paying him back for it.
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      The carriage hurtled through the streets of Silvergate, rocking us left and right. My shoulder kept bumping into Varga’s. I must’ve said sorry a dozen times by the time we reached the city’s prison. Other than that, we all kept quiet. I, for one, enjoyed the silence. It weighed heavier on Eira—I understood why she’d had to obey the orders she’d been given, but that didn’t mean I was okay with her not paying some kind of price for it. Maybe that was a little mean on my part, but cuffs could do that to a girl. Especially a Lamia.

      As we got out, I found myself staring at the winged horse-like animals. The raven beaks threw me off. I was trying to figure out what sort of species they belonged to. “What are those?”

      “Griffins,” Trap replied. “They’re common here on Cerix. We breed them and use them for transport. They’re strong and resilient creatures, though they can be quite temperamental.”

      “They’re a vestige of the past,” Inalia said. “We could easily shift to swamp-witch-powered mechanisms, like we did with the bombardiers and the flying birds, but that would put the griffin breeders out of business.”

      “Hey, they pay taxes. The empire likes them,” Trap replied.

      “Up the stairs,” Eira said.

      Before us, the city prison rose proudly atop a set of tall stone stairs. It was a simple building, a cube made entirely out of reddish bricks, like most of the city. But the windows were small and fitted with bars, while the glass was smoked. Whoever was sentenced to this place was looking at a dark and gloomy life.

      “There really is no reason for you people to put Inalia in this place, too,” Taeral blurted. “If you want to punish us, as the outsiders, by all means, go ahead. We’re innocent, anyway. But Inalia had nothing to do with this.”

      Eira tried to speak, but Trap cut her off. “That’ll be up to the high chancellor to decide, not you.”

      “It’s not fair. She was just helping us!” Taeral replied.

      “Remember what we talked about,” Raphael muttered, eyeing him carefully. “Let’s not stir up any trouble. Yet.”

      We allowed Eira and Trap to escort us up the stairs and into what I could easily classify as a Cerixian police station. Armed Forces soldiers roamed through the place, buzzing up and down the corridors with paperwork or cuffed prisoners. There weren’t many criminals in this building from what I could tell, since most of the cell blocks were empty. I figured that would be a natural occurrence, given how clean and tidy the entire city was. Crooked elements were bound to be scarcer here than on other worlds I’d learned about.

      They took us to one of the eastern cell blocks, but Inalia was taken by a couple of soldiers to the western part of the building. That pissed Taeral off, and then some!

      “Where are you taking her?” he snarled.

      “Relax! She’ll be fine,” Trap replied, cool as a cucumber. He’d been through these motions one too many times. We certainly weren’t his first arrest, and we weren’t going to be his last. “She’s a high-level Cerixian. She doesn’t belong with the plebe.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I chuckled.

      “Will she be safe there?” Taeral asked.

      “She’ll have her own cell and a soldier to keep her safe, hydrated, fed, and comfortable at all times,” Eira replied.

      This part of the building was semi-lit and a drab gray. I caught glimpses of prisoners in dark red overalls slumped in their beds, watching us go by from behind bars. I wondered if they’d make us wear such dreadful garb, as well. I’d rather be naked.

      Our cell was spacious enough, with padded benches mounted against the walls, wide enough to serve as beds, too. Eira took our cuffs off, then motioned for us to go in. We didn’t object, and Trap pulled the cell door shut and locked it. The key returned to one of the small leather boxes mounted on his uniform belt.

      “What now?” I asked, carefully analyzing both Trap and Eira from head to toe. I let my tongue slip out and discreetly tasted the air for their chemicals. People left traces of themselves wherever they went. Sometimes, I could learn more about them from these scents than from their own words.

      “You’ll stay here until the high chancellor has the Fire Temple and the templar’s house investigated,” Trap replied.

      “How will we know if the investigation is conducted fairly and thoroughly? This is absurd,” Amelia said.

      “Listen, we all know you can get out of here, if you want to,” Eira murmured. “Don’t. Just let them do their dance. They’ll let you out, eventually.”

      “If you’re innocent, you have nothing to fear,” Trap added, then walked away, joined by a reluctant Eira.

      “He knows we can zap ourselves out of here, and he doesn’t seem at all concerned,” Raphael mused, watching Trap and Eira disappear behind a corner. “Surely he also knows we’re innocent, hence why we’re in no rush to get out.”

      “What kind of circus is this?” Taeral replied. “Nalyon Martell is one hell of a thorn in our side. I’ll bet you all the gold on Neraka that he’s the one who got us in here. What’s he playing at?”

      “That frustrated baboon? It’s probably a petty play for power,” Amelia said. “Trap and Eira clearly haven’t mentioned anything about our abilities, otherwise they’d be trying a lot harder to keep us in here and away from the people.”

      “Maybe they’re letting him hang himself with this dumb move. We obviously had nothing to do with what happened,” Taeral muttered. “I’m worried about Inalia. What if her fire gets out of control and Nalyon hears about it? There’s no telling how her emotions could influence her.”

      He had a point. Inalia had killed one of the cultists with the purest of fires. What if she panicked? What if claustrophobia set in? “Taeral, you can always teleport yourself over there and check up on her,” I said.

      “I don’t know what cell she’s in, exactly,” he replied.

      “We should talk to GASP,” Amelia suggested. “There’s a lot of monkey business going on in this place. The high chancellor’s assistant is devious, and I’m also willing to bet he’s corrupt. What if he knows more about the cultists?”

      “That’s a possibility,” Varga said. “I saw deceit and fear in his aura.”

      “He reeked of it,” Herakles agreed.

      I, too, had caught whiffs of it. Nothing about Nalyon Martell inspired anything good, but I was inclined to believe that, even if he was implicated in any way, he was nothing more than an eventually disposable pawn. He didn’t strike me as smart enough to pull off an interstellar cult fueled by some rogue Hermessi.

      No, there was more to this. We were missing something, and getting ourselves put in jail wasn’t helping.
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      An hour passed as we bounced theories and conclusions off one another. The only clear and undeniable fact in all of this was that all the incidents we’d survived so far were somehow connected. Other than that, we didn’t have much else to go on. Cerix had active Hermessi—that was another thing we knew for sure. Heck, we’d seen it with our own eyes. On top of that, we knew of one Cerixian with powerful fire abilities, strong enough to kill one of the cultists. Oh, and the Cerixian cultists also wielded fire like it was easy-breezy.

      “At the risk of repeating myself, we’re in quite a mess,” I eventually said.

      Taeral paced the length of our cell, back and forth. Another hour of it and we’d have a groove in the stone floor. Eva was calm, stealing the occasional glance at me. Her aura flickered in a multitude of colors, and she was impossible to read. But I admired her demeanor, and I noticed her emotions flaring whenever I caught her gaze.

      Herakles and Raphael had made themselves comfortable on the benches, while Riza leaned against the iron bars. We still had our weapons—which made me think our temporary imprisonment was more of a show of force, or maybe a test of our compliance at best. It was either that or they actually thought our blades wouldn’t do much against their Cerixian rifles. Either way, I was thankful. Even with my abilities, I still felt more comfortable with my knives and sword.

      Amelia typed away on her tablet, careful to hide it whenever one of the guards passed by—the last thing we wanted was for her to be left without it. Eira could’ve mentioned something. She could’ve taken the tablet away herself, but she hadn’t. She was trying to help us, and I felt it made up for her having to arrest us, in the first place.

      The cell next to ours had six Cerixians in it, all of them scrawny and dirty, most likely picked off the streets. I casually walked over to their side, willing to strike up a conversation and see if they’d tell us anything.

      “What are you boys in here for?” I asked, offering a dry smile.

      A young male stepped forward, narrowing his red eyes at me. “You’re not from Cerix.”

      “That obvious, huh?” I chuckled.

      “We heard the guards talk. We all knew this day would come, eventually,” he replied. “We just didn’t think you’d be foolish enough to land yourselves in prison so quickly.”

      The other prisoners laughed. My face burned. He did have a point.

      “So, you believe in life beyond Cerix,” I said, remembering what Inalia had told us about the Cerixian mindset after the Druids’ first visit. “You didn’t forget about the first encounter.”

      He shrugged. “Most of us didn’t. The stories were passed down through generations. We didn’t make it the center of our existence, though. We just went on living, knowing more of you would show up someday.”

      “You don’t seem scared of us,” I replied.

      “Why should I be? You’re in prison,” the young Cerixian retorted, wearing a sly grin. “I’ll bet we’d already be dead if you meant us harm. You’ve got that look about you. That gorgeous brunette, in particular,” he added, briefly glancing at Eva. “She’s eyeing us like we’re dinner or something.”

      “It’s just my resting face,” Eva muttered.

      “So, what are you in for?” I asked him again, forcing him to look away from her. I didn’t like the sleazy grin he had on.

      “I stole some food,” the young Cerixian finally replied. “You?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” Raphael said. “Nalyon Martell and the high chancellor want to keep us here until they figure out who’s behind the Hermessi cult.”

      The way he dropped the cult mention was downright laudable. It hit the spot just right, as the young Cerixian shook his head in dismay. “I knew they’d surface eventually…”

      “You know about them?” Herakles asked.

      The young Cerixian sighed. “Yeah. I’ve seen them before, sneaking in and out of the Fire Temple, with their black silks and weird masks. I knew they were up to no good.”

      “When did you first see them?” I replied.

      “Oh, weeks ago. I tried to follow them once, because I was curious, but I lost them.”

      “Do you know who they are, or where they’re from?”

      He shook his head again, this time with conviction. “No. But, like I said, there was something off about them. I caught glimpses of their eyes. They were dark and empty. It’s like the joy of life had been sucked out of them. Except when they made fire with their bare hands. Their eyes burned orange then. Weird, I tell ya.”

      One of the elderly Cerixians in his cell sat up from his side of the bench. “The Hermessi are coming back, and it won’t end well.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. For a moment, I wondered if we should’ve gotten ourselves arrested sooner. This was the kind of information we’d been fishing for.

      “More people are praying to the Hermessi again,” the elder said. “It caused wars before. It will probably force history to repeat itself.”

      “I suggest you get as far away from here as possible,” the young one told me. “The empire doesn’t respond well to Hermessi-related threats. They’ll come down hard and fiery, and you don’t want to get caught in the middle, buddy.”

      Taeral sucked in a breath, then pinched the bridge of his nose. “I think it’s a little too late for that. We, too, seem to have a Hermessi-related problem in our world.”

      “Guys?” Amelia chimed in, demanding our attention. “I just got a response from Draven. He’s urging us to stay put and not cause any trouble while he talks to Derek, Sofia, and the rest of GASP. We’re obviously cleared to leave if it gets dangerous or life-threatening for us, but, otherwise, we’re being encouraged to listen and observe more.”

      “The better we understand Cerix, the closer we might get to the truth,” Riza concluded. “Seems reasonable.”

      I was inclined to agree with that assessment. We weren’t in harm’s way here, and the prisoners were wonderfully chatty. We’d already learned more than on our visits to the temple and the templar’s house.

      “Don’t scratch the surface too hard, though,” the young Cerixian replied, stifling a smile. “You might not like what you find.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Taeral said, then vanished.

      He was itching to check up on Inalia. I knew it. I’d seen his aura glow whenever he looked at her. The longer he was around her, the more attached he got—and he probably didn’t even realize it. Fortunately, Taeral was half jinni. He could zap himself around the entire prison until he found Inalia. There wasn’t much for him to do in here, anyway. Not until we heard from the high chancellor again.
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      It didn’t take me long to find Inalia. I could’ve asked Varga for help with that one, but, to my shame, I’d been too riled up to even think about it. I did remember what part of the building I’d seen the guards take her to, so, from there, it was easy.

      What did eat up valuable minutes of my time was the constant hiding from passing guards. I teleported myself into some of the darkest locked rooms of that cell block to make sure no one spotted me. Come to think of it, this was a really good escape exercise for someone like me, especially since I’d gone in blind more than once, not knowing what lay in wait beyond the door.

      Fortunately, I found practically all their supply and storage rooms, keeping company with brooms and buckets and cleaning products every other five minutes, while I waited for the guards to go by. Whenever the coast was clear, I searched the cell block for Inalia.

      She’d been put in a private cell on an empty side of the wing. Eira was with her. They were arguing, so I thought this would be a good time for me to eavesdrop a little. These two knew each other well—whatever they were discussing, it could prove valuable to our investigation.

      Right next to Inalia’s cell was a narrow, wooden door. Assuming it was another storage unit, I teleported myself beyond it. I could listen easily from there. I found myself in absolute darkness, but Inalia’s and Eira’s voices were clear and loud. Perfect spot, I thought.

      “You have to let me go, Eira,” Inalia said. “You can’t possibly keep following orders like this. It’s blind obedience, and it’s insane! What would your mother think, huh?”

      “Oh, get off your high griffin, little Miss Perfect!” Eira snapped. “Don’t lecture me! You’ve been doing the empire’s bidding since you were a kid. I joined the Armed Forces out of necessity. You did it out of ambition and nothing else!”

      “You know I don’t belong here,” Inalia replied. “I can feel myself burning up. I don’t do well in confined spaces, dammit…”

      “Well, you should’ve thought of that before you decided to help the foreigners!”

      “Shut up! You were right there with us!”

      “Yeah, but I’ve got my stuff under control,” Eira said.

      What stuff was she talking about?

      “You think you have it all figured out, don’t you?” Inalia grumbled.

      “Dammit, Inalia, I do! And until you admit the truth, at least to yourself, you’ll be in mortal danger, especially if Nalyon orders that we hold you in here for longer.”

      “He’s doing it on purpose, you know that, right?” Inalia sighed. “Keeping me locked up, even though I’m innocent.”

      “He’s just showing off. He feels threatened by you. Probably because the high chancellor has taken a liking to you.”

      “Some liking, if he still sends Nalyon out to undermine me.”

      “That’s because you let him get to you, Inalia. You’ve got to snap out of this victimhood. Take control. And the same goes for your fire, too,” Eira said. “The moment I accepted my existence as a Hermessi daughter, everything became clear. My body relaxed, and I regained control over myself.”

      My stomach dropped. Hermessi daughter? Could the Hermessi even have children?! They were the bleeping natural elements. It took two to do that tango, anyway. How could… My thoughts vanished into a startling conclusion, based on what I’d just heard.

      Inalia wasn’t the only one with elemental abilities. Eira had them, too. And these powers weren’t random, just like we’d thought—only, they had no connection to the fae. Eira and Inalia were Hermessi children. Their mothers had to know something about this. Inalia had said that she’d never met her father. Maybe this was why. That could easily explain the Fire Hermessi episode in the temple, too. What if the entity we’d seen trying to reach out to her was Inalia’s father?

      “Holy crap,” I whispered.

      “Listen, this whole Hermessi children thing is bogus,” Inalia replied. “Just because you and I are weirdos doesn’t mean we’re related to these magical, ancient entities that no one’s ever seen before.”

      “Except we did see one. Today. In the temple. And it was trying to get to you,” Eira said. “You know why, Inalia. And, until you admit it, until you embrace it, you’ll be at risk and out of control. Worst of all, I won’t be able to help you. If your abilities are discovered, you’ll spend the rest of your life hunted. The empire will want you; the rebel factions will want you. They’ll all want to use you.”

      “Not to mention Nalyon. He’s devious enough to lock me in his house and stick wires everywhere in me so he can power up the whole neighborhood,” Inalia muttered. “Oh, Eira… You can still get me out of here, you know. Before it’s too late.”

      “I could get you out at any time, Inalia. But I’ll get in trouble. And I can’t leave my mother on her own. She’s old and ill. You have to think about others, too. Not just yourself.”

      A moment of silence lingered between them, while my blood ran cold. These two had lied to us. They hadn’t told us any of this. Varga had been spot on when he’d accused Eira of keeping secrets. They had good reasons, but, given our own abilities, why didn’t they find the courage to trust us? Granted, they couldn’t confide in the Cerixians, as per Eira’s words. But we could help them both, if push came to shove.

      “Listen, I appreciate your concern and your advice,” Inalia said. “But I’d like to stay on the science side of things. That fiery thing we saw in the temple could’ve been a Hermessi, sure, but it could also be something else.”

      “Why are you so stubborn, so intent on disbelief at this point?” Eira replied, genuinely exasperated.

      Inalia banged a fist against the metal bars. “Because Hermessi worship has caused nothing but bloodshed and fanaticism, and I’ll be damned if I’ll do a single thing to perpetuate it! I don’t care what I am, as long as I’m not associated with these… entities. Just… Just find a way to get me out of here before I lose it, Eira.”

      “You make fire with your bare hands, Inalia,” Eira said. “That’s not random, nor backed by any of the science known to us. Lie to yourself all you want…”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. My blood was boiling.

      I teleported myself beyond the door, appearing right next to Eira. The move startled her and got a yelp out of Inalia, but I couldn’t be bothered with apologizing. “You lied to us. The both of you, it seems,” I hissed.

      Inalia’s eyes nearly popped out. She stepped back and covered her mouth. Eira, on the other hand, stood her ground—though she couldn’t find the courage to look me in the eyes.

      “Taeral… I… I’m sorry—” Inalia tried to apologize, but I cut her off.

      “Spare me!”

      “It’s not her fault. I urged her to tell no one, for her own sake,” Eira replied, her voice trembling.

      “We’re all different, where we come from,” I said. “You can shoot lava from your nostrils, for all I care! That’s not the issue! The issue is that you lied to us. We were honest with you. We told you the whole truth, from the very beginning.”

      “I apologize,” Eira replied.

      I groaned with frustration, then rubbed the back of my neck, thinking of a way to steer the conversation in a more productive direction. Time wasn’t on our side, given Inalia’s instability, and I’d let the anger get the better of me.

      “Let me make something clear. If anyone understands what it’s like living with abilities, it’s me. It’s every single one of my teammates, actually.” I sighed. “We also understand the danger. A world like Cerix uses a drizzle of swamp witch magic and technology to power itself up. That much I got from the very beginning. And I also understand that you two are the perfect living batteries. They’d tie you up and dry you out in no time. The one thing you should’ve considered before deciding to lie to us was whether we’d be able to help you. We can.”

      That got Eira’s attention. She turned her head to look at me. “How?”

      “GASP is a powerful organization. We intend to open up a communications channel. To start a diplomatic relationship with your world. That means building a base here and bringing some of our agents over. Our prime objective is to protect supernaturals—which you and Inalia clearly are. Though you seem to be in no rush to tell me what you can do.”

      Eira shook her head slowly. “It doesn’t concern you.”

      “Okay, fine. I won’t insist!” I said, unable to contain my sarcasm. It was my go-to medicine whenever I was frustrated. “But we have to work together on this, ladies. You need help, and we need help. We’re being accused of something we didn’t do, and I’m becoming more and more convinced that Nalyon Martell might have something to do with it.”

      “Nalyon? Nah, he’s just an imp,” Inalia replied. “He’ll do anything to make people miserable, just because he can.”

      “No, there’s more to it than that. I’m sure of it,” I said. “Either way, we won’t learn anything from here. We came here to investigate and find information about the Hermessi. We’re not leaving until we get what we need. You two can choose to stay here and growl at each other, or you can pitch in. This is a one-time offer of help on my part.”

      I had to be firm with them. They could prove themselves exceptionally valuable, but they could become dangerous if they didn’t trust us. A shaky alliance would always end in death and betrayal.

      Inalia and Eira exchanged glances, before nodding at each other. They seemed to be on the same page.

      “Okay,” Inalia replied. “We’ll trust you. You can count on us. I have a feeling this Hermessi nonsense won’t go away anytime soon, anyway.”

      “I can’t get her out yet,” Eira said, frowning at me.

      “You don’t have to. Just keep an eye on her. Where do they keep the Hermessi records we were going to formally request?” I asked. “I might as well have a look while I’m out.”

      Eira took out a piece of paper and a charcoal stick from an inside pocket of her tunic and drew me a rudimentary map of the area. “This is the prison,” she said, pointing the charcoal tip at her raw doodle. “You go right down this road, then take a left turn. You take another left turn, and, at the end of the street, you’ll see the library. It’s where we keep all our Hermessi worship records. Parchments, journals, printed tales, and so on. You’ll need to sneak into the third level, in the Perissacius Wing. There are signs inside that will take you to it. Just follow the cross-shaped symbols.”

      I nodded and stuffed the piece of paper in my pocket. “You two look out for each other. I’ll see you later.”

      

      I didn’t follow the directions precisely, but I did use the markers—the street corners I needed to get to in order to reach this library. I teleported myself out of the prison first, then worked my way uptown until I stood in front of my destination.

      The library was a superb building, on six levels and with a modular roof, each section facing a different part of the city. Small towers rose from the middle, round and made of reddish bricks. The windows were all wide and made of stained glass. There were plenty of Cerixians around, but, with my hood on, they didn’t pay much attention to me.

      Careful not to be spotted by any of the soldiers patrolling these streets, I thinned myself into an almost invisible state by one of the decorative trees, before teleporting myself onto the third level, inside the library. The interior was even more beautiful, with books lining every single wall and partition, from top to bottom. They were all neatly labeled and categorized.

      It didn’t take long for me to spot the cross sign. I stuck to the shadowy parts of the library, moving around when there were no Cerixians nearby. It was a quiet place, and my boots were muffled by the thick, scarlet-colored carpet.

      By the time I reached the Hermessi archives section, my heart was filled with hope. It was a dangerous feeling to have, but, as I repeatedly switched between looking over my shoulder and flipping through various ancient books, I was thankful to experience it. It fired adrenaline through my veins, as I felt one step closer to finding out the truth about the Hermessi.

      The fifth book I was about to peruse had the stylized flames embedded into its leather-bound cover. This had to be about the Fire Hermessi. My logic rarely failed me on this stuff.

      The name “Brann” occupied the first page, written in black ink. The characters were artfully executed, with elegant swirls. I ran my fingers over it. My breath hitched, as fire seemed to spread through my hand, then up my arm. It burned—and I’d never experienced such a sharp sensation before.

      I stepped back but couldn’t shake it off.

      Everything went black.

      

      I was weightless. A mere particle drifting through the nothingness. A spark in the middle of the cosmos. I was a star, burning brightly across an entire galaxy. I was a chunk of pink stone, left wandering on the wings of stardust.

      I was everything. I was nothing.

      Looking down, I tried to come to my senses. But there was no body for me to see. Whatever this was, it went beyond the physical plane. I’d left reality behind, for sure. There was no point in panicking. My brain had already stored memories of Vesta’s accounts, of her experiences when she reached out to the Hermessi. This was eerily similar, so I decided to focus on what I was about to see.

      I figured this was merely the beginning of a very strange journey.

      Indeed, moments later, I looked down again and saw my fiery limbs. But I wasn’t floating about in space anymore. I was on solid ground. Before me, the world of Cerix rose proudly. I recognized the architecture, the manicured trees, and the flying ships they called bombardiers. This wasn’t Silvergate, though. The towers were slightly different, slimmer and pointier than what I’d seen. And the masonry wasn’t red, but rather sandy.

      This was another domain, I realized.

      As I walked across a seemingly endless green field, I saw a Cerixian male headed toward me. He was confused by my presence there, but not scared. No, he was… surprised. He said something, but I couldn’t hear him. He kneeled before me, his rich auburn head bowed in reverence. I saw my burning arm reach out.

      I touched his face, but it didn’t burn him. It didn’t leave a mark.

      I felt the longing and the anguish—not his, but mine. I was reliving someone’s experiences. Brann. The name made more sense now than ever. Brann. The Fire Hermessi of Cerix. I was him. I was Brann!

      A second passed, and the Cerixian man smiled at me, then nodded. We became one. I entered his body and brought my hands up. Five fingers. Skin, flesh, and bones. My veins glowed amber underneath, but I knew what this was. A possession. I was using this Cerixian man as my conduit. I was on a mission. My heart was pounding.

      The world warped around me. I lay in bed, in semi-darkness. The most beautiful creature was in my arms, naked and loving as she covered my face with kisses. She, too, said something, but I couldn’t hear her. I was too preoccupied with claiming her, with loving her until the end of time. She welcomed me, and we swayed like trees in the wind. Our bodies merged. We were one.

      It felt right.

      I raised my head so I could lose myself in her deep brown eyes.

      Oh, crap…

      She seemed familiar. Too familiar. The brown eyes. The bright red hair. The petite figure and porcelain skin… God, she felt amazing under my touch. But this wasn’t me. This was Brann, the Fire Hermessi of Cerix. And she was… she was Inalia’s mother.

      Holy mother of…

      I knew then what I was witnessing.

      I fell backward and hit the floor with an unpleasant thud. I’d been cast back into reality, surrounded by old books and wooden shelves. Sunlight breached through the multicolored windows, warming me up.

      Panting, I took a moment to gather myself and my thoughts from the floor.

      I’d just been sent a vision. The Fire Hermessi of Cerix had reached out to me. Brann. He’d shown me a snippet of the past. Of the day he and a Cerixian woman conceived Inalia. A Hermessi child.

      Eira was right, and it made sense. This was friggin’ unbelievable and mindboggling and every other superlative available to describe the magnitude of this discovery. The Hermessi could conceive, if they occupied a willing body. Their offspring were gifted, like Inalia. Like Eira. I wondered… was that how the fae had first come to be? From Hermessi children?
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      Amelia’s natural scent was pummeling my senses into oblivion. It was becoming increasingly difficult to concentrate while I sat so close to her—and yet, I couldn’t bring myself to move away from her. I also enjoyed pushing her buttons. Maybe a little more than I should’ve. But I simply enjoyed watching her blush. I couldn’t get enough of those rosy cheeks and pouting, perfectly plump lips.

      When Taeral reappeared in the middle of the cell, I gasped.

      A full-on, ladylike gasp. I’d been so fixated, so obnoxiously fixated on Amelia, that Taeral’s sudden presence had caught me unprepared. Herakles stifled a chuckle, and I shot him the kind of glare that promised him a world of pain if he dared to follow up on my reaction. My face burned.

      But no one else seemed to notice. Not even Amelia. Thank the stars.

      “Boy, have I got some news for you!” Taeral exclaimed.

      “Where were you?” Varga asked.

      We all gathered around Taeral as he relayed the conversation he had with Eira and Inalia, including the initial part about them being Hermessi children. Needless to say, we were all stunned.

      “Children of the natural elements,” I mused. “I mean, I can understand how it would happen, but the amount of energy it takes to possess a body like that… The Hermessi would’ve had to be strong.”

      “They’re obviously stronger here,” Taeral replied. “We saw a fire manifestation without passing out into some weirdo vision.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough. So it’s not just Inalia. It’s Eira, too.”

      “I knew that one was hiding something,” Varga replied, his satisfied grin speaking volumes.

      “That’s not all,” Taeral said. “I found the Hermessi records. Eira gave me the tip. I found some general stuff, but, when I touched the Fire Hermessi’s book, I blacked out. I had a vision.”

      “Whoa,” Amelia murmured, her eyes wide and glassy.

      “It shouldn’t come as a surprise. Taeral is part fae, after all,” Eva said.

      “True. I figured that much,” Taeral replied. “Thing is… I relived a very intimate and important memory of the Cerixian Fire Hermessi.”

      He paused, letting the concept sink in. Once he got started on the description, we all had our jaws on the floor. This wasn’t easy to digest, but it didn’t strike me as unexpected. I’d somehow made the connection already from the moment I’d seen Inalia’s palms erupt in deadly flames, back in the temple.

      Everything that Taeral told us about… Brann and Inalia’s mother—it was the glue that held all the other pieces of the story together.

      “If a Fire Hermessi took hold of a Cerixian and created a Hermessi child, then it should stand to reason that the other elements can do it, too,” Amelia said. “I wonder if Eira is also Brann’s.”

      “I doubt it,” Taeral replied. “I can… feel Inalia’s fire, if you know what I mean. Eira is different.”

      “And they both know,” Herakles muttered.

      “They didn’t see what I saw. They can only assume, based on what they can do. We’ll have to talk to their mothers if we want to find out more,” Taeral explained. “But the one thing that’s clear is that it’s possible. I’m not sure it’s a casual thing, or what amount of energy it entails for a Hermessi to be able to do it, but they can have children. That’s a fact, now.”

      “So, what do we do now?” Eva asked. “How is any of this going to help us find and stop that rogue Hermessi who’s supposedly responsible for the fire fae blowing up? Not to mention the damn cult.”

      “I think they’re all linked,” Taeral replied. “Don’t ask me how I know it. I feel it in my bones. And there’s also the risk to Inalia and Eira’s safety, if the empire finds out about their abilities.”

      “So, what? We get them out? Hide them?” I asked. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, this wouldn’t be the first time I went behind the leadership’s back, but we could really use a plan right about now.”

      “We get Inalia out. She’s more volatile. Eira can cover her own ass,” Taeral said. “According to her, she’s got self-control. Inalia, on the other hand, is getting anxious, and I wouldn’t want to see what’ll happen if she loses it.”

      Herakles nodded. “Okay. Let’s break the ginger out of jail, then, and find a safe place to hide and plan our next steps. If you feel there’s a connection to our Hermessi problem here, I trust you.”

      “We all trust you, Cuz,” Riza added, smiling at Taeral.

      “Thank you. We’ll figure it out. I’m sure we will,” he said, then put his hands out.

      I wanted to believe him. Wholeheartedly.

      But there was a pretty big chance we’d have to find a way to stop that rogue Hermessi from doing more damage throughout the In-Between, and I didn’t trust his siblings at all. I’d felt them during the Blackout. They’d saved my life, but I couldn’t shake the doubt—there weren’t any specifics to it, just a faint feeling that something was… off.

      So far, I’d been right. At least one of them was crooked and wreaking havoc. Another one had been dropping super-powerful babies on Cerix. What were the odds that the irregularities would end here?

      We linked hands with Taeral and vanished from the cell.

      Our troubles were just getting started. I knew it.

      

      Inalia wasn’t in her cell. That was my first observation upon reappearing on the other side of the prison, in the western block. Eira was gone, too.

      “This is weird,” I said, stating the painfully obvious.

      Taeral was downright distraught. “Wait… Where the hell did they go?”

      Varga looked around, using his True Sight to find them. “I can’t see Inalia or Eira anywhere in the building—Uh-oh,” he breathed, then stilled.

      Boots rumbled through the hallway, as Cerixian soldiers came in. This wasn’t a coincidence. This was planned. We’d been played, somehow, though I wasn’t sure who to point a finger at, just yet. They all aimed their weapons at us.

      I couldn’t help but smirk.

      “Let’s not engage them,” Taeral whispered.

      “Aw… I was actually in the mood to break a jaw or two,” Herakles grumbled, pouting like a little boy.

      “Bigger fish to fry, my friend,” I said to him.

      Nalyon Martell came into the corridor, his heels clicking on the stone floor. He slipped between the soldiers and reached us, wearing a smug and perfectly punchable grin. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked rhetorically.

      “The weather is so nice outside,” I said. “Figured we could catch some fresh air, get some vitamin D into Varga and Eva… You know, the basic pampering.”

      The joke flew right past Nalyon’s head, but it got an unintended chuckle out of Amelia. Great, she laughs at my jokes, too.

      “Where’s Inalia?” Taeral asked, gritting his teeth.

      Nalyon narrowed his eyes. “She’s no longer your concern. You should be more worried about yourselves right now. It looks like you’re attempting to escape, and, I must say, it doesn’t exactly paint you people as innocent.”

      “You’re determined to keep us locked in, aren’t you?” Varga replied.

      “Clearly, I can’t,” Nalyon said, motioning at all of us. “Since you can zap yourselves around like it’s nothing.”

      “Then what? Why the weapons? Do you want to kill us?” Varga asked. “I sense a lot of deception in you, Mr. Martell, so choose your words carefully.”

      “There’s a lot about us you don’t know,” I added. “If I were you, I’d order these poor chaps to lower their weapons.”

      Nalyon’s laughter was strained. “I will do whatever it takes to protect the Cerixian Empire, and, right now, the lot of you come across as a threat, not as potential allies.”

      “You still haven’t told us what you want to do to us,” Varga insisted, a smile testing the corners of his mouth.

      I had no fear of the Cerixian soldiers or their weapons. I could snap half of them in two, if I wanted. But we’d been advised not to get violent, and I knew our only other option was to zap out of here and rethink our strategy. But, like Varga, I was curious as to what Nalyon was planning, as far as we were concerned. Obviously, he thought he could kill us.

      Bigger fish. Inalia was missing, and this weasel knew where she was.

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” Nalyon spat. “Get back into your cell, or face the consequences.”

      I rolled my eyes, then firmly grasped Amelia’s hand and Taeral’s. “I’ve had enough of this crap.”

      “We’ll talk soon,” Taeral said to Nalyon.

      We were all linked. Before any of the soldiers could do anything, and just as Nalyon’s face turned red with anger, we were teleported out of the prison.

      

      Taeral took us to the Landing Bed. It was empty, but there were guards patrolling the park around the base. The sun had already set, and stars were sprinkled across the tourmaline sky. A moon glimmered in the distance, small and white—yet another reminder of how similar this planet was to Earth.

      “No one will think to look for us up here,” Taeral said.

      “We could’ve taken them on,” Varga grumbled.

      “You know that’s not what GASP wants, right now,” Eva replied. “I would’ve loved to beat them all into a pulp. Nalyon, especially. The smug creep. But we can do this another way.”

      “He was right about one thing,” Amelia murmured.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Nalyon. Us escaping like that. Not a good look on us.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “Because we’ll get to the bottom of this and prove our innocence. Then, if Nalyon still wants to try and jail us, he can talk to Derek and the rest of the GASP officers. You know they’d love to come down here and teach the entire planet a lesson, if needed. We have Cerixian samples, we could easily send them over via interplanetary spell.”

      “That won’t be the case,” Taeral said. “I think most Cerixians are peaceful. Otherwise this place would be in worse shape. Nalyon is just a power-hungry bureaucrat. I’m confident we can break him in two just by finding out who’s behind the cult here. There has to be a ringleader or something. They’re not just random hostiles with a flair for black silk and porcelain masks. They’re organized. They followed us. They came after us, but only when we were in the temple. They didn’t cross paths with the soldiers.”

      “Okay. Now, we have to find an actual safe spot. An attic somewhere, ideally,” Herakles replied. “We need to rethink our strategy. We’ve got to get Inalia out of the prison or wherever they took her, before she loses control. She was already under duress.”

      “One good starting point would be to find Eira, first. She may be able to help,” Amelia suggested.

      That was doable.

      Ironically, we’d come here looking for answers about which Hermessi was responsible for the fire fae explosions back on our side of the In-Between. We hadn’t found much. Instead, we had more questions, along with some pretty troubling facts about the Hermessi of Cerix—they could manifest themselves on the physical plane, and they could conceive children.

      As if our plate wasn’t full enough already, we had to make sure Inalia was safe, too. She was quite unique among her people, and that could easily lead to trouble. On top of that, I was dying to know what kind of Hermessi child Eira was.
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      Taeral and the crew found a safe spot on the southern border of Silvergate. I could breathe easier, now, knowing they were okay, and that no one would find them. I’d made sure their backpacks were equipped with plenty of invisibility paste, in case they needed it.

      Varga had said it might not be useful. I smiled, knowing he was wrong. I was fond of the guy, but he loved being right a little too much, sometimes.

      I went through Amelia’s report, then spoke to her and Taeral via the comms line. The audio wasn’t that good across such a long distance, but it did the trick. It felt nice to hear their voices once in a while.

      “You could’ve gone back to your cell, though,” I said to Taeral. “You know that, right?”

      I leaned back in my chair. Hunter was next to me, swiping through Amelia’s report on one of the screens. The Calliope GASP base had been extra busy throughout the day, after news of a murderous Hermessi cult had come through from Taeral’s team.

      “I know. But they took Inalia elsewhere, and we need to get her out before she loses control,” Taeral replied. “You didn’t see what I saw, Kale. That girl is powerful.”

      “I get it. There’s no right or wrong here, as far as your decisions are concerned. Besides, that Nalyon fella is sure asking for it. In retrospect, you were probably right to leave.” I sighed.

      “How are things over there?” he asked.

      I’d learned all about their investigation so far. No detail was spared—and boy, the creep factor was turned up to eleven on Cerix! Lumi, Field, and Aida had listened in on the conversation, and they were already preparing reports for Derek and Sofia. We had to keep our leaders up to speed at all times.

      “There were a couple more fire fae incidents in Zephyr, I’m afraid,” I said. “We’ve sent crews out to all the fae planets to investigate. Sherus and Nuriya are liaising with their counterparts there. The kings and queens were taken aback by what they heard. Especially on Akvo. I’m sorry for your loss, by the way. Friends dying… It’s not something you ever get used to.”

      “It’s okay. Once we get to the bottom of this, I’ll sleep better,” Taeral replied. “Any news on those masked cultists?”

      “None so far, but it’s still early. We’re keeping in touch with the crews. You’ll be the first to know if we hear something.”

      “If it’s fine with you and the rest of GASP, we’ll go ahead and look for Inalia,” he said. “I feel like she’s a priority. We might need her to reach out to the Fire Hermessi at some point.”

      “I agree. You guys do that,” I replied. “You should also consider the possibility that Nalyon lied. Varga said he smelled deception on the guy, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah. What do you mean he lied? About Inalia?”

      “Maybe he has no idea where she is. Maybe she got out. She and Eira were talking about escaping, weren’t they?”

      “You’re right,” Varga said after a brief pause. “Eira will know something.”

      Hunter cut in. “Tae, tracking rule number one. If you want to find someone, look for their family. Wounded or scared animals tend to seek out safety. In Inalia’s case, that could be her home. She’s from a different domain, if I remember correctly.”

      “Hadeen. Yes.”

      “She’s got a mother. Chances are that, if she escaped, Inalia went straight home, to either warn her mother or take her away. That could be your best shot at finding her before Nalyon,” Hunter said. “But you’ve got to move fast. The Armed Forces are bound to circle that house, too, and soon.”

      “Thanks, Hunter,” Taeral replied. “That’s a very good point. We’ll mobilize now.”

      “Guys, pardon my bluntness, but I’m really not liking the Cerixians’ attitude,” Lumi interjected. “I’d like to step in and talk to the high chancellor. I’ll run this by Derek and Sofia, but I doubt they’ll say no.”

      “You want to intervene on our behalf, Lumi?” Taeral asked, and I could almost see him smiling.

      Lumi chuckled. “The Cerixians clearly need some convincing to drop those ludicrous charges. I might as well come in as an ambassador of GASP. You should be more focused on finding the Hermessi responsible for our problems, not proving your innocence to these people. It’s absurd.”

      We all thought about it for a moment. I nodded. “She has a point,” I said, then looked at Field and Aida. “What do you guys think?”

      Field exhaled sharply, then shot us a grin. “I think a swamp witch never hurt anyone.”

      “We’ll talk to Derek and Sofia, and let Draven and Serena know, too,” Aida added.

      If anyone could provide the muscle and power needed to fast-forward this to a constructive conclusion, it was Lumi. Clearly, Cerix was a lot more complicated than we’d originally assumed, and the knowledge that the Hermessi could have children added a new dimension to our quest.

      If Taeral’s suspicions were correct, and there was, indeed, a connection between all these scattered puzzle pieces, then they were desperately in need of a most powerful swamp witch. I couldn’t think of anyone other than Lumi for this.

      I could look after her apprentices while she was away.

      “It’s settled, then. I’m hauling my ass to Cerix, and the big kahunas will surely agree to this. Once Aida and Field explain the situation, of course,” Lumi said.

      “We’ll send over some soil samples via interplanetary spell bubble,” Taeral replied. “You don’t need to go through the same loops that we had to deal with.”

      “Agreed. I don’t appreciate trees trying to kill me, thank you very much,” she shot back.

      There were a lot of strange things happening in the In-Between right now. Some had caused innocent people to die. As different and strange as they were, these events were also related, though I couldn’t yet figure out how.

      The fire fae exploding. The rogue Hermessi. The murderous cults scattered across the universe and reaching all the way to Cerix. Cerix itself with its seemingly crooked leadership and… fertile Hermessi… It was a lot to take in.

      But I had faith in Taeral and his team. Most importantly, I trusted us to pull through. We’d dealt with much worse, over the years.

      A voice in the back of my head whispered, What if this is much, much worse?

      We’d have no choice but to keep digging and find out.
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