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      Dealing with Cerix’s shady government wasn’t at the top of my priority list, but we had to do something about it.

      Nalyon Martell had taken Inalia, and we had no clue as to where she could be. Chances were that Nalyon had hidden her somewhere else in Silvergate. I couldn’t help but groan with frustration.

      We had a rogue Hermessi on our hands, most likely responsible for the deaths of dozens of fire fae, along with other supernaturals who had been close at the times of the fae’s explosions. Tension ran high enough as it was, since we didn’t know much about the Hermessi to begin with. In addition, we were certain that Cerix was home to at least two hybrid Hermessi children—Inalia and Eira. The former was of fiery descent. Her father had to be Brann, the planet’s known Fire Hermessi. We’d yet to figure out which of the elements was responsible for Eira, and we couldn’t locate her either.

      The safe place Taeral had taken us to after our escape from jail turned out to be a fluke. An earthquake, possibly Hermessi induced, had forced us back to the Landing Bed in the heart of Silvergate, since we didn’t want to stick around and find ourselves on the receiving end of the Hermessi death cults’ inexplicable wrath. We’d gone through a couple more hiding spots since, but the bastards kept finding us on the outskirts of the city. We soon realized that there were more cultists operating on the edges of Silvergate and that they were beyond driven to get to us. We’d yet to figure out the “why,” though.

      Still on the Landing Bed and with no intention of going back to the Cerixian jail, my crew and I were immensely stressed out. We’d been chased around by murderous Hermessi cults on two fae planets, as well as here—of all places. Here, on the edge of the observable universe. The skin-carved symbols, the black silks, and the porcelain masks had made it all the way to Cerix.

      None of us were truly afraid of them. In all fairness, they were nothing compared to the enemies we’d dealt with before. Sure, they had some crazy firepower on their side, but we could take them down. The problem was that we couldn’t identify them, and we had to get to their ringleaders before other innocent people got hurt. GASP, with seven active agents currently present on Cerix, couldn’t do much to protect the Cerixians against these silent but deadly fanatics.

      “At the risk of repeating myself, we need to find another place to crash,” I said, glancing around. The park surrounding the Landing Bed was dark and quiet, but there were guards patrolling the grounds. Soon enough, some alarm would sound to signal our escape. This place wasn’t safe for us to clear our heads and draw up an action plan.

      “No, you’re right,” Taeral replied, then looked at Varga. “See anywhere nice for us to chill for a bit, then? Maybe where we won’t get greeted by those cult maniacs? We told GASP we’ve found a safe place about three safe places ago, so we should really settle somewhere so we can breathe and regroup for once.”

      Varga smirked, his eyes glimmering gold as he checked the surrounding areas. “Any preferences? Do we prefer modest but cozy, or bright and luxurious? Antique lavishness or modern comfort?”

      “Are you serious?” Eva asked.

      “No, gorgeous. I’m kidding,” he said and pointed somewhere east. “There’s a residential area there. It seems pretty peaceful, off the main city roads. Little to no movement in terms of those black silken hoods and white porcelain masks, I should add. We might have more luck there than on the city borders.”

      Eva blushed, then crossed her arms. Clearly, Varga stirred her in ways that, as of recently, felt familiar to me. I could hear her heartbeat spiking whenever he looked at her—much like mine when Amelia’s eyes found mine. It seemed as though the Lamia princess and I were stricken by a similar affliction.

      “I suggest an attic or a basement, ideally in an abandoned or unoccupied residence,” Amelia said. Her ears twitched. We all heard the boots on the ground. “Ugh, this was bound to happen, sooner or later.” We’d been spotted from below. Within minutes, Armed Forces soldiers would have us surrounded—not that we couldn’t escape them. It just felt tedious to face the drones all the time.

      “Found it,” Varga replied.

      “Good. Link hands,” Taeral said.

      We did, and a second later we were in a spacious attic. Hopefully, this place would hold us for longer than the others. Not that I didn’t mind incinerating one or two Hermessi death cultists, but it was a massive waste of energy without some government assistance on a wider scale, and that wasn’t possible until we sorted out the Nalyon Martell issue.

      Dust had settled over wooden boxes and old furniture—the kind of stuff that previous owners had not dared throw away. I found this love of objects, in general, to be quite endearing. They’d worked hard to afford these things, and even when the time came to replace them, they couldn’t bring themselves to throw anything away.

      That worked to our advantage, in the end. There were a couple of soft mattresses and plenty of blankets rolled up in one corner. We found lamps covered in soot and dust. At least two of them were functional, with some oil left in the bottom to burn. Taeral lit them up, casting a warm light across the attic. We could rest here for a while, easily.

      Taeral and I pulled the mattresses out and positioned them on the creaky floorboards, around one of the oil lamps. We settled down and took a few minutes to simply relax. We couldn’t let anger and frustration get the better of us.

      “Tae, we will find Inalia,” Riza said, trying to reassure him.

      “I know. I’m just worried we won’t get to her before her abilities get out of control. She’s volatile when under duress,” Taeral replied.

      “What about Eira?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “I managed to do a quick scan before you zapped us out of there,” Varga said. “I didn’t see Inalia or Eira anywhere. Granted, I didn’t have time for a full search, but I don’t think they were there anymore, anyway.”

      “Do you think Eira’s with Inalia?” Amelia asked, then checked her tablet for new messages. From the way she pouted, I could tell there was no more news from Calliope for the time being. My gaze lingered on her lower lip. I wondered what it would feel like if I nibbled on it. What would she taste like?

      I was quick to snap out of it and shook my head. “I doubt it. Eira protested against Inalia’s imprisonment from the very beginning.”

      “But she did obey the orders.” Herakles sighed.

      “What would you expect?” I asked. “This is everything they’ve known for their entire lives. Soldiers obey orders, no matter how strange or difficult they sound. It’s the same everywhere, on all planets, because that’s what warriors do.”

      “We’re going around in circles here,” Taeral interjected. “We’ve got to figure out a way to find Inalia. We can’t have Varga perch on a roof and scan the city block by block. It’ll take forever.”

      “Plus it’ll make my eyes hurt,” Varga said, the shadow of a smile crossing his face. “It’s an ability like all others. Using my True Sight excessively might get uncomfortable, and it would require some additional syphoning. I don’t want to consume any of the crew’s energy so early in the game.”

      Eva’s eyebrows went up. “Huh. I had no idea. I’ve read up on your species but that wasn’t mentioned anywhere.”

      Riza giggled. “You read up on Varga?”

      “I read up on everyone,” Eva retorted. “I figured I’d need to know more about my team before I went on a mission with them.”

      “That’s actually very smart,” Varga muttered. “But no, you won’t find that detail in many books on sentries. Maybe in a footnote somewhere at best. It does take an excessive amount of usage to get the eyes tired. Scanning an entire city the size of Silvergate qualifies. I’d need at least a day or two.”

      “Okay. That’s out of the question. We can start our search from the prison, working outward in circles,” Taeral said. “If we can’t find Inalia or Eira anywhere in that place, we can reach out to someone close to one or both of them, who might be able to tell us more.”

      “Trap Mellon,” Amelia gasped. “Yes. He’d be useful.”

      I liked that glimmer in her eyes. It amplified the vibrant blues twirling around her pupils, which dilated to pitch black whenever she looked at me. I remembered this about most humans—and vampires. Their pupils dilated when they saw something… or someone they wanted. I didn’t dare draw any conclusions from this discreet observation, but I was tempted to smile.

      Riza cleared her throat. “We need to study the Hermessi more. I doubt you had enough time to study those library records tonight,” she said to Taeral.

      He shook his head. “I barely skimmed through a few bits, until I found out about Brann. I’m positive we’d need to dig deeper in there. We have to gather whatever data we can find about the Hermessi. If there’s something in those old parchments about how to stop, debilitate, or destroy a Hermessi, I’m all for it.”

      “I don’t think destroying a Hermessi is a good option,” Amelia said. “They’re primordial beings, not ghouls or Elders. They’re as old as time, and they facilitate the creation and existence of life itself. I don’t even know what would happen to a planet if you deprived it of its fire Hermessi, for example.”

      “Amelia is right,” Eva said. “We should focus on reaching out to that rogue Hermessi and finding a way to stop what it’s doing. We don’t have the knowledge or the power required to take on an elemental. Not even if we bring the three dimensions together for it.”

      Herakles nodded. “Then it’s settled. Riza and I will check the library again. In detail.”

      Riza’s head turned so fast her neck almost snapped. “That wasn’t settled. I never said I was going there with you.”

      “It’s settled now,” Herakles said with a grin. “You can teleport. I can’t. We can handle the library and Taeral can zap the rest of the crew around to find Trap Mellon. I think it’s a reasonable division of resources.”

      “It’s a good idea,” Taeral replied. “You two do that. We’ll deal with the prison.”

      Riza nodded slowly. She didn’t seem thrilled, but she wasn’t too bummed out about it. Amethyst fires burned in her eyes, and when they met the crude green in Herakles’s gaze, they exploded like miniature galaxies.

      “What are we going to do about Nalyon Martell?” Amelia asked. “He’s sent the Armed Forces out to get us. They will not stop until they trap us. Worse, what if he’s already given them orders to fire at will? We were told not to retaliate.”

      I exhaled sharply. “I’ll turn them all to ashes if they point a single weapon at you—at us, I mean. Don’t worry about them. Lumi’s on her way to handle things, isn’t she?”

      “Yes. I’m just waiting for a confirmation from GASP that she left Calliope,” Amelia replied.

      “Good, then let’s leave that ghastly Nalyon Martell issue with her,” I said. “We also need to consider approaching Aya again. She may know more about this rogue Hermessi, since she’s the one who told us about him in the first place.”

      “Ugh. That might be a tough one,” Varga replied, wearing a grimace. “You know Vesta won’t be thrilled about it. She hates the possession part with the fire of a thousand suns.”

      “I don’t think her discomfort should trump our quest for the truth,” I said.

      I had all respect and love for the Nerakian fae, but she was a resource we had to make full use of, given the circumstances. I could only imagine how terrible it was to lose control over one’s body during a Hermessi possession, but it was temporary—the death of innocent fire fae, on the other hand, was permanent.

      Determined to drill Aya for more information at any cost, I pressed the call button on my earpiece. Thankful to have magi-tech combined with swamp witch magic helping us reach out to our people across millions of light-years, I took a deep breath and uttered a simple voice command. “Zeriel, are you there?”

      The earpieces were quite smart, with voice-activated functions that allowed us to open both individual and group channels. In this case, I secured a private line with Zeriel.

      “What’s up?” he replied, his voice somewhat scratchy.

      The distance took its toll. The transmissions weren’t crystal clear, but we could hear each other well enough to pass around intel and commands. “I need you to do us a favor,” I said. “Can you get Vesta to reach out to Aya again? In private, if possible? We’re not having much luck where the rogue Hermessi is concerned, and I’m pretty sure another Hermessi could help. Aya seems to be the only one willing to cooperate.”

      A few seconds went by in silence. Zeriel was processing my request, and the longer he took to respond, the more convinced I was that he’d say no.

      “I’ll try and talk to Vesta,” Zeriel finally said. “She really isn’t a fan of talking to Aya or any other Hermessi right now.”

      “More than the usual displeasure? Did something happen?” I asked.

      “Something changed after Aya’s last possession, when she first told us about the rogue Hermessi,” Zeriel explained. “Vesta is… different. She’s moody and quiet, always jumpy, on edge. I have to make myself heard before I get near her. It’s like she’s back in the Neraka of the old days, when she spent her days and nights running from daemons and Exiled Maras.”

      “I understand, and I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “But the truth is, Vesta is one of the few people in our midst who can contact a Hermessi. And Aya did want to help us, from what I could tell. Time is of the essence, too. We need to put an end to this madness before other fae become victims.”

      “No, I… I get it. I’ll try,” Zeriel replied. “I just don’t want to promise anything. I love Vesta, don’t get me wrong. I love her with all my being… but she’s got me walking on eggshells lately. Anyway, it’s cool. I’ll talk to her and let you know.”

      “I understand, Zeriel. Thank you. I truly appreciate it,” I said, then ended the call and looked at Taeral and the rest of our crew. They all had their eyes on me, eager to hear the response. “He’ll talk to Vesta.” I sighed. “She’s not in the best of moods. Aya’s possessions affect her more than we’d thought.”

      Taeral nodded slowly. “I’m not surprised. Especially since she now knows that a Hermessi is responsible for the fire fae attacks.”

      Fair enough, I thought.

      All I could do was hope Vesta would gather enough willpower and strength to summon Aya one more time for us. If Strava’s Water Hermessi had any additional information that could help us identify the culprit, then we were that much closer to a conclusion and, hopefully, a positive ending to the exploding fire fae saga.

      In the meantime, however, we had a Cerixian prison to infiltrate, a library to ransack, and a murderous cult to terminate before more lives were lost. I liked my life as far away from boring as possible, and this situation more than met such a standard.
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      My instinct rarely failed me. I’d lived more than ten thousand years, and I’d seen multiple scenarios unfold in patterns which later revealed their similarities. All roads ultimately led in the same direction.

      The good thrived and progressed, but not without trials and tribulations. Not without pain and misery. Not without violence and greed from those who sought to tear them down and subjugate them. It was a tale as old as time. There was evil in this world. But there was also good. And there were plenty of entities who didn’t subscribe to our moral norms at all—they were the ones I feared most, for what we considered to be wrong didn’t even make them flinch or rethink their ways.

      For the time being, I couldn’t draw any definitive conclusions about the Hermessi. I’d been aware of the risk stemming from their activation since before the Blackout. But it had to be done, to save Strava and the rest of the In-Between—even the other dimensions, including Earth’s. Ta’Zan’s insane ambitions were too much for any of us to deal with in the absence of the Hermessi’s primitive but devastating energy.

      Now, we had a rogue element wreaking havoc in our corner of the In-Between, and I had a feeling the others knew more than they’d already told us. Whether they kept quiet to facilitate further destruction or to deal with the rogue themselves was unclear. I only knew that I had to do something about it.

      Taeral’s crew was on to something. Cerix was somehow related to all this. My instinct was pretty adamant about it, and I would have to be the biggest fool not to listen to it. So, I decided to help.

      First, I called a council meeting on Mount Zur. Derek and Sofia, Ben and River, Rose and Caleb, Grace and Lawrence, Vita and Bijarki, and Serena and Draven were present, gathered around a large oval table in one of the meeting rooms. The others were in charge of managing GASP’s operations, which had taken up additional resources since the Emerald and Akvo incidents. We had to monitor our agents carefully as they liaised with the local fae in their efforts to nip the murderous cults in the bud.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I said to the GASP seniors as I took my seat at the opposite end of the table in order to face them. “I know you’re all busy with these recent developments, but I had to speak to you.”

      “It’s fine, Lumi. Don’t worry about getting us over here,” Derek replied. “We’ve left GASP’s bases in capable hands. They won’t miss us for a couple of hours. Besides, I believe you’ve got some updates for us, right?”

      I nodded. “I do. We’ve sent ten teams out to investigate the fire fae incidents and the attacks against Taeral’s crew on the Emerald and Akvo. We’ve identified a total of fifteen hot spots where these murderous cults have operated.”

      “So they’re real.” Sofia sighed. “There really are people out there killing on behalf of the Hermessi.”

      “We cannot confirm that the Hermessi actually had anything to do with it,” I said. “But we do know of one rogue that powered up the fire fae who exploded.”

      “Therefore, not all Hermessi are bad. That’s what you’re saying,” Derek replied.

      I offered a faint shrug in return. “I suppose. We just don’t have enough information to draw a solid conclusion right now. We’re still too early in the investigation. But one of the teams we sent out managed to capture some of the cultists. Alive.”

      Eyes widened around the table. Ben leaned forward. “Did they talk?”

      “Not yet. They’re bringing them over to Calliope. We’ll interrogate them here, on Mount Zur,” I said. “We need to find out where the cult first started, and who the ringleaders are. It’s a classic case of cutting the head off the snake, if you ask me. Only, in this case, the snake is full of deadly fire.”

      “Do we know who the captured ones are?” River asked.

      I shook my head. “No identities yet. But they’re not just fire fae. We captured a total of six. Two fire, two earth, one water, and one air. I think it’s enough to assume that the cult affects more than just the fire fae, considering where the incidents have taken place so far.”

      “I take it we’ll need Maras to mind-bend them into talking, right?” Draven asked.

      “Jax’s Wards have already offered,” I said. “They’re strong and influential enough to get the job done, for sure.”

      Rose nodded. “Oh, absolutely. Their swamp witch tattoos certainly help amplify their mind-bending abilities.”

      “And then some,” I replied. “One thing is clear so far. The cult has spread far and wide, and not just on our side of the In-Between. There’s a cell on Cerix, too, as you already know. Chances are they’ll have infiltrated other neighboring societies as well. What’s even more intriguing is that those particular agents are not fae—proof that the Hermessi could take over more than one species, if, I suppose, necessary.”

      “But we don’t know what their goal is.” Derek sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Unless we figure out their motivation, there isn’t much we can do to stop them.”

      “The interrogations may yield results,” I said, unwilling to give in to any kind of panic or despair. We’d dealt with worse, and in crippling conditions. At least we were all together now, with access to magic and technology. “You will all receive updates as they come through, no doubt. The reason I asked you all to come here is because of Cerix. I’ve spoken to Field and Aida about this already, but I feel like I should run it by you as well.”

      “Is this about that Nalyon Martell fella?” Derek asked, one eyebrow arched in contempt.

      “Yes. I think my intervention on Cerix is necessary,” I replied. “We advised Taeral and his crew not to retaliate, but the Cerixians are becoming a real pain in the—” I paused, then took a deep breath and put on a dry smile. “We have bigger fish to fry, and the rotten ambitions of a high chancellor’s assistant should in no way interfere with our mission. There is valuable intel on Cerix regarding the Hermessi, and there is also confirmation of hybrid children having been born there, of Cerixian mothers and Hermessi fathers. They might help us unlock this issue we’re dealing with.”

      “The cults and the exploding fire fae, you mean,” Sofia said, frowning slightly as she tried to make the connection.

      I nodded again. “I know you don’t see it right now, but I have a gut feeling about this. I think all roads might lead to Cerix.”

      “What makes you say that?” Ben asked.

      “Like I said, gut feeling.” I smiled.

      “I think your experience is proof enough that instincts rarely falter,” Derek replied. “If you think we need to intervene on Cerix, then, by all means, please go there and settle the issue.”

      “It’s pretty simple, actually,” I said. “Nalyon’s petty machinations pale in comparison to the ongoing threat of a Hermessi cult. He’s having the Armed Forces hunt down Taeral and his crew, which, in itself, isn’t exactly a threat, but it’s a thorn in our side, and we need to get it out. It’s a troublesome disturbance. On top of that, Nalyon might have something planned for Inalia, otherwise why would he have made her disappear? Or maybe he’s just a mean jerk with an axe to grind. Either way, he must be stopped.”

      I could feel my blood boiling. From the moment Taeral had told us about Nalyon Martell and his imprisonment of Inalia, I knew he was up to no good, and I looked forward to slapping him around until he either got some sense into his head or got the hell out of the way.

      “I’ll go to Cerix as an official envoy and senior GASP officer,” I added. “I’ll bring my full weight to the table and persuade the Cerixians’ leadership to stand down. I’ll be convincing enough to make them understand that they’re better off being decent, this time.”

      “Good. You do that, Lumi,” Sofia replied, smiling.

      “In the meantime, we’ll send out an alert to all known worlds regarding the Hermessi death cults,” Derek said. “We’ll be careful to emphasize that not all fae are involved, of course. The kings and governments will have to make sure that there is no deliberate discrimination against an entire species because of the sins of a few.”

      Ben shook his head in dismay before muttering, “This isn’t right. We’re already getting the stink eye, you know? Even in The Shade. Mothers pull their children away, albeit discreetly. Some of our friends are canceling dinners, postponing weddings and naming ceremonies. All in an effort to keep us out. Like we’re all about to explode or something.”

      He was on edge, the poor thing, and I couldn’t blame him. He was in no way responsible for these murderous cults, but their actions affected enough people on a scale large enough to warrant precaution—the kind that would eventually offend Ben and his people.

      “Up until recently, being considered emissaries of the Hermessi had been an honor,” Grace added, her gaze darkened. “Now… It’s a shame. People are so careful and frightened around us. They don’t want to be; I know they don’t. But they can’t help themselves. Not that I can blame them, thanks to these recent developments.”

      A small droplet of sweat trickled down her temple. She fidgeted in her seat, then cursed under her breath and leaned back into her chair. Lawrence tried to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear, but she jerked away, refusing his touch. It hurt him, but he was a kind and patient man.

      Ben was on edge, too, though calm and brooding. Vita, on the other hand, was boiling. She punched the tabletop and shot to her feet. “This isn’t fair. I shouldn’t have to worry about my wellbeing like this. Not to mention my daughter’s. She’s half fae and equally subject to suspicious looks and whispers. We have to do something about this blasted cult. We are fae! Ethereal, kind, and warm creatures, not bloody bombs!”

      Bijarki was as surprised as the rest of us to see Vita react like this. But I sympathized with both sides here. The fae couldn’t all be blamed for the cults, and we, as their friends and family, had to find a way to soothe them while searching for and finding the truth—no matter how uncomfortable it would get.

      An entire species was at risk of falling from grace because people, regardless of where they hailed from, shared a common instinct. When crippled by fear, they turned against others. It wasn’t wise. It was purely the exaggerated response of self-preservation. It was my job, along with the rest of GASP, to respond and stop this before it got too dark and heartbreaking. I’d seen enough in my life to put me off people of all species, and I’d seen just as much good, too. I wanted to hold on to the latter, not the former.

      “We’ll get to the bottom of this, Vita,” I said, then looked at the other fae in the room. “Grace, Ben, know this: I will not rest until this nightmare is brought to an end. And I will give it my all to keep you all safe and happy. Your children saved me from a prison I didn’t think I’d ever escape. They gave me my life back, and GASP gave me new purpose. I’ll be damned if I let anyone or anything hurt you. I imagine you all know me well enough by now to understand that I keep my word. Always.”

      Ben blinked several times, then seemed to find some sort of clarity. “Thank you, Lumi.”

      “I will keep you all posted,” I added. “Once I figure out what the political landscape is like on Cerix. I doubt it’s all festering with the likes of Nalyon Martell. If it is, I’ll cleanse it.”

      That got a shocked glare from Derek. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, for… I’m not going to kill them all. Sheesh!” I retorted, rolling my eyes. “I have your authorization to use force. Not lethal force. I don’t need to kill any of them to teach them a lesson. Besides, you damn well know that’s not my modus operandi. Chill.”

      As the GASP officers got up and prepared to leave the room, I motioned for Derek and Sofia to stay back. I smiled at everyone else, warm and genuine in my demeanor, then shifted my focus to the leading couple once we were left on our own.

      “You two and all the other non-fae in GASP need to keep an eye on your fae loved ones,” I murmured. “Your family members and close friends, in particular. I know it’s not what you want to hear right now, but, like I said, my instincts are never wrong.”

      “What are you talking about, Lumi?” Sofia asked. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

      “No. Not really. It’s just… anger can be a dangerous emotion to carry around in these volatile times, if you know what I mean,” I replied. “You saw Vita just now. Grace isn’t well, either. Ben is barely holding it together. And I’m pretty sure they’re not the only ones with issues. I’m going to Cerix, but I’ve left clear instructions with Kale and my apprentices, if you need a swamp witch’s help. Even so, there’s only so much we can do, and your fae family members need you now, more than ever.”

      Derek sighed deeply. “I know what you mean. I get it.”

      “They’re on edge. They feel wronged. Do what you can to make them feel loved and at home, no matter what sort of news comes from the In-Between,” I said.

      “We’ll handle our side,” Sofia replied. “You do your thing, Lumi. And remember, you have our full support in any of your endeavors. We trust your judgment more than you might think,” she said that with a soft smile, and it made my heart melt.

      I hadn’t fully recovered from my Nerakian experience. It would take years to wash away the shame, the pain, and the anger of what I’d been through at the hands of Exiled Maras and power-hungry daemons. I was the poster child for PTSD, according to Phoenix—and I could certainly understand why. I carried a darkness inside me. But my reflexes were sharper than ever. There were smells and sounds that put me on edge. Sometimes, my nights were sleepless, and, when I did manage to drift off, the nightmares took hold, and I wound up screaming myself awake.

      I was damaged goods, but the Word’s influence kept me afloat. Kailani and my apprentices added more purpose to my existence, on top of the many opportunities that GASP had already given me. I’d been so busy, and had been experiencing such wonderful feelings of fulfillment, that I didn’t even pay as much attention to my inner wounds.

      In return for all the help they’d given me, the least I could do was to fight tooth and nail against any and all enemies of GASP. And fight I most certainly would.
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      My head felt heavy, as if it had been filled with rocks and dropped on the bottom of the river. My limbs were numb, but my fingers and toes burned so hot that it was becoming increasingly difficult to lie still. Why was I lying down, anyway?

      “Wait… Where am I?” I mumbled.

      My voice was low and hoarse. I must’ve swallowed a bucket of nails; otherwise, I couldn’t explain why my throat was so rough. I smelled old wood and lacquer—the expensive kind that Silvergate nobles had their craftsmen use on the furniture to make it look good, even after a hundred years of usage. It tickled my nose, along with a vague scent of anguria, an aromatic plant we used for pretty much everything from essential oils to creams and washing liquids. It was a familiar aroma, one that made me smile a little, until I remembered I had no idea where I was.

      My eyes peeled open, and the warm light of a ceiling lamp met them. I recognized the colored glass pattern that was part of its design. Definitely a posh place, this was.

      I managed to turn my head to the side, realizing I was in a bed—a soft one, with lots of pillows. The room wasn’t big, and its ceiling was angled. “An attic?”

      It didn’t take long for the panic to set in, as I remembered my last conscious moments prior to the slumber from which I’d just awakened. I was with Eira. We were waiting for Taeral to come back. I was in… Crap, I was in jail.

      Nalyon Martell’s face—nay, his disgustingly smug sneer, in particular—had popped into frame. It was followed by a hiss, then a nauseatingly sweet scent. A gas. They’d gassed me into unconsciousness!

      I sprang into a sitting position, then instantly regretted it. My head wasn’t just heavy. It hurt like a thousand hammers pounding into it at once. “Ouch… Son of a… Martell, you sniveling weasel!”

      I glanced around my room again, allowing the image to come back into focus. Aside from my bed and a chest of drawers, there wasn’t much to look at. A floor mirror with a bronze frame in desperate need of cleaning and polishing. A few broken lamps, dusty wooden crates, and rolled up carpets—home to thousands of creepy, long-legged insects, for sure. My skin prickled at the thought of it.

      “Yuck…” I whispered, managing to shift my position so that my feet touched the floor.

      My boots were still on, as was the rest of my Foreign Outreach uniform. My full and long red hair was a mess, and my movements were sluggish. “He knocked me out with gas. I can’t believe it…”

      I was talking to myself—not because I had lost my mind. Not at all. I needed to hear my own voice for a little bit of comfort. It was the only sound that made sense in the soul-crushing silence around me.

      Slowly but surely, I stood. My knees were weak, but the sensation would pass. I went to one of the windows first. It was still night outside. And there were metal bars preventing me from a simple escape. From what I could see, thanks to partial illumination by street lamps, we were in a residential area, most likely on the north side of town. An affluent neighborhood, with little to no crime.

      “So, who puts bars on their windows, then?”

      Heat spread through me. I knew the sensation well. It always came with fear and panic, both my faithful companions at this point. My fire was difficult to control in such circumstances, so I had to get myself out of here before I burned the whole place down. I had no precision in anything I would attempt with my fire abilities. Simply put, if I so much as tried to melt the bars off the window, I risked blowing the entire attic up. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t know who else was in the house. Fire would spread rapidly.

      There had to be another way.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I found it. Simple and straightforward, because I was a member of the Foreign Outreach department, and I deserved a fair hearing and trial, dammit! I’d done nothing wrong. Absolutely nothing. Nalyon Martell had no right to keep me here!

      I banged on the door.

      “Hello! You’re holding me illegally here! Hello! Open the door! Let me out!” I shouted, my lungs more than willing to do my bidding.

      There was no answer, but I did hear the faint sound of footsteps, so I intensified my door-pounding. “Hello! Anybody?! Come on, let me out! I’m an ambassador for the Foreign Outreach Department! I answer to the high chancellor, and he will not be happy to hear that you’re holding me here against my will!”

      My bellowing didn’t seem to get anyone’s attention. So I snapped and screamed as if my skin were being peeled off, inch by inch. I kept hitting the door, too, with fists and boots, this time.

      Seconds or maybe minutes passed before I heard the click in the lock, followed by the door swinging open. Nalyon Martell came in, and I instinctively stepped back, not wanting to be anywhere near him. I feared his mere presence might make me retch—I hated the guy. If I’d found him insufferable earlier, even from the beginning of my career, I downright loathed the bastard now for what he’d done to me.

      “This is against the law!” I croaked. “You will get arrested for this. You’ll lose your titles, too!”

      Nalyon sneered, and bile rose up to my throat. “Oh, Inalia. So sweet and innocent. So ignorant. And stupid,” he said, his grin fading.

      Behind him, two Armed Forces soldiers stood in the hallway. They had several weapons on them—each perfectly capable of killing me if I tried to force my way out. But would Nalyon Martell have me killed? My survival instinct was at odds with the simmering anger bubbling its way to the surface.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I asked, my teeth gritting.

      It took an incredible amount of self-control not to punch his lights out.

      “I know what you are, Inalia,” Nalyon said.

      I broke into a cold sweat. How could he?

      “What… What do you mean?” I asked, though my voice trembled.

      “You’re a Hermessi child, Inalia. Please, don’t take me for a fool.”

      A moment passed in deafening silence. This was wholly unexpected, and it scared the crap out of me. How did he find out? Who’d told him? Perhaps… Eira’s soldiers from the temple? At least one of them had been conscious and a witness to my fiery outburst. It had to be that guy. But Eira had demanded his silence on the matter.

      “I didn’t know you were one, though, until earlier today,” Nalyon added. “I’ve known about the existence of such children for quite a while, now. It turns out, our elemental beings had a thing for Cerixians. It goes back millennia, too. I didn’t really believe the rumors, mere whispers in the outer domains, until a couple of eyewitness accounts from Hadeen. So, I got to reading through some of the lore. It’s my understanding that when a Hermessi possesses a body, it becomes that body in full, thus making reproduction possible by altering the DNA of the host. All this has made creatures like you possible. You, a Hermessi child,” he said, smiling with a little too much satisfaction for my taste.

      “What’s a Hermessi child?” I asked, playing one last card of ignorance. Maybe he was bluffing. Maybe he was just winging it.

      But if he was, why would he have picked me? He had to know something, didn’t he?

      Had Eira told him? How foolish would that have been on her part, since she, too, was a Hermessi child? None of this made sense.

      “I told you not to insult my intelligence, Inalia. You know what you are. And you were seen at the temple using your abilities.”

      Then it had to have been one of Eira’s soldiers, breaking his promise not to tell anyone. “Okay, so what?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      He chuckled. “Oh, honey. You have no idea what power resides inside you. The raw energy of an elemental! Enough to fuel an entire planet! To fire up all the battleships! To sustain the entire Cerixian economy!”

      “You’re not making much sense.”

      “No, you’re not seeing the bigger picture, Inalia. Your sacrifice will yield entire generations of prosperity and might! And I will secure a higher position within the empire, thanks to you. Riches for my entire family. Noble titles and properties! I will go down in history as the remarkable Cerixian that I am!”

      I moved farther back, unable to believe my ears. He’d thought about this a lot, it seemed. He’d considered the benefits, but one thing wasn’t clear yet. “What do you mean by my sacrifice? What sacrifice?” I asked.

      “Inalia. You will become a living battery. You’ll fuel the entire Cerixian Empire with your inner fire. You’re too dangerous and unhinged to be left on your own. That power inside you must be put to good use, and we’ve got the magic and technology needed to harness your energy to feed the entire planet!”

      “Oh, for the love of… Have you lost your damn mind, Nalyon?” I replied, raising my voice. “I’m a Cerixian, a citizen with full rights and autonomy. I’m a living, breathing creature. A servant of this empire. Not a battery! What in the world is wrong with you?!”

      “I know. You and other naysayers in my close circles have said the same. But you’re all feeble and shortsighted. You don’t understand what’s at stake. You’ll be a source of fire and light for the empire you claim to serve, Inalia. There is no greater honor.”

      I shook my head. “When the emperor hears about this madness he’ll—”

      “He’ll do nothing! When he sees my plan in action, when he understands how much happiness and comfort I’ve secured for entire generations of Cerixians, he’ll have no choice but to grant me my place in history, with all the honors and monetary rewards! I’m an intrepid Cerixian, Inalia. An innovator! And I will have my glory, whether you like it or not!”

      I caved in. I couldn’t let him do this.

      Without thinking about repercussions, I raised my hands to each side, palms open toward him. I let the fire brimming through me make its way through my arms. My veins lit up, as if liquid light poured through them. For the first time in my life, I relinquished the fear of losing control, and I allowed the flames inside me to take over and do something.

      Because something had to be done.

      This was my life he was taking. My freedom. My wellbeing.

      Something whizzed through the room. A sting in my shoulder made me hiss. I looked down and noticed the dart, its red-and-yellow tailfeathers ruffled and bright—as bright as the stars stretching over my eyes.

      “Oh, no…” I heard myself say, though I couldn’t feel my lips moving anymore.

      “Inalia, I’ve taken all possible precautions to make sure you won’t get away,” Nalyon replied, his tone calm and annoyingly even. “I’ve been looking for a Hermessi child for years. Little did I know I had one right under my nose! And now that I have you… well, I won’t let you go.”

      “You bastard,” I managed.

      The room tilted around me as my body hit the floor with a soul-crushing thud. I couldn’t feel a thing anymore. I wasn’t even sure I was still breathing. My eyelids got heavier with every second that went by. On the inside, I screamed. I cried. I prayed to all the gods and all the Hermessi in the whole universe to come and save me.

      But on the outside, I was a rag doll, at the mercy of Nalyon Martell.

      A fleeting thought crossed my mind. Was I the only one he knew about? Or did he have Eira in his crosshairs, too? Chances were, she’d be in danger, and… I couldn’t do a thing to help her. I remembered her protests as I passed out in the jail cell. She’d tried to protect me, but she couldn’t do a thing. Not when Nalyon Martell was so keen to destroy my life purely for profit and glory.

      “I do this for immortality, Inalia,” Nalyon’s voice echoed at the top of my head. “We don’t live long, and we must do something worthwhile. Each of us must be remembered, but few ever do something about it. I plan to take my place in history, Inalia. When people in the future look at our precious lights and high-powered ships, they’ll think of me, of Nalyon Martell… the Cerixian who made this extraordinary progress possible.”

      Nalyon Martell was in for a rude awakening, because there was no way in hell I’d let him do this to me. There weren’t enough sleeping darts to keep me down for good. Yes, I was a Hermessi child, and that meant I had the primordial fire flowing through me. How insolent and blind did he have to be to think that he could tame me for his own profit?

      One way or another, I was getting out of this joint.

      Hopefully, Taeral would come for me.

      He had to be looking for me already.

      As I drifted back into unconsciousness, I settled my wandering thoughts on him. I hoped that, if I focused on him, he’d find me faster. As if I were a beacon. A flame.
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      We took advantage of the rest of the night to split up into two teams, like we’d agreed. The Cerixians were mostly day-walkers, and the Armed Forces were less active after sundown. Even with us, the so-called threats, on the loose, they were overpowered by the darkness that stretched across the city. Granted, the streetlamps glowed in soft shades of amber, but the night was ours. We were trained to move through hostile territory, and we’d dealt with deadly Perfects not that long ago. Sneaking around a bunch of Cerixians with fire-powered weapons was a breeze.

      Herakles and Riza handled the library. We were basically snooping and stealing from the Cerixians’ records, but it had to be done. The situation demanded it. We had a couple of hours left till sunrise, and we needed to make the most of them. We were due to meet back in our secret attic, once we were done with our nocturnal tasks.

      I teleported the rest of our crew behind the city’s prison. It looked like a sullen, quiet giant beneath the starry sky. The distant boots of patrolling Armed Forces soldiers echoed around us. The back alley was dark and damp, and the shadows favored us.

      “Twenty of them, in total,” Varga whispered, using his True Sight. “They’re patrolling the grounds. I figure they’ll reach us in about two minutes, judging by their walking speed.”

      “We’ll be long gone, by then,” I said. “We need to get to Trap Mellon.”

      Varga nodded, then focused his sentry vision on the building itself, scanning each of its four levels. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Got him. Third floor, northeast corner,” he replied, then nodded at a specific part of the prison. “Right there.”

      I gripped his arm, while he linked hands with the others. A split second later, we were inside. Third floor, northeast corner, right where I’d followed his gaze.

      The hallway lights were dim. On the left, the cells were sunk in darkness. I still caught a glimpse of a sleeping silhouette or a foot dangling from the side of a bed. We had to be quiet. The last thing we needed was angsty prisoners giving away our location. To our left, the warden’s door was ajar. Lamplight flickered inside, revealing someone half asleep behind the desk.

      I snuck in first, swiftly followed by Varga, Raphael, Amelia, and Eva, who closed the door behind her with a discreet click. Still, it was loud enough to startle Trap. He bolted upright with a gasp, his eyes wide as he regained consciousness. He blinked several times, staring at us. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that we were, in fact, standing there.

      “We need to talk,” I said firmly.

      Trap didn’t show any emotion. I figured it had to do with his military training. I’d been taught to do the same. He didn’t want us to see any fear. He leaned back into his chair and took a deep breath.

      “I figured you’d be back, sooner or later,” he replied.

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      He scoffed. “You think I didn’t notice the way you look at Inalia?”

      Heat burst through me. Embarrassment had a funny way of rearing its head when I least expected it. My stomach tightened into a marble. I didn’t realize why I felt this way, until I understood the meaning behind Trap’s words. I did have a bit of a soft spot for Inalia—but who wouldn’t? The girl was beautiful. That fiery red hair alone was enough to make me warm on the inside. On top of that, she was brave and strong. Not to mention smart as a whip. There was also a peculiar fragility about her that made me want to look out for her. Her supernatural origin played a part here, too. I was genuinely in awe of her, and I had a feeling she didn’t fully comprehend how powerful she could be, given that her father was a Hermessi.

      That much I could openly admit to myself. I was drawn to Inalia.

      But I didn’t think anyone else had noticed. Especially not Trap Mellon, who’d only seen me a couple of times. Am I that obvious?

      “I don’t know what you’re referring to,” I muttered.

      It prompted a chuckle from both Raphael and Varga. I shot them a cold glare. It was enough to wipe the smirks off their faces.

      “Are you okay with the high chancellor’s assistant abducting an ambassador of the Foreign Outreach Department like this?” Varga asked Trap, steering the conversation back where it was meant to be. “Or were you in on it?”

      Trap shook his head. “I didn’t know what he was up to until it was too late,” he said. “Nalyon Martell has loyalists in the Armed Forces, and more often than not, I find myself at odds with his operations. This isn’t the first time my people have been used for political purposes.”

      “It doesn’t say much about you, as a leader, does it?” I shot back. “You know, since Nalyon can just take your troops and order them around to fit his needs.”

      Trap’s forehead smoothed. I’d hit a nerve. “You don’t understand the intricacies of our government,” he hissed.

      “But I do understand the army, and how orders are passed down the ranks,” I replied. “Your soldiers shouldn’t even look at Nalyon unless you give them the go-ahead. Face it, Trap. The high chancellor’s assistant is making a fool out of you.”

      “Think I don’t know that?”

      “Why don’t you do something about it?” I asked.

      “I tried. I’ve brought it up with the high chancellor, more than once. Every time, Nalyon gets reprimanded, then, two weeks later, he’s back at it again,” Trap explained. “Rest assured, I hate that bastard probably as much as you do. He’s been up to some real hinky business lately, and I refuse to let myself or my troops be a part of it.”

      “Then tell us what we need to know. Help us,” Raphael said. “Personally, I’m concerned as to why we’re being blamed for the temple incident. We were the ones who got attacked.”

      “Is he pinning the fire templar’s murder on us, too? Because that was obviously murder,” Amelia added. “His house was probably burned down to conceal evidence. It’s a universally applicable tool to hide one’s tracks. I’ll bet you a ton of gold.”

      Trap measured each of our expressions carefully, then smiled. “I see why Eira took such a liking to you people.”

      “Speaking of Eira, where is she? And where did Nalyon take Inalia?” I asked.

      Trap sighed deeply, then stood. He was taller than most of us, but he didn’t use his imposing frame to intimidate us. If anything, his posture spoke of obedience and friendliness.

      “I don’t know why he’s pinning the temple and the templar’s death on you,” he said. “But I’ll make sure it doesn’t stick. I’ll bring the issue to Emperor Tulla directly, if I have to. I think it’s time Nalyon Martell found another job, anyway—preferably in some remote farming district. He’s done enough damage to the city and the Rose Domain already.”

      “He must have some agenda. We just need to figure out what it is,” I replied, crossing my arms.

      “I’ll handle that. Don’t trouble yourselves with it. Just stay out of sight until the alert issued on you and your crew is canceled,” Trap said. “As for Eira, she’s not here. And she had nothing to do with Inalia’s abduction. Once I heard what Nalyon had done, I snuck Eira out of here and sent her away.”

      “Why’d you do that?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      I was ready to bet he knew more about her and Inalia than he’d let on. Trap chuckled softly.

      “Because I know what she is, and I know why Nalyon took Inalia in the first place,” he said. “I know Eira is different, Taeral. For heaven’s sake, I trained the girl from the day she joined the Armed Forces. I noticed her abilities, even when she thought she was doing a fine job of hiding them. But, you see, a Hermessi child’s nature is impossible to keep under wraps forever. It eventually bubbles back to the surface.”

      “Didn’t think you’d know anything about the Hermessi children,” Eva murmured.

      “For a long time, I just thought they were legends, snippets of folk tales passed around from one domain to another, lost through multiple generations of Cerixians,” Trap said. “But Nalyon isn’t the only one with spies in the outer domains. When he heard about Hermessi children in Hadeen, I was the first to be notified about his desire to make further inquiries in that area.”

      “This is stunning to me,” Amelia said. “I was convinced that none of you folks knew about the Hermessi children’s existence. I’m still wrapping my head around their existence myself.”

      Trap sighed. “You’re foreigners to us, Amelia. Why would we immediately jump in and tell you everything we know, including things we’re still trying to understand ourselves? We know little to nothing about your civilizations. It’s beyond reasonable that we wouldn’t spill the beans straight away.”

      A few seconds passed as Trap’s argument sank in. He did have a point there.

      “He’s looking to use them to power up the domains, isn’t he?” Amelia asked. “A Hermessi child’s energy is of titanic proportions. Your current systems are nothing, compared to that. And I’m inclined to assume you’ve got a swamp witch spell for such an endeavor, too.”

      Trap nodded. “It’s a spell we’ve never used before, because it involves harnessing much more energy than what we’re getting out of the winds, the waters, and the sun.”

      “Is that why he’s trying to frame us?” I replied. “Because he knows we’ll get in the way?”

      “That sounds reasonable,” Trap said with a faint shrug.

      “Where did you send Eira?” Eva asked.

      “I told her to hide. I didn’t give her a specific place to go. But I did send a few of my trusted soldiers to the Hadeen Domain, to watch over her mother’s house. I don’t think Nalyon knows about Eira, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. Eira’s got a handle on her powers. Inalia doesn’t.”

      “So you think Eira will go back to her mother’s?” I asked.

      “Maybe. Like I said, better safe than sorry,” he replied. “Though, frankly, I’m more inclined to believe that Eira will be looking for Inalia, instead of hiding. She’s a fighter, and she’s fond of the ambassador. They pretty much grew up together. There’s a deep bond there.”

      It was my turn to chuckle. “Yeah, that sounds more like Eira to me. I doubt she’d hide anywhere. Not with Inalia trapped by Nalyon, volatile as she is when she’s under duress. I bet Eira’s out scouring the streets of Silvergate as we speak, looking for Inalia.”

      Trap’s expression turned from mild amusement to genuine grief and concern. “Then, please, save her. Save them both,” he said. “Get Inalia away from Nalyon, and stop Eira from being targeted, too. If he figures out what Eira is, she’ll be in danger. They’ll both be done for, because drawing energy from their bodies can’t possibly mean anything good for them. I’m just using my sense of logic here. And knowing Nalyon as well as I do, I can already see the girls strapped down and essentially tortured continuously, until the life fades out of them. Eventually, they’ll die, and I doubt that’s something Nalyon understands. Or maybe he doesn’t care. According to legend, the Hermessi children aren’t immortal. They live incredibly long lives, but their human component makes them susceptible to death, eventually.”

      “Can you tell us the actual legend, then?” I asked Trap. “We’re missing some information, obviously…”

      Trap nodded. “I can tell you what I remember. Some of it was written down, but some was passed down orally across generations. It all starts with the Hermessi as the life givers. The natural elements—raw, untamed energy that fuels the water, the earth, the air and the fire into motion to create the perfect conditions for life on Cerix. They’re sentient entities, as you already know. I’m not sure about other worlds, but in ours, they were fabled to have walked the earth in Cerixian flesh, occasionally. There was also talk about some strange cosmic event at some point… it threw everything out of balance for a while, but then something else happened and it all went back to normal.”

      “Cosmic event?” I asked.

      Trap shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t know the details. A specialized scholar on the Hermessi might be able to tell you more, but there are few of those left these days. But we do know that, while they walked the earth in Cerixian flesh, the Hermessi fused with their hosts temporarily. It allowed them to not only experience real relationships with Cerixian women, but it also produced heirs. Hermessi children. There were ancient rumors about one of them getting caught and used by the Samotarcis king—this was long before the Cerixian Empire unification, you see. Like their Hermessi parents, the children have the elemental energy inside them. So, it seemed logical to assume that they could be turned into—”

      “Living batteries,” I concluded, going back to a previous assumption I’d made about Inalia. It struck me hard in the stomach, but it made sense now, just like it had done before. “All types of energy can be channeled and used.”

      “Exactly. With the right minds and tools, an enterprising Cerixian would be able to do it. Provided he gets his hands on a Hermessi child,” Trap said. “In this case, it’s Inalia.”

      “Harnessing energy from Hermessi children would make Nalyon filthy rich, wouldn’t it?” Amelia replied, unable to hide her disgust. Trap nodded. “Figures. He won’t care if he kills them. He probably won’t be alive when they finally die, anyway. He’s just looking to secure himself and his family for the next few generations, at least financially speaking. He doesn’t give a damn about the repercussions.”

      “Remind you of someone?” Varga sighed, a bitter smile passing over his face.

      “Humans,” Amelia said. “They tend to do similarly stupid things back on Earth, because of their greed. Granted, they’ve stopped now, but, still… The instinct is still there. And anyone else with access to such sources of energy, for that matter. I’m sure Shaytan or Ta’Zan or the Exiled Maras would’ve done the same, if given the opportunity and said energy resources. It’s in evil’s nature to do such things, no matter where it is.”

      “Listen, Nalyon has too many friends in the Armed Forces for my comfort, but I can still help,” Trap replied. “You do what you have to do until you get Inalia and Eira to safety. I’ll mobilize the people I can still trust and work against Nalyon from the inside. All this crap needs to stop.”

      “Thank you, Trap,” I said. “But we need you to do something more. Look into the Hermessi cult. Black silk, faces mutilated with carved tattoos, porcelain masks. They have fire abilities that other Cerixians don’t.”

      “Yes. We’ve got a couple of cultist bodies in the Silvergate Mortuary. Your group wasn’t the only one they attacked. There was another incident, not far from where you were all arrested. Two of the assailants were killed, and their bodies were rescued before the rest of the place burned down and the other cult members escaped. I plan to speak to the physicians at the Mortuary first thing in the morning. We need to study the corpses and get as much information as we can.”

      “GASP can confirm that they’ve already spread across the universe,” I added. “This is the farthest they’ve gotten, as far as we know, anyway. They could’ve made it farther... And they’re exceptionally dangerous, too. We don’t know what they’re planning, which Hermessi they serve, or how many Hermessi are involved, but we do know they’re targeting us. Our crew, I mean. We’re digging deep, and they clearly don’t like it. It means we’re getting too close for their comfort.”

      “I’ll have the Armed Forces track them down,” Trap said. “We’ll find out who they are and what they want, eventually.”

      “Good. We’ll go get the girls now,” I concluded, ready to move on to the next stage of our mission.

      I stepped back, moving to link hands with my crew so I could teleport us out of the prison. I could hear soldiers in the hallway. It was only a matter of time before one or more of them would come around and spot us. We didn’t need any unwanted attention on Trap.

      “If you want to find Eira, watch the water,” he said. “She makes her presence known without even realizing it.”

      It hit me then as to who Eira’s father was. The Cerixian Water Hermessi.

      Amelia was way ahead of me. She’d already pressed the call button on her earpiece, telling Herakles and Riza to look for all the data available about the Water Hermessi. Smart vampire, indeed. I could get used to this insane amount of efficiency.

      A thought crossed my mind. “Do you have anything of Inalia’s or Eira’s? A personal object?” I asked. “We can do a tracking spell and find her quickly.”

      Trap considered it for a moment, then pulled one of the desk drawers open and produced a slim, silver bracelet, which he handed over to me. “It’s Inalia’s. She had to relinquish all metal objects aside from her uniform buttons upon imprisonment. Eira asked me to keep this safe. She said it was important to Inalia, and she didn’t want some clerk to lose it.”

      I took a second to admire the weave-like pattern of the bracelet. Simple, yet charming. And appropriately small, considering how delicate Inalia’s wrists were.

      “Thanks. I’ll see you soon, Trap. Stay out of trouble,” I said.

      He laughed. “I should say the same to you, but I know you’re too prone to trouble to stay away from it.”

      I couldn’t exactly disagree with him. As I teleported my crew back into the dark alley behind the prison, I became painfully aware that trouble was exactly what we were looking for right now. Inalia wasn’t going to be on her own when we found her. There would be armed guards present. Chances were, we’d bump into Nalyon Martell, too.

      And the thought made my stomach churn.
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      If there was one thing for which I was most grateful in this life, it was my ability to teleport from one place to another. It gave me exceptional advantages, especially when it came to sneaking in and out of buildings undetected.

      The library was mostly quiet at this time of night. In about an hour or two, the first employees would come through the double doors. In the meantime, however, the night guard was gleefully snoozing behind the reception desk, his feet up and his snore loud enough to ripple through the entire lobby area.

      I paid attention to it, hoping it wouldn’t stop until the morning, when we were long gone.

      Herakles and I were in the Hermessi section, and quite far from the reception desk. The guard wouldn’t have spotted us unless he came over. Still, I preferred the tranquility of knowing he was fast asleep in his seat.

      Herakles flipped through several manuscripts, focused on information about Brann and the Hermessi children. We were convinced that the Cerixians had recorded some stories about them, since the rumors were still alive in certain parts of the empire—according to what Taeral had shared from Trap’s account.

      I, on the other hand, searched for all the writings about the Water Hermessi and any cults that might’ve operated across one or multiple domains over the years. There was a grain of truth in all legends, after all. The fact that the Cerixians kept track of this stuff was incredibly useful. It saved us the trouble of going door to door and befriending complete strangers in our search for the Hermessi’s history on Cerix. It was about time our task got a little easier, given what was at stake.

      “What I don’t get is why the cults are after us,” Herakles grumbled, closing one leather-bound journal and moving to another. “I mean, we’re not feeble or incapable of defending ourselves. We’ve proven that, repeatedly. Why do they insist on these attacks, if they know they’re going to get creamed?”

      “Maybe they don’t know,” I said. “Maybe they’re just going on instinct, trying to defend their cult and their operations. Their ignorance works to our advantage, in the end.”

      “Yeah, but… If there’s one or more Hermessi behind this cult, I’d expect them to be a little brighter than this,” Herakles replied.

      A thought crossed my mind, and it was dark and scary enough to deliver a flurry of chills down my spine. “What if these cult attacks are meant as warnings?” I asked. “What if they’ll get worse and much more dangerous, as we keep pushing with the investigation?”

      Herakles looked at me, his lime green eyes glimmering with excitement. “Let them come, then. I’m up for a challenge.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at him. Ever the fearless warrior, this one.

      “Have you found anything so far?” I asked him, raising an eyebrow.

      Herakles made my senses spin, but I couldn’t let him know that. So I adopted the “cool cucumber” approach—inspired by Harper’s early days, if I were to be honest. Harper Novak had been nicknamed The Cucumber because she’d always shown exquisite self-control. It still was close to impossible to read the girl for any type of emotion. Of course, that had changed slightly since Neraka and her relationship with Caspian, but her “cool cucumber” legacy would never die.

      I kept my distance and defiantly stared Herakles down. I may be tiny, compared to you, but I’m no pushover.

      He beamed at me, showing me two books he’d already set aside. “I think we’ve got ourselves quite a reading list already.”

      “You like reading?” I asked, incredulously. Why did I find it so hard to believe?

      “Of course,” he said. “What, you think I’m all brawn, no brains?”

      I giggled. “I figured that was the appeal behind you teaming up with Raphael on absolutely everything. You’re the muscle, he’s the thinker. Well, technically, he’s the muscle, too. But he uses his brains more… I’m rambling. This made more sense in my head.”

      Herakles stifled a hearty laugh. “Oh, Riza. First of all, Raphael is more of a doer than me. Second, it’s not why our friendship works. We both bring something to the table, both physically and intellectually.”

      “My bad. I didn’t mean to offend,” I replied, suddenly aware of how I might’ve come across. I seemed to really care about what he thought of me, and I wasn’t yet sure what to do with that.

      “Plus, Raphael tolerates my frequent munchies. Not many people will do that,” Herakles added, sounding amused.

      “You eat a lot, don’t you?” I replied, dryly and rhetorically.

      He pointed both thumbs at himself. “I’m a growing boy!”

      That, he most certainly was. And what a boy you are…

      Heck, if I were to be completely honest with myself, Herakles carried a tremendous amount of physical appeal—more than Raphael, for sure. Herakles was, at heart, a pirate and a rebel. It defined him, and I clearly had a thing for bad boys. On top of that, his short, ink-black hair and his lime-green eyes demanded my attention at all times. His physique was impressive, muscles roping around him with the artistry of a high-end sculpture. To think he had a cultivated brain to go with the rest of the package… well, that made me feel things.

      “As for your earlier remark, yes, I read,” he continued. “A lot. I go through a book every other day or so.”

      All of a sudden, I was the ignorant one, compared to him. Way to go, Riza.

      “Any favorite authors?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      He chuckled. “Too many to list right now, but I am digging this guy,” he said, nodding at the third book he’d set aside on the small table in front of him. “He’s got a way with words.”

      “Yeah, I found a few good ones, too,” I replied, then proceeded to stuff my backpack with a handful of scrolls I considered useful for our quest.

      “Look at you, you bad girl. Stealing from a library,” Herakles muttered, his lips twisted into a mischievous smile.

      “I’m not sure you realize how dorky that sounds,” I whispered.

      He shrugged. “Hey, a bad girl is a bad girl, no matter what she’s stealing,” he shot back, then gave me a wink.

      I felt my cheeks flush, bright and hot, as I looked away. Oh, Herakles definitely had an effect on me, and then some! I needed to find a way to focus before it got me into a whole lot of trouble. Glancing to my left, I quickly came to the conclusion that I was too late on that front.

      Hermessi cult members were standing at the end of the corridor, about fifty yards from our location. They were still and speechless, but I could feel their eyes on me. My blood ran cold, and I wondered how long they’d been there. Why didn’t I notice them?

      I was too busy fawning over Herakles. Dammit.

      “Uh-oh,” Herakles murmured, equally surprised.

      We grabbed the rest of the books and scrolls we’d searched through—each had bits of useful information that we could tie into an ample narrative about the Hermessi, but only once we were back to safety. In the attic.

      “What the hell are they doing here?” I croaked.

      Just as I said that, the cultists got moving. They stalked down the corridor, headed straight for us. Despite the hoods and the porcelain masks, I couldn’t deny the murderous looks in their eyes. They were determined to kill us.

      “We can talk about that later, Riza,” Herakles replied, then took my hand in his.

      It was all I needed to relax, then teleport us out of there.

      

      “As I was saying, they’re probably out to warn us on behalf of their Hermessi leader or something,” Herakles said as we settled back in the attic. Taeral and the others had yet to return, but I knew they’d be in touch as soon as they had eyes on Eira or Inalia—or both.

      “Yeah, but how did they know to come to the library?” I asked, straight-up alarmed. My knees were wobbly, as if they’d been turned to jelly at some point in the night, and I was only noticing now. “I zapped us in there. How could they have followed us?”

      Herakles thought about it for a while, then glanced at one of the oil lamps. The flame flickered gently on an old side table. His expression shifted, and, a second later, he put the light out. The wick’s carbonized smell tickled my nostrils.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “There were burning lamps in the library, too,” he said. “Only a couple, so as not to leave the place completely dark. Since the cultists have fire abilities, and there’s definitely a Fire Hermessi supporting them… I just had this crazy idea that the elemental might be watching us through the flames. Maybe it gave away our position, as they were looking for us. I don’t know; it’s a theory.”

      “You put the light out. It’s more than a theory, isn’t it?” I replied, while mentally going over the previous incidents, just like Herakles had done to get to this conclusion.

      “We were near fire, one way or another, whenever the cultists appeared.” Herakles sighed. “I can’t say this with certainty, but I’m suspicious by nature. I wouldn’t put it past a Fire Hermessi to spy on us through… well, fire.”

      “But that would’ve meant more than just the opportunities they took to attack us. We’ve been around fire, one way or another, as you said, on more than those occasions since we left Calliope.”

      “True. Which would mean they choose their moments to attack. Or the Fire Hermessi chooses the moments for them,” Herakles suggested. “I don’t know, better to be extra careful, if you ask me.”

      Not that I was afraid of the dark, but I didn’t have vampire or sentry eyes to be able to tell things otherwise revealed by light. Most importantly, I couldn’t see where Herakles was looking—though my skin did tingle.

      A flash outside made us both rush to one of the attic’s windows. In the distance, the library was engulfed in a fiery blaze. Orange flames licked at the night sky, as the building spit all the black smoke it could muster out of its crumbling wooden structure and furnishings. My heart broke at the sight of it. All those books, all that knowledge… gone.

      “Oh, hell,” Herakles snapped. “What was the point? We left!”

      “They keep hunting us when we’re digging for information about the rogue Hermessi,” I said. My blood curdled, as I put two and two together, including Herakles’s theory about the Fire element watching us through every nearby flame. “They didn’t burn the place up because we left. They did it to destroy whatever data was left there for us to comb through, on some other occasion. And if your lead on the spying through flames is correct, it means that whoever is watching is also the one who determines that we are, indeed, getting too close and that we need a good ol’ fashioned warning from those masked goons.”

      A few seconds passed in silence, as we watched the library completely vanish beneath the monstrous fire, which continued to swell. I hoped the night guard had made it out. The sirens blared throughout the city—this time louder and with greater urgency.

      Yellow lights flashed down the streets as water-delivery vehicles headed for the library. The Cerixians had a fire-prevention system in place, it seemed, and it involved fast-moving water tanks with mechanized hoses that could be used to kill the flames with high-pressure jets.

      “We’ll have to tell the others, too,” Herakles said. “About the fire-watching. Just to be safe.”

      I nodded slowly. Angry jets of water smashed through the library fire, as the Cerixians struggled to keep it under control and stop it from spreading. All because Herakles and I had been there, looking for answers…

      “It’ll be a lot easier once Lumi lands here and gets the Cerixian authorities off our backs,” I replied. “I’m not in the mood to be framed for multiple murders, while these masked maniacs keep coming at us and destroying beautiful things in the process.”

      “Be sure, until Lumi intervenes, we’ll be blamed for the fire, too.”

      He was right. We both knew it. Based on what Trap had said about Nalyon and his nefarious plans, it certainly seemed like a high probability. Who would you blame for such a terrible fire in order to distract from your shady dealings?

      The foreigners who came to help you. That’s who.
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      At first, Derek and Sofia had expressed some reluctance about me going on my own—until I reminded them that (a) we were dealing with physically inferior Cerixians, and (b) I was going to meet up with Taeral and his crew as soon as I got there. Cerix wasn’t a hostile planet, per se. There were elements within its government that seemed crooked, but their machinations were petty and easy to squash compared to the looming threat of the Hermessi cult. I was more than capable of handling this and a bunch of cultists. I had over ten millennia of experience and magic under my belt, for heaven’s sake. Besides, GASP needed its resources in hunting down all the cult sects we knew about and within our reach across the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension.

      So, once the soil samples came back from Taeral’s crew, I prepared an interplanetary spell and hopped into the light bubble. Cerix was, indeed, quite far away, and I spent hours whizzing past ribbons of interstellar dust and countless swirls of glittering galaxies. The In-Between was a beautiful place, and the life in it made every fight worthwhile—including this one.

      My instinct had been screaming at me since the first fire fae explosion. It told me there was more to these incidents than met the eye. Then, lo and behold, we learned of a rogue Fire Hermessi fueling these death cultists into blowing themselves up. They spoke of an end of days of sorts, but they were also out of their minds. The others that GASP had captured were annoyingly quiet. They were resilient enough to resist even the mind-bending of Jax’s Wards. Nevertheless, there was still hope on that front. The Maras were convinced that they could crack the cultists’ heads, eventually. They just needed to keep trying, to keep knocking until their subconscious woke up and opened the door. The fae were susceptible to mind-bending, no matter how hard they tried to resist it. Jax promised to keep me up to speed on the matter.

      I passed the time inside the light bubble going over all the details of what had happened so far. Two things were painfully clear. At least one Hermessi was involved, and, even though we didn’t know the cults’ objective, it was bound to be larger than life. A natural element wouldn’t have gotten involved unless there was something huge to gain or to lose—but what? What was it that drove some Hermessi to do this? And how could we possibly stop them?

      I’d asked the Word about it, more than once throughout multiple meditation sessions. But no answer had come to me. Even so, I trusted my instinct, and followed it all the way to Cerix.

      The planet itself was as beautiful as Amelia had described it in her reports and definitely (eerily) similar to Earth. The vast continents were rich in varied relief form, able to sustain a plethora of fauna and flora species. It was green and blue, with white clouds streaking across. The air was clean. The skies were clear. Cities rose here and there, proud and wide with tall towers and dark gray roofs. There were plenty of lush green spaces everywhere, and paved roads snaked through the fields and the woods, connecting different settlements.

      The bridges stretched for miles, holding carriages and train-like vehicles that rushed people to their destinations. Beneath them, the oceans’ choppy waters lapped at the iron structures, foaming white whenever they hit the pillars.

      “What a splendid world this is,” I heard myself say.

      It was like a magician’s dream come true, with manicured lawns and parks, epic and artful masonry splayed across the walls and elegant cobblestone alleys; black iron and bronze streetlights flickered in all the busy areas of Silvergate, its giant statues watching me as I descended from the sky.

      “And what foolish people it’s home to,” I added, noticing the multitude of black dots headed for what Amelia had referred to as the Landing Bed.

      I whispered additional spells to help me steer the interplanetary light bubble in the right direction. It was no easy feat, but it was required of me to make an official entrance, as an emissary of GASP. The Landing Bed was the best place to start my so-called diplomatic mission—which, frankly, I considered to be more of an ass-kicking endeavor. It overlooked most of the city, and it gave the Cerixian officials enough time to throw together their welcoming committee.

      As the spell landed and dissipated, I took a few moments to absorb everything around me. The air wasn’t just clean—it was crisp and cool, delighting my nostrils and my lungs. I took deep breaths, smiling as I admired the green spaces at the base of this conical Landing Bed—its top cut off and covered in stylish stone slabs, each of them polished to perfection. I could even see my reflection in the darker ones.

      The sun rose lazily in the east, splashing hues of pink and orange across the morning sky. And at least a hundred soldiers of the Armed Forces surrounded me, their weapons pointed at me and ready to fire. I could see why Taeral and his crew had found themselves so aggravated by the Cerixians’ behavior. We may have been strangers, but we came with peaceful intentions. Had we meant to conquer and subjugate their planet, we would’ve had thousands of supernatural soldiers and dragons breathing down their necks before they could even get out of bed.

      A figure made its way through the crowd of soldiers. Whispers rippled through different groups—most of them wondering who I was, and what I was doing here. But I said nothing. I wanted to speak to their leader, first, as per GASP protocol. I knew exactly who would come to say hello first.

      I recognized him from Amelia’s report descriptions. Tall, dark, and handsome, but with a smirk that asked for a dozen punches just to warm up. He stopped before me, clad in a black suit. The jacket had a tailored swallowtail back, and the lapels were satiny and smooth. He’d matched it with a dark red scarf, meticulously tied into a loose ribbon. He wore a badge on his chest, with great pride. It was a disk made of gold, and it depicted the city of Silvergate in a lovely array of colored enamel.

      “Greetings, stranger,” Nalyon Martell said.

      There was tension in his tone. Not that I could blame him, given all the hinky business he’d gotten himself into at the expense of my friends.

      “Is this how you greet strangers? With Armed Forces?” I replied dryly. “Do you see me carrying any weapons? Do I seem like a threat?”

      He smirked, and I was already battling the urge to beat him into a pulp. “We both know you’re not a regular stranger.”

      “Well, it’s not like you greeted the others any differently, Nalyon. Let’s not play games here.”

      That was enough to wipe the smile from his face. “You know my name.”

      “Of course. I know your world. I know your people and your culture. And I also know you’re not really the one in charge here,” I said. “So, how about you get your soldiers to put their weapons down and escort me to the high chancellor? I need to talk to him.”

      Nalyon certainly did not see this coming. It was painfully obvious, splattered all over his shocked face. “You… You know…”

      “I’m Lumi, swamp witch and senior officer of GASP. I believe you’ve been trying to frame one of my crews for a string of murders here, in Silvergate,” I said. “Not sure you knew, but we communicate with our agents, regardless of the distance.”

      Instinctively, though I doubted he was aware of it, Nalyon took a few steps back, in a bid to distance himself from me. He’d never met a swamp witch himself, but he must’ve heard the stories. After all, it was one of my sisters who’d given Cerix the spells that had helped them evolve with their industries and societies.

      “Your agents are currently under investigation, and, unless you wish to die here, I’d advise you to surrender and come with me, of your own accord,” Nalyon said. His voice wasn’t just shaky anymore. It was breaking, and it made it difficult for me not to mock him further.

      “I don’t think I’ve made myself clear, Nalyon, so I’ll try again,” I replied. “GASP is an intergalactic alliance between multiple planets, across different dimensions. Different species are members—most of them live longer than you Cerixians and are stronger and infinitely more capable than you. I, alone, am enough to blow you all to smithereens if you cross me, which I strongly recommend against. I’m here on a diplomatic mission, and I have no intention or desire for conflict. The same cannot be said about you. Nalyon, I once again demand that you stop this nonsense. My crew has not harmed you or your people because we ordered them not to, not because they couldn’t. I, on the other hand, have carte blanche and can tear you all to shreds unless you comply with my demands. Now, will you take me to see the high chancellor, or do I have to get there by myself? I’ve got urgent matters to discuss with him and have zero time to waste on your idiotic scheme to enrich yourself on the backs of innocent Hermessi children.”

      “How did you learn about that?” Nalyon mumbled, his eyes bulging.

      I smirked. “You just confirmed it. It was only a suspicion until now.”

      She shoots.

      She scores.

      And boom.

      Some of the guards unwittingly lowered their weapons. They were so entranced and impressed by the cold, hard facts I’d just exposed, that they probably didn’t think there was any point in threatening me. Others, however, gripped their guns with greater strength, their eyes cold and mean, and their teeth gritting. These, I knew, were most likely the truly loyal minions of Nalyon Martell. Taeral was right. The slick-haired weasel had turned an alarmingly high number of Armed Forces soldiers to his side. He probably had a payroll assigned to them, as well.

      Nalyon was equal parts terrified of and annoyed with me. I only hoped he’d be smart enough not to push this ridiculous standoff further. I’d put on a new dress, and I didn’t want to ruin it. The crimson velvet hugged me in all the right places—Corrine was an artist. Much credit was due her.

      “Lumi… I’m in charge here. I was tasked with escorting you directly to prison. There, you will have your opportunity to speak to the high chancellor, provided his busy schedule can allow it,” Nalyon said.

      “You’re joking,” I snapped.

      He shook his head. “It’s protocol, I’m afraid. If you claim to be on a diplomatic mission on behalf of this… GASP organization… whatever, then you will respect our customs and comply with our demands.”

      I thought about it for a moment. I reached a different conclusion.

      “Or I could just whip you all up a bit to make you understand that it’s a really, really bad idea to piss off a swamp witch. Hm?” I suggested.

      Nalyon raised a hand to the side, signaling the soldiers to get ready. I heard the clicks. As soon as they pulled the triggers, hundreds of hot projectiles would be fired straight at me. I exhaled, then shook my head in dismay.

      “Okay. Screw you it is, then,” I said.

      Before any of them could do or say anything, my arms shot out, my fingers splayed as I whispered a stunning spell. The pulse shot from inside me. It spread outward and smacked them all at once. The soldiers and Nalyon froze, their eyes wide with horror as they realized that they couldn’t move anymore. Oh, the terror that must’ve gripped their feeble, mortal little hearts.

      I didn’t enjoy doing this at all, but Nalyon Martell had to be taught a lesson. I wasn’t even one in favor of any kind of hierarchy among the species of the In-Between, but the ones without elemental or magical abilities or any kind of physical augmentations had to know their damn place.

      “As I was saying, it’s extremely unwise to butt heads with a swamp witch,” I continued, my voice smooth and crystalline as I took a step toward Nalyon. “The Word, one of the most ancient and mysterious powers of the cosmos itself, flows through me. It’s magic older than time, and you were graced by just a drop of it when one of my sisters came by, a few centuries ago.”

      I reached Nalyon, my gaze fixed on his. Sweat burst through his pores, drenching his shirt as if he’d been thrown into a full bathtub. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “When I ask you nicely, the decent thing to do is to oblige,” I added. “If you come at me with weapons, while I am peaceful and kind to you, you basically invite a world of trouble into your home and your world. Do you, Nalyon Martell, understand that, right now, as we speak, I can power up a curse powerful enough to wipe the Cerixians off the face of this planet?”

      As expected, he said nothing. But I could smell the fear. I could hear the synapses sparking hot, as the reality set in. What adorable ignorance, for these creatures to think they could coerce me into a prison with a bunch of weapons.

      I flicked my left wrist, and Nalyon was thrown to the side like the helpless rag doll that he was. He landed on the edge of the platform with a painful thud. A whimper escaped his throat as he lay there, face flat against the stone, still unable to move.

      I turned my attention to the soldiers. “And you. All of you. Some common sense is required on your part, boys and girls. If you see any kind of leadership in someone like Nalyon Martell, you’re not just foolish. You’re suicidal. You are the Armed Forces. Your duty is to protect the people of Cerix, even if it means defending them against a greedy, grubby piece of trash like the high chancellor’s assistant, here. You report to your superior officers, not to this worm. Snap out of it. Act your parts. Do not betray your empire. Or you will be held accountable.”

      A moment passed in the most awkward silence ever, before I waved them away. Another pulse left my hands—this one, however, was telekinetic. It threw them all backward. They stumbled over one another, like falling game pieces on a board, with no control over their bodies. I heard the grumbles and the short breaths, but I took no pity on them. They had to learn this the hard way, and a humiliating tumble was literally the least I could do.

      I noticed a young Cerixian smiling at me from the ground. Unlike the others, he didn’t seem upset with what I’d just done, or with the fact that he couldn’t move. On the contrary, there was a thrilled sparkle in his eyes. It got my full attention.

      “You. Get up,” I said, then snapped my fingers at him.

      The soldier sucked in a breath and managed to get back on his feet and put his weapon away. “I’m sorry, milady,” he replied, still copiously amused. “You’re just so… incredible.”

      “Oh. Now, you’re going to make me blush,” I said with a wink.

      I liked the kid. He had spunk.

      “I heard tales about swamp witches from my grandfather. I never thought I’d live to meet one, myself,” he said, then bowed before me. “At your service, milady.”

      “Lumi, please,” I corrected him. “I’m old enough as it is. I don’t need to be reminded of it with such pompous titles.”

      He laughed lightly. “I’m Skit. It’s an honor to serve you, and I apologize on behalf of my fellow soldiers,” he said. “I hope you won’t be too hard on them.”

      I shook my head. “Not unless they keep pointing their weapons at me,” I replied, raising my voice for everyone to hear. “Now, Skit… do me a favor and take me to the high chancellor’s residence?”

      “Absolutely,” Skit gasped, nodding enthusiastically. He then frowned slightly as he glanced at the others, who were still down on the ground. “What about them?”

      “Oh, they’ll be fine. The spell will wear off in about an hour,” I said nonchalantly, and motioned for him to guide me off and away from the Landing Bed. “I’m not one to be intimidated by rudimentary devices. Let’s go.”

      Skit smiled at me, then escorted me down the stairs and through the green space surrounding the base. We walked past other soldiers, whom he urged to stay back, repeatedly telling them that it was okay, and that they should all get back to their posts.

      Skit here wasn’t just a grunt, it seemed. He was some kind of junior officer, at least, despite his young age, because the others listened to him. They still eyed me suspiciously, but I couldn’t even be bothered. I had the high chancellor’s feathers to ruffle.
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      “The cultists found us in the library,” Riza said through the earpiece.

      We’d just made it back to the alley when the sirens started blaring across the city. Lights went on inside the prison and in all the houses nearby.

      “Whoa, what?” I asked, feeling my eyes grow wider.

      “We think the Hermessi that’s helping them is tracking us through fire,” she replied. “It gets the cultists to intervene whenever we get close to something they want to keep hidden.”

      We looked at each other, equally baffled by what Riza was telling us. Taeral’s brow furrowed as he glanced around. “We need to go invisible,” he said, then took out one of his invisibility spell pouches, complete with a red garnet lens.

      One by one, we swallowed invisibility paste and put on the lenses, so we could see each other once we vanished.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if a hostile Hermessi were watching us through fire,” Raphael muttered, still processing the information.

      “Are you guys okay?” I asked Riza.

      “Yeah, I zapped us out of there with no issue. But they still burned the library down.”

      “They’re sending us a message.” Varga sighed, a muscle twitching nervously in his jaw.

      “And it also explains the alarms,” I said, cringing at the sirens’ high pitch. It scratched my brain, almost literally. It was beyond obnoxious, and I became restless, eager to get as far away from them as possible. Some were coming from nearby. Looking up, I located the source on the roof. The siren had lights attached to it, which flared red and yellow in intermittent signal.

      “But we did get some Hermessi-related materials out of there,” Herakles added through the comms system. “So there’s that. What’s your status?”

      “We just left the prison,” Taeral replied. “We’re headed out to look for Eira and Inalia. Trap Mellon was helpful. Turns out he dislikes Nalyon Martell as much as, if not more than, we do.”

      “Good. We’ll be ready if you need us. I’ve got a pretty good view of the city from the roof here,” Riza said. “If you want us to teleport to wherever you might be. You’ve got green flares with you, right?”

      “Yeah. I’ll fire one up if we need backup,” Taeral replied. We all had at least two sticks of sparkling green flares in our kits, courtesy of Kailani and her chemistry prowess. They fired tiny, emerald fireballs wherever we aimed them—perfect for SOS-type situations and to signal our position to a jinni who needed to get to us in seconds. “In the meantime, you can start compiling some notes from whatever materials you got out of the library.”

      Riza chuckled. “Yeah, turns out that, after the fires are put out, these manuscripts will quadruple in value. You know, since everything else most likely burned down in the library.”

      “That’s just so… tragic,” I murmured.

      Voices burst through nearby streets. Boots tapped across the cobblestone. More lights came on, some shining down into the alley. Fortunately, we were already invisible by the time the patrol guards turned the corner on their rounds. They both looked worried, though.

      We stilled as they passed us by.

      “Eva, get the tracking spell ready,” Taeral whispered, then handed her Inalia’s bracelet.

      We watched as the soldiers went back around the prison building. The sirens finally stopped. I was pretty sure my ears were bleeding. I checked. Nothing. But I wasn’t being a drama queen—that screech was loud and horrible enough to wake the dead.

      Eva prepared the swamp witch tracking spell, which required the target’s personal item in order to work properly. Once the small orb of green light rose and hovered above us, we would be ready to go. With all the commotion in the city, no one was going to notice the spark flying overhead. Especially since they couldn’t see us chasing after it.

      The back of my neck felt hot. As if someone was watching us. I looked around, then up and over the prison windows, but I couldn’t see anyone. I gave Varga a discreet nudge. “Dude, use your True Sight for a hot second. I think we’re being watched,” I whispered.

      “What makes you say that?” Raphael asked, while Varga did as I asked.

      “It’s a hunch. Something feels off,” I replied.

      Varga shook his head. “I don’t see anyone. We’re invisible, Super Brain.”

      “Ugh. I know that. I just… Never mind,” I retorted, then brushed the thought away.

      He was right. We couldn’t be seen by anyone, not even a hostile Hermessi, since there were no fires burning anywhere in the alley. There was no way for the enemy to spy on us. Not now.

      The light came up like an incandescent marble, glowing green. It darted out of the alley, forcing us all to swiftly go after it. The main boulevard was busy, and we glided left and right to avoid bumping into anyone, but the tracking spell didn’t keep us in the crowded areas for too long.

      Less than a minute later, we were back in a dark side alley, running after the green spark.

      The sky above had lost its stars, turning pink and violet as the sun prepared to shine down on Silvergate. Varga, Eva, and I pulled our hoods and masks on, ready for daylight. Movement at the far end of the alley made my heart skip a beat.

      We weren’t the only ones with hoods and masks.

      Hermessi cultists were waiting for us, in their black silks, and were donning their porcelain masks. Flames burned orange at their fingertips as they bolted toward us.

      “Crap, crap, crap!” Varga spat, noticing them.

      We were headed straight for them, as the tracking spell continued to guide us toward Inalia.

      Taeral came to a screeching halt, forcing us all to stop, as well. “Hold on. How can they see us?!” he barked, downright aggravated.

      “Oh… my… God…” I murmured, staring ahead.

      The cultists, six of them, to be specific, were wearing red garnet lenses over their eyes. Terror gripped my joints, as my mind tried to process this unexpected development. When? How? Who’d given them this information? The invisibility spell and its red garnet lenses were exclusive to GASP agents. We’d never thought that there’d be anyone else in the entire In-Between with access to this kind of magic! What were the odds? Slim. Definitely slim. But not “none,” dammit.

      “This isn’t right,” Eva said.

      The cultists didn’t stop running, and they were coming for us.

      Raphael stepped in front of the crew and cast a flurry of giant fireballs at them—each the size of a hearty boulder. It took the cultists by surprise, forcing them to duck, drop, and roll out of the way.

      “Whatever this is, it stinks to high heaven!” Raphael said, ready to deliver another round as soon as they got back on their feet.

      In the meantime, our tracking spell flew past them, shooting toward the end of the alley. A minute longer, and we were going to lose sight of it.

      “We need to get moving and lose these suckers,” Varga replied.

      That much we knew for a fact. We couldn’t deal with Hermessi cultists and rescue Inalia. Leaving some burning questions aside, I had to focus on what mattered most: getting these maniacs out of the way so we could go after the tracking spell, deal with whoever had Inalia, and take her somewhere safe, while the rest of the city worried about the library fire and Lumi did her thing with the Cerixian leadership.

      Once it was summed up so simply, it didn’t feel as gloomy or as overwhelming, and my resolve took hold of every fiber in my body. I got tense, practically itching for a fight.

      “Okay. Let’s do this,” I hissed.

      Damned if I’m letting the cult spoil my performance ratings in GASP.
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      There was no mercy for the creatures, whoever they were and whomever they served.

      I threw all my fire at them, one blazing ball after another. Half of them burned like sticks of dry wood, their screams echoing through the alley. Eva and Varga dashed forward, then hit the sides of the hostiles’ cluster, before they could spread out. Their swords went deep and painted the nearby brick walls red.

      Amelia lunged through the center and rammed her blade through another cultist—one of three still standing. I held back, allowing Raphael to flash past me and finish the other two off. He moved so fast, he was barely a wisp in the breaking dawn. But his sword was precise and deadly. When the last of the hostiles came down, we ran to the end of the alley and made it into the main boulevard again.

      Sirens kept screeching. Cerixians came out of their houses, murmuring and wondering what was going on, as the library fire continued to rage in the distance. I heard gasps and curses as I kept my focus on the green spark. We followed it, relentless in our pursuit. It was leading us to Inalia, and, judging by its increasing speed, we were getting closer.

      It took us down another side alley. Unsurprisingly, we were greeted by another group of cultists.

      “They’re either robots, blindly obeying orders, or they’re suicidal,” I said, my palms already burning and itching to take them down.

      There were more of them, this time. I counted at least two dozen, and I knew this would take away from our precious time. The green spark whizzed past them, moving even faster than before. Several hostiles looked up and behind them, watching the spark go. I only hoped that they didn’t know what we were doing—but they knew about our invisibility spell, since they, too, had red garnet lenses on. What were the odds they’d recognize the tracking magic, too? Pretty high.

      “We can’t keep doing this,” Raphael said, and glanced at me. “Take us to the roof. We’ll have a better vantage point from there.”

      I nodded. He was absolutely right. Besides, it was going to take a while for these cultists to catch up with us. We linked hands, and I glanced up at the top of the nearest building with a slightly more horizontal roof. A moment later, we were on it.

      “There we go,” Varga exclaimed. He pointed at the green spark, which continued its journey across the city in its search for Inalia.

      I exhaled. “Okay… Right. This is much better.”

      “I know!” Amelia chuckled. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind the fights, but we’ve got better things to do with our time.”

      Standing so tall, I could see hundreds of rooftops unraveling before us, crisscrossed by different streets and alleys. I had no issues with gravity, and neither did Raphael. Amelia, Varga, and Eva were vampires and thus perfectly capable of jumping across the large gaps between buildings. I didn’t want to overuse my teleporting ability at this point—it did eat into my energy levels. Not knowing what condition I’d find Inalia in, I couldn’t afford to get to her all soft and sluggish, so I had to be careful and reserved.

      Fortunately, the cultists were going to have a hard time keeping track of us up here. Looking down, I saw them buzzing around the building, searching for a way in or an exterior staircase. Frustrated, one of them put his palm out, aiming directly at me. Fire shot out from it, like a furious geyser. I stepped back, the flames missing me by inches.

      “Time to go,” I said flatly.

      “They’re getting cranky, huh?” Raphael replied, grinning.

      I nodded. “And then some.”

      We resumed our journey, jumping from one roof to another, careful not to slip down some of the ceramic tiles. We moved rather smoothly as we ran along the roof edges before hopping over to the next one.

      The library got smaller behind us. I doubted there was much left of it, judging by the thick column of black smoke coming out of where it had once stood proud and elegant, with stained glass windows and thousands of books and ancient parchments. Amelia was right. It was a tragedy to destroy such a place—and what was the point, if Riza and Herakles had already left it? Why couldn’t they just steal whatever information they didn’t want us to have? Why burn down the whole place?

      It had to be malice. Pure, toxic malice.

      There was no other explanation. But the thought of it did feed my resolve, along with providing comfort from knowing that they weren’t going to get too close to any Armed Forces units stationed outside Inalia’s location—the cultists had been quite evasive where the military was involved. They never struck in places where soldiers were present. The temple had been a minor exception, since there were only four Armed Forces grunts with us, next to Eira.

      I had a feeling they didn’t want to run into any Cerixian officials.

      Glancing down into the streets occasionally, I found myself smiling more than once. We’d already lost them. “Let’s hope Trap manages to dig into these cults,” I said.

      “Nalyon will bitch and cry about it,” Raphael replied.

      “He can rot in hell, as far as I’m concerned,” I said.

      A wide space opened before us. A public square, with ample green space and plenty of manicured trees and hedges. It was too early for it to be crowded, but there were some Cerixians moving about, most likely headed to work. Like every other world we’d seen, people here had to earn their keep. Nothing was given to them freely.

      The green spark crossed the town square, headed farther north. Some of the people below noticed it, but it didn’t remain at the center of their attention for too long, given the monstrous smoke pillar coming up from the library. The alarms had stopped ringing, at least, and my eardrums were beyond thankful.

      “It’s getting faster,” Amelia concluded, pointing at the tracking spell.

      I teleported everyone across the square and briefly looked back. Cultists could be seen emerging from between the buildings, but they didn’t dare move through the market. They were careful, just as I’d suspected.

      “Let’s go. I think we’ve finally lost the maniacs,” I said.

      We kept running and jumping, moving across the rooftops of Silvergate. We entered a residential area, with artesian-style fountains adorning the central axis of its boulevards. As the green spark continued its chase, I noticed something that Trap had mentioned earlier.

      The water gushed from the fountains—higher than before. It looked like a sudden spurt, a pulse that moved up the boulevard. Then, I saw her. Eira. Running along the sidewalk. The fountains swelled as she passed them by. Trap was right when he said to watch the water.

      “Over there,” I whispered, coming to a full stop on the edge of a three-story building.

      Varga followed my gaze and narrowed his eyes. “Eira,” he said.

      “Look at the fountains, how they’re reacting to her presence…” Amelia murmured.

      “I guess we know who Eira’s father is, now,” Raphael replied.

      The main question was: where was she going? Was Eira on her way to Inalia, as well? Judging by the tracking spell and Eira’s nearly identical trajectory, the answer had to be yes.

      “Keep an eye on her,” I said, and resumed my chase of the green spark.

      If my assumption was right, Eira was going to get to Inalia shortly before we did. I wondered what she’d be able to do on her own, before we intervened. Eira was a fighter, and a determined Cerixian on top of that. I was actually looking forward to seeing what strategy she’d employ to save Inalia.

      At the same time, I was beyond eager to find Inalia, as well. Something weighed heavily in my stomach at the thought of her in any kind of trouble—like lead pulling me down to the bottom of a dark and cold ocean.
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      I woke up sweating. My clothes were drenched, stuck to my skin, and cold, sending shivers down my spine. I rubbed my face and found loose curls stuck to my forehead. Every cell in my body felt sluggish as I forced myself into an upright position.

      I hadn’t dreamed my earlier encounter with Nalyon Martell. My mind wasn’t playing tricks on me. I was still stuck in this room, with the door locked and iron bars on the windows. My skin felt sore where the needle had pricked it. The back of my head hurt, as if I’d been conked with a hammer, repeatedly. That had to be a side effect of whatever they’d injected me with.

      Banging on the door was useless. There were armed guards outside, and they were ordered to keep me in here—that much had been made clear, already. But with no sign of Nalyon here, I knew I still had a chance to maybe get myself out of here, somehow.

      “But how?” I asked, my voice low and rusty.

      My throat was dry. Someone had left a pitcher filled with water and a glass on a nearby side table. I sniffed it first, worried they might’ve put something in it. Then, I gulped down two full glasses, one after the other, as if I’d spent the last couple of days in the desert. A few minutes passed as I tried to wrap my head around this ill predicament.

      I knew I couldn’t try my fire ability with the iron bars. I had no control over my powers whatsoever—I’d spent my whole life suppressing this side of me. What did I expect?

      The last thing I needed was to cause enough of a ruckus to get the guards back in here and dose me again with… whatever that sleep toxin was. My movements were slow and clumsy as I got up and paced the room a couple of times. Despair crept through me, threatening to take over and force me out of any control I had left. My blood felt hot as it shot through each vein. My temperature was abnormally high.

      I’d been through something similar before, but back then, I’d had the fortune and sense to go to a wide and secluded space, where I could let all the fire out. Here, however, I was stuck between four walls and the slope of a roof, surrounded by flammable materials. If I let loose in this room, the entire neighborhood was at risk of burning down.

      “That’s what you get for trying to suppress the fire, Inalia,” I mumbled to myself. “You blow up. You fool.”

      I should’ve been more like Eira. I should’ve accepted this supernatural side of me. I should’ve gone with the flow. Maybe then I wouldn’t have had so much trouble controlling my fiery instincts. But what was the point of abusing my hindsight like this? I couldn’t change anything! I’d already chosen this path, and I had to deal with it!

      My hands started shaking. The tips of my fingers glowed orange, and I knew…

      “Oh, no… Not now. Please, not now. Not in such a public area. Not where everyone can see me!” I croaked, tearing up with fear and frustration.

      How was I going to get myself out of this mess?

      A thud in the hallway made my head turn. Something happened beyond my door. A grunt and a second thud followed. It sounded like a fight, but the silence that followed didn’t tell me much. The brass doorknob jiggled.

      My breath was cut short.

      Instinctively, I stepped back, fearing another encounter with Nalyon Martell. Then, the doorknob fell to the floor with an eerie clink. I didn’t move. I didn’t say a word as the door creaked open and—

      “Eira?” I heard myself murmur.

      Her head poked through. A broad smile adorned her face, and my heart swelled with joy and relief at the sight of her. “There you are,” she said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I couldn’t believe it. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe the injection was still affecting me, making me hallucinate all kinds of things, including the prospect of salvation. Just to be sure, I pinched myself. I felt the flesh between my fingers. This is real, Inalia.

      “I came to get you out. Obviously,” Eira replied, raising an eyebrow at me.

      For a moment, fear got the better of me. “You were there when Nalyon had his goons escort me out of my cell. Where have you been? Why am I here?!”

      Eira sighed, then came in and pushed the door behind her. It wouldn’t close anymore, but it didn’t seem to matter. She stayed close enough to see if anyone else would come through the hallway, clearly on edge and eager to get out of here.

      “Inalia, I had nothing to do with Nalyon’s plan,” she said. “We can talk about this later. Now, let’s get the hell out of here before he comes back.”

      “What if you’re lying? What if you’re actually working for him?”

      Where were these questions coming from? My inner self wanted to slap me silly for even asking them out loud. And Eira seemed equally annoyed. “Inalia. Get a grip. It’s me. Eira. Your friend. We might not be as tight as we used to be, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you rot here in Nalyon’s custody. Come on. Let’s. Go!”

      She motioned for me to follow her as she went outside. Eira was right. This was the wrong time to ask questions, and I had absolutely no right to doubt her. Sure, she had her sarcastic jabs always ready to sting me whenever we met, but, in the end, we were friends. We’d grown up together, and we knew things about each other that would’ve gotten us both locked up in an attic by Nalyon Martell. Heck, if Eira had wanted to play it safe and didn’t give a damn about me, she would’ve kept quiet and stayed as far away from me as possible.

      Instead, she was here. Setting me free.

      I followed her outside and stifled a yelp at the sight of two unconscious soldiers slumped on the floor. Their noses were broken and bleeding—Eira’s signature knock-out move, if I remembered correctly. They were looking at a week’s worth of the most painful sneezing ever. But, then again, they’d chosen to work for Nalyon instead of the Armed Forces, so I could keep my pity for someone who actually deserved it.

      Looking around, the rest of the house seemed awfully quiet.

      “Those can’t be the only ones guarding this place,” I whispered, as Eira leaned over the open corridor’s railing and glanced down, listening for any sound that might signal additional soldier presence.

      “There are more downstairs,” Eira replied.

      “Wait, how’d you know to find me here?” I asked, trying to focus on her instead of my burning fingertips. The fire inside me was itching to get out, and I needed something to distract me from it, so it would at least temporarily subside.

      “I twisted a few arms here and there,” Eira said, smiling. “Listen, we’ll get out through the attic,” she added, pointing at an open ceiling hatch not far from my room. “It’s our best shot.”

      “Then what?” I replied.

      “We find a place to hide, at least for a few hours, or a day,” she said. “Word is something serious went down on the Landing Bed, not that long ago. Nalyon Martell got his ass handed to him by a swamp witch.”

      “Oh… Okay. Never thought I’d hear that phrase, but okay.”

      She chuckled softly. “I know, me neither. I always thought I’d be the one to break him, but I guess the swamp witch got to him first.”

      Eira went straight to the attic hatch and pulled a folded ladder down. I didn’t even hear the soldier coming up behind me until Eira’s eyes grew wide.

      “Get down!” she hissed.

      I got knocked to the side. My shoulder hit the wall, and I dropped to one knee. Eira flipped open a flask she carried on her belt at all times. With wiggling fingers, she pulled a small ball of water out of it, which she threw straight at the soldier. It hit him straight in the forehead, with enough strength to knock him out.

      He landed on his back, eyes rolling into his head.

      I pushed myself back on both feet, rushed to the ladder, and made my way up. Eira followed. Boots thundered up the stairs as more soldiers came after us.

      As soon as we reached the attic, Eira dropped the hatch shut, and I dragged the nearest and heaviest trunk I could find on top of it, to stop anyone else from coming up after us. Rolls of dust rose around us, making me cough.

      “I still have some friends in the Armed Forces,” Eira said as she went to the attic window. “A message bird will find me with a safe place for us to hide in.”

      “What about Nalyon Martell?” I asked. “He’ll want me back. He knows what I am, and he’ll stop at nothing to get me.”

      Eira smirked and pushed open the window. The cool morning air slipped through, and I breathed it all in, thankful to be so close to getting out of here and as far away from Nalyon as possible.

      “Don’t worry about Nalyon anymore. The swamp witch isn’t done yet. I hear she’s about to bring the entire Cerixian leadership to a halt,” she said, and turned to face me. “Inalia, we won’t let them win. I serve the empire, I’m loyal, and I work hard, but I won’t let any of its agents deprive me or you of our fundamental freedoms. If Nalyon wants to make money off our backs, he can suck it.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh lightly. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      A bump against the attic hatch startled me, prompting me to look down. The guards were now trying to push their way up, but the trunk did a decent job of keeping them down—not for long, though. The harder they rammed their shoulders into it, the higher the hatch cracked open, albeit temporarily. I took a few steps back, wondering how long it would take them before they’d defeat that trunk.

      “And here we thought you’d need rescuing.” Taeral’s voice shot through the attic, prompting both Eira and me to jump and turn around.

      Sitting in the window frame, with the rest of his crew behind him, was the Fire Star’s crown prince. I didn’t think I’d see that handsome face again, and I sure as hell didn’t imagine my heart thudding so hard at the sight of his amber-colored eyes. His mischievous smile made my stomach flutter like a crazed butterfly.

      I exhaled, thrilled to see him and his people again. “Taeral… What a surprise.”

      He was just about to say something, when the trunk tumbled backward, and six guards spread through the open hatch.

      “Ah, turns out they do need rescuing after all,” Raphael said, then bolted through the window.

      I moved back, leaving room for him and the others on their team to handle the guards. Eira and I linked hands, watching as Raphael, Varga, Taeral, Eva, and Amelia kicked the soldiers into a deep state of unconsciousness. Part of me wanted to sing with joy—I wasn’t alone anymore.

      My fate wasn’t sealed. Nalyon Martell had no influence on me whatsoever.

      I was getting out of here!
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      Disabling Cerixian soldiers was a piece of cake, and I was thankful for that. We had our hands full enough as it was. We didn’t need crazy-powerful locals to deal with, as well.

      Inalia was beaming at us, even though she was sweating and shaking like a leaf. Eira, on the other hand, was all frowny and scowling at us: “What are you doing here?” she asked. “You’re supposed to be in jail.”

      “And you’re supposed to be somewhere in hiding, like Trap told you,” Taeral said.

      Eira shrugged. “I couldn’t let Inalia stay in here.”

      “Speaking of which, I’d really like to get out,” Inalia said, taking deep breaths to calm herself. The glow of her fingertips didn’t go unnoticed.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Raphael asked, staring at her hands.

      I nudged him. “Don’t be rude! There’s nothing wrong with her!”

      “Um, actually, I think there is,” Inalia replied, her voice wavering. “I… I can’t exactly control myself anymore. The fire… It’s burning, and it wants to get out.”

      Without hesitation, Taeral firmly gripped her shoulders, prompting her to look up at him. “Inalia, you’re safe now. Whatever angst you were feeling, let go of it. Abandon the fear. We’re here. And we won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Inalia gave him a soft smile, and I could see the glow dimming in her fingers, her skin regaining its natural, pale hue instead. Taeral clearly had a soothing effect on her, but I wasn’t sure how long it would last.

      “Thank you,” Inalia whispered.

      Taeral’s gaze softened. “You’re more than welcome.”

      “We really need to get out of here,” Raphael warned, and Eira nodded in agreement.

      “Nalyon wouldn’t have left just a few guards around,” she said. “More will show up eventually.”

      Taeral took Inalia’s hand in his. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Once we were all connected through touch, he teleported us back into our dark and dusty attic, where Riza and Herakles were waiting. They were both surrounded by open books and unrolled parchments, their eyes wide as they looked up at us.

      “Took you long enough,” Herakles said.

      “We ran into some cultists, rescued a damsel… You know, the usual,” Raphael said, making me smile.

      Inalia giggled. “That felt weird.”

      “What, teleporting?” Herakles asked, and she replied with a nod. “Yeah, you get used to it, after a while.”

      “Yeah, right,” Eira said. “Like I could ever get used to feeling my whole being disintegrate and reassemble somewhere else.”

      We settled around the books, and I used the flashlight function on my tablet, which I placed in the middle on the floor, to give us more light. The attic windows faced north, and it would take a while for the sunlight to make it in here properly.

      We brought each other up to speed on everything that had happened, sparing absolutely no detail. Eira told us about her initial bid to flee at Trap’s advice, which quickly turned into an attempt to rescue Inalia. Riza and Herakles described their library incident from beginning to end—the cultists’ knowledge of our techniques was worrisome, to say the least.

      “I still can’t wrap my head around the red garnet lenses,” I said. “How the hell did they know?”

      “Spies in GASP?” Raphael suggested. “It’s not like there’s swamp witch knowledge lying around here on Cerix. We’ve kept the red garnet lens to ourselves, aware that hostiles outside GASP might find them useful, otherwise.”

      The thought made my blood curdle. “That’s just… terrifying.”

      “We have to consider it,” Varga said. “Raphael is right. We keep stuff like the invisibility and tracking spells secret. The swamp witches don’t divulge this information to the general public, and the triple tome is under lock and key on Mount Zur. Unless you have other suspicions, I think the existence of cult spies within GASP is perfectly reasonable.”

      Gripping my tablet, I was eager to prepare another report for Draven. The possibility of spies was at the top of my list of things to share with him, hoping he’d figure out a way to deal with it from Calliope.

      “Who would the spies be, though?” I asked. “Other fae?”

      Taeral sighed. “Probably, though I hate to be the one to say it. It could lead to discrimination, and our kind has it bad enough already because of these wretched cults.”

      “Nevertheless, we have to talk about it, and we have to figure out a way to weed them out before they do more damage,” Raphael replied. “I would do the same if the spies were from my species, rest assured.”

      “Anything from the books, so far?” I asked Riza and Herakles, while my fingers kept typing on the on-screen keyboard.

      Riza nodded. “Yeah, we’ve picked up on a few things about Brann. It turns out the Cerixian Fire Hermessi had a habit of showing up here and there. According to the legends, he inhabited the bodies of male Cerixians and lived among them for years on end.”

      “Do we know why?” Taeral replied.

      “He liked the Cerixian people. That’s the recurring opinion of different authors, according to these books,” Riza said.

      “What about the Water Hermessi?” Eira asked.

      Taeral’s lips stretched into a grin. “Your dad, you mean?”

      That was enough to turn Eira’s cheeks a bright shade of red.

      “We know,” I said. “We saw you headed toward Inalia’s location, and the water fountains reacted as you passed by. Funny enough, we wouldn’t have paid attention to that, had Trap not told us about it.”

      Eira’s jaw dropped. Had it not been fastened with muscles and tendons, it would’ve tumbled to the floor. “Wait… What?”

      “Trap said it himself, you didn’t think he’d notice, eventually?” I replied. “He was with you almost every day. He trained you. He taught you. Of course he saw what you could do, even when you thought you were hiding.”

      It took a while for Eira to process this. “Now I feel incredibly foolish.”

      “Don’t. You were much better at concealing your abilities than I ever was,” Inalia replied.

      “I accepted who I am, Inalia, that’s why,” Eira said. “It’s time you do the same, or you’ll keep losing control and torching everything around you. Personally, I’m amazed that Trap didn’t talk to me about what he knew.”

      “He respected your desire for privacy,” Eva said. “He’s a noble Cerixian.”

      Eira smiled. “Yeah, he’s a good person. I was lucky to train under him.”

      “Does it say anywhere in those books how to reach out to a Hermessi?” Raphael asked, shifting focus back to our current issues. “You know, without a fae present?”

      Herakles turned one of the books around and pointed at the first passage on the second page. “Right here. This is a fae-less world, so the ancient Cerixians had to figure out another way to communicate with the natural elements that they so feverishly worshipped.”

      Inalia straightened her back and sucked in a breath. She’d just remembered something. “The Hermessi children.”

      “Exactly,” Herakles replied. “A child of the Hermessi could easily travel the astral planes and reach out to the elements. Obviously, their strongest bond is with the one who made them. In your case, Inalia, that’s Brann.”

      “My… My father, you mean,” Inalia murmured.

      “Brann, the Fire Hermessi of Cerix,” Riza said, and looked at Eira. “And your father is most likely Acquis, the Water Hermessi. I found his name; it’s frequently mentioned in these texts. Funny enough, it’s not the only one. There are much older mentions of a Reynah as the Water Hermessi, as well. But they predate Acquis.”

      Eira’s brows furrowed, casting shadows over her blue eyes. “You mean there was another Hermessi before Acquis?”

      Herakles nodded. “That’s what we’ve gathered so far. We’ve yet to finish digging through these materials, but it seems like Acquis replaced Reynah at some point, according to the Hermessi legends recorded by your ancestors.”

      “We don’t know how or why, but hopefully the answer will be in here, somewhere,” Riza added.

      “That would imply that the Hermessi are not immortal, like we’d thought,” Taeral replied. “That they can die or be destroyed. Or am I wrong?”

      Silence fell over our group, as we tried to answer that question as truthfully as possible.

      “I don’t think you’re wrong, but, until we get more data, I wouldn’t be able to say you’re right, either,” I said. “It’s an avenue we could keep exploring, but we all know by now that the only one who could tell us more, who could confirm or deny any of our theories, is another Hermessi.”

      “And we’ve got two Hermessi daughters here who could reach out to their makers, just for that purpose,” Raphael added, eyeing Inalia and Eira with a smile.

      Eira looked away for a few seconds, and then her gaze caught mine. “You said there’s a rogue Hermessi out there who’s driving these cultists and making them kill.”

      “That’s what we were told, yes.”

      “By another Hermessi,” Taeral reminded me.

      “Yeah, so taking that with a grain of salt, since clearly they can’t all be trusted,” I replied. “But the facts are pretty consistent with this theory. No one else could power up the fire fae like a Hermessi.”

      “Aya said that a rogue Hermessi was making the fire fae explode,” Eva said. “It was safe for us to assume, back then, that it was a Fire Hermessi. And we also theorized that, since this rogue had to leave his home planet in order to get to our side of the In-Between, his absence would be noticed by the creatures back home, right?”

      That was, in fact, one of the highlights of a previous report I’d sent back to Calliope. Fire missing from a planet would’ve been noticed, for sure, if said planet was inhabited.

      “Exactly,” I said. “If we could find the planet of origin, we could figure out who that Hermessi is.”

      “But that’s insanely complicated, given the number of inhabited worlds in the In-Between,” Varga replied.

      “There’s no need to look further,” Eira murmured. “I think I know who it is.”

      Suddenly, all eyes were on her.

      “What do you mean?” Taeral asked.

      Inalia gasped. “Oh, dear… I think I know what you mean,” she said.

      “Pray, tell!” Herakles snapped.

      “A few weeks ago,” Inalia started, “we noticed the fires dimming across the entire domain. They didn’t die out, but they just didn’t burn as bright as before. There was constant fluctuation in all our fire-powered systems, including the lighting network in rural areas. We thought it was a weather issue, or maybe a problem with the air quality.”

      “Before it could be studied further, everything came back to normal a couple of days before you arrived,” Eira continued, looking at me.

      My synapses were almost incandescent, as I processed the information and reached the same conclusion as Inalia and Eira. “It was Brann. He left the planet, he came to our worlds, wreaked some havoc while Cerix went a little low on the flames… Then he returned, and everything went back to normal here.”

      “That would make sense, since there haven’t been any more attacks back home since we set foot here,” Taeral said.

      “So, Brann is our rogue Hermessi?” Varga asked, crossing his arms.

      “Does that mean he’s responsible for all those deaths?” Inalia breathed, dread skewing her delicate features.

      “Most likely, yes,” I said. “I’m sorry, Inalia.”

      Eva pointed at the oil lamp close to us, flameless. “And he could be watching us through the fire, which is why we’re using Amelia’s tablet flashlight.”

      Inalia shuddered. I turned the flashlight off—there was now enough daylight coming through the window for us to see one another well enough. “Okay. I’ll try to reach out to him. But one of you will have to tell me how to do that, because I have no idea,” she said.

      “We’ll take a page out of our fae Vesta’s playbook,” Taeral replied. “We need to get you in an open space, away from the city bustle, first of all. From there, it’ll be a question of breathing and concentrating. I think.”

      “You think?” Eira mumbled.

      “It’s our best chance.” Inalia sighed. “And I know where we can go, too.”

      I immediately noticed the ease in my breathing, as if a weight had just been lifted from my shoulders. Once more, we had a clear direction. A task. A purpose. We weren’t just running around and spinning our wheels, looking for a way out of this debacle.

      We had a possible identity for our rogue Hermessi, and we had someone with the juice needed to contact him. If Brann was the primordial being we’d been looking for, he could very well have the answers that we needed. Only one question remained now. Would he be willing to tell us anything, once we made contact?

      Or would he retaliate and hurt us all, including his daughter? We didn’t have any other choice but to try. The risk was worth it, if it got us closer to ending this deeply unpleasant episode of our lives. Too many innocent creatures had died already.
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      Skit told me a little bit about Cerix on the way to the high chancellor’s residence. His knowledge was enough to fill some of the gaps between the last Druid delegation’s visit and present day, as far as the planet’s social and political systems were concerned. I found the empire’s ambitions to be somewhat over the top, transforming once-independent kingdoms into domains.

      Granted, the unification had come from a desire for peace from millions of Cerixians, but that didn’t mean the death of their warring nature. It certainly explained the rebel factions, including the so-called Brothers of the Shadows. In fact, it even made sense of the existence of a Hermessi cult on Cerix—with the Armed Forces and government branches so busy with unification and peace in favor of the empire, the Cerixians were spread too thin to nip a murderous cult in the bud.

      “And you like it? The empire, I mean?” I asked Skit.

      Up ahead, at the far end of the boulevard, was the high chancellor’s residence. It was, for all intents and purposes, a palace, but it didn’t stand out. Ostentatiousness had been abandoned, despite the size of the building. It looked practical, simple, and even elegant. Particular care had been given to the front garden, which burst in delicate shades of peach and white, as flowery bushes took center stage.

      The massive black iron fence kept the undesirables out, as did the soldiers stationed all around the residence. They were armed and solemn, quietly staring ahead. The closer we got, the better I could see the way their eyes occasionally darted left and right, responding to the movements of passersby.

      “I do, for the most part,” Skit replied, his tone calm and casual.

      He wasn’t at all scared of me, and, I had to admit, I respected that.

      “For the most part,” I repeated after him.

      “Well, yes. There are certain things that don’t sit well with me, such as what happened earlier. The high chancellor’s assistant is the skeeviest of all Cerixians, and he has too much power at his disposal. I think that should be fixed, because his influence is causing rebels to fight back. He sticks his nose where it doesn’t belong. Nalyon Martell even has the audacity to tell people what they should wear and say, in certain domains. And he’s amassed too much wealth.”

      “I suppose that reeks of corruption, given that he’s a public servant, right?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Exactly. He’s supposed to work for us, the people. Instead, he treats us like we owe him something. Sure, his position pays well, better than most, but, still. Too many lands in his name. Too many Cerixians somehow indebted to him. And the high chancellor seems to be turning a blind eye to him, to the point where Nalyon Martell has become brazen enough to order the Armed Forces around. Next thing you know, he’ll be kicking Emperor Tulla out of his palace and declaring himself supreme leader.” Skit chuckled, though I didn’t ignore the underlying bitterness.

      “Tell me about the high chancellor,” I said.

      Looking ahead, I knew I was going to have to brace myself for a confrontation. I didn’t like showing up unannounced, and I certainly didn’t enjoy hurling armed guards around, but, given our hot-button issues so far, it had to be done if it got me in the same room with the high chancellor.

      “He’s been in power for about fifteen years,” Skit explained. “He’s been decent, for the most part, though, like I said, he’s given Nalyon Martell too much leeway, and I don’t really know what he’s getting out of it. Heck, in some parts of the outer domains, they’re calling Nalyon the ‘substitute high chancellor.’ Surely, that can’t sit well with the guy.”

      “So, pompous title, yet not that much to show for it?”

      “I suppose. The emperor has the final say in everything, especially where running the domains is concerned,” Skit added. “More often than not, the emperor ends up overruling the high chancellor’s decisions.”

      “And that’s… good?”

      Skit nodded again. “Absolutely. The emperor has a clear and bright mind, despite his age. I think it comes with the territory of belonging to the Frey dynasty. Like his father before him, Emperor Tulla isn’t afraid to tackle his government when his people are wronged. But I’m afraid there are conspiracies against him. There’s the occasional talk of upper-echelon Cerixians looking to dethrone the Frey dynasty and appoint a new emperor. They won’t do it yet, though. Emperor Tulla has too much of the public’s support. Maybe you and the other outsiders can help consolidate his power.”

      I chuckled. “Is that why you’re helping me, Skit?”

      He gave me a boyish smile. “I guess.”

      “All right. Let’s see what the high chancellor has to say about all this, first,” I said. “I’m sure you understand that I need to form my own opinions about what’s going on here, before I reach a decision.”

      “I understand, yes. I think it’s perfectly normal, too. I’d do the same.”

      “Though we both agree, Skit. Nalyon Martell is a grade-A asshat,” I replied.

      His eyebrows arched upward. “What’s an ‘asshat?’”

      The Shadians were obviously rubbing off on me. I didn’t mind it. Their vocabulary was rich and colorful, especially where insults were concerned. I wasn’t one to abide by the most chiseled of words, anyway. I actually enjoyed shocking those I interacted with—especially heads of state and other, equally powerful creatures. It dragged them down to a less elitist level, where they could actually be reasoned with.

      “Stop right there!” one of the four guards at the front gate barked.

      They pointed their weapons at Skit and me.

      “Relax, guys. It’s me!” Skit replied, though his hands were up in a defensive gesture. I couldn’t be bothered.

      “Skit?” the first guard replied, frowning at him before he ended up gawking at me as if I’d grown a second head. “You… You’re the intruder, aren’t you?”

      “Ah. I take it you’ve received a bird message by now,” Skit said, slightly disappointed.

      “We were told to be on the lookout for a hostile alien, yes,” the second guard replied.

      “I’m not hostile,” I replied. “Well, not unless you intend to keep pointing those things at me,” I added, pointing at their rifles.

      “You’re not allowed to set foot in the high chancellor’s residence,” the first guard said, his tone hard and firm.

      My eyes rolled. “I really don’t have time for this.”

      I whispered my paralyzing spell. Once the pulse exploded outward and stunned the four guards, I waved them away with the flick of one hand. They were thrown to the side, landing on their backs, unable to move. Their eyes followed me, glistening with horror, as I moved forward.

      Skit was kind enough to open the gate for me.

      Several other guards came down the front stairs of the palace, eager to stop me. Unsurprisingly, they wound up on the ground, just like their colleagues, stiff and terrified. I kind of felt sorry for them. Instant paralysis was a harrowing experience, to say the least. I’d been through it myself, multiple times, in my early days. My sisters had hit me with the same spell as part of my training. I was told I’d have to experience it if I wanted to inflict it upon someone else. It was meant to build and strengthen character. It sure did. I managed to retain my sympathy thanks to those first experiences as a swamp witch.

      There weren’t many guards left inside the high chancellor’s residence, and most of them were glued to the floor by the time I was done. I took a moment to admire the sumptuous interiors. If the palace’s façade and garden had maintained a humble but tasteful simplicity, the high chancellor had gone all out in here.

      The ceilings were tall, with gold-brushed molding and intricate paintings. The walls were covered in silken paper with gold-thread embroideries of stylized floral patterns. The furniture was dark and luscious brown wood, with a hint of red in the swirling grain. The light fixtures were all white smoked glass and champagne-colored chandeliers. Fresh flowers adorned curvy, hand-painted vases, and I could smell the fine leather of lounge sofas from the giant, circular lobby. Oh, High Chancellor, way to maintain that public image. Discreet on the outside, pompous on the inside.

      “I take it the high chancellor position also pays ridiculously well?” I asked rhetorically.

      Skit was equally fascinated by these splendid and opulent interiors. There were two sets of semicircular steps leading to the upper level. They met at the center of the north wall, with arching, lacquered wood railings and custom-cut carpeting of the finest thread.

      “I’ve never been inside before,” Skit breathed. “Only a select few of the Armed Forces’ leadership are allowed in here. The rest of us meet and talk to the high chancellor in the government buildings. This is his private home, given by the empire upon his entitlement.”

      “Well, I’ve got to give credit where it’s due. Not too shabby,” I replied dryly, then focused my ears on any voices nearby that would lead me to the high chancellor.

      Skit pointed to a door to our left. “The palace layout is similar to usual residential buildings,” he whispered. “Over there would be a fireplace room, big enough to hold a council. That’s what the high chancellor usually does, from what my superiors told me. He reserves the mornings for government-related discussions at his residence, then goes out or works on various pieces of legislation.”

      I walked over to that door. The closer I got, the better I could hear. There were people talking, indeed. I counted at least six different voices. Skit didn’t leave my side. He seemed so vulnerable, almost afraid of being in here without permission. He wasn’t afraid of me, but he sure was wary of his government. I found that somewhat ironic, given my abilities.

      Skit leaned closer, listening in, as well. He glanced at me and blinked once. “He’s in there.”

      “Good,” I replied, then pushed open the door.

      The high chancellor was easy to spot. He wore a silken robe over his black tunic—crimson red with bejeweled embellishments running down from his shoulders on both sleeves. The others wore simple suits, in shades of navy-blue and gray, but seemed just as dignified as the Cerixian leading their conversation. Dellon Figgen. The high chancellor of Cerix. Taeral’s crew had already briefed us on whatever names and functions they were able to learn from Inalia, Eira and the other locals they’d interacted with, prior to their brief prison stint.

      They were all surprised to see me. Some, I assumed, fearful once they realized I wasn’t local—not that it took a genius to figure that one out. My eyes alone, with white irises circled by a pale blue line, were more than enough proof that I came from another world. My orange hair stood out, as well, even though I’d tamed it into a tight bun. Oh, well. I’d never intended to blend in, anyway.

      “What is the meaning of this? Who are you?” the high chancellor asked, his voice loud and sharp. It was enough to make Skit quiver. I figured I’d exhausted his bravery supply from the Landing Bed.

      “High Chancellor! Greetings! I’m Lumi, swamp witch of Calliope and a lieutenant of GASP,” I said. “I believe your assistant, Nalyon Martell, has brought you up to speed regarding our existence and our mission.”

      “You shouldn’t be in here!” one of the officials snapped.

      I glared at him, then pointed a thumb at the door behind me. “Get out. All of you. I need to have a word with the high chancellor.”

      “Who do you think you—” A second official tried to intimidate me, but I brought my thumb and index finger together and forced his lips shut tight.

      “I said… Get. Out,” I reiterated, my tone still calm.

      They didn’t oppose me this time. They all hustled out of the room as if it was about to explode. The high chancellor kept his hands behind his back, his expression firm and unreadable as Skit closed the door behind us.

      This lounge room was actually beautiful, and more to my taste, with dark wood paneling and velvety textiles covering the sofas and the chairs. Shelves covered significant parts of the walls, loaded with leather-bound books and various decorative objects made of bone, brass, and marble. The windows faced east, giving the entire place a morning glow that was rather difficult to stage otherwise. No wonder he liked working here during the first part of the day.

      “This is highly unusual, to say the least,” the high chancellor said.

      “Well, highly unusual circumstances call for highly unusual measures,” I replied. “I do apologize for barging in like this, High Chancellor, but we do need to talk, and your assistant wasn’t very helpful.”

      He smirked. “Yes. I heard something, but I’ve yet to talk to Mr. Martell about it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’ll give you all the juicy details,” I said. “I’m here for two equally important reasons, High Chancellor. First, the way our delegation has been treated. They are in no way responsible for the temple incident, or the fire templar’s death. Similar incidents occurred in our worlds, as well, leading to the deaths of dozens of innocent creatures. Our team was, in fact, investigating. It’s why they came here, in the first place, following a lead. Surely, Mr. Martell told you about that!”

      He didn’t reply, so I took it as my cue to continue, while Skit shivered by my side.

      “There’s a Hermessi death cult spreading across this universe, and it’s making people do terrible things. It’s clear now, from our team’s field reports, that Cerix is suffering from a problem similar to ours. We are only here to help, not to cause trouble. So, your assistant’s handling of the case has been beyond dismal. On behalf of GASP and about four different planets—I may have miscounted, given the team’s diversity—I hereby demand that they be released and cleared of all charges. The same goes for Inalia, the ambassador who greeted them in the first place. What happened to her is mindboggling, to say the least.”

      I’d yet to hear from Taeral and the others, but I knew they’d reach out as soon as they could. Even so, I knew enough about Inalia and Eira to tread carefully around any Cerixian official.

      “Is that all?” the high chancellor asked, and I wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic or not.

      “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “GASP seeks peace and cooperation as far as this Hermessi death cult investigation is concerned. However, if Cerix insists on being a thorn in our side, we will have no choice but to resort to brute force. And, trust me, High Chancellor, you don’t want it to get to that point. Your biology is significantly inferior to that of our GASP agents.”

      He chuckled softly, as if I’d told him a great joke. Ah, the conundrums of being underestimated.

      “So, you’re threatening our planet with violence?” he concluded, unfairly.

      “Not at all. I’m promising a world of pain to those who get in our way,” I said. “We’re risking our livelihoods to save innocent people, including those you’re supposed to be serving as high chancellor. If you’re not going to help, fine. Just don’t get in the way. Oh, and, most importantly, don’t toy with things you don’t understand—like the Hermessi.”

      His lips stretched into a cold grin. It gave me chills. “Are you referring to Inalia, perhaps?”

      My stomach sank. He knew about her connection to Brann, the Fire Hermessi of Cerix. That smug smirk of his was fueled by greed. It had seemed familiar a second ago, but now it made more sense than ever. It all fit with what Skit had told me about him, Nalyon Martell, and the empire, as well. Still, I decided to play dumb. I wanted to see how well or ill-informed he was.

      “I’m not sure I’m following you,” I said.

      The high chancellor laughed, the mockery dripping from every chortle. “Oh, Lumi, lieutenant of GASP and whatever, please, do not insult my intelligence. I’ve already been told that you people communicate among yourselves, even across large, interstellar distances. I’m sure your team told you about Inalia and her potential as a source of energy for Cerix.”

      My stomach was now on the floor. The lowest it could possibly get. Nausea threatened to crawl up my throat. How despicable could these creatures be, to treat one of their own the way they’d treated Inalia? And for what?

      “I don’t get it. You have solar energy. Wind. Powerful seas. From what I can tell, your cities work perfectly fine without impacting the environment,” I said. “Why, oh, why, would you resort to capturing and torturing an innocent Cerixian to drain them of their energy, thus eventually killing them? Because I can’t see this going any other way. I might even know how you’d make it possible. After all, a swamp witch gave you some tips a long time ago, about using crystals as batteries. Maybe she told you more than she should’ve.”

      “Oh no, the knowledge she gave us was quite limited,” the high chancellor replied. “We’re simply going to use the same methods, but we’ll replace the crystals with Inalia. Larger scale delivery and whatnot. Some customization required, but nothing our engineers can’t handle.”

      “Nah, that’s not what she wanted you to do with the knowledge she gave you, you… ghoul!” I snapped, feeling the rage replace the blood in my veins, as it poured red-hot through me. “You don’t get to torture someone so you can give your people comfort. That’s insane!”

      “A Hermessi child’s power is enough to fuel all seven domains, seamlessly,” the high chancellor replied. “Two Hermessi children will be even better, as we’re still searching. We know there is more than one in our world.”

      That statement made my throat close up. Eira came to mind. I had to bring this to an end, before anyone else got hurt. I couldn’t let this wretched greed and corruption keep going. It was bound to fester and infect minds that wouldn’t otherwise consider such a brutal endeavor.

      “Lumi, the Cerixian population is growing,” the high chancellor added, wearing a half-smile. “Soon, our current energy sources and mechanisms will not be able to sustain a comfortable life for all the people in our empire. And, as you probably know, unhappy and poor people don’t pay taxes. Taxes make the empire rich. Using Hermessi children will revolutionize the way our world functions! I approved Mr. Martell’s project because I understood the implications. Because I’m objective enough to understand that the deaths of a few will help nurture the happiness and comfort of many. Wind, solar, and water-based energy isn’t enough anymore. We have to think outside the box. Besides, Inalia and her kind are abominations. They’re not Cerixians. They shouldn’t even exist. We’re doing them a favor! I’m giving them a purpose.”

      I blinked several times, trying to understand whether I’d actually heard all this crap, or I’d imagined it. “You can’t possibly be this cruel and wretched,” I managed, fighting the urge to retch.

      “I am whatever I need to be in order for the empire to succeed,” the high chancellor hissed. “Once we power up the Rose Domain first, the others will pay whatever the government asks. We’ll outsource the Hermessi children to the remaining domains, and all the rebel factions will finally dissolve and give up challenging the empire. That’s the endgame, Lumi. Peace and prosperity, across the board, at all costs.”

      I loathed the way he called me by my name. Sure, I’d given it to him, but it rolled off his tongue wrong. There was a familiarity that made me feel like the idiot student, while he was the all-knowing teacher.

      It irked me to a whole new level. “Yeah… No,” I said.

      “Your threats are futile. If you claim to seek peace and cooperation, sure,” he replied. “I’ll waive off the accusations. Your team will be free to investigate whatever death cult they want. But don’t butt into empire affairs. Inalia and the other Hermessi children do not concern you. Take it or leave it.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Oh, so you’re giving us the go-ahead to investigate our Hermessi problem, but only if we don’t get involved in you kidnapping, torturing, and eventually murdering of innocent Hermessi children to power up your cities?”

      He shrugged. He actually seemed content with his offer. “I believe it’s a reasonable concession. You know, since GASP wants peace and cooperation.”

      This was the second time he quoted me on GASP’s mission, and he was doing it in a rather derisive, almost belligerent manner. That just made me want to punch him harder.

      “Hm. Okay, so you’re no good to me, either,” I muttered. “I suppose I’ll have to take this up with the emperor, directly.”

      He didn’t seem to like that. At all. His hand slipped into his robe pocket, then came out with a short but sharp blade. With lightning speed, he threw it at me. Unimpressed, I dodged it, then raised my own hand and whispered the stunning spell—and stun him it did!

      I had the high chancellor at my fingertips, gaping at me like an animal about to go to the slaughterhouse. I flung him to the side. He crashed into a pair of chairs and a side table. The wood broke. The glass shattered on the shiny parquet-style flooring. And the high chancellor bled from several superficial wounds on his face and neck. A couple of tiny glass shards poked out of him, here and there.

      Still, he couldn’t move. Breathing heavily, he groaned from the pain and even tried to speak, but I stopped him before he pissed me off even more. “I told you, High Chancellor. With Skit here as my witness, I warned you. I specifically said I would resort to violence if you decided to continue as the Cerixian thorn in my side. Well, here we are.”

      I stepped forward, getting close enough for him to see me clearly.

      “Mark my words, High Chancellor,” I added. “I don’t like how your world has treated us, so far. I don’t take kindly to threats, and neither does GASP. Our mission is to protect all supernaturals, including the ones hunted and oppressed by their greedy, maniacal governments. You’ve just stepped in a hot mess, and you will need some time to recover. I recommend you stick to governing the empire and leave the Hermessi children be. Unless you want me to beat you, Nalyon Martell, and anyone else who’s involved in this insane scheme into a bleeding pulp. In which case, I dare you.”

      I left him there and turned to face a perplexed Skit. He clearly hadn’t seen the high chancellor’s knife coming. Frankly, neither had I, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t always ready for the worst. I’d dealt with terrifying enemies before—a bunch of greedy bureaucrats wouldn’t be the end of me!

      “Skit, I need to see Emperor Tulla, now,” I said, serene as a morning spring.

      It took him a minute to gather his thoughts. “Uh… Okay. Yeah, I can take you there,” he said. “But, mind you, after what happened here, the Armed Forces will be all over us. And the emperor’s palace, for sure.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I replied. “Take me there.”

      He nodded slowly, then led me out of the high chancellor’s palatial residence. From what I could tell, not everyone in the upper circles of the Cerixian government knew about this ploy to exploit Hermessi children—Skit confirmed my suspicion. If Emperor Tulla was also unaware, then we still had a chance to settle it without GASP intervention on a larger scale.

      However, if he did know, if he endorsed such horrors, I was bound to call in reinforcements. I would be well within my rights, given GASP’s credo and purpose in the In-Between. We looked after supernaturals, especially innocent ones like Inalia and Eira, who’d never had a say in what sort of creatures they were going to be. Their abilities needed to be honed and nurtured, not exploited so the Rose Domain could light up a few more blocks.

      I sent a brief message to Derek and Sofia with updates about my meeting with the high chancellor. Judging by their reply, they, too, agreed that this had to be stopped from the top of the command chain. Therefore, I now had a Cerixian emperor to shake up.
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      After Lumi’s and Amelia’s messages about their latest Cerixian “adventures,” Derek and I decided it was time to head back to our treehouse in The Shade, at least for a few hours, to rest. We’d been so focused on this mission and so worried about more Hermessi death cult incidents, that we’d been neglecting ourselves.

      We were in the process of preparing for adoption. That in itself was emotional and time-consuming. Becoming parents again felt like a much bigger decision after all these years—and, since we’d both agreed that turning back to human was no longer an option, since the cure was far too dangerous after repeated usage, it all seemed a lot more complicated and intense.

      I’d yet to put my finger on what exactly made it so complex. Maybe it was just my anxiety. After all, it had been a while since I’d last raised a child. Part of me was nervous, too. What if I wasn’t good at it anymore? I’d voiced that concern with Derek, and he’d been the amazing husband that I knew and loved, telling me that we were both going to ace this.

      The nursery was almost ready. We’d painted it in coppery shades of orange and yellow, representing the sunshine that a new baby would bring to our lives. It matched Derek’s overall recent state of mind, too, since he was now a day-walker. There were times when I yearned to be with him in the sun, but I left it up to the brilliant minds of Amal, Amane and our other GASP allies to figure out what Ta’Zan had done to cure Derek’s deadly sensitivity, and hoped I’d join my husband soon enough.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Derek asked as we walked through the redwood forest, hand in hand, like two young lovers in the twilight. Well, we weren’t that young anymore, but lovers we still were.

      “I think the number of thoughts booming through my head right now are worth more than a penny,” I replied, giggling.

      He smiled. “You name the price, toots. I’ll make it happen.”

      I laughed hard, like I hadn’t in days. This whole Hermessi death cult issue and its adjacent dangers had taken the fun out of things, lately. I’d been to one too many fire fae funerals already. I didn’t want the body count to rise. We’d lost hundreds of great people last year, and I was still recovering from that, emotionally speaking. The toll had been significant, to say the least.

      “I don’t know, honey. It’s a lot. I mean, there’s a lot going on,” I replied.

      Around us, the night was permanent and charmingly quiet. The treetops swayed gently in the breeze, the leaves quivering and rattling in a delightful ensemble. Birds chirped from the branches, and crickets orchestrated their own symphony in nearby bushes.

      This was home for me. Our sanctuary. Peaceful. Serene. Untouchable.

      “Lumi and Taeral’s crew are making some headway, though,” Derek said. “I’m sure we’ll get to the bottom of this, soon enough. Once we figure out who the rogue Hermessi is, it’ll be easier to hunt down and obliterate the cults, too.”

      I nodded slowly. “I agree. It’s just… I was hoping we’d get a longer break this time. Fate keeps throwing these hot piles of crap at us. I’m tired. I want to focus on our parenting skills.”

      “We need a kid to apply those skills to first.”

      “Yeah, exactly. I’d rather be out there, on Earth, visiting orphanages and feeling terrible because I can’t adopt all of them at once. There’s a soul that’s waiting for us, Derek. And I’m afraid we’re running late.”

      Derek stopped and turned to face me. His hands settled on my shoulders. “Sofia, nothing stops us from going into the human world right now. We’ve already made the decision. The room is ready. What’s stopping us?”

      I thought about it for a moment. Technically speaking, nothing. Nothing at all. We’d decided on a human child because the In-Between was remarkably good at looking after its orphaned children. For every son or daughter that had lost a parent in the Nerakian and Eritopian wars, there were couples or single supernaturals who were more than happy to look after them. Earth, however, had yet to figure out a way to curb the abandonment rates. If Derek and I could do something to lower those numbers, then so be it.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go. You and me. Let’s start the adoption procedures. They’ll take a while. I know we can be parents and oversee GASP, too. We’ve multitasked before, haven’t we?”

      I pushed myself upward and wrapped my arms around his neck. I kissed him deeply, pouring all my love and gratitude into it. To say that I was fortunate to have met Derek in the first place would’ve been a terrible understatement.

      “Look who’s rushing to dadhood,” I said, tilting my head back for a moment.

      “You got me started on this, Sofia. I’m serious. Let’s go. Right now.”

      “You mean it,” I murmured, slightly surprised—though I shouldn’t have been. Derek did have a flair for the spontaneous sometimes, especially when it came to life-changing decisions. Yet picking out a color for the bedroom had been a titanic, month-long mission. The irony did not escape me.

      “Of course,” he replied. “It’s time, isn’t—”

      “Derek! Sofia!” River’s voice cut through the woods like the sharpest of blades.

      It prompted us to stand back from each other. River ran down the path, panting and sweating as if she’d just run a marathon. I would’ve made a joke about it, but her ashen face instantly triggered my worst fears, somehow.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      My heart was already shrinking, close to collapsing in on itself. I knew that look on River all too well. I’d seen it before, and it always left me broken.

      “It’s Ben,” she said.

      I loathed being right. I absolutely hated it! With the fire of a trillion suns!

      “What about Ben?” Derek replied, his brow furrowed.

      “I haven’t seen him since the GASP meeting last night,” River said, her voice faltering. “He won’t answer my calls, my texts. I’ve asked around, and no one’s seen him. At first, I thought he was just having a bad day… It’s been like that since it came to light that fire fae were prone to these Hermessi cult attacks. He’s taken it very personally. I figured he just needed some time to cool off, but he always answers my messages. Always.”

      The worst-case scenarios flashed through my head. I’d been here before. I’d lost my son once. I couldn’t let that happen again.

      “River, this whole fire fae problem has taken a serious toll on Ben,” Derek said. He was the voice of reason I desperately needed. I gripped his forearm in a feeble attempt to absorb some of that confidence. “Here, let me try.”

      He took out his phone and speed-dialed Ben’s number. The darkness in his gaze told me everything I needed to know. Ben wasn’t answering.

      “There’s something wrong, I can feel it.” River sighed. “I don’t know what. It’s this… this bad vibe, this silent darkness settling over The Shade, over my home and my life.”

      “It’s too early to jump to grim conclusions,” Derek replied, though I could hear the shift in his tone. He didn’t like this any more than I did. Only, he didn’t show it. As ruler of The Shade and leader of GASP, he’d gotten used to keeping some emotions to himself.

      “Let’s get back to your place,” I suggested. “We might find something there that leads us to Ben. If anything, we can just use a tracking spell and get to him.”

      “If he’s in The Shade, yes. Or in this dimension,” River muttered.

      “We’ll try one in the In-Between, too, and the Supernatural dimension, and wherever the hell else he might’ve gone,” I said, unwilling to let any of this get to me.

      Derek was right. I was still a mother, and a fierce one at that. Without hesitation, I walked down the path, headed straight for Ben and River’s treehouse. Derek and River followed, as we entered the residential area of our redwood forest.

      Lights twinkled here and there. Some of the Novaks were home, it seemed. Only my Ben wasn’t. Loud voices brought me to a halt. I looked to my right, recognizing the source. It didn’t take long for me to realize what was happening. Grace and Lawrence were having an argument—a heated, downright scorching argument.

      The three of us were compelled to make a detour. Grace was shouting at Lawrence at a level I’d never heard before.

      “Dammit, it’s not okay! I’m not okay! How the hell am I supposed to be okay with this?!” Grace cried out.

      “Honey, please. I’m just trying to help you,” Lawrence said.

      “You can’t help! Nobody can help!”

      I knocked on the door. Silence followed. As soon as Lawrence opened it, however, I could tell that he was in a bad place. His hair was disheveled. His shirt’s top buttons had been torn, and there were three parallel scratches right under his Adam’s apple.

      My blood ran cold. “Lawrence, what’s going on?” I asked. “We could hear you from outside.”

      His shoulders dropped. He was in so much pain, it hurt me, deeply.

      “It’s Grace,” he said. “She’s not being herself… I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      “Talk us through it,” Derek replied.

      Grace showed up behind Lawrence, visibly distraught. Her blue eyes were puffy and red, her lower lip quivering. She’d been crying. Then again, so had Lawrence.

      “What is going on here?” I asked, raising my voice. I’d had enough already. I hated seeing my family in any kind of turmoil. Fights weren’t even in our nature. Sure, there was the occasional bickering of married couples, but Grace and Lawrence had taken it to a new and scary level.

      “I don’t know!” Grace screamed.

      Derek gasped. “Grace!”

      “I’m mad, okay?!” she screeched. “I’m mad. No one understands me. No one! Not Lawrence, not you, not anyone!”

      “Honey,” Derek replied calmly, as Lawrence stepped to the side, leaving the doorway clear for us. “I’m sure we will, if you tell us. Clearly, there’s something bothering you. Hurting you, even.”

      “We talk about these things,” I added softly. “That’s what we do in this family. We address things and work them out together. You’re not alone in this.”

      To be honest, I was quite irritated. I’d yet to find my son, and this had just popped up at the worst possible moment. Grace was in a lot of pain, that much I could see. The sooner we sorted this out, the quicker I could get to reaching Ben.

      “I… I don’t know…” Grace said, shuddering as she broke into tears again. “It’s… I’ve had this horrible feeling. I’m a fire fae, and… Everyone’s looking at me funny. The whole Shade is giving me the stink eye because of what happened.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” I sighed. “That’s not true. No one here would ever judge you for the shortcomings of others.”

      “They are! I see them! Every day!”

      Lawrence shook his head. “I’ve tried to tell her this, and…” His voice trailed off as he pointed at his scratches.

      “Grace… Did you attack Lawrence?” River asked, unable to believe that she was actually asking that question. “Why would you hurt him?”

      “Because he got too close!” Grace snapped. “He got too close, and that’s what you get when you get too close to a fire fae. You get hurt!”

      She wasn’t making much sense, but the layer of sweat on her skin made me realize she wasn’t feeling that well, either. She was pale, though her cheeks were bright red. I was willing to bet she had a fever.

      I stepped forward and put my palm on her forehead. She jerked herself back, but I managed to feel the scorching heat. It made my heart stop.

      “Grandma, I’m fine, physically speaking,” she said, suddenly changing her demeanor. She crossed her arms. This was the most defensive I’d ever seen her.

      “You’re not, you’re burning up,” I replied firmly. “You’re not well at all, Grace.”

      “Listen, I got out of line,” Grace insisted, then gave Lawrence a pained, apologetic glance. “I’m sorry… I really am. I… I spilled all my frustrations on you. Forgive me.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive, Grace,” Lawrence replied. “But we need to talk this stuff through. You can’t just bottle it up and hope it goes away. It obviously doesn’t. Look at what it’s doing to you.”

      She nodded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” She sighed, then smiled at us. “I’m sorry… I’m really sorry.”

      I smiled, hoping to reassure her that I wasn’t upset in any way. She was scared and angry, much like Ben, and I couldn’t blame her. However, I needed her to know that it was okay to just talk about it. “Come to us, Grace. Whenever it feels like too much to carry on your own,” I said. “We will never judge you or, as you put it, give you the stink eye.”

      “I’ll be honest, I’m worried like I’ve never been worried before,” River said, her gaze fixed on her daughter. “You’ve never acted like this before. Never. It’s not like you, and, frankly, it’s a little scary.”

      “I don’t know how to explain what came over me. It was like I was seeing red, and no matter what Lawrence was telling me, it didn’t do anything to stop my ears from ringing,” Grace replied. “It was as if I was stuck in the passenger seat, and rage had the wheel. I was watching everything unfold, and I couldn’t stop it.”

      “You mean, like, possession?” I asked, my stomach tensing.

      “No. Not that. I was out of focus. My mouth, my limbs moved without me, but I was conscious. I was able to pull back after I scratched Lawrence. But I was on such a fiery roll, I couldn’t find the brakes anymore.”

      “Grace, would you agree to see Corrine about this? Maybe she could help,” River offered.

      “Yeah. Absolutely… I don’t ever want to feel that way, ever again. Even now, as I look back, I’m mortified,” she said, her voice trembling. A single tear rolled down her cheek.

      Lawrence put an arm around her, pressing his lips against her temple. “It’s okay, baby. You just weren’t you. We’ll see Corrine as soon as possible, and we’ll figure out a better way to cope with everything that’s going on.”

      “Remember, Grace, that everything that affects you affects Lawrence, too. And us. And your kids,” I said. “Anyway, like I said. Talk to us. Don’t hold anything back, no matter how small or insignificant it might seem in the moment.”

      Grace exhaled sharply, as if the weight of the world was taken off her shoulders. The red in her cheeks began to dissolve, as well, and she wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand.

      “I’m going to cook the most amazing dinner for Lawrence tonight.” She chuckled. “I feel like such a dope.”

      “Make sure you top that off with dessert, too. Lawrence has earned a slice of your exquisite peach cobbler, if you ask me,” Derek replied, trying his best to diffuse the last remnants of tension left between us and Grace, though I knew, in the back of his head, he’d already made a note to monitor Grace, going forward. I did the same.

      Grace smiled, then looked at River. “Mom, I talked to Dad, just so you know. Sorry, I forgot to tell you earlier. It’s what got me riled up in the first place.”

      “He’s okay?” River managed. “When did you hear from him?”

      “About an hour ago. He’s taken some time out. He’s angry about this whole fire fae malarkey, too,” Grace replied.

      “Dammit, Grace. I’ve been worried sick about him. Why didn’t he just answer my texts, at least?!” River growled. She was pissed off, and for good reason.

      I should’ve been annoyed, too, but I was simply too relieved to know that someone had spoken to Ben, that he was okay. Everything else seemed trivial. That came with the territory when losing a child—albeit temporarily. He was all that mattered.

      “I told him you’d get mad,” Grace said.

      “Well, you’ll need to tell me everything he said, honey, because I’ve been freaking out over here,” River retorted. “I want details.”

      Grace took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, as if regaining her composure. Whatever had come over her seemed to be gone, but, deep down, I knew it wasn’t going to be her last descent into such crippling anger.

      “We talked about how the fire fae are viewed now, in light of the attacks,” she replied. “He’s feeling the heat like me. He’s on edge. He’s just trying to put some distance between him and us, because he doesn’t want to hurt us. With words, I mean. He’s… Anyway, he just needs to process some things.”

      River nodded repeatedly, though she didn’t seem convinced or comforted by Grace’s account. “Yeah, well, good for him. Is that why he went AWOL? Because his temper is flaring?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Geez,” River murmured, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I cannot believe this.”

      Something was happening to our family. The tension felt unnatural. The anger, misplaced. Both Grace and Ben seemed to be under the influence of some kind of darkness. They were on edge. Almost incandescent.

      I had to admit, the knot in my stomach was only getting tighter and more painful. Not that I wanted to, but I had a feeling that Derek and I would end up putting the adoption process on hold—at least until we figured out what was going on with the Hermessi and, most importantly, our current children.

      They needed us now, more than ever. Whether they liked it or not.

      Derek and I exchanged glances. He gave me a brief nod, and I knew we were on the same page. There was something off about our son and our granddaughter, and we were both determined to fix it. No matter what.
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      In order for her to try reaching out to her father, Inalia needed a safe and comfortable space. Somewhere that made her feel at home. So, without hesitation, we let her take us into the Hadeen Domain. The familiarity of her origins was bound to support her in this endeavor.

      The trip itself was relatively easy and interesting, to say the least. We traveled hundreds of miles, alternating between the Cerixian modes of transportation and our own teleportation methods. Since we didn’t know exactly where the Hadeen Domain was, and since Taeral and Riza had not been there before, we had to mix it up. The long distances were covered by Arrow—the name the Cerixians had given to their version of… well, trains.

      I’d seen them on Earth, as well. One steam-powered engine pulling hundreds of carts, each loaded with people or merchandise. In some cases, both, depending on the region they were crossing. On Cerix, however, the engines were fueled by a mixture of solar batteries and black oil, leaving only a thin trail of smoke behind. The locals had done their best to facilitate travel without stinking up the air.

      “These are solar batteries?” I asked, as Inalia and Eira showed us to the back of one such train, where the conductors had stored backups for the engines.

      The batteries were basically brass cylinders with black, rectangular panels attached to the surface. Each of them was connected to an internal circuit, I realized as I pulled one such panel open, through a series of copper-like wires. It was a rudimentary system, compared to the solar-powered batteries I’d seen on Earth, but it did the job, nonetheless. The internal circuit was tied into a metallic knob of sorts at the end of each battery.

      Eira nodded. “Yes. They mount them on the top of the engine, bright and early in the morning. Even with clouds, they still store enough energy to get the Arrow started. From there, they continue to draw from the sun and, where it shows signs of faltering, the conductor switches the power source to oil. They do their best to stick to the batteries, though. Locals complain about smoke all the time, in these parts,” she said, then pointed at the knob on the battery. “See this? It gets screwed into the top of the engine. Fewer than twenty of these things can keep the Arrow going for miles and miles, especially on a sunny day.”

      Glancing out the window of this last cart, I could see snippets of the Rose Domain’s outskirts. We were deep inland, and the train rumbled and occasionally shook as it slid across rougher terrain. There were railroad-like lines connecting multiple destinations across the land, from what I could tell. I could see other Arrows rushing in the distance, in different directions.

      The edges of the Rose Domain were mostly wilderness—tall hills, covered in deep, dark woods; fields basking in the sun, the golden grains undulating beneath the breeze; rocky segments through which the Cerixians had cut and carved in order to make their Arrows’ lines as straight as possible. Villages were sprinkled around on both sides. Most of them were small gatherings of up to fifty houses, but they seemed clean and orderly, each roof and garden curated to perfection. The Rose Domain had a thing about keeping up appearances, from what I could tell.

      “This is amazing technology, if you ask me,” Varga replied, while I put the battery back in its storage place.

      “Well, we couldn’t rely solely on what the swamp witch gave us,” Inalia said. “Cerixians are quite curious and enterprising by nature. We’ve found ways to ease life for ourselves over the past couple of centuries.”

      “Then why can’t they just keep up with this process, instead of hounding Hermessi children for their energy?” I asked, as we walked back into the next cart. Our seats were there. Inalia had paid the fares for us to hop on this Arrow. Transport wasn’t free here, but it was cheap enough to allow everyone to move around while making sure the lines and the trains themselves were maintained. Eira had bought us cloaks from a clothing store near the Arrow station prior to boarding, and, with the hoods on, we were able to blend in and pass undetected for the most part. Whenever we spotted Armed Forces soldiers, we were elegantly teleported past them before they could even get to us. It was a tedious process but it kept us out of trouble.

      “You misunderstand. There are only a handful of Cerixians who think this is a good idea,” Eira interjected. “Nalyon is the one leading them. It doesn’t mean the rest of the population is on board.”

      “Sure, but you know how persuasive Nalyon can be. Especially if he has some of the upper echelon on his side.” Inalia sighed.

      “You mean like the High Chancellor? It doesn’t matter,” Taeral replied. “They won’t hurt you. They won’t move ahead with that. Lumi is already in Silvergate, turning the place upside down until they concede and back away from the idea altogether.”

      “Your swamp witch,” Inalia murmured, smiling. “I’ll bet.”

      “I think it’s time we get off,” Eira suggested, as the train began to slow down. “We’re approaching the domain border, and there will be more guards checking each cart. Security is much tighter in the cities than it is between stations. Surely, Nalyon has an alert out for us.”

      She pointed out the window to a grouping of jagged rocks that poked out of the tall grass. Taeral followed her gaze, then nodded. “Link hands, everyone.”

      A few seconds later, the same jagged rocks rose proudly before us, as our boots settled onto the hard ground. I couldn’t help but run my fingers through the grass, which was tall enough to reach my waist. The air was fresh and clean, and the temperature was perfect. Unfortunately, Varga, Amelia, and I couldn’t enjoy the sunlight. We’d already pulled our hoods and masks on.

      “Where to from here?” Taeral asked.

      Inalia pointed toward a great river crossing the land. The dark blue water reflected flakes of sunlight. Several small boats moved along, their sails stretched against the wind. “Beyond the river,” she said. “That’s the Hadeen Domain.”

      Riza zapped us across the water next. From there, we made it to a nearby Arrow stop. We jumped into another train, which took us deeper into Hadeen. As we left the river and its lush banks, I noticed the greenery fading out, like brushstrokes across a canvas.

      Less than an hour later, the Arrow was going through a seemingly endless strip of red-sand desert. It was hotter, too, and beads of sweat playfully trickled down my temples.

      “This is it,” Inalia whispered, a faint smile settling on her lips. “Home.”

      “It’s been a while,” Eira replied.

      They both gazed out the window, the image before them familiar yet foreign at the same time. This was where they came from, but not who they’d become. Inalia wore her Foreign Outreach uniform, while Eira had Armed Forces written all over her. They’d assimilated into the Rose Domain, I realized, as we got off the Arrow into a busy Hadeen station.

      The people here were dressed differently, most of them in long robes in striking shades of red, gold, and black. The ladies’ hairdos were dramatic, a plethora of braids artfully gathered on the top of their heads, caught and fitted with numerous bejeweled pins and clamps. The males looked just as remarkable. Their long, black, and braided locks were tied with crimson ribbons and swung gracefully down their backs, and they had golden beads scattered through their beards.

      “Wow,” I managed, trying to take it all in. “This is completely different from the Rose Domain.”

      “Another culture,” Inalia said. “Remember, up until a few centuries ago, Hadeen was a kingdom of its own. None of the domains ever really abandoned their heritage and their history. They still dress the same. They eat the same foods. The laws have changed along with the leadership, but Hadeen’s identity remains strong and… colorful.”

      “It’s like a different world altogether,” Varga replied.

      Beyond the station, vivid in sand-colored bricks with gold-and-red marble inserts, was a town. The buildings were simple, for the most part, if one overlooked the aesthetically pleasing façades that seemed to mimic the desert around it. Towers rose here and there, with bauble-shaped tops in swirling shades of red and sunny gold. It reminded me of an earthly sheikh’s kingdom, something out of a Middle Eastern fairytale, but with something that made it so beautiful and otherworldly, it almost took my breath away.

      I couldn’t quite figure out what set it apart, but I knew that this was, at least so far, my favorite part of Cerix. The people were all beautiful, remarkably tall compared to us. Heck, I felt tiny among them. The only one who was closer to their level was Raphael. I loved the way the breeze fluttered through their robes, making them flap in scarlet-and-gold reflexes, with bold black dashes in between.

      “I suppose this isn’t the capital,” Amelia said.

      Inalia shook her head. “Just a border town. We still have a ways to go.”

      “Are we stopping by your mother’s place?” Eira asked her.

      The look on Inalia’s face spoke of indecision and concern. She probably wanted to see her mother, but there were risks involved. She was still a wanted Cerixian, and Nalyon knew she might go home if she escaped, just to make sure her family was safe.

      “Nalyon probably has loyalists staking the place out,” I replied. “Waiting for you.”

      “We’ll go to my safe place,” Inalia decided. “We have work to do. Nalyon won’t touch my mother. He’ll wait for me to show up, like Eva said.”

      “Lead the way, then,” Taeral said, his gaze fixed on her as she walked down the busy platform.

      With the cloaks on, we managed to blend in a little. It was easier to move around like this than in our leather uniforms, with backpacks and swords dangling from our belts—we would’ve stood out like sore thumbs.

      We followed Inalia out of the Arrow station and across the small town. Despite the heat, the Hadeen Cerixians seemed very comfortable here. The market we passed through had stalls loaded with all kinds of fruits, including cactus-like branches with bright purple blossoms from which they drained the juice into tin cups. Those were sold for a pretty coin or two, from what I could tell.

      There were fountains everywhere. Despite the desert region, they’d managed to dip into an underground water source, from what Eira told me. Unsurprisingly, the water gushed higher as soon as Eira passed by, reacting to her half-Hermessi presence.

      We made our way through a variety of back alleys, moving farther to the west as we left the crowded town squares and markets behind.

      “So, how does one reach out to a Hermessi, exactly?” Eira asked me, keeping her voice low, as if not wanting Inalia to hear her. Inalia was too busy talking to Taeral up ahead, and given the curious glimmer in her eyes, Taeral had her full attention.

      “Well, the fae use astral projection,” I said. “Their consciousness leaves the body and the physical plane. With concentration and the proper breathing rhythm, their souls will automatically find the Hermessi.”

      “It sounds easy in theory,” Eira muttered.

      “I don’t think it is,” I replied. “But it also varies from one fae to another. From what I know, Vesta is one of the few who’s had success in this respect.”

      “Pretty sure she was the only one,” Varga corrected me. “The Hermessi reached out to the others. Visions, possessions… None of those contacts were initiated by the fae.”

      “Hold on,” I said. “Bogdana did it by the river, on Merinos, remember? Rose told us about it after they came back from Strava.”

      Varga blinked several times, then smiled—I caught a glimpse of his lips moving beneath the mask. “Impressive memory you’ve got there.”

      “It’s not just my looks that wow, then?” I said, slightly amused. My reply came from a form of self-awareness. I knew I had assets, aesthetically speaking, and I’d been raised to use them accordingly. If I needed a favor, I had my smile. If I needed to create a distraction, I had my curves. But, to be honest, I wasn’t a fan of that anymore. I’d found meaningful dialogue and honesty to be much more effective. This shift in my behavior had added to the increasing gap between me and my mother, in the end.

      According to her, I was becoming less of a Lamia and more of a “patsy Shadian,” as she’d put it, her tone dripping with bitterness.

      Varga didn’t take his eyes off me as we turned a corner and wound up on the very edge of town. Before us, the red desert opened up, wide and endless. It kissed the sky on the horizon, drawing a mauve line that mesmerized me for a brief moment.

      I could still feel him looking at me, but I didn’t dare meet his gaze. Ironically, I was pretty straightforward by nature, yet with Varga… all bets were off. My game was reduced to stolen glances and a fluttering heart.

      “Look. Right there,” Inalia said, drawing focus back to the task at hand as she pointed in the distance. About five miles away, rising from the red sand, was a patch of dried woods. Just gnarly sticks poking out of the ground, like claws reaching for the clouds, perpetually doomed to never feel their puffy touch.

      We linked hands once more, and Taeral zapped us across the desert. Once we were surrounded by the naked trees, Inalia seemed to relax. A smile tried her lips.

      “I used to come here a lot when I was a kid,” she said. “We call this place Deadwood.”

      “I can see why,” Raphael replied. “Was it a forest before?”

      “We’re not sure but probably. Many thousands of years ago, this was a fertile land. There was an ocean nearby. We found fossils of creatures no longer living, dating back millennia. It took us a while to figure out that Cerix’s landscapes change over the centuries. Where seas once foamed, there are mountains, plains, and deserts. Where the earth was barren, the oceans spread today. You know, the course of nature.”

      Not much stood in the way of change. Even vampires were subject to it, to some extent. However, theirs wasn’t a physical shift, but rather an aging of the soul. The experiences lived through, the knowledge acquired, and the memories built up… they all did something to us, eventually, even when our bodies retained their integrity.

      “Okay, now what?” Riza asked, her arms crossed.

      “We try a little bit of that astral projection we talked about,” Taeral replied, then looked at Inalia. “You remember what I told you, right?”

      Inalia smiled. “It’s all in the breathing.”

      “Exactly. So, try and make yourself as comfortable as you can. We’ll be right here, watching over you, at all times,” he replied gently.

      Eira pointed at her water flask, which was safely strapped to her belt. “And I’m ready to cool you down if needed.”

      Inalia laughed lightly, then lowered herself into a seated position, her legs crossed and her wrists resting on her knees. She closed her eyes, while the rest of us settled on the soft ground—there was a thin layer of sand over it, but those trees, dead as they were, still had roots in this place.

      Minutes went by, as Inalia measured her breaths. One… Two… Three… Exhale. Then, a deep breath in, and again, one, two, three, exhale. After about twenty such bits, she opened her eyes.

      “I don’t think it’s working,” she said.

      “Maybe you should try it some more,” Amelia suggested. “It won’t happen right away. Based on Vesta’s account of her experiences, you won’t just slide in on your first attempt.”

      “Shouldn’t I have it easier than a fae, though? I mean, they’re only connected to the Hermessi through their abilities. I’m the daughter of one.” Inalia sighed.

      “Try again,” Taeral encouraged her. “Just let go of anything else you’re thinking about. Surely, your mind is loaded with all kinds of concerns. Focus on your breathing.”

      Inalia nodded slowly, then did as he asked.

      All eyes were on her. Not a single word was spoken. I had a feeling that Herakles wasn’t even breathing anymore.

      Inalia’s chest moved slowly as she inhaled, then held it in for three seconds before letting it out. The repetition was almost hypnotic. I could feel myself slipping into a dream, until the light came alive inside her. Glowing orange beneath her skin, Inalia sucked in a breath, then fell backward. She’d passed out.

      Eira was the first to move, in an attempt to get to her side, but Taeral’s arm shot out and stopped her. “She’s out,” he whispered. “Let her be. She did it.”

      I let a sigh roll out, relief washing over me. We were just one teeny tiny baby step closer to figuring out a way to stop these Hermessi death cults. Inalia was putting herself at quite a risk, now, since her father was, in fact, the rogue Hermessi we’d been trying to get to. However, in the absence of any weapons against such a powerful entity, our only other option was this peaceful approach.

      Maybe she could get the answers we needed out of Brann.
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      At first, I didn’t even realize I no longer had a body.

      I just floated in darkness, feeling like I’d left something behind. My body, specifically. When I eventually looked around and acknowledged the vast nothingness, my first instinct was to panic—until I remembered that, in the absence of flesh and the chemicals in my brain that helped generate my emotions, I couldn’t panic, anyway.

      So I let myself go.

      Taeral’s instructions were still fresh, though, like recent memories that had escaped my body along with me and had followed me around. He’d told me to focus on my father. Brann. The Fire Hermessi of Cerix. Heavenly sweetness, that rolled off the tongue in such a weird way…

      No tongue, either, remember?

      I thought of him. My maker. The fire that descended from this plane onto Cerix and loved my mother. Their union, as strange as it was, created me.

      Before me, a light flickered. It seemed close, but it wasn’t. Miles and miles were there between us, so I made my way toward it. I let my consciousness slide through the abyss. The seconds passed like leaves in the wind.

      Swish… Swoosh…

      The light grew brighter and bigger.

      The closer I got, the better I could see, and the more I was inclined to slam on the brakes—if I had any. It wasn’t just a tiny spark. It was a massive column of orange, blazing fire. It burned with such intensity that I could cry, even without my tear ducts.

      It filled my very soul with a familiarity I hadn’t experienced before.

      Everything was so strange and wonderful at the same time, that I had no idea what to make of it. Was this my father? Were we finally meeting, after all these years?

      Heck, I didn’t even have a voice to speak to him. And if I did, what would I tell him? “Hi, Daddy?”

      But do you need a voice?

      The fire was so close, now, that the flames seemed to tickle my astral projection. I could almost feel the warmth spreading through me, as if I’d hugged the sun itself.

      “Brann,” I heard myself say, in a manner that did not require a mouth. My very soul was communicating with the Fire Hermessi. A moment full of firsts, I thought. “Brann… It’s you, isn’t it?”

      The entity burst brighter for a moment, then subsided into a humanoid figure, with limbs and a head, as if all that power was concentrated and compressed into the compact form of a Cerixian. Only, he didn’t have a face, or eyes, or a mouth. But I knew it was him, nonetheless.

      “Brann,” I said once more. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

      He seemed to look at me. Maybe he recognized me. His daughter. Or maybe I was getting my hopes too high. And, usually, the higher something flew, the harder it fell.

      “Inalia…”

      His voice was identical to the flames coming off him in soft waves. Warm and bright, threatening to burn if I touched him. I’d heard it before. The realization hit me so hard, it almost knocked me out. Oh, my days.

      I’d heard him before in dreams I could no longer remember. He’d spoken to me. The words escaped me, but the voice was unforgettable, even if it was lodged somewhere in the depths of my subconscious. I’d dreamed of my father. He’d come to see me, more than once.

      “You know me,” I managed, trying to come to terms with this new reality of mine.

      “Of course, my child.”

      Hearing those words—feeling those words resonate inside me the way they did—almost unraveled me into a billion threads, each vibrating with the joy of recognition. Part of me was wary, though. After all, he was most likely responsible for those fire fae attacks that had brought Taeral and his crew into my life. And the death cults, too.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “You’re not supposed to know who I am, let alone where to find me.”

      “I had to,” I said. “You made this happen!”

      The figure swelled for a split second, then contracted again. I could’ve sworn that was a sigh of sorts. “I was hoping this day would never come, Inalia.”

      “Why? Not interested in meeting your child?” I asked.

      “No, my child. I was hoping this day would never come because I was done from the moment you revealed yourself to me.”

      Suddenly, I found myself bewildered and confused.

      What the heck was he talking about?
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      I got flashbacks about Vesta while watching Inalia in her current state. Granted, Vesta didn’t glow like a lightbulb during her astral projection—this was probably because Vesta wasn’t a Hermessi child. Inalia was connected to Brann on a much deeper level, one which I doubted I would ever truly understand.

      During the Blackout, I, too, was part of the one thousand and one fae that had facilitated the release of the Hermessi. Only, unlike most, I didn’t remember much from that brief moment when the elements channeled all their energy through my body to power up the mass memory wiper. I only remembered the light filling me up to the brim, and me wishing it would never stop.

      Technically speaking, I had a connection to the Hermessi, as well. But I didn’t feel it the way Vesta or the other fae did. I figured it had something to do with my genetic package. I was only half fae, after all. Maybe I should’ve been more worried about an entity like Brann hijacking my body, the way he’d done with the death cults. Frankly, I just didn’t feel like I was in that kind of danger. I was more concerned about my father, a full fire fae. The urgency of our situation was never too far away from my stream of consciousness.

      I watched over Inalia, with Eira sitting next to me. Eva, Varga, and Raphael kept a lookout. We may have been far out in the desert, but the death cults had surprised us before. This didn’t have to be any different. It was better to always be prepared, anyway. Riza and Herakles had brought some of the library parchments with them, hoping to read some more. They occasionally asked Eira for clarifications on various names and dates. Needless to say, we were all busy here. Amelia was in constant communication with Derek, Serena, and Lumi.

      “Guys, I’ve got all kinds of news from back home,” Amelia said after she ended her last call. “Plus from the ground, here. Where shall I start?”

      I heard her, but I didn’t immediately register the question. My gaze was locked on Inalia. She seemed so peaceful, as if she’d simply fallen asleep. The glow, as peculiar as it was, made her look even more beautiful, as if she’d been sculpted directly from a ray of sunshine.

      I’d pegged her for a government drone, at first, though her enthusiasm to meet otherworldly creatures had stood out, from the moment we’d met. Her curiosity and determination were extraordinary, to say the least. I was in awe of her, wondering if I would’ve been as brave if the tables were turned—if I was the one with a direct line to the Hermessi behind a multitude of deadly attacks.

      The task at hand was already titanic in proportions. I could only imagine how it felt for her, this one Cerixian from a world that had not had much contact with the rest of the In-Between. This planet was all she knew. This sky, the stars beyond, the lands and the rivers and the variety of cultures across the seven domains. Inalia had been thrown in the middle of our danger soup without so much as a warning. I owed it to her to keep her safe, and to make sure she survived. She was already giving us plenty. The least I could do was this.

      “Tae. Did you hear me?” Amelia asked again, but, still, my mind was glued to Inalia.

      I did hear her, but I was somehow hypnotized by Inalia. For a second there, I’d tuned out, focusing only on the memory of the tiny gold flakes in her chocolate-colored eyes, hidden beneath her closed eyelids. I remembered every detail of her doe-like irises. Oh, I definitely had a thing for this Cerixian girl, all right. And then some. The effect she had on me was starting to worry me—making me fearful of losing my focus at a critical point in our mission. I had to get a grip, dammit.

      “Tae.” Amelia’s voice came through a third time.

      I was just about to peel my eyes from Inalia and respond, when something smacked me over the back of my head. I wound up cursing under my breath. “What the—”

      Looking to my left, I spotted Raphael grinning. “Sorry. Had to do it.”

      “No, no, you didn’t,” I said, my cheeks flushing.

      “As I was saying,” Amelia continued as she stifled a chuckle, “I’ve got some updates. Where do I start?”

      One deep breath later, I replied, “Here. Start here. What’s Lumi up to?”

      “Oh, quite a lot.” She giggled. “After she handed Nalyon’s ass to him, she went ahead and rattled the high chancellor, too. Turns out that Dellon Figgen knew a thing or two about the Hermessi children, as well. She’s headed for the emperor’s palace, next, and she’ll keep us posted.”

      A tinge of relief tickled my nape. “Glad to hear that. At least we’re making headway in that aspect. The last thing we need is a supernatural intervention to protect Eira, Inalia, and others like her—if there are others. We’ve got our hands full already.”

      “I thought the same. The fire fae back home are on edge,” Amelia replied. “Our closest friends and family. There have been some unexpected and never-before-seen anger outbursts. Grace had quite the episode. Ben is morose and staying away from everybody, River included. Vesta’s still irritable, too. There’s a growing fear that this is only the beginning. That tensions are about to get much worse.”

      “What about the cultists they apprehended?” I asked.

      “They will tell us, as soon as Jax’s Wards break through,” Amelia said. “The plan is to bring all the culprits under one roof, on Mount Zur, first, and have the Wards deal with them, with additional help from the Daughters this time.”

      “Hopefully, that will yield some answers, because I feel like we’re advancing at a speed of three feet per day, while the unseen enemy is darting at light-speed ahead of us.” I sighed, running a hand through my hair.

      “There are a lot of us involved,” Eva reminded me with an encouraging smile. “You know nothing stays hidden from us for too long.”

      I wanted to nod in agreement, telling myself that she was absolutely right, and that we were more than equipped and experienced enough to handle this, but Eira’s eyes rolled into her head as she fell backward, and my brain just stopped functioning altogether.

      “Whoa,” Herakles mumbled, his jaw dropping.

      Eira convulsed, her fingers twitching as water trickled from her eyes, her nose, her ears, and her mouth. It was as if the ocean was desperate to pour out of her in its entirety. Eva moved to help her, but I motioned for her to stay back. Despite the knot in my chest, I knew what this was. We all did. We’d seen this before, not that long ago.

      “The Water Hermessi is trying to make contact through Eira,” Amelia whispered, snatching the words straight out of my mouth.

      I didn’t know whether to be worried or excited about this. It wasn’t often that one of these entities decided to step forward and help us or even tell us anything. At first, I’d thought Ramin, Neraka’s Fire Hermessi, had been a wonderful anomaly. Then, on Strava, I’d seen Aya, the planet’s Water Hermessi. So far, here, however, our interaction with the locals had been a bit of a mixed bag.

      Before I could think of a way that this encounter could go wrong—the scenarios were plenty—Eira stilled, then sat up. The water stopped seeping out from her, like it had done with Vesta. This connection was noticeably different. Eira was glowing like a sapphire, from the inside, much in the way in which Inalia had lit up since she’d fallen into her trance. This had to be how the Hermessi children reacted when they fused with their parents.

      Eira was calm, her eyes flashing white and sky-blue as she looked at me. “It’s not easy for me to do this, especially in the desert. I’m much weaker here,” she said, her voice sounding double-folded, as if a man and woman spoke at the same time. The feminine tone was hers—I recognized it. The male, however, felt different. As old as time.

      “You’re the Water Hermessi of Cerix, aren’t you?” I asked.

      The rest of my crew was tense and speechless. We’d been down similar roads before, and, given the past month’s developments, we were no longer inclined to easily trust a Hermessi when it decided to manifest. Our conservation instinct prevailed here. Even my hand was dully settled on my sword’s handle, though I knew a blade would do nothing against one of these entities. It was just my body reacting.

      “That is correct,” Hermessi-Eira replied. “Acquis is my name.”

      “And you’re Eira’s father,” I said. We’d already put that particular two-and-two together.

      “I am.”

      “You Hermessi folk sure got busy here on Cerix,” Herakles grumbled.

      “We may not have beating hearts, like yourselves, but we are capable of affection,” Acquis replied. “Love transcends the physical plane, after all.”

      Amelia’s eyebrow shot up. “Technically speaking, affection comes from a cocktail of chemicals produced by the brain. The increased heartbeats and the aching sensation are both just symptoms of those emotions. A way in which the body processes—I should stop, now,” she mumbled, finally noticing Acquis’s careless gaze. “Sorry. Yeah. I get what you’re trying to say.”

      “What made you decide to come and say hello?” I asked, only half sarcastic.

      “I had to. Like I said, I’m of no use here, with nothing but the water in your bodies and Eira’s flask, but I’m discerning enough to understand the urgency of your situation.”

      “You mean Inalia’s dad going all cray-cray on our people?” I asked.

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but, for the sake of speeding things along, let’s settle on yes,” Acquis said. “Brann is the one you’ve been looking for, but you’re not the only ones who want him. The other Hermessi are even more determined to find out who’s behind your fae explosions. They know it’s him, now. And they’re searching for him.”

      I blinked several times, trying to wrap my head around this tidbit. “He’s obviously here, on Cerix, now. How come they haven’t found him yet?”

      “Shouldn’t you be one of the Hermessi who are looking for Brann? I’m confused,” Riza murmured.

      Acquis sighed. Eira’s shoulders dropped in the process. “I’m not searching for him, because I know him better than most. Others are looking for him, including our Cerixian siblings. As for the why-he-hasn’t-been-found-yet part, you should understand a very basic thing about us Hermessi, in general. We are one with the elements we generate and represent. If one wishes to summon us or touch us, one would have to get the whole of us concentrated in a single spot in space and time—as we manifest. Otherwise, it would be like trying to catch fire in your hand. And Brann, to his credit, has a few other tricks up his sleeve.”

      “Inalia is talking to him right now,” I said, then waited for a reaction.

      “I know. It’s why I’m here. To tell you that their conversation must end now, before the others find him.”

      “But how would they find him? How did you?” Amelia asked. “I don’t get it.”

      None of us got it, for that matter.

      “When the Hermessi meets his child, he is vulnerable. He exposes himself to the other elements, because he manifests in a way that only his offspring would be able to perceive. He shines like a beacon beyond the existential planes, and the Hermessi can see him from afar,” Acquis explained.

      “So, what if the other Hermessi do catch him?” I asked. “It would put an end to the attacks, wouldn’t it? They would fix our problem, easily.”

      Acquis-Eira shook her head. “They’re only out to get Brann because they want to silence him. There’s more to him than meets the eye. You don’t know the full story. You don’t understand how or why he did what he did.”

      “Then tell us,” Raphael shot back.

      “It’s not my story to tell, and, like I said, I’m too vulnerable here. I can’t be caught talking to you,” Acquis replied.

      “So, Brann made my people explode because he had a really good reason? Is that what you’re trying to say?” I asked, though my irritation was more than obvious at this point.

      “Yes. And you and your crew here are about to get in the crossfire of some very angry and determined entities. You must stop your intrusion immediately. Wake Inalia up. I cannot do it myself, but one of you can, for sure,” Acquis said, as Eira’s eyes narrowed at me. “She’ll hear your voice wherever her astral projection might be, Taeral. You get her out of there, before it’s too late.”

      A few seconds passed as we all looked at one another. Inalia lay still, beaming orange. Eira sat quietly, shining blue. To say that this was all a big bucket of weird didn’t even begin to cover it. The deeper we dug, the more questions I had.

      “Why are you helping us?” I sighed. “You’re obviously holding out way more than you should. What’s your agenda?”

      “I appreciate the way you’re trying to protect my child from the likes of Nalyon Martell,” Acquis replied. “I heard about his intentions. The whispers have reached me, along with Eira’s thoughts. It is the least I could do.”

      “You’re connected to your children,” Amelia concluded.

      “In a way, yes. We’re aware of them. We feel certain emotions, depending on their intensity. Sometimes, if I concentrate, I can even hear her thoughts,” Acquis explained.

      “Are there more like Eira and Inalia on Cerix?” Varga asked.

      Acquis-Eira shook her head. “Not many. Not like before. There were more, centuries ago, but they were mortal.”

      “What about Eira and Inalia?” I replied. “Are they also mortal? Where are the others?”

      Acquis-Eira shrugged. “I wouldn’t be able to tell you where they are. I can, however, say that we never really know for sure about our children’s longevity. Sometimes it knows no end. Sometimes it does. Hermessi children don’t occur often enough for us to identify any kind of pattern.”

      “Yeah, speaking of, how’d this even become a thing in the first place?” Raphael asked. “You’re practically all-powerful entities, timeless and omnipotent in more than one way. And you made kids with the locals. How? Why?”

      “I told you: love. You people don’t own it. We can feel it, too,” Acquis said. “Although, you should know, having children is, indeed, exceptionally rare and taboo among us, because they inherit a good chunk of our power. We pay dearly for our sentimental indiscretions.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t concern you. Listen, pay attention, Taeral. This issue of yours runs much deeper than you think,” Acquis warned me, glowing blue gaze fixed on me to the point where goosebumps burst all over me. “It goes beyond murderous cults and exploding fire fae. If you want answers, look at nature. Pay attention. Pay. Attention.”

      I didn’t get to ask for more details. Before I even opened my mouth to reply, the light died out inside Eira, and she fell back on the sandy ground, out cold.

      Amelia gasped. “Oh, damn… The other Hermessi were just waiting for Brann and Inalia to make contact, then.”

      “They’re most likely converging on them as we speak,” Eva continued, looking down at Inalia with sheer horror. “We need to wake her up.”

      Severing the connection suddenly became the single most important item on my to-do list. We’d worry about Acquis’s warnings later. I bent down and cupped Inalia’s face, feeling the heat emanating from her. It entered every fiber of my being, as if I’d just swallowed the sun. Even so, I couldn’t let go.

      I had to get her back before the Hermessi found her and Brann. Whatever bone they had to pick with him, she was bound to end up as collateral damage. And the pain in my chest told me I just couldn’t let that happen.

      Father and daughter had to be separated; otherwise, it would all go even more horribly wrong. And I’d had enough of the universe kicking me in the ass whenever I tried to take a step forward. We needed a win already.

      Also, part of me was intriguingly eager to keep Inalia safe.
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      I’d yet to understand why my father, Brann, the actual Fire Hermessi of Cerix, had gotten himself involved with those death cults. The anger it caused me was the first thing to hit the surface of my consciousness as I tried to come to terms with this new reality. I was standing face-to-face with the entity that had made my existence possible, in the first place.

      Still, I didn’t want to push him away. I worried he might kick me out of this plane, somehow. It wasn’t like I knew everything about the Hermessi, about what they were like and what they could do. Even our legends and records weren’t entirely accurate. Most of the stuff in the now-charred library had been hearsay and word-of-mouth, penned by various scholars throughout the centuries.

      “So, you’re my father,” I said dryly.

      “I… Yes,” he replied. There was a tremor in his voice. It matched the flickers of his flaming figure, as he watched me. I could feel him, the way he probably felt me. I didn’t need a body for him to acknowledge me. Our connection transcended everything, and it was so weird and awkward and enlightening at the same time!

      “Care to tell me how that happened?” I asked.

      “I fell in love with your mother.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Like that’ll cut it.”

      “I have a weakness, Inalia. I feel things. I fall in love, sometimes. Your mother… She was different. I watched her from the candles she lit around her house. She enticed me from the moment I first saw her. Which, by the way, was just a wonderful coincidence. I just happened to pay attention at the right time. That was it. No greater science,” he said. “Eventually, I caved in. I spoke to her, through the flames, at first. Then, I found a body… The rest is, as you know, basic biology.”

      At least now I knew where I’d gotten some of my sassy snark. He sounded just like me.

      “If you could speak to her through the flames, why couldn’t you do the same with me? With us?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t sure it was safe. My brethren have ways of monitoring me if I’m concentrated in one place for too long. If I can listen to you through the flames, they can listen through the very air you breathe, or the water in a glass next to you, or through the stones or wood used to build the roof over your head, for example. Right now, there is no secure method of communication between us, Inalia. Especially this one. We’re in danger.”

      “And that’s why you said I shouldn’t have come here?” I asked, remembering I was still angry with him.

      “I’m being hunted, Inalia. And our connection, well… it shines through the fabric of time and space. We’re like two beacons, now, out there for everyone to see. It’s only a matter of minutes, maybe, before we’re found.”

      A sense of urgency surged through me. I was inclined to protect him, somehow—though I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why. Brann had done some terrible things. He’d killed Taeral’s people. His death cults were chasing us around, trying to kill us. I was determined not to leave here until I at least got some answers. Yet, my instincts… they bowed in his favor. Maybe if I was quick and smart in what questions I asked, I’d get all my info, and he’d be on his way before his fellow Hermessi tracked him down.

      “What did you do?” I murmured. “Those fire fae… the death cults. I don’t get it. You seem so nice. I… Was that you at the temple?”

      “Yes. I tried to reach out to you then, to warn you, but I couldn’t make a connection while you were conscious. I was willing to risk it all, just to talk to you, then. Now, it seems, you reached out to me, only you did it right, so… here we are,” he said. “Inalia, you must know, the death cults are not mine. They don’t serve me, specifically. They serve the Hermessi.”

      “Whoa…”

      Befuddling, to say the least.

      “I am, however, responsible for blowing some of them up. I had no choice! When I saw what my brothers were doing, how they toyed with the minds of innocent creatures, seducing them into joining these cults and committing atrocious murders on their behalf… I couldn’t stand idly by!”

      “Hold on… You mean the cults are instructed by the other Hermessi from across the universe and Cerix to hurt us, to hunt us down… to… what else, exactly? What’s the endgame here?” I asked.

      “I don’t know yet, myself. I’ve been trying to figure it out without drawing attention to myself. But I caught wind of death cults planning to kill thousands in synchronized attacks. I had to step in. I left Cerix; I rode the winds of stardust and forced myself into fae bodies. I tried to persuade them, at first, to stop what they were doing. They kept rejecting me, telling me to leave them alone. I was left with no other choice. I fired myself up inside them and forced them to explode. I overloaded their elemental connection to fire itself.”

      “Hence the fire fae blowing up in Taeral’s world,” I murmured.

      “And not only there. I went as far as I could. But then, I heard Taeral and his people were coming back to Cerix. There were whispers of Nalyon’s plans, too. Remember, I hear and see everything where a flame burns,” Brann explained.

      “This is unbelievable,” I managed. “But why would the Hermessi coordinate attacks against the people of so many worlds?”

      “They’re following a ritual, though I’m not sure which one. We’re old, Inalia. We have traditions and methods of amplifying our power, of changing the entire universe, if we must. But they require formulas. A certain number of bodies—conduits that could serve us. Hence the cults,” he said. “I’m not the only one who opposed this endeavor. I know of other Hermessi who stood up and resisted. Most didn’t do very well.”

      In my mind, I thought of Aya, the Water Hermessi of Strava. Surely, she must’ve been one of the good ones, since she helped Taeral’s crew as best as she could.

      “What do you mean by ‘they didn’t do very well?’” I asked.

      “Most were silenced. Some were destroyed.”

      “Oh. How do you destroy a Hermessi? And wouldn’t that mean disrupting a natural element that makes a world… function? Wouldn’t that simply destroy a planet?”

      “My child, I cannot tell you how to kill a Hermessi. All the natural elements would be in danger if such knowledge ever made it out of our circle.” Brann sighed. “The balance would be lost, and the entire universe would perish. You are better off not knowing.”

      “Wait. So, if one or more Hermessi are destroyed, what happens to their world?”

      I was relentless. Sooner or later, I was going to find out how to stop, disable, or destroy a Hermessi, as well. I considered this to be my first father-daughter chat, and made it my mission to have more in the future. With that decision in the back of my head, I continued to drill him for whatever information I could get out of him, before our time together ran out.

      “They manage. Let’s just leave it at that,” Brann replied. “Now, you must go, my child. I’m trying to protect you. I did so at the temple, as well. I wanted to warn you, then, but… Anyway, just go, Inalia. Be safe.”

      “Be safe? Against what? Crazy Hermessi?!” I croaked. “No, you need to tell me more. You have to! How will we protect ourselves? How can we stop them? If what you told me is true, then the Hermessi will find another way to bring their plans to fruition. It’s probably why the death cults keep chasing us around.”

      “I don’t know much. As soon as I do, however, I will find you. I promise.”

      “What… What about the death cults? Will you intervene again, if they find us?” I asked.

      “I may not be able to do that again. I’d risk exposure, given this connection we’ve just made here,” Brann said. “Do not worry, my child. The creatures looking after you right now are more than capable of handling a few fanatics. I’m only sorry I had to kill some of them in order to stop mass murders committed in the name of my brethren. These are dark and dangerous times, Inalia. We’re all awakened now, with more power than ever. Our influence runs deep and… Just be careful.”

      “But, Dad—”

      He vanished. And I’d accidentally called him “Dad.”

      He may have been absent for most of my life, and he might’ve done some truly questionable things, but, now that I knew why he’d done them in the first place, I saw him differently. I felt a sudden, much stronger urge to make sure nothing happened to him.

      If the Hermessi could destroy one another and “manage,” as he’d put it, then they could easily do the same to him. I’d only just met my father. I wasn’t anywhere near ready to let go of him.

      It wasn’t long before true terror set in. I’d finally internalized everything that Brann had told me. Suddenly, the stakes were so high, I could barely see them. Those death cults weren’t just murderous fanatics. They were tools of the Hermessi themselves, going by some kind of ritual… for what?

      That’s what we need to find out.
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      Inalia’s eyes popped open. She wheezed as she took in a lungful of air.

      Taeral was quick to react, gently holding her in his arms as she breathed in and out. It took her a minute or two to recover. Eira was still shaken by her own experience with Acquis possessing her. It was clear, by the looks on both their faces, that they’d never had such encounters with the Hermessi before. Who could blame them? Up until maybe two years ago, or less, we Shadians hadn’t even known there was such a thing as a Hermessi to begin with—let alone been able to communicate with one. Cerix did have a Hermessi cult going, so they at least knew about these entities, but I doubted they were aware of the extent of their influence and power, once awakened.

      And Cerix was nowhere near as experienced with the weird and the supernatural as we were; though technically speaking, they, too, were part of the weird and supernatural from our perspective. Their Hermessi cult had practically died out until recently. We were to blame for its resurrection, in the end. The Blackout that fully reactivated the natural elements was on us. Eira and Inalia were innocent, and the best we could do right now was make sure they were safe. They hadn’t chosen to be who they were.

      “How are you feeling?” Taeral asked Inalia, who was no longer shivering and gasping as if she’d just been brought back from the dead.

      “Inalia? Are you okay?” Eira asked.

      Inalia nodded slowly. “Yeah… That was weird. No, wait, weird doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      “Pfft, tell me about it,” Eira murmured.

      “What’s up with you?” Inalia replied, finally noticing Eira’s flustered and sweaty sheen.

      “Oh, we were quite entertained while you were out,” Raphael said, slightly amused. “Talk to us, Inalia, what happened?”

      Inalia blinked several times. “I met Brann. My dad. We’ve got the whole story wrong.” She sighed, then told us every single detail of that conversation. The more she spoke, the clearer the picture became for me. I flipped through various files on my tablet while I listened to her account. Dots were connected, now—dots I hadn’t even noticed until now.

      “It makes so much sense,” I concluded. “It explains why Myris Fenn and the other fire fae were arguing with… well, we thought they were talking to themselves. They weren’t. They were talking to Brann. Brann was trying to get them to quit what they were doing, and, with no other choice left, he just flooded them with fire until they exploded prematurely.”

      “He did feel terrible about the loss of life,” Inalia added. “I could sense his grief.”

      “They were already radicalized, then,” Taeral breathed, his eyes wide. “Members of the Fire Star’s Royal Guard were deep in the rabbit hole by the time Brann blew them up. They were planning some truly atrocious acts, it seems.”

      “So, let me get this straight,” Eira said. “These death cults are looking to reach a certain number, then get themselves powered by the Hermessi in order to explode and kill a whole lot more people? Am I getting that right?”

      Inalia nodded again. “It’s a ritual. Brann says the Hermessi are very consistent in their formulas and rituals. They can’t do much if they don’t respect these guidelines.”

      “Case in point, the Blackout,” Herakles replied. “One thousand and one fae, stroke of midnight on a full moon… Yeah, I get it.”

      “And these cults willingly serve the Hermessi,” Eva said, her brow furrowed. I could almost feel the concern coming off her. With the sun’s position changing in the sky, Eva, Varga, and I only needed our broad hoods to shield us from its light. The masks and goggles were off, at least for the time being.

      “Yes. I don’t know why. I don’t get how they convinced these people to commit such crimes willingly, but they did,” Inalia explained. “I guess the Hermessi made certain promises in exchange for their support. Brann couldn’t tell me more, but he did promise he would try to look into it.”

      Eira scoffed. “Was there anyone else with you, on that plane?”

      “No. Just me and Brann, but he vanished. He couldn’t stay long. He said—”

      “You two connecting brought him out into the open, yeah,” Eira replied. “We know.”

      Inalia’s befuddlement was obvious. “What happened while I was gone?”

      “Acquis, Cerix’s Water Hermessi, took over Eira’s body to give us a message,” Varga said. “It was completely unexpected and weird as hell, but extremely useful.”

      “He told us you and Brann were in danger,” Eira continued, while Inalia stared at her, as if unable to believe what she was hearing. Granted, until not that long ago, she’d been convinced that the Hermessi were closer to fairytales and legends than they were to reality—despite her own abilities proving the contrary. Denial could be such a blinding shade, to some. “And that not all the Hermessi like what’s happening.”

      “He’s your father, isn’t he? Acquis…” Inalia replied.

      “It seems so,” Eira replied. “I could hear everything he said. He just shoved me in the back of my consciousness so he could speak, but I was here. I didn’t go anywhere. It was strange.”

      “And scary, I suppose,” Inalia mumbled.

      “Okay, so, believe it or not, we’ve made a lot of progress in the minutes that you were gone,” Taeral said. “While I may not be perfectly fine with what Brann did, and how he did it, I do understand why he did it. From here on out, we have to figure out which Hermessi are involved in this supposed ritual, and what they hope to achieve with it.”

      “I asked Brann about ways to stop or destroy a Hermessi,” Inalia replied. That got our full attention. “He wouldn’t tell me, though. He thinks it’s the kind of knowledge that no creature should have. He did say, however, that some of the Hermessi who actively opposed this ritual were obliterated.”

      “Oh, wow,” I managed, my synapses firing up. “What does that mean? That fires died out in some worlds? The rivers stopped flowing and a whole planet went dry somewhere?”

      Inalia shrugged. “I’m hoping to catch him again, sometime soon, and get him to tell me more. Right now, he’s on the run. Talking to me got him exposed, and the others are searching for him. I think they’ll destroy Brann if they find him.”

      This was no longer just creepy and downright astonishing. It was quickly galloping into horrifying territories, where we had little to no control over the situation. How were we going to handle this? Sure, the whole of the In-Between, the Supernatural, and the earthly dimensions would be warned. But then what? How did we stop the ritual? How did we stop the Hermessi?

      “Do we want the Hermessi to know what we’re up to?” Riza asked. “If we’re to do this, if we’re to start looking for ways to stop their ritual, won’t they go out of their way to stop us? They’re natural elements. All the magic and supernatural abilities in the world won’t shield us from the Hermessi’s wrath.”

      Silence settled over us for what seemed like forever. We didn’t have a good answer to her questions. Even I couldn’t fathom a theory according to which we’d come out winning and surviving. All the data of our circumstances pointed to a catastrophic ass-whooping, on a universal scale.

      “You’re right, Riza,” Taeral said. “We’ll have to be discreet.”

      “Which begs the question… How do we do that? If Brann can listen to us through the flames, what stops Water from doing the same? Or Earth? Or Air?” Raphael replied. “What if they already know? What if they’re already looking for ways to stop us?”

      Taeral smirked. “If they try to stop us, it would mean they know that we can halt their ritual. It means there’s hope.”

      Inalia was the first to get up and dust herself off. Eira was quick to join her.

      “One thing is obvious. We can’t stay in one place for too long,” Inalia said. “I’m just using my logic here, but I think that if we keep moving, if we don’t stay somewhere for longer than a few minutes or an hour, at most, it’ll throw the Hermessi off our tracks. Think about it. We’ve been talking about this until now, and the earth has yet to split open and swallow us whole and be done with it.”

      “Good point,” Eira agreed, her eyes glimmering with devilish enthusiasm. “Taeral and Riza can take turns zapping us here and there. As long as we’re on the move, we should be able to evade them.”

      “Fire and water are safe for us, if you think about it,” I said. “At least here, on Cerix. Acquis helped, though the other Hermessi are not supposed to know. Fire… well, obviously safe—”

      “Hold on. The cultists found us everywhere we went, eventually,” Herakles cut in. “We assumed it was because of fire. We thought Brann was listening in through every flame around us, and that he gave the cultists our position.”

      Inalia shook her head. “It wasn’t him. It was probably the Air Hermessi. Or the Earth. But they didn’t come at us straightaway. Maybe they’re not so quick to find us. Maybe they’re not listening at all times, if that makes sense. Otherwise, they’d be all over us already.”

      “So, they’d be listening through the air or stones or whatever, if they found us first?” Raphael replied. “That does explain the breathing room we sometimes get.”

      “I’m inclined to agree. If they don’t know where we are, they can’t listen in on us. I’m sure they would’ve caught us all by now if they could,” Inalia said.

      “Which further strengthens your theory about moving around,” I chimed in. “It’s a good plan. This world is vast and filled with people. The Hermessi may be more or less omnipresent, but they clearly can’t always keep track of us.”

      I didn’t even feel the wind rise until Eira’s face turned pale. “Uh-oh,” she murmured.

      “Speaking of which,” Taeral said, “I think it’s time we go somewhere else.”

      We linked hands just as the wind grew more intense, throwing dust in my face and making it harder to breathe, even after I put my mask on. By the time Taeral zapped us out of that little desert spot, it became impossible to see three feet ahead of me. I only had Raphael’s and Eva’s hands firmly gripping mine.

      I coughed, my boots settled on a wooden floor. The howl was gone. It was quiet and warm, and I recognized the musky scent. As my eyes opened, and I took in my surroundings, I smiled. We were back in our hidden little attic in Silvergate.

      “I figure we have about ten or twenty minutes before we’re spotted again,” Taeral said. “If we’re to go by Inalia’s theory.”

      “We’ve been here before, for hours,” Varga interjected. “Why wouldn’t the cultists have come after us then?”

      None of us had an answer for that. Assumptions, yes, but nothing concrete.

      “Maybe fire and water kept them distracted,” I suggested. “Fire, for sure. Brann has been trying to help us, in his own twisted way. Water… I doubt he’d sell us out. We’d be toast already if he did.”

      “I don’t think it matters why we were able to use this attic before,” Taeral said. “What does matter is that we move forward. We’ve got quite a workload.”

      Ah, yes. And then some.

      Stop the Hermessi from killing people. Sure. It sounded easy, once it was summarized in one sentence. But the intricacies of this mission were beyond mindboggling. There were lots of “how’s” thrown in the middle, to which we’d yet to find an answer.

      But at least we knew a bit more about what we were dealing with. I didn’t feel like I was hugging a bleak dead-end, anymore.
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      Actions had to be taken, given all the things we’d learned through Inalia and Eira, and promptly. The first thing I did was patch into my earpiece and call the general channel, while Amelia prepared a written report on her tablet and the others checked their backpacks, supplies, and weapons. We had to be ready to teleport at a moment’s notice, if needed.

      I warned the whole of GASP about the death cults, clarifying that they were being led by a startling majority of Hermessi, and not Brann. While he was responsible for the attacks, he’d actually succeeded in preventing larger-scale and much more devastating explosions from taking place and potentially killing thousands.

      We now knew a lot more than we did the day before. Still, we were nowhere near finding a solution. All we had were ways of slowing the Hermessi’s process down, while we figured out a way to stop them.

      “It’s clear, then, what we must do,” Derek said, speaking to every single superior GASP officer on the line. “All the Hermessi cults must be stopped. Each member must be captured and disabled.”

      “Wait, disabled?” I heard Harper ask, her voice stuck on a higher pitch.

      “We don’t have a choice, do we?” my mother replied, though I could sense the tremor in her tone. She didn’t like this one bit.

      “You mean kill them?” Harper asked, even more alarmed. “Can’t we just put them in some kind of stasis?”

      “I don’t know,” Derek said. “I’ll consult with Corrine and Kailani and the rest of the witches. Deep sleep might not be enough to stop the Hermessi from still using their bodies, but we can try. Our worst-case scenario is that… yes, we must kill them.”

      “In all fairness, it’s not like the Hermessi just took over these people,” Jax replied, firm and cold but understandably so. His world was under siege, much like mine. I couldn’t help but relate. I even nodded slowly, though only my team could see me—they listened in on the channel, but said nothing as the conversation continued. “They joined the cult willingly. They were ready to blow thousands of us up to serve them. As far as I’m concerned, they’re traitors to their people. This is not a time for mercy.”

      “Yeah, but maybe the Hermessi seduced them into joining them. Maybe they promised them some ethereal, nonexistent afterlife in exchange for their service. What if these people had no idea what they were getting themselves into?” Harper insisted.

      “Brann tried to talk to them before he eliminated them,” I said, no longer willing to give anyone in those cults a chance. I’d buried innocent people because of them. I’d lost my friend, Starlin. I didn’t feel anywhere near forgiving. “We were wrong when we first thought the rogue Fire Hermessi was tampering with their bodies and their abilities. He wasn’t. He was actually trying to stop them from going ahead with their nefarious plans. They rejected him; they tried to go ahead with it. I’m sorry, Harper, but I don’t think the cultists are innocent. Not anymore, anyway. They’re wearing pleasant personas, sure, but they’re rotten to the core now.”

      We all heard her frustrated sigh. “Listen, Tae, I know that, and I get it. I’m just saying that minds can be feeble no matter a person’s true personality. Those who feel frustrated or incomplete or cast out, in any way, would be easier to lure into these death cults. It doesn’t make them irreparably evil. That’s not how radicalization works. Most of them have the potential to be good people. They probably were, until the Hermessi got to them. They probably didn’t even realize what they were getting themselves into until it was too late. The Hermessi could’ve lured them under false pretenses just so they could get their allegiance past the point of no return.”

      “I don’t care!” I snapped, shocking my crew. All eyes were on me. “They made their bed. Now, they have to lie in it, while we risk our lives to save our worlds. Because of them! So, pardon me if I don’t give a rat’s ass about what happens to a bunch of death cultists!”

      The silence that followed was awkward. Derek, in his nearly infinite wisdom, chose a path that ran straight through the middle. “I suggest we try to rescue as many of them as we can. They will, of course, spend the rest of their lives in prison. I think death might be an easy way out for these creatures. We’ll have the Maras mind-bend them until their noses and ears bleed, until they tell us everything they know about the Hermessi and this supposed ritual.”

      “And those who refuse? Who insist on serving them?” Jax asked.

      “We execute them,” Derek replied.

      Harper had good intentions. She’d lost some of that cold edge since she got together with Caspian, but the Harper I knew was still somewhere in there—ready to cut off the heads of anyone who threatened her and her loved ones. “That sounds reasonable,” she said. “You’re right, Taeral. Some people don’t deserve mercy.”

      “I must say, I agree with my son on this one,” my mom spoke, her voice crystal clear on the line. “The damage they’ve done, the lives they’ve already destroyed, it’s unforgivable. They could find a way to reach out to us, to ask for our help in breaking away from the cult, if they really wanted to.”

      It gnawed at my stomach that we would have to resort to such lengths, but I was glad my mom and I were on the same page here.

      “I’m sorry, Harper. I really am,” I said. “You know I’d be the first to back you up on pretty much anything, but in this case, we’re better off killing them if they don’t renounce the cult and sever their ties.”

      “That is, if they can sever the ties,” Corrine chimed in. “Sorry I’m late. I’ve been listening in but couldn’t speak. I had some cult members to… interrogate.”

      “How’s that working out?” I asked.

      “Not well. They’re remarkably resilient to Mara mind-bending. My magic isn’t doing much either. We’re noticing cracks in one individual’s resolve, but we still have a lot of work to do in breaking them. We’re bringing in the Daughters next to assist us, like I told you earlier. We’re continuing to try and break them until they arrive. It will take some time, either way.”

      “So, what do you mean by ‘if’ they can sever the ties?” I replied.

      “They could be in too deep. They might want to break away from the Hermessi, but the elements’ influence may be too strong,” Corrine explained. “It’s only a hunch right now, one which I’m honestly hoping to turn into fact, but… I wouldn’t count on it. Derek is right. I don’t like this any more than you guys. However, we have to be realistic. If we can’t get them to cut their ties to the Hermessi, we’ll kill them. They’re essential to this ritual, from what I understand.”

      Amelia pressed the speak button on her earpiece. “Yes, they are. And they’re recruiting more,” she said. “We’re hoping Brann will tell us more when he can, but, until that happens, it’s safe to assume that the cults are looking to grow their numbers. There’s a certain formula they’re following.”

      “Okay, so how do we do this?” Kiev replied. I didn’t even realize he’d been looped into the conversation. It meant Mona wasn’t far away, either. “Where do we start? In my experience, cults aren’t easy to take down.”

      “My experience, too,” Mona said wryly. There she is.

      “Ringleaders, especially,” Derek said. “We’ll have to work our way to the top. Start with the new recruits, get them to lead us to their lieutenants. The bigger the fish, the closer we’ll get to the chapter leaders on each planet where cults have been identified. We bring them all in, squeeze as much information from them as we can, and, if saving them is not an option, we terminate them.”

      “I’ll notify all the GASP bases across the In-Between and the Supernatural dimensions,” River said.

      “You’ll have a detailed report in the next few minutes,” Amelia replied. “I suggest including it in the notification.”

      “Where do we start searching for cult members?” Erik asked. Since his daughter was here, with us, he made sure he was always present for the larger group calls. I’d yet to hear from my dad, but I had Mom on the line. I’d ask about him later. “The ones we caught were the result of blast scene investigations. There are more of them out there, surely.”

      “We should start with the outskirts of all major cities. Rural areas. Any place that has been stricken by poverty. The disenfranchised and forgotten are usually the first to fall prey to this type of radicalism.”

      “But we do our best to keep our people happy and thriving.” My mom sighed.

      “You can’t please everyone,” Draven said. “Look at Eritopia. We still have incubi rebel groups on the outer planets. Granted, not as many as, say, a year ago, but they’re holding on. People who miss something in their lives, people who feel wronged or discriminated against… those are the easiest to lure into a cult. People who don’t think they belong anywhere else.”

      “It’s easy to lie and make them think you can help them, if you need them,” I muttered, then froze, as my brain made a most important connection, a few minutes too late for my own comfort. “Oh, damn… Hold on, it just hit me.”

      “What is it?” Derek asked.

      “I think Vikkal lied to us,” I said. “When we went to the Fire Temple on my planet. He said the symbols that the cultists carved on their faces were meant to protect them. In hindsight, I’d have to ask, from what, exactly? A Hermessi killed them. We killed them. Symbols and all.”

      Amelia gasped. “If Vikkal lied, then the symbols mean something else entirely.”

      “That would imply dishonesty from fae in high positions across the In-Between,” Mom replied.

      “If there are fae out there, actively deceiving us, then we could be looking at a wider reach for the cult,” Sofia said. “It’s not looking good for the species, as a whole. Ugh, Ben, Grace… They’ll be devastated.”

      “I’m thinking we can verify Vikkal’s statement again,” I said. “Zeriel, are you on the line?”

      “I am, yes. And so is Vesta.”

      “Oh, good! How are you feeling, honey?” Sofia asked.

      “Not peachy, but okay,” Vesta replied dryly.

      “The enemy could be hiding in plain sight, Vesta. Vikkal might be a quicker way to destroying the cults, if we grill him and we find out he lied to us,” I said. “I’m here, for now, but you and Zeriel could go to the Fire Star and check on him.”

      Vesta paused for a moment, as if thinking about it. What was there to even question in this hot mess? I… We needed her to come through for us.

      “Yeah, we could do that.” She didn’t sound all that enthusiastic.

      “Listen, I know it’s a stressful time for you and all the fae.” I sighed. “I’m part fae, too, remember?”

      “Yeah, but you’re not feeling it like the rest of us,” she grumbled. “Maybe it’s your jinni half that keeps you afloat.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. Nevertheless, I understand. I need you to do this, Vesta. You’ve got four elements on your side, and you’re strong. If anyone can grill Vikkal into a confession, it’s you.”

      “Taeral is right,” Zeriel continued. “I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      “Okay, fine!”

      “Just be careful,” Amelia said. “The Hermessi can be tricky. Heck, even this conversation has to come to an end, soon, before one of them catches on and starts listening.”

      I’d already briefed the entire upper echelon of GASP about our conversations with Brann and Acquis, along with our conclusions about how the Hermessi kept tabs on us—as best as they could. All our officers now knew that they couldn’t be in one place for too long. It was a tad complicated, in terms of logistics and movement, but it was worth it, since it helped secure our communications.

      “I will,” Vesta said. “If Vikkal is involved with the cult, I’ll find out. Don’t worry.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. “You’re one of the few people I can trust to do this right now. And I don’t mean to offend anyone…”

      “No, it’s okay, we understand,” Sofia interjected. “Even some of our GASP fae have been affected by the current climate. Everyone’s on edge. Some are pointing fingers at the wrong people. You know how it is, when there’s no clear enemy, per se.”

      The fae sure as hell weren’t the enemy. The Hermessi weren’t, either. Well, not all of them. One thing was clear. We couldn’t blame an entire species for the foul deeds of a few. The same had to be said about these elemental entities, as well. So far, we had Aya, Brann, and Acquis helping us.

      “Before I leave this call, I was going to suggest something,” I said. “We do have the support of a few Hermessi. Shouldn’t we find a way to get more of them on our side?”

      “How could we do that?” Derek asked.

      A sigh left my chest. “I’m not sure. But we should start thinking of a way. If we get one of them to tell us what the purpose of this ritual is, we could get closer to stopping it.”

      “I agree,” Jax replied. “But we need to do this discreetly, without triggering a hunt from the other Hermessi.”

      “I think that’s where I come in, again,” Inalia said, looking at me. “I can try with Brann again, at some point.”

      “And I, with Acquis,” Eira added.

      I felt as though we’d been dropped in a most uncomfortable limbo. We only had half of the information we needed to take action. The death cults were still spreading. The Hermessi were following us and trying to stop us, already. And we had no clue as to how we could stop them.

      “I wish I could say I regret waking them up in the first place,” Raphael muttered, crossing his arms. “But I can’t. They saved us all from Ta’Zan.”

      “Which makes everything harder to understand. They saved us, yes, so what are they trying to do next? Destroy us?” Sofia replied.

      That was, by far, the best question I’d heard all day. Were the Hermessi looking for a way to destroy us? Was their power as natural elements not enough to wipe us all out, perhaps? I could keep wondering about this, or we could get some answers from the likes of Brann or Acquis.

      In the meantime, however, it was time to move again.
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      I’d listened in on Taeral’s conversation with the rest of GASP, but I’d kept my mouth shut. I had no solution to offer, for the time being. I knew my mind would be much clearer once I got this Nalyon-exploiting-Hermessi-children out of the way, first. My only concern was that Emperor Tulla himself was involved, despite Skit’s impressions.

      “I have to say, I’m in no mood for Cerix’s petty policies,” I muttered.

      Skit and I stood before the palace gates—ginormous things, tinted an elegant shade of silver. The metal was beautifully crafted, with leaves and flowery motifs that glistened in the sunlight. Beyond, the sumptuous gardens unraveled, with elegant and neatly manicured shrubs and blossoming bushes. Water gushed from fountains made of white marble. The lemony scent of nearby trees tickled my nostrils.

      “Is everything all right?” Skit asked me.

      “Meh. No.”

      I raised a hand, noticing a dozen soldiers emerging from both sides of the street. We’d been spotted—and that didn’t come as a surprise. In fact, I thought they were a little slow to react. My wrist flicked, and they were all thrown back. My patience was long gone.

      The grunts coming down the palace stairs were even less impressive. I whispered a protective spell bubble. It swallowed Skit and me, shimmering gold as I moved. The gates opened with a loud creak as I made my way onto the imperial property.

      “Stop right there!” I heard one soldier shout as he pointed his weapon at me.

      Ignoring him, I kept moving, with Skit shivering by my side. “Relax. They can’t hurt you,” I said to him.

      That didn’t stop him from yelping when the Armed Forces started firing. The pellets bounced off the shimmering bubble. Hundreds of them moving with enough speed to tear through flesh and bone. Oh, the damage they could do, in the wrong hands. I understood why Earth had been such a volatile world. Mankind, like the Cerixians, was curious and enterprising and extraordinary—at the same time, they were terrifyingly destructive when faced with something they feared or misunderstood. The same could be said for this world and all the others we’d encountered, if I were to be honest. The daemons, the Maras, even the Druids—case in point, Azazel. Evil was universal, unfortunately, but the Cerixians lacked magical and supernatural abilities, making Mankind the closest thing we had for comparison markers.

      They’d already been warned, yet they continued with their aggressive ways.

      “Stubborn, to say the least,” I whispered, then waved all the soldiers away with a single crippling pulse. It flashed outward, the air rippling before it hit dozens of Cerixian torsos at once. It knocked the air out of their lungs and left them unconscious on the marble ground.

      Skit and I went up the palace stairs, the shimmering bubble still shielding us from harm. I had a feeling that half the Armed Forces were in this place. They kept pouring out of all the nooks and crannies like ants out of a burning stump. They all tried the same tactic—first, they told us to stop. Then, they fired their weapons at us.

      Rolling my eyes, I released another pulse and kicked them back. Rinse and repeat. On and on. Until I set foot in the main lobby. It was huge, the ceiling tall and domed. Golden arches framed it like the titanic artwork that it really was. Cerixian warriors and damsels stretched across the gypsum surface, all of them looking up at a brightly colored sun. Around it was a ring of orange fire, which, in turn, was closed in a water circle. Beyond, a strip of tree branches curled around them, followed by puffy white clouds. I figured it had to be a depiction of the natural elements—the Hermessi.

      The palace was old. It had to date back to the early days of the empire, when the Hermessi belief was still strong and active. Or maybe this was just the original artist’s way of stating his affiliation—whoever he was.

      Everything around me spoke of a lavish, yet ceremonial lifestyle. Antique decorative pieces were littered around, mounted on handcrafted tables and in elegant display cases. Flowers filled every vase. And more soldiers came in, more terrified than the ones before them, as they realized we’d made it this far without a single scratch.

      Then again, the shimmering bubble was enough to leave them flabbergasted.

      “You have two choices now,” I said. “Either you stand back, or attack us and get your asses kicked. I’m tired of doing this dance, already, and I’d like to speak to Emperor Tulla.”

      One of them stole glances at what I’d left behind outside—too many of his colleagues on the ground, unable to move, temporarily paralyzed by my magic. He seemed to think about it for a moment, before he signaled the others to stand back.

      “But, sir—” one of them tried to object, but the officer cut him off.

      “Move back!” he snarled. “We obviously can’t take her down,” he said, then looked at me. “Please, don’t hurt our emperor.”

      “I won’t. I just want to talk to him,” I replied. An exasperated sigh rolled out of my chest. “Honestly, if you people were better at listening, you’d have already known this. I’ve said it repeatedly. I come in peace. If I didn’t, you would all be dead already.”

      The officer didn’t respond, his wary expression telling me everything I needed to know. He’d already heard about me and what I could do. A message must’ve reached the palace by now. He’d probably hoped he could beat me with Armed Forces numbers, but clearly, that didn’t work. The only thing he could do was hold his position and hope for the best.

      I wasn’t going to disappoint him.

      The shimmering bubble stayed. I didn’t trust the Cerixians enough. One of them could easily go rogue and shoot me as soon as I turned my back.

      “I can’t believe this,” Skit mumbled, in awe of what was happening.

      “Where am I going to find Emperor Tulla?” I asked him.

      He nodded at a set of massive, gilded double doors to our left. “There. I heard my superiors talk about that room. It’s the only one with doors made entirely of gold.”

      “Well, he likes the luxury, obviously,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

      “The Frey dynasty are the richest and most powerful. They’ve been here for centuries,” Skit replied.

      I walked over to the golden doors, occasionally glancing over my shoulder. The officer and his grunts watched us like hawks but didn’t move a muscle. I pushed through and found myself standing in a breathtakingly superb room. The ceiling was as tall as the main lobby. Golden details adorned every corner, every single element that stood out from the walls. The floor was wooden and lacquered. It had felt the soles of more than one emperor, yet it retained its sheen.

      Past a cluster of velvety sofas and armchairs, staring at me in disbelief, was Emperor Tulla. His tunic reached down to his ankles, white silk with gold thread embroidery swirling across his chest and arms. A bejeweled pendant hung from his slender neck, his long, pale gray hair braided down his back. Tulla of the Frey dynasty was in the sunset of his life, but his eyes were young and daring, like two pots of molten amber peering right into my soul.

      This Cerixian didn’t need to demand the attention and respect of his people. He had it from the moment he set foot into any room, and this place was no exception. Instinctively, I straightened my back. Skit almost fainted, the poor thing. I had a feeling he’d never been so close to his emperor before.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Emperor Tulla croaked.

      Behind him, on the tall, black wood desk, was a small mechanical bird. Its belly was wide open, and a message lay unraveled next to it. “I think you already know,” I said, nodding at the bird. I knew it was how they passed messages here, on Cerix.

      The emperor measured me from head to toe, seemingly intrigued by the golden shimmer surrounding me. He wasn’t afraid. Merely surprised that I’d had the audacity to barge into his imperial palace like this. In his defense, he didn’t know me very well.

      “You must be Lumi, then. The swamp witch,” Emperor Tulla replied, raising his chin slightly —enough to emphasize that he did not, in fact, fear me.

      “Your Majesty, I’m sure you know why I’m here,” I said, testing the waters.

      He shook his head. “The high chancellor deemed you a threat to this empire and promised he’d brief me soon enough, but he didn’t give me any details. I believe he’s on his way, along with—”

      “Let me guess, Nalyon Martell?” I asked, my tone clipped.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “I take it you know more about this than I do.”

      “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.” I chuckled. “Your Majesty, it’s pretty simple, actually. Your world is growing. The population is thriving, and so, the empire needs additional power for its developing cities and rural areas. Your high chancellor and his sniveling assistant thought it would be a good idea to capture a Hermessi child or two and use them for raw energy.”

      All I’d just said came as a surprise to him. His facial expression was genuine.

      “I’m sure you must’ve heard tales about Hermessi children by now,” I continued.

      “I have. But I thought that’s all they were. Tales.”

      The high chancellor and Nalyon Martell joined us, panting as they pointed angry fingers at me. “There she is! Shoot her! Kill her!” Nalyon screeched.

      Soldiers came in, once again pointing weapons at Skit and me. This tableau was so repetitive, it tore a frustrated groan out of me. “Oh, for… Your Majesty, these two are plotting to destroy the life of at least one innocent half-Cerixian girl for profits. They will sell the Hermessi child’s energy to the highest bidders across the empire. It’s ridiculous. It’s cruel. It’s unconscionable,” I said.

      “Nonsense! Shoot her!” Nalyon replied.

      The soldiers, however, hesitated. They knew what I could do. They weren’t suicidal, after all. The emperor raised a hand and motioned for them to leave the room. “Please, enough with the aggression,” he said. “Stand back.”

      To the high chancellor and Nalyon’s dismay, the Armed Forces soldiers obeyed without so much as a peep. A second later, only the five of us were left in the room. I was pretty sure I’d have to mop Skit off the floor pretty soon, but I did admire his persistence. Others would’ve run off as if their feet were on fire, by now.

      “Your Majesty, don’t listen to her, she’s—”

      “Shut up, Martell!” the emperor growled. He could certainly be intimidating, if he wanted to be. Goosebumps tickled my arms and shoulders. Color me impressed.

      “Might I explain?” The high chancellor tried next.

      “No, you may not. I’m not done listening to Miss Lumi here,” the emperor replied, then shifted his focus to me. “Please, continue.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’m about to reveal important information I’ve come across because I trust you will do the right thing and leave them be. I do not wish to see GASP’s wrath coming down on Cerix for this…”

      “You would do that? Assault an entire planet?” The emperor frowned.

      I nodded. “To protect innocent creatures? Yes, Your Majesty. And we have what it takes to obliterate an entire civilization if we have to. However, we prefer reasoning with the people. Violence is always the one scenario we do our best to avoid, as a federation of multiple planets from this universe and beyond.”

      The emperor thought about it for a moment, then sighed. “I understand. Rest assured, you can trust me. I’ve led my people with honesty and integrity, and if there are elements within my government that employ other, more nefarious methods, they will be dealt with accordingly.”

      The high chancellor and his assistant lost a few shades of color from their faces. The emperor was subtle to a limit, and they could probably sense the trouble they’d gotten themselves into. Serves them right.

      “Alright, then,” I said. “There are at least two Hermessi children that I know of, born here, on Cerix. Their fathers, natural elements which you’ve all worshipped in the past, occupied the bodies of Cerixian males and bonded with females. From these unions, special children were born. It’s true that they carry tremendous amounts of energy in them. Their souls are powerful. We don’t know much about them—frankly, until yesterday, we didn’t even know they existed,” I explained. “Nalyon Martell here kidnapped one of these girls, a loyal servant to the empire, with the intent to enslave her and drain her body of energy to power up entire cities. He is to make a fortune out of it. He claims it’s his path to glory. And the high chancellor agrees. I, for one, think they’re both insane and evil beyond repair, because they fail to understand the damage they’d be doing to the Hermessi girl in question. They would eventually kill her. And for what? Instead of investing in clean power sources, or asking me for help, now that I’m here, they choose hostility toward me and my associates.”

      “Your associates. You mean those GASP fellows,” the emperor replied.

      I nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty. We are dealing with a serious problem regarding the Hermessi, and it has already taken too many lives in the process. We came here to investigate and save people, not to get tangled in Cerixian politics and corruption. We have better things to do with our time than to linger in your prisons.”

      “Wait, wait… The GASP crew that arrived the other day is in prison?” Emperor Tulla was close to having a stroke with how angry he became. He glowered at Nalyon Martell. “What the hell did you do, you fool? I specifically instructed that the foreigners be looked after. Not jailed!”

      “If I may, Your Majesty—”

      “No, you may not!” the emperor snarled. “Is it true?” he asked the high chancellor. “Are you hunting Hermessi children?”

      The pause that followed was hilariously awkward, as far as I was concerned. Just from observing his body language, I knew that Emperor Tulla was going to blow a fuse over this. Not only had he not been informed of Figgen and Martell’s machinations, he was outraged that they’d even thought of doing such a thing.

      “Yes, Your Majesty, but you must understand that—” the high chancellor tried to explain, but the emperor raised a hand to silence him.

      “Don’t you dare,” he said. “We have engineers dedicated to developing more powerful wind turbines and water mills. We’ve got teams placed around the Thousand Waterfalls, south of the Rose Domain, to draw power from them. There are at least three other energy projects that I’m currently aware of, each of them perfectly capable of sustaining the population growth, and you went ahead and kidnapped a girl? Are you kidding me?”

      The high chancellor opened his mouth to reply, but the emperor wasn’t done. He’d only paused for breath.

      “You should be ashamed of yourself. I know you didn’t like any of the projects I allowed through because they took too long, but come on, Dellon… How could you even think about draining a girl dry like this? Who told you it would be a good idea?”

      Though I doubted he was aware of himself, the high chancellor briefly looked at Nalyon Martell, who was seconds away from soiling his pants and was no longer able to look the emperor in the eyes.

      Emperor Tulla scoffed. “You, Martell? You’re the high chancellor’s assistant. That means you bring him a hot drink, you transfer his messages, and you make sure the Cerixian governmental bodies do what he passes into law. Is there a law about torturing Hermessi children that I’m not aware of? Last I checked, they were the stuff of legends.”

      “No, Your Majesty, but if you’d just—”

      “Just what? Listen? I’m sure you would’ve told me all about this before you even started looking for a Hermessi child, had you thought you were doing the right thing,” the emperor replied. “But you didn’t. You went behind my back. You betrayed the empire. Hermessi children are true miracles, and instead of coming to me with this, you decided to exploit and destroy them for profits!”

      “Your Majesty, he allowed it!” Nalyon moaned, pointing a finger at the high chancellor.

      “And there it is.” I chuckled. “The weasels turn on each other.”

      “How dare you?!” the high chancellor’s indignation bordered on the cheap dramatic. “I’ve never—”

      “Enough!” The emperor’s voice thundered across the room, silencing them both. I heard Skit giggle by my side. “This is unacceptable. Who is the girl?” he asked me.

      “I believe her name is Inalia, of the—”

      “Foreign Outreach branch, yes. I know her. A good Cerixian. Loyal and studious, noble and kind.” The emperor sighed, then threw the high chancellor a sickened glance. “You were going to sentence that innocent creature to a life of pain and indented servitude… and a slow death, for glory and fortunes? Dellon, you disappoint me.”

      “Your Majesty, please, I—”

      “No. Enough, I said,” the emperor retorted, then rang a small bell he kept on the desk behind him. In less than ten seconds, a dozen guards had rejoined us. “Take Nalyon Martell and Dellon Figgen into arrest, until further notice,” he commanded. “As of today, they are both stripped of their titles and authority. Their actions could have plunged the entire planet into an all-out war with this GASP federation. It would’ve destroyed us! Send a message across the empire; make sure everyone knows. Halt all their legal and administrative processes until I nominate a council to assess what moves forward and what is rolled back. Am I clear?”

      One of the Armed Forces soldiers nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      The high chancellor and his assistant didn’t stand a chance. They tried to protest the emperor’s decision, but the soldiers were quick to immobilize them and drag them out of the room. They were in for a world of pain, if my assessment of the emperor was correct.

      A minute passed in silence, as he stared at the now-closed gilded doors. This was an abrupt change, even though he’d been the one to cause it. He’d made the right decision, of course, but he was now tasked with finding a replacement for both positions Dellon Figgen and Nalyon Martell had left behind. It couldn’t be easy. I allowed the shimmering bubble to dissipate. It was just the three of us now, and I had the spell ready if I needed it again.

      “I’ll have to select a new high chancellor and assistant,” he finally spoke. “In the meantime, their responsibilities will be given to those immediately beneath them in rank.”

      “I’m sure you won’t have a problem with this,” I replied. “After all, you’ve got a beautiful and thriving empire here.”

      “Yes, well, despite this recent and devastating fault, Dellon was actually a competent leader,” the emperor grumbled. “But such cruelty and murderous ways cannot be tolerated, under any circumstances. Anyway, I will make sure that the Hermessi children will not come to any harm. The Cerixian Empire is their home, not their prison.”

      I nodded slowly, appreciating the clarity in his line of thought. He didn’t hesitate to root the evil out as soon as he became aware of it. It spoke nicely of our future diplomatic relations.

      “Your Majesty, I fully appreciate your intervention,” I said. “I’m sure our worlds will build a strong and lasting relationship, going forward.”

      “I hope so! Now, moving on. I will make sure that the Cerixian Empire complies with all of GASP’s demands. I understand you’re in need of assistance,” the emperor replied. I took a minute to fill him in on everything that had been discussed among GASP officers until then, including our determination to capture and, if needed, eliminate the cult members. He listened, patiently, occasionally breaking into a cold sweat—especially when I mentioned the Hermessi’s involvement. He wasn’t comfortable with any of it.

      “Your Majesty, are you a believer?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I worship. Yes. But this… this is unexpected, to say the least. Some might even find it hard to believe, that the Hermessi would want to harm us in such devious ways.”

      “Nevertheless, the facts point to it.”

      “They do.” He sighed, then smiled at me. “You have our full support. I will confer with our generals today, and make sure the Armed Forces assist you to the best of their abilities.”

      “Your Majesty, that is much appreciated,” I replied, then pressed the call button on my earpiece. “Taeral, get the crew over to the emperor’s palace. We all need to talk.”

      “Roger that.” Taeral’s voice came through, crystal clear.

      The emperor seemed confused. “Who were you talking to?”

      “My team. They’re on their way. I haven’t given you all the details of our mission so far, and they’re the best ones to do it. Besides, Inalia is with them.”

      “Ah, yes, good. The girl deserves an apology on behalf of the Cerixian Empire,” he said, then took a seat behind his desk. He leaned back into the chair, looking exhausted. “You know, it’s hard to be me.”

      I laughed. “I can imagine, Your Majesty.”

      “And I must admit, this whole Hermessi ritual and death cults thing… It’s terrifying.”

      His brow furrowed. I sympathized with his concern. Up until now, their biggest worry had been how to build an energy supply system that could sustain their growing population. Now, they had murderous fanatics and natural elemental entities looking to screw them over.

      “But to every problem, there is a solution,” I said in a bid to reassure him. “And where there isn’t, we make one.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure I was speaking truth, this time. We’d used the Hermessi against Ta’Zan because we’d known them to be the most powerful beings in existence—older than time itself. How the hell could we stop them, if they’d basically created the conditions that made us?
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      It was time to get a move on. Lumi had succeeded in her mission with the Cerixian emperor, and we were now cleared of any wrongdoing. Inalia and Eira were to be left alone, as well, and I found myself genuinely relieved and seconds away from smiling. Despite the turmoil and bucketloads of weird that were constantly chucked at us, we were making some progress.

      I teleported the entire crew to the imperial palace, after Inalia showed it to me from the rooftop. Riza and Herakles held on to the parchments they’d rescued from the now-defunct library. We found Emperor Tulla in his lounge room, with Lumi and a Cerixian soldier I hadn’t seen before.

      After the initial surprise of our appearance, the emperor smiled.

      “Welcome,” he said, comfortable behind his massive desk. “It is an honor to have you all here, and, please, accept my apologies on behalf of the Cerixian people for the behavior of Nalyon Martell and the former high chancellor, Dellon Figgen.”

      “No apology needed, Your Majesty,” I replied, then bowed curtly. “Those with devious minds will weave the craftiest of lies to get what they want. We are simply grateful that everything was cleared up, and that two of your most loyal citizens are no longer in danger.”

      The emperor nodded slowly, his gaze lighting up at the sight of Inalia and Eira. “Come closer, ladies.”

      Both were understandably reluctant—especially Eira. She’d managed to keep herself under the radar for much longer, after all. I gave her a friendly nudge and a reassuring smile. It was time for her to acknowledge her origins and stop being afraid of what others might think.

      Eira and Inalia bowed before the emperor, who offered a nod in return.

      “Your Majesty, it is an honor to meet you,” Inalia murmured.

      “Likewise, my child,” he replied, then looked at Eira. “And you, Miss Dorres, your reputation precedes you. I admit, I didn’t even think that Hermessi-Cerixian offspring were possible, but, given the both of you standing here today, I suppose the universe works in mysterious ways.”

      “Please, forgive our secrecy regarding this,” Eira managed.

      “Nothing to forgive. You are rare and precious, and you will be treated as such. It will be made into law. I’m going to write the edict myself,” the emperor said.

      Inalia sighed. “If I may, Your Majesty… I think I speak for both Eira and myself when I say that we don’t want to be treated differently from other Cerixians.” She looked at Eira for a moment, who flashed a half-smile. “We only ask that our fundamental rights as citizens of this empire be respected. I don’t want to be plugged into anything in order to light up some posh neighborhood’s streets, if you know what I mean.”

      The emperor laughed hard, throwing his head back.

      “I understand. Don’t worry. The edict will be solely for your protection, to prevent any kind of plugging in,” he said.

      “What of Nalyon?” Eira asked. “Where is he?”

      “Both he and the former high chancellor are in prison now,” Lumi interjected. “Consider them no longer a threat, and let’s leave it at that. We now have more pressing matters to attend to. Namely, the Hermessi death cults.”

      “Yes. Good point,” the emperor replied, then looked at me and the rest of my crew. “So, your illustrious swamp witch here tells me we have a cult problem. To my shame, we knew nothing.”

      “You couldn’t have, Your Majesty,” I said. “They’ve only recently surfaced, and they’ve kept a pretty low profile. We weren’t aware of their existence until a few days ago.”

      By the time we got to the palace, Lumi had already briefed the emperor on everything that had happened prior to our arrival to Cerix, along with the latest developments—including Inalia’s conversation with her father, and Acquis’s temporary hold on Eira to give us a message. We spent the better part of an hour with Lumi, her unexpected new friend, Skit, and the emperor, discussing the Hermessi problem.

      “These are elemental entities,” the emperor said, scratching his silvery sideburns. “They’re part of the reasons why we exist, is that not right?”

      “It is,” Amelia replied. “However, they seem to have gone down a more destructive path, as of late, and we have no idea why. We don’t even know what this ritual is about, or what it’s meant to do. It's clear, however, that it involves the deaths of many more creatures across the universe, and that Brann, your planet’s Fire Hermessi, was strong and cunning enough to foil his siblings’ plan.”

      “I’m still trying to wrap my head around the concept of one natural element leaving a planet and going to other worlds to try and warn them. It’s something out of Cerixian literary works of fiction,” Skit said.

      “There’s a lot we’ve yet to understand about them,” Amelia said. “But Brann did let slip that the Hermessi can also be stopped. Or disabled. Or permanently destroyed. He wouldn’t tell us how, for obvious reasons.”

      Lumi groaned, rubbing the back of her neck. “I think our main priority right now is to capture as many cult members as we can. The Hermessi’s ritual is dependent on a specific number of servants doing something. If they lack the numbers, they won’t be able to do it.”

      “Sounds logical,” Raphael replied. “So, we try not to kill them, but if there’s no other way, we kill them? I believe that was the conclusion of our big group chat over the comms system earlier.”

      Lumi seemed exhausted already. It couldn’t be because of what she’d done so far. Throwing a few soldiers around and casting a few stunning spells was child’s play to this creature. No, it was the entire situation that weighed heavily upon her shoulders. And, if I were to be honest with myself, I felt just as weary.

      “Pretty much,” she said. “I don’t know, I’m not a fan of killing people, but, if we have no other choice, it needs to be done. Like Jax said, they’re traitors. They chose to join this cult and serve the Hermessi, knowing that innocents would die. Brann tried to talk some of them out of it, and they rejected him. I think they’ve made their bed already, and now they have to lie in it.”

      “I’m afraid I agree,” Varga chimed in. “The stakes are too high to show much mercy. Besides, how do we even sever their connection with the Hermessi, without killing them?”

      Eva shrugged. “I think Arwen, Corrine, Kailani, and the other witches will look into it. They have captured cult members on Mount Zur. I imagine they’ll study them, try different methods until something sticks. Or it doesn’t.”

      “What do we do until then? Lock ’em up?” Herakles grumbled. “Ask them nicely not to destroy the lives of others?”

      “I’ve already told Derek not to make this an essential component of our mission,” Lumi replied. “I said we’d try to get them to denounce the cults, but, if they persist, if they give us no other choice, we’ll terminate them.”

      “All right. How do we go about this, then?” the emperor asked. “Shall I have my Armed Forces scour the entire planet for cult members?”

      “Yes!” Lumi said. “All cult members carve symbols on their faces. They wear black silk garments and porcelain masks. Look for Cerixians who cover themselves fully while out in public. Some of them must go out for food and water and other supplies, once in a while. Check the markets and the shops across the domains. Maybe have out-of-uniform soldiers posted in every market square and along every commercial street in all your cities.”

      “You should also send units out in the underground tunnels and abandoned buildings. The woods. The desert,” Eira suggested. “The cults will want to stay out of sight, but somewhere with relatively easy access to populated areas.”

      “Most importantly, they’ll keep trying to come after us,” I said. “The Hermessi have eyes on us, more or less. As omnipresent as they are, they can’t always immediately know where we are. They do try to follow, but, on Cerix, Fire and Water seem to be on our side. Air and Earth are a different matter. Point is, we can elude them, but their cults will be persistently on our tail. So, I suggest keeping a unit or two around us, as well. Have them stay out of sight and intervene when the hostiles appear. We could nab a few like this, if you want.”

      The emperor thought about it for a moment. “It’s worth considering. Let’s see what the Armed Forces raids bring out. I’ll order troops to be deployed as of today,” he replied, then made several notes with a red-feather quill on a piece of rough, yellowed paper. That had to be his to-do list for the day, and, from where I stood, it looked ridiculously long.

      Would this be me, in a few centuries? It obviously took a lot of hard work to lead a nation, and the emperor didn’t shy away from it, as far as I could tell. But I loved going out in the field. I longed to explore new worlds and meet different creatures. I still had a long way to go before I retired to a desk, a long-ass list of things to do, and a fancy quill.

      Glancing around, I did like the setup. This was a ginormous study, with plenty of natural lighting and a dazzling display of shelves covering the massive walls—each loaded with leather-bound books, expensive-looking sculptures, and elegant trinkets. The furniture was sturdy, each surface polished and lacquered to perfection. There was a sense of tasteful simplicity exuding from the entire ensemble. It didn’t look like a bad place to… retire.

      “Tae, what are you thinking?” Riza asked me, one eyebrow raised in slight amusement.

      I couldn’t exactly tell her how I’d zoned out into a future I wasn’t even sure I’d have until we stopped this Hermessi threat. So, I lied, but with noble purpose. “I’m thinking we should find ourselves a Hermessi to tell us everything we need to know. One who’s compliant and not a friend of the others.”

      “One who won’t fry our atoms if we ask for a way to kill one or more of their own, you mean,” Raphael replied dryly.

      “That, too. Yes.”

      “We could try with Brann again,” Varga suggested.

      Inalia shook her head. “I doubt he’ll be of much help right now. He is literally hiding from the others.”

      “I could reach out to Acquis. My… dad… Gah, that is such a weird thing to say out loud,” Eira replied. “But maybe he’d be willing to tell us more.”

      “Nah, you heard him,” Eva said. “He’s supposed to be with Earth and Air on this one, hunting Fire down. I’m not sure Acquis is the right Hermessi to help us, right now.”

      “Fine. Then we’ll tread carefully across worlds until we find one Hermessi that can give us the right answers, without getting our asses fried in the process,” I said, dangerously close to exasperation. My patience had been running thin for days now, and I had no energy left to tickle the egos of different elementals for ways to save my people. Nevertheless, it had to be done.

      Raphael was pacing the room, hands behind his back. I caught the occasional glimpse of him, just as he, in turn, stole glances at Amelia. Her tablet didn’t have any answers for us. Her genius brain wasn’t prepared with a solution for this, no matter how hard she tried. We were in over our heads this time, and we knew it.

      “This is far more complex and dangerous than we originally anticipated,” Lumi said. “I’ll be honest, I’m a little worried.”

      “You sounded pretty confident earlier,” the emperor replied, though he didn’t seem surprised. I figured he’d seen and heard plenty in his lifetime. He’d met his share of warriors and crises that needed a stern leader with a clear head to sort them out.

      “I do have hope,” Lumi replied. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m determined to fight my way out of this, no matter what. But I’m also fearful, and it’s not a feeling that I often experience.”

      “I’m right with you there, sister.” Raphael finally spoke again. “I’m shaken to the core, and I don’t know what to do next. I’d thought Ta’Zan was the worst thing that could happen to a planet.”

      “Ta’Zan?” the emperor asked.

      “Oh, long story, trust me,” Raphael replied. “I just never expected the very Hermessi that helped shape these worlds would be the ones so willing and eager to destroy them. And for what? Why? What’s the point?”

      “There is definitely a destructive element in this ritual, on that we can agree,” Lumi said. “But until we get more information, all we’re doing right now is speculating. And it’s not taking us anywhere.”

      “The library would’ve been a good source of Hermessi intel,” Riza said. “Too bad the crazy bastards burned it down. I would’ve loved another day or two in that place, without the fear of capture or cultists trying to kill us.”

      “All we’ve got left is what we came back with,” Herakles replied, then raised a hand to silence the emperor just as he was about to speak—his eyes wide with surprise. “Worry not, Your Majesty, we’ll give them back as soon as we’re done reading and interpreting the texts.” Herakles then looked at Riza and me. “I’m sure that if we keep digging through those papers, we’ll get a bit more insight, at least.”

      “I agree. We should also make a list of inhabited planets we know and try to assess what the Hermessi there are like,” Amelia said. “Taeral is right. We may have to do this, one world at a time, until we come across a Hermessi that doesn’t want to be a part of the ritual. According to Brann, there are still some opponents out there.”

      At least it was better than nothing. We had a direction, even though it involved the longest road. In the meantime, I knew that GASP and the Cerixian Armed Forces were going to clamp down on the Hermessi cults across the In-Between. We had a target now and we could do something about the ideology spreading.

      I was good to work with that. Sooner or later, we’d catch a break, too.
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      I’d been a tad feverish and quite irritable for days. Zeriel had told me that I wasn’t the only one, either. It was a recurring trend among the fae of the In-Between. This whole Hermessi death cult issue was weighing down on us, and the effects were almost palpable. Outrage, frustration, concern, and fear fueled our ill states and gnawed at our nerves.

      I’d even snapped at Zeriel the other day, and I felt awful about it. Fortunately, the Tritone king was my soulmate for a reason. I’d landed a most loving and patient partner, one who put up with me, even at my worst. I loved him all the more for it. At the same time, I tried to think of ways of making it up to him.

      Lately, I’d been rather static and reclusive. I figured that, if I interrogated Vikkal as a favor to Taeral and the rest of GASP, it would make my Zeriel perk up a little. He, too, was tired. Constantly watching over me and making sure I had no reason to blow a fuse in these trying times had proven to be a downright daunting task. I’d thought of myself as easygoing and lightly appeased, yet the death cults and the not-so-blatant discrimination against fae had turned me into someone I sometimes didn’t recognize.

      It varied from world to world, of course. The fae planets were much more controlled, since they were inhabited by—spoiler alert! Fae. Calliope was a different bucket of fish, and it kind of stank. The others didn’t want to just come out and say it, but I could see it on their faces, the Tritones included, that they were wary of me and my kind. The same could be said of the rest of Eritopia. Neraka. Even Strava. Wherever fae were present, curious and fearful glances followed. They couldn’t help it.

      Too many of our own had joined a death cult, after all.

      But, like Zeriel had said, I couldn’t let them define me. I needed to try a little harder, to look past my emotional and even physical discomfort, and prove that we weren’t all prone to servitude toward the Hermessi—who, until a few days ago, had been the most revered entities of all time. The natural elements, rediscovered!

      Knowing what was at stake now, I took Zeriel with me to the Fire Star. My beloved Tritone king was going to watch out for me, no matter what. We came through the portal with our hands linked. The palace hall opened up before us in elegant shades of red and gold.

      Nuriya welcomed us with a warm smile and a hug, her Royal Guards flanking us on both sides. “It’s so good to see you two,” she said.

      “Likewise, and thank you for facilitating this for us,” Zeriel replied. “That is, thank you for keeping an eye on the Fire Temple.”

      She nodded. “My people can confirm that Vikkal has been there all morning.”

      “Good. Then we should get going,” I said.

      “Wait, where’s Sherus? I thought you two were never apart.” Zeriel chuckled.

      Nuriya’s expression faded into a soft sadness. I didn’t like it one bit.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing. He’s just not in the best of moods,” Nuriya replied, her voice faltering slightly. It wasn’t in her nature to throw such easy-to-debunk lies, and I was in no mood to let that slide.

      “Come on, Nuriya. There’s more to it than that. You’re not very good at hiding this kind of stuff,” I said.

      “I usually am.” Her smile was bitter and strained. “But I’m too tired to keep up the façade all the time. Sherus is in a foul mood. I’m told that Ben, Grace, and other fae in GASP are more or less the same. Words across the kingdom here is that the ones we know to be suffering aren’t the only ones. The fae are in a lot of emotional pain, and it seems like it’s getting physical, too. I’m not sure what to do, in this case. I watch my husband pad around our bedroom with no particular direction, just occasionally cursing under his breath.”

      “Do you think the Hermessi are trying to get to him? To the others?” Zeriel asked.

      I squeezed his hand, beckoning his attention. “No, babe. I’m just as moody, and I can guarantee it. I’d be able to tell if a Hermessi was trying to mess around in my noggin.”

      “Then what is it, Vesta?” Nuriya asked me. “What is it that’s keeping you all so down?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s a mood, I think. It’ll pass. But it’s definitely not the Hermessi. Trust me. I’ve been possessed by them, more than once. I’d know.”

      “Well, then… I suppose we’ll have to wait and see. Sherus knows I’m there for him, no matter what.” She sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. “Do you mind if I join you? I can just zap you both to the temple and save you some traveling time.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “You’re more than welcome. Have you met Vikkal before? I haven’t.”

      “No. This would be my first time at the temple, too,” Nuriya said. “But I need to get out of here for a while. I’m no use to anyone if I languish in this feeling of helplessness.”

      “Making yourself useful, then.” Zeriel’s smile was faint, but visible. As always, my lover was trying his best to lighten the mood. It didn’t take much effort on any other day. Lately, however, he’d had to put in the extra work to barely pull a smirk out of me.

      “Something like that,” Nuriya replied, then nodded at her guards. “Stand back. Wait here. We’ll be back shortly, in case the king asks.” They said nothing but took a couple of steps back. Nuriya put her hands out. Zeriel and I took them, and we vanished.

      

      The darkness was but a flicker in time. As if I’d just blinked.

      A split second later, the three of us stood in the middle of the Fire Temple. Most of it was glazed in a peculiar darkness. At the far end, candles burned on the altar, which had been recently loaded with fresh food and flowers. Aromatic incense lingered in the air. Amber light wrestled with the shadows across the decorated columns and walls.

      “I’ve only seen it from the outside, from far away,” Nuriya whispered, looking around.

      Her eyes were wide with wonder, much like mine. “It’s beautiful…”

      “The friezes are spectacular,” Zeriel mused, his gaze fixed on one of the columns.

      “Vikkal?” I called out.

      I’d never met the guy, but I knew who to look for. A silhouette emerged from the corner. I could hear his bare feet shuffling across the stone floor. As soon as he came into the light, I recognized the symbol tattooed on his forehead. I’d seen it on the bodies of fire fae that had blown themselves up at Harper and Caspian’s wedding. Protection symbol, my ass.

      “Hello, there!” Vikkal said, beaming at us. His smile faded for a moment when he recognized Nuriya, but quickly slit his face once more as he bowed in reverence. “Your Majesty! What a surprise.”

      “It was about time I came to check this place out,” Nuriya replied dryly.

      “I’m Vesta, and this is Zeriel,” I said. “I’m a fae—”

      “And not just any fae.” Vikkal cut me off, his eyes fixed on me. “You’re what we refer to as a Complete Fae… You master all four natural elements. Word about you has spread since they brought you back from Neraka. You’re special. A rare gem among us.”

      “Yeah, that aside, we need to talk, Vikkal. I’m here on behalf of GASP and the crown prince, Taeral,” I said. “The consensus is that you’ve been holding out on us.”

      I wasn’t a diplomat by nature, and, even after I’d joined Zeriel in the lagoon, I’d been quite specific that there were things I’d never change about myself. My rough edges were mine to keep. Zeriel, ever the loving, perfect Tritone, had been and still was perfectly okay with that.

      Vikkal, on the other hand, didn’t seem to appreciate my bluntness. His slim brows furrowed, distorting his forehead tattoo for a moment. “What… What do you mean?”

      “The death cult that’s been wreaking havoc in our worlds. It doesn’t serve a rogue Hermessi. It serves a startling majority of Hermessi,” I said firmly. “The attacks are sanctioned by the natural elements. And the symbols that these cultists carve into their own skin—they’re not for protection, like you told us.”

      Vikkal blinked several times, then sucked in a breath. “Where did you hear that?”

      “From a Hermessi,” I replied. “They’re orchestrating targeted attacks, according to some ancient formula, to perform a ritual.”

      “What ritual?” he asked.

      “I was hoping you could tell us.”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      “You reek of deception,” Zeriel hissed, narrowing his eyes at the tattooed fire templar.

      “I have to say, I agree with the Tritone king here,” I added, and pointed a finger at Vikkal. “You’ve been lying to us. I have it on good authority that the rogue Hermessi has been trying to stop these cults, hence the premature detonations. You’re going to tell us the truth, this time.”

      Vikkal’s eyes bulged as the realization dawned on him. He was quick to figure it out.

      “You spoke to him,” he mumbled. “Brann.”

      “Ah, so you knew there was a rogue Hermessi, going off script. You even knew his name!” I said, feeling my blood boil. A howling wind rose outside, its echoes trickling into the temple.

      And, just like that, Vikkal’s expression changed from meek and soft to sneering and chillingly vicious. “You’re in over your heads.”

      “There he is! The real Vikkal!” I replied.

      “You’re one of them,” Nuriya murmured. I could almost see the horror setting in. “You’ve been lying this whole time. You’re not here to worship the Hermessi; you’re here to recruit cult members and send them out on suicide missions.”

      “It didn’t start out like that,” Vikkal said. “Do go away, now. I told you, you’re not equipped to deal with what’s coming.”

      “I’m not leaving until you tell me everything I need to know!” I growled.

      Zeriel’s hand found my wrist. I felt his grip, as he tried to hold me back. He had good reasons to do that, because I was seconds away from cracking Vikkal’s skull open like a watermelon.

      Vikkal, however, didn’t seem intimidated. But it was a little refreshing to see this real version of him. I wasn’t a fan of flimsy façades, anyway. “Nothing I tell you will change what’s coming. Try all you want, but you cannot stop the future.”

      “That’s for me to decide. Now, tell me. When and why did the Hermessi come to you for assistance? They clearly need the support of a certain number of fae to do something. What’s the ritual about?” I replied.

      Vikkal opened the palm of his hand. A bright orange flame blossomed in it. “I thought I told you to go away.”

      “Nope.”

      Before he could throw the fireball at me, I summoned all my rage and channeled it into one of the rocky slabs at his feet. As if working with invisible strings, I pulled one up with surprising speed. The stone shot upward and smacked him in the chin.

      The impact was so sudden and violent, it threw him backward, a trail of smoke left behind by the fizzled fireball he’d planned for me.

      Zeriel stood back, this time, but took his sword out, just in case. Nuriya had her eyes on us, as well. They both knew that this bald, lying sack of garbage was mine.

      I stalked toward Vikkal. He lay on the ground, groaning from the pain. Blood trickled from his mouth. I’d broken a few teeth, it seemed. My arms were raised to my sides. I flicked the wrists, channeling the swelling winds from outside. They burst in, like invisible whips, and lashed at Vikkal’s body.

      He got thrown backward, repeatedly, his arms and legs flailing as if he were a tattered rag doll. The final gust launched him into a wall. I heard a bone break, along with his whimpers.

      “By the time I’m done with you, Vikkal, you’ll tell me everything I need to know,” I whispered, before snapping my fingers and producing a fiery whip. I wasn’t done lashing at the bastard—I only wanted to change the medium. “And since you mentioned I’m a Complete Fae, might as well show you what that translates into, for your consideration.”

      I launched the flaming whip at him, as he sat limply at the base of the wall. The fire licked at his hip and spread over his red-and-golden garments. He shrieked with horror and pain as he realized that my fire could actually burn him. His skin turned red.

      “Make it stop! I beg you! Make it stop!” he cried out.

      “Vesta, that’s enough!” I heard Nuriya say.

      I wanted to do more to him, though. “The blood of so many innocents is on your hands,” I grumbled. I pulled water from one of the carafes on the altar and sprayed it over Vikkal. “You’re getting off easy, trust me.”

      The smell of burnt flesh made my stomach churn. Vikkal was going to forever remember this encounter—there would be scars, for sure. I’d done plenty of damage, from what I could tell, and I didn’t feel sorry at all.

      “I’ll talk… I’ll talk, I… Just don’t hurt me anymore,” he managed.

      “You should’ve just talked from the moment we walked in, you tool!” Zeriel snapped. He was uneasy with this ruffled and burnt sight of Vikkal, but he also knew he’d had it coming.

      “What… What do you want to know?” Vikkal replied, panting and whimpering.

      “I told you. Everything,” I said. “Start with the symbols. I know you lied about them, and since the fae in question cut themselves in order to wear them, I’m inclined to believe they’re important.”

      I towered over him. He nodded, tilting his head so he could look me in the eyes.

      “They’re locks. They seal the Hermessi’s power, or the Hermessi themselves, if need be, in the body,” he replied. “I know you’ve had your fair share of possessions, Vesta. But yours were temporary. Without the symbols, a Hermessi cannot stay for too long, and can’t use you as a conduit for too long.”

      “So, the cultists wear the symbols to lock the Hermessi power in. To increase their abilities. Their fire, their water, their everything,” I concluded.

      “Yes. A Hermessi can possess a person for much longer, in many different ways. They can pour all of themselves into one body, too, but that would eventually overload the flesh. The seals would break. The conduits would explode. But, with the Hermessi cults, we’ve managed to modify how the Hermessi’s influence spreads.”

      “Wait, what?” Zeriel croaked.

      I was already speechless. I could feel the dread creeping up and freezing my spine.

      Vikkal smirked, his mouth bloodied, gaps in his teeth. “We adapted a seal to lock the Hermessi power in and spread it like a disease. Once the host opens up to the Hermessi’s influence, the modified symbol is carved into the skin, and that’s it. The effects vary from one fae to another. From fever and bad moods to complete and selfless servitude.”

      “Oh, crap. That’s how the cults are spreading, then,” Zeriel breathed. “They reach out to the fae via their temples. They weasel into their souls, get them into a state of mental vulnerability, the Hermessi slip in and… infect them, and then, the symbols literally seal the deal.”

      “You see… that’s why I said… resistance is futile,” Vikkal muttered, his gaze creepily fixed on me.

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at him. “You people are playing some stupid and dangerous games.”

      “It’s not like we had much of a choice!” he spat. “The moment they were activated in the Blackout, they came to us. They already had their plan. They knew what they were doing! And we were promised immortality and glory in return. Why say no? We’ve learned so much from them since. So, so much!”

      I crouched in front of him and offered a cold smile. “And now, you’re going to teach us, too.”

      He mirrored my expression, and that instantly set off the alarm bells in my head. I spotted his glowing left hand a second too late. The fire burst out and toppled me. I heard Zeriel say something, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      Footsteps skittered across the stone. The flames roared brighter.

      I was on my back, unable to move. Panic set in, as I saw Vikkal staring down at me. I felt the cut on my skin. He whispered something, and the strangest heat spread through me. It all went black for a moment.

      Vikkal had not run out of tricks yet.

      As I opened my eyes, I saw myself. I lay on the floor, my eyes closed and my skin shimmering amber-orange. Vikkal leaned closer. He kept whispering in my ear. What the hell was he doing? And why was I watching it from afar?
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      Nuriya was quick to react. In a second, she appeared behind Vikkal and pulled him back. She caught him in a headlock so tight, it was impossible for him to move without fainting. I rushed over to Vesta’s side, horror gripping my throat and threatening to suffocate me.

      She was unconscious, and the small cut Vikkal had made on her shoulder glimmered orange. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I held her close, pressing my lips against her forehead. She was burning up.

      “Is she okay?” Nuriya asked, while Vikkal cackled maniacally.

      “I don’t know,” I said, then looked down at my soulmate. “Vesta… Babe, talk to me. Say something…”

      She didn’t. Her eyes were closed. A sheen of sweat glistened on her beautiful face. She seemed to be asleep, but her temperature told me something else entirely. I shook her, then gently patted her cheeks, hoping to get some kind of reaction out of her, but nothing worked.

      Soon enough, my terror turned into rage, and I scowled at Vikkal. “What the hell did you do, you son of a bitch?!”

      He laughed, and my left hand was reaching for one of the long knives I always carried around with me. Nuriya shook her head at me, her brow furrowed.

      “Don’t do something stupid,” she warned me. “This fiend has information.”

      “I just managed to give the Hermessi a most powerful fae body,” Vikkal said. His grin made my stomach turn inside out. “You can do whatever you want to me. My lords will protect me.”

      For a moment, I was blank. My mind processed his words carefully. He’d just given us an extremely precious morsel, and I had to get the rest out of him before he clammed up and said nothing. I knew I’d get one of the Wards involved to bend his mind until he got a brain hemorrhage from telling the truth—but that took a little bit of time, and my fiancée was unconscious, in my arms, showing no signs of coming back to me anytime soon.

      “What did you do?” I asked again, hearing the tremor in my strained voice.

      Every instinct I had begged me to rush ahead and snap Vikkal in two, but Nuriya was the much-needed voice and force of reason, as she continued to keep him out of my reach. I’d never seen her so fierce and determined. Then again, I’d only met Nuriya the queen of the Fire Star, not the warrior jinni that simmered beneath the surface.

      “You said you gave a powerful fae to the Hermessi. What did you mean by that?” Nuriya demanded, tightening the grip around his neck.

      He held on to her forearm but couldn’t do anything to relieve the pressure. His eyes occasionally rolled, signaling an impending blackout. He stilled, finally understanding his predicament.

      “It’s an ancient spell. Not swamp witch magic, not Druid magic, not anything you’ve ever come across,” Vikkal hissed. “It’s elemental magic, proprietary to the Hermessi. They taught me. The first day after the Blackout, they came to me… they offered me a deal I couldn’t refuse… they showed me some of their most precious secrets. And this! This is one of them! Cut the body, whisper the chant, and the Hermessi will lock on to the flesh. Sooner or later, whether she likes it or not, Vesta’s body will belong to an elemental!”

      “Hold on. Wait… Let me get something straight here,” I replied, trying so hard to focus with Vesta limp and quiet in my arms. “Is that how the cult actually spreads? You make the cut, and the Hermessi come in?”

      “For most of those who resist, yes,” Vikkal replied. “Those who welcome the Hermessi willingly and with open arms don’t need the cut!”

      “And what happens if Vesta refuses this kind of possession?” Nuriya asked.

      “She’s locked out of her body. There’s only so much she can do before the Hermessi break the connection to her soul and take over the flesh. And, by the stars, when that happens, you’ll all be in heaps of trouble!” Vikkal laughed.

      “So, once they take over, you lock them in with the carved symbols, right?” I replied, as I wrapped my head around the whole process. Vikkal was gloating, and this particular brand of moron’s pride had proven to be exceptionally useful, as we now had valuable insights into how the Hermessi and their cults operated.

      “Yes. You see? I told you. No matter what you do, the Hermessi cannot be outsmarted. They have so many spells, so many strategies, so many ways to cause colossal levels of destruction. You’re all better off serving them, like me!”

      “From the first day after the Blackout, you’ve been working with the Hermessi. You’ve been planning this. Developing the cults. Spreading the disease. Infecting their minds and their souls in order to… what, exactly?” Nuriya asked.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” He sneered.

      “So not everyone in your stupid cults was eager to join, huh? You cut whoever was on the fence about this, whispered your little spell, and they wound up like Vesta?” I asked.

      “Well, it’s not easy to sell doomsday to people! Most didn’t realize what they were getting themselves into until it was too late. I worked hard to get to this point, Tritone King. The glory is mine!”

      “Doomsday?” Nuriya breathed, her eyes wide. “What do you mean by ‘doomsday’?”

      Vikkal opened his mouth to answer, but his skin lit up red. He burned so hot, it singed Nuriya and forced her to let go of him. She cursed under her breath and backed away. A millisecond later, Vikkal burst into flames so bright, so powerful and so intense, that he was almost immediately reduced to ashes.

      Shock ensued, and Nuriya and I stared at one another for what felt like a few minutes.

      “Did the Hermessi just kill a witness?” she managed, then checked her palms. Her olive skin bore red marks where she’d held Vikkal. Only mild burns, thankfully. She’d let go just in time.

      I nodded slowly. “I think so. Big mouth, I guess. But what about Vesta? What do we do? How do I…” My voice broke, forcing me to take a deep breath and clear my throat. “How do I get her back?”

      Nuriya kneeled by her side, a pained expression drawing shadows across her face. “I don’t know, Zeriel. If Vikkal is right, then there’s a Hermessi’s influence festering inside her.”

      “She’s burning up.”

      “She will continue to manifest such symptoms until the Hermessi’s influence takes over, completely, and Vesta’s soul is… lost,” Nuriya mumbled, staring at her. “I don’t know how to cure her, Zeriel, but if Vikkal could do this to her, and if his cult members are looking to expand the Hermessi’s reach, then chances are they’ll try and do the same to other fae.”

      “They’ll cut them and spread it around like a disease,” I croaked. “Oh damn.”

      I sat there, helpless and mindless, holding the love of my life in my arms and wondering if I would ever get her back. I’d suspected from the very beginning that there was more to these cults than met the eye, but I’d set such thoughts aside, worried that my innate paranoia might end up clouding my judgment.

      In the end, my gut feeling had been right all along.

      The Hermessi used their cults as a means to spread their influence and take over fae bodies. I figured it was their way of increasing their power and doing some real damage. But, until we figured out why, and how we could stop them, there’s wasn’t much we could do.

      Vesta was out, and all I could do, with this impending danger of annihilation, was think of ways to get her back. However, I had to pull myself together and stay strong. My fiancée wasn’t the only one targeted. If only I could reach out to her.
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      I could hear everything that Zeriel and Nuriya said to each other. I’d witnessed the entire exchange, and I’d seen a lot more than they had where Vikkal’s destruction was concerned. They didn’t see the fiery strings stretching across the floor, slithering around as they made their way toward Vikkal. Just as he’d been about to spill more beans, the flames had worked their way up and through his flesh, making him burn from the inside out.

      My spirit was separated from my body. I could see myself in Zeriel’s arms, and I’d spent the past few minutes trying to figure out what the heck was going on.

      Now knowing that Vikkal had facilitated my expulsion from my own “home,” I looked around, frantically, looking for a solution. Only then did I notice the chain around my ethereal ankle. The metal glistened in shades of gold, and it linked me to my body.

      “Hold on, babe, I’ll come back to you,” I murmured, then kneeled and tried to tug at the chain, wondering if it would react in any way.

      Zeriel was broken up and downright terrified, and I felt the same way. Nuriya was by our side, trying to console him. However, I had a feeling that this was my battle from now on, not theirs. At least as far as my autonomy was concerned.

      “Ouch!” I yelped. The chain was burning hot. Oddly, it didn’t hurt my ankle. It only reacted to my tug. That was a clue. To what? I wasn’t sure. I’d never had such an out-of-body experience before.

      The other end of the chain, connected to my physical anger, was starting to turn black.

      “Well, that can’t be good,” I said.

      I walked over to myself, noticing the peculiar amber glow spreading up my legs. It took over everything—bone, muscle, connective tissue, fat and skin and every other particle that made me up. It advanced slowly but surely, and the more it took over, the more links on my chain turned black.

      Chills ran through me as I understood what was happening.

      “The Hermessi’s influence. It’s taking over.”

      Was this how the Hermessi planned to conquer us? To destroy us, maybe? Forcibly command the fae to do unspeakable things and commit veritable horrors against all the civilizations?

      It was the only thing that made sense in my head. Clearly, they couldn’t just rain hell down on us. They couldn’t drown us or burn us or suffocate us to tear the planets apart, just like that. This ritual that Brann had been trying to stop had to be the solution to their problem, the method through which they attained their destructive goal. It had to be.

      “Otherwise, why go to all the trouble of cults, right?”

      Right.

      Settling on this assumption, I now had to find a way to stop the Hermessi’s influence from completely taking over my body. If there was one thing that Vikkal had gotten right, it was the fact that I was, indeed, extremely powerful as a fae, commanding all four elements. If the Hermessi got their paws on me in the long term, then we were screwed.

      Aya’s temporary possessions were a breeze, compared to what I was experiencing here. She couldn’t do much in those episodes, and neither could any other Hermessi. They had to be welcomed by the fae’s own will or by the cut-and-chant trick, then sealed with those symbols.

      My body had been fooled into kicking me out, sure. But there was no one around to carve seals into my face. So I still had a fighting chance. Judging by how quickly the influence spread, I had a little bit of time left, too.

      I settled next to Zeriel, caressing his face—or trying, anyway, since my ethereal form passed through him, unable to make physical contact. He gazed at me so lovingly, it warmed me up like a cozy fire in the middle of a blizzard. I couldn’t bring myself to go down without a fight. Not when he and I still had so many things to do with our life together.

      “Don’t worry, babe,” I whispered. “I’ll be with you soon. I promise.”

      But was this a promise I could keep?
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      There was an emotional virus moving around—or so I’d called it, anyway.

      Vita had been down and out, lately, and, according to River and the others in The Shade, and even Zeriel, she wasn’t the only one. This Hermessi business was certainly dragging all the fae through the mud, and they weren’t taking it lightly.

      Fortunately, Vita was too busy looking after Chantal, but I did give her the occasional respite and encouraged her to oversleep every other day. I’d spoken to Sofia and Derek in the morning, and they’d told me that Grace and Lawrence were making some progress—it was good news for Vita, who couldn’t stand the thought of her parents arguing. And over what, anyway?

      This entire mess wasn’t their fault, and we all knew it. If there were people foolish enough to give them the stink eye over something they didn’t do, then they were idiots and would soon see the error in their ways, anyway. We couldn’t please everyone. We couldn’t educate everyone to a level where they could understand the basics of this Hermessi conundrum.

      All we could do was keep pushing until we figured it out and stopped it—whatever “it” was.

      In the meantime, I liaised with GASP on operational matters and did my part in raising Chantal. Our little sweetheart was a bundle of joy, but also quite a handful. I settled her in her crib after breakfast and pulled the pale yellow curtains back, letting all the sun in.

      Chantal cooed and giggled, her skin shimmering silver in the light. She latched on to her favorite teddy bear, tugging at his arms and nose, while I sat down on the many pillows scattered across the nursery floor and leaned against the crib. I loved being around Chantal. She’d yet to form words, but she was hilariously vocal, especially in the morning, after breakfast.

      Her bright silver eyes followed me everywhere, but once I was still and gazing at her, she shifted focus back to her teddy bear. Vita was still fast asleep in our bedroom, and I hoped she’d get as much rest as she needed. She wasn’t one to lash out or get easily angry, but she’d been on edge lately. It ran in the family.

      Even so, I couldn’t help but feel grateful for all this. I had a home on Calliope. A wonderful and massive suite in Luceria, with my fire fae wife and our hybrid daughter. Chantal had yet to reveal any abilities, and both Vita and I wondered if she’d inherited her Oracle ability to foresee the future as well. That was still up for debate, though, since Vita’s own foresight had faded since she’d gotten pregnant and had yet to return. We’d have to wait and see and, in the meantime, enjoy raising our baby girl. We were doing pretty well together.

      I was a respected member of GASP, and I could put my military experience and knowledge to good use. I’d come a long way since my early days.

      Not that long ago, I was an incubus, left by my succubus mother with my father and brother, in the midst of Azazel’s bloody ascent. Now, the incubi and the succubi lived together, harmoniously, and no more children were abandoned to satisfy some ridiculous, antiquated social norms. Most importantly, Azazel was gone.

      As I flipped through my memories, most thankful for every moment I had to spend near Vita, I couldn’t help but notice the recurring theme of wills broken and bodies used for nefarious purposes—not only from my past, but from others’ history, as well.

      The Elders had wreaked havoc in The Shade. They’d broken homes and lives and precious links… for power and control. Azazel had turned the Druids into Destroyers and used them as lethal weapons against the entire solar system, rendering Eritopia helpless and drizzled in despair… for power and control. Shaytan and the Exiled Maras had crippled Neraka, reducing an entire species of Imen to bumbling, defenseless shades of their former selves… for power and control. Oh, and let’s not forget Ta’Zan. The worst of the worst. He’d wiped out an entire species of Draenir, he’d mixed and matched various genes together, and he’d created a new species altogether with which to conquer the universe… for power and control.

      “In the end, it’s a tale as old as time, baby girl,” I said to my daughter, who was busy gnawing on the teddy bear’s nose. “One being will always try to gain control over another. And your dad and your mom and your grandparents and your great-grandparents and everyone else around you will fight to make things right. To give everyone an equal fighting chance.”

      “Baaa…” Chantal managed, smiling and flashing the cutest pink gums, from which her incisors were already peeking through, tiny and pearly white.

      She made me laugh whenever she put on that gaping smile.

      “That’s right! We’ll always fight the greed and the evil of others,” I replied. “And I’ll make sure the world you grow up in is better than mine.”

      “Daaa-da!” Chantal said. Her baby talk occasionally made sense.

      This wasn’t the first time she’d called me “Dada,” but that didn’t mean I got tired of it. On the contrary, it made my heart swell to the point of exploding whenever she named me… my little angel, with blonde curls and rosy cheeks. My reason to live.

      “Ugh, Jovi was right,” I mumbled. “You’re going to break a lot of hearts with that smile, and I’m going to have to threaten a lot of guys to make sure they don’t break yours, in return. That sounded awful. But you know what I meant, right?”

      “Da-da!” she croaked, smiling again.

      I melted on the inside. I could tear the whole planet apart for her and Vita.

      My earpiece beeped. A call was coming through. I pressed the answer button and found myself on a general channel. I recognized Derek’s, Sofia’s, Rose’s, Harper’s, Draven’s, and Serena’s voices.

      “Do we know what’s going on?” Harper asked.

      “Hello?” I replied, my gaze fixed on Chantal.

      “Bijarki!” Jax’s voice popped up. “We’ve been called on the general channel, I see.”

      “Mm-hm. What’s happening?” I asked.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a problem,” Nuriya said. “A big one.”

      “What is it?” Derek replied.

      “Vesta is out cold. Vikkal, from our Fire Temple, was one of the earliest Hermessi cult members, as it turns out,” Nuriya explained. “He did an ancient spell on her. From the looks of it, her body and soul have been separated. Zeriel is by her side.”

      “Whoa! Whoa! What the—What, when, how?!” Dmitri asked.

      More voices were popping up on the comms channel. My stomach was already churning. The implications of Nuriya’s words hit home for me. After all, my wife, my soulmate, was a fae—and thus susceptible to anything Hermessi-related.

      “The Hermessi are looking to spread their influence, quite literally, through fae bodies to do their bidding,” Nuriya said. “We don’t know why, yet, but the word ‘doomsday’ was floated around, before Vikkal was consumed by the flames and reduced to silence. I reckon the Hermessi didn’t want him telling us anything.”

      “Is that why the cults are spreading?” Sofia asked.

      “Yes. Most of the fae bodies they want surrender voluntarily. According to Vikkal, there are multiple ways for a Hermessi to possess and influence a fae body. They’ve found a permanent solution by carving seals into the fae’s faces, to keep the Hermessi’s presence locked in. Some, they cut, then whisper an ancient spell into their ear—like Vikkal did to Vesta a few minutes ago.”

      My blood ran cold. “How is she?”

      “Unconscious and burning up. Once the Hermessi’s influence settles in, she’ll be in a lot more trouble,” Nuriya replied. “But I know Vesta is a fighter. I know her spirit won’t give up so easily. At least, I hope so.”

      “Wait, if there was no seal carved into her skin, like with the other cult fae, it means we can still kick that influence out, right?” Dmitri asked.

      “I think so. We’ll need some swamp witch wisdom here, ASAP,” Nuriya said.

      “I’m on my way,” Kailani replied.

      “But listen, we now understand how it manifests. How it starts!” Nuriya added. “The Hermessi start circling in on the fae first. That’s when the first symptoms manifest. Mood swings, short temper, exhaustion and fever… Then it gets worse. If the fae refuse to let the Hermessi in, the cultists will do the cut-and-spell trick on them, and force the Hermessi in.”

      “Oh, no,” Sofia managed. “Grace, Ben… They’re all in danger, aren’t they?”

      “If any of you have loved fae in your lives, you must protect them and make sure no one suspicious gets close. I’m already back in the palace. We brought Vesta here, and I’ve strengthened the security detail for my husband. Sherus is vulnerable, too.” Nuriya sighed.

      Terror gripped me like a real monster, practically choking the life out of me. I instantly shot to my feet, a sense of urgency fueling me. I rushed into our bedroom and froze in the doorway. The room was bathed in sunlight. The windows were wide open, the white curtains flowing in the morning breeze.

      Vita slept in her bed. I caught motion to her left. A shadow—no, a creature clad in black.

      I darted toward it before I could even make out who it was. It jumped out the window and got out of my reach. “No!” I shouted.

      “Bijarki?” Derek’s voice echoed in my earpiece.

      I turned back to look at Vita, and, in an instant, I felt the whole world collapsing around me, piece by piece. “Nu—Nuriya…” I said, my voice shaky as I measured my wife from head to toe. She was in a state of deep sleep, wrapped in white silk sheets, but the layer of sweat on her face and neck, along with the bright orange cut on her bare shoulder, made me think that something was awfully wrong. “Nuriya, what did Vikkal do to Vesta, exactly? Describe what he did, please. Please.”

      A moment of silence followed. I figured they all realized what was happening in my life before I did.

      “Bijarki?” Nuriya asked. “Is Vita there, with you?”

      “Tell me what he did!” I shouted, no longer able to control my rage and despair. The cruel truth was already sinking in, and it dragged me down to the bottom with it.

      “He made an incision into her shoulder. He whispered some kind of chant in her ear, and then she was out,” Nuriya replied. “The cut glowed orange. Her temperature got high, fast. She’s been out of it since. Vikkal said he kicked her soul out of her body for the Hermessi influence to take over.”

      “No… No… No!” I growled, then collapsed on the side of the bed. “Baby, please, wake up!”

      My vision was blurry. Tears glazed my eyes, then tumbled down my cheeks in hot streams—as hot as Vita’s skin, I realized, as I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.

      “Baby, please… Wake up,” I cried out, shuddering in agony.

      “Bijarki! Is Vita there? Is she okay?” Sofia asked, though her voice wavered.

      “Bijarki, stay put. We’re sending help now!” Draven added.

      I didn’t care. I couldn’t care about anything or anyone else in that moment. My wife’s soul had just been kicked out of her body. From the nursery, our daughter started crying. And I felt so useless, so helpless.

      All I could do was hold Vita tight in my arms, breathe in her scent, and pray to all the gods and the stars in this universe to bring her back to me. I wasn’t myself anymore. I was dead without her. I couldn’t function without my soulmate.

      “Dada! Mama!” Chantal screeched from her crib, tearing my heart up into bits and pieces.

      I needed to get to her, too. I didn’t want to leave Vita, but I couldn’t let my daughter cry, either. I… I didn’t know what to do next. My mind was a shattered blank, and my soul was drenched in pain.

      This was too close to home. For all of us.
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      This wasn’t the first time that things were quickly shifting from bad to worse. However, this time it hit us right in our homes. On our turf. Reports of shadows rushing out of fae’s homes were coming from The Shade, from Calliope, from Neraka, and from anywhere else where fae had settled. Vesta was unconscious, and Zeriel was completely devastated. Vita, too, had gone under, leaving Bijarki with their daughter. We had no answers, just anguish, fear, and more questions.

      Sofia and I headed for the portal, rushing through the redwood forest. Rose and Caleb joined us on the way, all four of us barely touching the ground, as we were determined to check on Vita, first.

      “Something is wrong. Very wrong,” Rose murmured.

      “What’s happening, though? I don’t get it,” Caleb replied.

      “From what Nuriya and Zeriel told us, the Hermessi cults are trying a different and a more forceful approach to get the body count that they need, for whatever ritual it is they’re looking to perform,” I said. “They’re brazen, now. Maybe even desperate.”

      “Vikkal cut Vesta’s shoulder, then whispered something and threw her into a state of unconsciousness,” Sofia said as we reached the portal. “From what I heard from Bijarki, something similar happened to Vita. Whoever these cult members are, they’re here. They’re either integrated into our communities already, maybe even people we know, or they’re doing one hell of a job sneaking around undetected.”

      “I think the former applies.” Corrine joined the conversation.

      We all turned around to see her and Ibrahim walking toward us. Deep lines were drawn between their eyebrows—a mixture of concern and dread, mirroring what we were all feeling. This affected us deeply, and it was up to Sofia and me, along with our generation of fighters, to help keep everyone together. We’d seen enough madness in our lifetimes.

      “I think the Hermessi’s influence runs deep,” Corrine added. “People we consider friends. Moving around like shadows. Doing the elements’ bidding. How else would they be able to sneak through Luceria, of all places, and target someone like Vita? They’re going straight for GASP now.”

      “Brann might’ve averted one dangerous ritual, but the Hermessi clearly have more up their sleeves,” Ibrahim continued. “They’re not done yet.”

      “You’re going to see Vita, aren’t you?” Corrine asked me.

      I nodded. “We have to. She’s our blood. If anything happens to her, I don’t know what—”

      “Something big is coming,” Ibrahim interjected. “Something bigger than all of us. I can feel it, and it’s difficult to explain.”

      “It’s like a bad vibe in the back of your head, isn’t it?” Sofia replied.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one,” she said.

      “I think it’s our instincts,” Corrine mused. “We’ve been through similar motions before. Pretty sure we’re able to recognize the signs, by now.”

      “So, we brace ourselves for the worst that’s yet to come, right?” I said.

      Sofia squeezed my hand and gave me a sad look. It broke my heart, because I already knew what she was about to say. “Yes, Derek.”

      “This is much more than what we usually deal with.” Caleb sighed. “I thought Ta’Zan was the worst, or hell, the Elders. But the Hermessi… they’re natural elements. They’re the very thing that powers up our worlds. How do we stop them? How do we even begin to plan our retaliation?”

      Corrine’s expression lit up. “It just hit me. And I’m surprised I didn’t think of this sooner. Don’t you think the Hermessi maybe answer to some higher power, of sorts? If they wanted to wipe us all out, they would’ve done it, already, right?”

      “If they could,” Ibrahim replied. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I don’t think they can. I think they’re tied to these rituals that Brann mentioned to our Cerixian crew. Corrine’s on to something here!”

      “So, if there’s a ritual they must follow to… I don’t know, destroy us, since the likes of Myris Fenn mentioned an end of days before getting blown to pieces, there must also be some way to stop them, right? Another ritual? Contacting that higher power that Corrine mentioned?” Rose asked.

      “This feels like a vicious circle. We did the same when Ta’Zan came out.” I sighed.

      “And we’ll do it again, if we have to,” Sofia replied, her entire being humming with determination. It didn’t take long before it caught on. My wife, ever the relentless warrior queen that she was, had a point.

      It didn’t matter how many times we had to seek a higher power to stop an enemy from destroying our worlds. We did it. Over and over. Until our people and our families were safe. We’d built The Shade as a safe haven for supernaturals and humans alike. We’d freed Eritopia, Neraka, and even Strava to give other creatures a chance at peace and freedom. We couldn’t stop now. I couldn’t sit back and watch it all burn down.

      If the Hermessi were our new foes, now, well… we had to do something about it.

      “We’ll have to get more vicious in our search for Hermessi cultists,” I said, my voice low, but firm. “At the risk of entire fae kingdoms hating us. We’ve got to dig deeper into all the affected cities. Interrogate any and all fae that are even remotely connected.”

      “We have to talk to Nuriya and Sherus about it. Surely, they’ll understand. They’ve already suffered a great deal because of the Hermessi,” Sofia replied.

      A crackle in my ear startled me. The common channel was turned on, notifying us through our earpieces. My heart skipped a beat. Lawrence’s voice came through, his breath heavy.

      “I need help! Something happened to Grace!” he cried out.

      In an instant, we knew what was going on. A claw took hold of my chest and refused to let go, gripping tightly until I had to exhale sharply, just to remove some of the pressure. Vita would have to wait. We darted away from the portal and headed straight for Grace and Lawrence’s treehouse.

      “This can’t be happening,” Rose mumbled.

      The doors to Grace and Lawrence’s home were wide open. They weren’t alone, either. River and Ben had just arrived as well. I felt a sliver of relief seeing my son back from wherever he’d been. We gathered around Grace in their bedroom. She lay on the floor, with Lawrence kneeling by her side, his eyes soaked with tears.

      “I found her like this,” he managed.

      “Oh, no. The cut.” Sofia pointed at our granddaughter’s shoulder.

      Grace was unconscious and glowing softly, her skin covered in sweat. River and Ben were both utterly destroyed, gently touching their daughter’s arm, hoping it might bring her back, somehow. But Grace was too deep in whatever tunnel she’d been tossed into. A cultist had been here—and that was no longer impossible because (a) we knew the cultists infiltrated all our societies and (b) there was a portal connecting The Shade to the In-Between.

      “Did you see anyone?” I asked Lawrence.

      He didn’t answer. His shoulders slumped as he broke down and started sobbing.

      “Lawrence!” I called out. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you these questions. Did you see anyone?” I repeated.

      He shook his head slowly. “I think I was too late. I didn’t hear or see anything. I just found her like this…”

      “Wake up, sweetie,” Ben whispered in Grace’s ear, his fingers gently brushing against her cheek. “Come on, my little angel. Don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to us.”

      “Grace, honey?” River tried, her voice breaking as she swallowed back another wave of tears. “Please… Open your eyes.”

      Sofia got down on her knees and checked Grace’s vitals. Then, she shot me a dark look. “Her pulse is slow. Her temperature is high.”

      “It’s the same as what happened to Vita and Vesta, isn’t it?” River asked, though her expression clearly begged us to tell her no. I couldn’t blame her. What I wouldn’t have given for a common case of the flu right about now… and not this fresh hell.

      “Yeah. The cut on her shoulder confirms it. That’s how they force the Hermessi’s influence onto an unwilling fae,” Sofia replied.

      Ben’s mood quickly went south. Rage made him quiver. I knew that feeling very well. I’d felt it once, when I’d thought him dead and gone, never to return again. It broke me to see him experience the same kind of terror. No parent should ever have to lose a child. No parent should even have to live through the fear of losing a child.

      “What can we do?” Lawrence asked. “How do I snap her out of it?”

      “I’m sorry, we don’t have any answers right now,” Corrine replied.

      “Fabulous. A Shade full of witches and not one of them can help,” Ben muttered, then cursed under his breath. He was angry, and Corrine didn’t hold it against him.

      “The best we can do right now is organize a care facility here, in the redwood forest,” Corrine continued. “Bring all our affected fae in here, and keep them—”

      She froze, staring at Grace. My granddaughter’s eyes were open. Glowing white, but open. Silence followed over the course of a few seconds.

      “Grace?” Lawrence croaked. “Are you okay?”

      Every muscle in my body felt tense. Something was off. Grace nodded slowly, then turned her head to look at Ben.

      “Daddy?” she whispered, and motioned for him to come closer. I put my arm out to stop him from leaning over, but Grace was quick to jump and tackle him. We all rushed to separate them, as Grace whispered something in Ben’s ear. I pulled Grace back, but I didn’t see the blood until it was too late.

      “Ben, no!” Sofia shouted, then bolted toward him.

      Grace had left a deep scratch on his neck. She’d whispered the spell in his ear.

      “Oh, God, NO!” River cried out, as Ben collapsed to the side, and Grace passed out once more.

      “What the hell just happened?! How did Grace just wake up?” Rose gasped, then slid down on her knees and joined River in holding Ben close. “I’d understand a cultist like Vikkal or someone doing this, but how did they turn the victims into assailants as well?”

      “It’s the Hermessi’s touch… It’s spreading like wildfire,” Corrine said.

      My knees were weak. Sofia and I were left leaning against one another, unable to speak or even react to the horror unfolding right in front of us.

      “Derek…” Sofia mumbled. “Derek, Grace… she—”

      “Yeah, she did,” I managed.

      Grace had been turned against us. Whoever had cut her had done a good job, because Grace herself had turned into a recruiter for the Hermessi. And I was willing to bet she wasn’t even aware of it. She’d drawn blood from her own father, forcing the elements’ influence into him through a whispered spell. Then, she’d blacked out again. Ben had also joined her. They were both out.

      My son, my granddaughter…

      “They’re not going to stop,” Corrine said, her voice trembling. “They’re going to keep spreading this… you call it influence, but I’d rather consider it a disease. They’ll pass it around.”

      “I’m sorry to say this, but I’m afraid this is only the beginning,” Ibrahim said, then checked Grace’s and Ben’s vitals. “They’re in a similar state, now. The glow is Hermessi-related, for sure. It’s doing something to their elemental spirits.”

      “We have to find a way to stop this. Or at least slow it down,” I said. “That’s our son. Our granddaughter. Vita, too. Vesta… We can’t let any of them wither away and die. We can’t.”

      Corrine looked at Sofia and me. “We need to issue another alert. All the fae are targeted now, by cult members. And I think it’ll get worse. Let the Stravian crew know as well.”

      And then what? How did we go about saving our children? Our families? Our lives?

      Sofia was right, though. I couldn’t give in to despair. My people needed me, now, more than ever. And Corrine was, indeed, on to something where the Hermessi were concerned. They were clearly restrained in the level of destruction they could inflict upon our worlds, and they followed ancient rituals. I couldn’t explain why they would do such things. What their end game was. Or maybe we’d simply misinterpreted their purpose in this universe. Maybe we’d awakened something we didn’t understand.

      Whatever the case, there had to be a way to stop them in their tracks. To get something else, maybe more powerful than the Hermessi themselves, to intervene. There has to be a way.
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      Emperor Tulla was kind enough to give us a chamber in his palace in which we could work. We did need a safe space to put our minds together and work on the next steps, while his Armed Forces raided every single domain and caught as many of the Hermessi cult members currently active on Cerix as possible, if not all of them.

      Trap Mellon joined us, pleased to see both Inalia and Eira free and safe. With everything going on here and the dreadful reports pouring in from The Shade and Calliope, we needed all the help we could get. Lumi sat at the head of the table, while Amelia settled next to her, fiddling with her tablet. Judging by the frequent frowns, it was becoming clear that Vesta, Vita, Ben, and Grace weren’t the only fae affected by the Hermessi.

      “We’re counting about fifty victims, so far,” Amelia said. “Corrine is coordinating with the Daughters of Eritopia, Amal and Amane, and Fiona and Zane to organize caring spaces for those stricken by this… fever.”

      “The Hermessi are up to something else, it seems,” Varga replied. “They’re much more direct in their attacks now. They’re no longer converting cult members. They seem to be making them, by force.”

      “But those hit so far are simply unresponsive and feverish,” Eva said.

      “Grace wasn’t, for the half-minute it took to infect Ben, too.” Varga sighed. “I’m afraid Vikkal was being truthful. This fever thing is only a stage. There’s more coming.”

      “So what, we’ll actually lose them?” Raphael asked. “They’ll be reprogrammed to do the Hermessi’s bidding?”

      “Vikkal wouldn’t have lied about this. His purpose right up to the moment he died was to weaken us, to instill fear and discourage us. Given what we’re seeing now, there was no better tool for that than the truth,” Varga said. “I can’t be the only one thinking this.”

      “You’re not,” I said, thinking about my dad. “At this point, I think it stands to reason to say, without a single shadow of a doubt, that any fae is vulnerable. Which means all GASP fae agents will have to be protected and kept away from field missions. This weakens us as a whole, especially since it’s not even a foolproof protective measure to begin with. The cults have already infiltrated us.”

      “These catatonic states are meant to do something,” Lumi murmured. “They’re a process of sorts. It’s the only thing that explains the strange glow, the weakening pulse, and the high temperature. They’re going through a change, and I’m afraid we won’t like the end result.”

      “But, you know, Corrine made a good point just now,” Amelia replied, referencing the briefing we’d just had with Corrine and Ibrahim. “The Hermessi are clearly limited by something. If they want to destroy us, I don’t think they can just unleash the forces of nature against us. I think they have to go through some kind of ritual, and I think the fae’s infection is a part of it.”

      “You think they’re out to destroy us, huh?” Herakles asked, the corners of his mouth turned downward.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. All the cult fae that Brann prematurely blew up said something about the end being nigh, or whatever,” Riza chimed in, nodding at Amelia. “It speaks of destruction.”

      “Utter annihilation,” Amelia added. “But, unless we find a Hermessi willing to give us more details, to explain what the ritual is and how it can be stopped, we’re stuck here, in this room, with zero direction and more reports of infected fae piling up.”

      “It’s only a matter of time before they start taking Cerixians down like that, too, isn’t it?” Eira murmured, her eyes wide and glistening with worry.

      I nodded. “I guess. They’re up to something, and they need our bodies to do it. I doubt they’ll limit themselves to fae in parts of the In-Between where there aren’t any. What irks me, and we’ve talked about this before, is that these cultists are Cerixians, and clearly willing to serve the Hermessi. It’s not just the fae they’re taking over.”

      “There weren’t any fae on Cerix. They probably had to improvise in order to keep up with our presence here,” Amelia suggested. “But their focus is definitely on the fae, and it’s most likely because of their much stronger elemental connection. They need fae conduits for this ritual, it seems, but will settle for other species to serve with the rest of their agenda—in this case, stopping us. It’s only an assumption now, but it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “What about you, Tae? How have you been feeling?” Lumi asked, watching me intently. “You’re part fae, after all. How are you taking all this?”

      I thought about it for a moment. I wanted to choose my words carefully, because there was a whirlwind of anxiety and anger tearing through me, and I didn’t want to give anyone the impression that I was no longer keeping it together—or that I was even close to losing it. GASP had made me the de facto leader of this group, and I couldn’t let them down. I owed it to them, to my family and my kingdom to push through and stop whatever the Hermessi were planning.

      “Physically, I’m okay,” I said. “I’m not feeling anything close to what Ben or Vita were experiencing, for example, before they went under. It could be my inner-jinni keeping me on the straight and narrow. I think my issue is more emotional than anything else. All this is making me angry. And afraid. I’ll admit, I’m afraid of what lies ahead. But I’m here with you, all of you—each an extraordinary creature with enough strength and skill to face a thousand Hermessi,” I added, smiling at them. “I’ll be fine, Lumi. You can count on me, if that’s what you were worried about.”

      Lumi grinned. “Then that jinni half of you is certainly doing its job. Good. We need you, Tae.”

      Inalia raised a hand. “Should I, maybe, try to reach out to Brann again?” she asked. “We’re sitting here, twiddling our thumbs with zero direction. Right now, my father might be the only one able to help us.”

      “He didn’t want to tell you more when you asked him,” I said.

      My stomach tightened at the thought of her exposing herself and her father to the other Hermessi. We’d only just managed to get Nalyon Martell and his boss off her back. I didn’t like the prospect of Inalia becoming vulnerable to a Hermessi attack. I could deal with a bunch of corrupted Cerixians, but the planet’s natural elements were not the kind of enemy I was confident I’d be able to fight against.

      “But the circumstances have clearly changed,” Inalia replied. “He probably doesn’t know about what his siblings are doing to the fae. If what’s happening now is meant to help them destroy our worlds, then surely Brann will have something to say about it.”

      “It’s not like he can go out again and blow up more fae. It obviously didn’t help to begin with. Besides getting our attention, that is,” Lumi grumbled, crossing her arms, then looked at Inalia. “What are you hoping to achieve here?”

      “I want to get him to tell me exactly what the Hermessi are planning, and how we can stop them,” Inalia said. “There has to be a way.”

      “I’m not comfortable with you reaching out to him again,” Eira cut in, frowning. “Last time, my father possessed me to warn Taeral and his crew of the danger you’d put yourself in. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      Inalia gave her a soft and warm smile. “So, you do care about what happens to me.”

      “Damn straight,” Eira muttered. “If anyone’s going to kick your ass, it’ll be me, not some crazy Hermessi.”

      Trap chuckled. “Eira. Your sisterly affection is endearing, to say the least. But the girl does have a point. Based on everything I’ve learned from you about the Hermessi and their cults until now, it doesn’t seem like we have any other option,” he said, then nodded at Inalia. “Our little firecracker here will have to try talking to daddy, again.”

      “Besides, he did say he’d look into this,” Inalia added. “He might have more information to share. Who knows? Desperate times, right?”

      I groaned, then let a deep sigh come out. None of the angst left with it. It still felt dangerous. But they were right. We didn’t have better options.

      “Do you want me to take you to that red desert again?” I asked.

      Inalia lit up. “Yes. We’ll go elsewhere from there, though. We’ll zap across the Hadeen Domain, to keep the Hermessi busy, then settle somewhere safe enough for me to do my thing.”

      Nodding slowly, I got up and checked my belt. The sword was in place, and my pouches and backpack were filled with quick swamp witch magic and healing bundles, in case of emergency. And there was plenty of fire burning inside me.

      Eira pushed her chair back, then shot to her feet and pulled me away from the table. I didn’t need any of Varga’s abilities to tell that she was worried sick. “You better watch out for her, okay?” she whispered.

      “All I can do is make sure the Hermessi don’t get to us,” I said. “I promise I’ll do everything in my power to keep Inalia safe.”

      I glanced to our side. Inalia stood, waiting patiently by the table.

      “Taeral, I’m serious. I don’t want her getting hurt in this,” Eira said to me.

      I found her affection beyond heartwarming. These two had a much stronger bond than I’d thought, initially. Eira cared about Inalia, deeply. “I’m serious, too,” I replied. “We’re after the same thing, here. I don’t want her reaching out to Brann, either, but she’s right. He’s our only credible source of information, and we need him.”

      “I don’t like you two going out there alone,” Eira replied.

      “There’s no point in bringing the whole crew around to babysit us. Plus, I can always zap us back here if it gets hairy. We’ve got our comms on, and we’ve been trained for stuff like this—well, not exactly like this, but it’s the same protocol, nevertheless. I need the rest of you to focus on everything else, while I keep Inalia safe during her meetup with Brann.”

      She sighed, then stepped back, motioning for me to go back to the table.

      “Ready?” Inalia asked me.

      “Yeah,” I replied, then looked at my crew. “My earpiece is on at all times. Shout if you need me or if anything happens.”

      “We’ll be here trying to find some answers and solutions to this bundle of questions and mysteries we’ve gotten ourselves tangled in,” Raphael said.

      I took Inalia’s hand in mine. Her touch alone was enough to set tiny fires beneath my skin. There was something about this Cerixian girl that was clearly beginning to grip me and mess with my senses. It was a dangerous time for me to become affectionate toward her, but I couldn’t help it. I liked her.

      Within the blink of an eye, we vanished, as I teleported us back to the red desert where she’d first made contact with her father. From here, we’d go elsewhere. We’d keep bouncing until we found the right place for her to contact Brann.

      

      I, for one, was astonished by how much of her internal balance had been restored since she’d spoken to her father. All those spurts of fire energy had toned down, and Inalia seemed much more in control of her abilities. It was as if she’d accepted who and what she was—and that had an immediate and positive power on her inner fire.

      After about twenty minutes of bouncing around from one desert spot to another, we settled atop a tall cliff overlooking a sea of crimson-colored sand. The skies were clear, and the winds were down. We were safe, for the time being.

      “I think this is secluded enough for me to do my thing,” she said, then sat down and crossed her legs. I joined her, my nerves still stretched to dangerous lengths. I couldn’t relax as easily as Inalia, who was already smiling, her breathing lighter and more even.

      “You seem to be taking all this a lot better than I’d thought,” I replied.

      “This… what, exactly?”

      “Creatures from outer space, elementals trying to bring upon the end of days… you know, everything you didn’t even think you’d ever experience a couple of days ago.”

      She laughed. “I’m quick to adapt, I admit. Especially when I’m proven right. I mean, I knew there was life out there, no matter what the skeptics were saying. I knew you or people like you would come visit again. Mentally, I was ready for the extraordinary. Granted, I didn’t think you’d bring such titanic problems with you, but, at the same time, I’m pretty sure we would’ve had bigger trouble dealing with the Hermessi cults all on our own.”

      “I find your thirst for the new and, as you call it, extraordinary, to be fascinating. Most creatures from other worlds would tend to have a more tribal and defensive approach. Not you, though.”

      “Oh, rest assured, if it weren’t for me and my predecessors in the Foreign Outreach Department, you would’ve gotten a whole lot more tribal flak from the Cerixians.” She giggled. “We’ve spent decades, centuries even, educating the future generations about a potential visit from another Druid delegation. I was kind of trained for this.”

      “And yet, you were so busy looking up to the stars that you neglected the non-Cerixian part of you that was itching to come out,” I replied, smiling.

      She lowered her gaze for a moment. “I never said my critical thinking was the greatest. I panicked. I thought others from outside worlds would manifest such powers. Not me. The red-haired nobody from Hadeen’s slums.”

      “Well, it’s time for you to embrace the Hermessi side of you, then. Get to work,” I said with a grin.

      She straightened her back and closed her eyes, taking slow and measured breaths. There was a lot more confidence coming out of her, this second time around. If, at first, she’d been dogged by uncertainty and fear, she wasn’t anymore. She’d been to other planes of existence. She’d begun to embrace who and what she was. And I could tell, just from the way she began to light up all orange again, that she had better control over the situation.

      I watched her for a while, listening to the gentle rhythm of her breathing. Her spirit was elsewhere, stretching beyond the material plane and searching for her father. Brann was out there, somewhere, and Inalia was about to pay him another visit.

      All I could do was stay close, ready to get her out and away to safety at a moment’s notice. For the time being, however, I settled on watching her lips, full and pink, as they moved, ever so slowly. I had to focus on them because, if I looked away from Inalia, the dread of what terrors awaited back on our side of the In-Between would surely hammer me down.
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      As the minutes went by, I began to worry. Something seemed different.

      Her glow was brighter than before. I feared that I’d burn my fingers if I touched her. The hum coming from her throat didn’t sound good, either.

      “Inalia?” I asked, tentatively.

      She opened one eye, startling me. I almost fell backward.

      “What?” she replied, eerily calm.

      I blinked several times, trying to wrap my head around what was happening. “How the hell are you still conscious and glowing like this? Are you not hearing the sounds you’re making?”

      “I can,” she sighed. “I’m trying to zone out, but I don’t think it’s working.”

      “Then why are you glowing?” I asked, persistent in my panic.

      “How am I supposed to know?” she yelped, then glanced down at herself and chuckled. “Gah, this looks so weird.”

      “Inalia, focus,” I said. “What’s wrong? You did it the last time. What exactly isn’t working now?”

      “I have no idea!”

      A terrible thought crossed my mind. “Oh, dear… What if the other Hermessi found Brann already?”

      “Pretty sure they’d have destroyed him by now, and we’d all be feeling the repercussions,” Inalia said, then pressed her lips into a thin line.

      She was right, I realized, feeling myself much more powerful since Brann had returned to Cerix. My fae ability linked itself to whatever Fire Hermessi was present. Here, that was Brann. If anything had happened to him, I surely would’ve felt a decrease in my inner fire.

      “Then, what? He’s pretending not to be home while you keep pounding on the door?” I replied dryly. As much as I’d enjoyed watching her so calm, with her eyes closed, I would’ve felt much better knowing that all this was leading somewhere.

      I looked out into the desert, carefully checking the horizon and making sure none of the other elements were anywhere in sight.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” I added. “It was definitely easier for you the first time around. Maybe something is holding you back?”

      “Like what? The dread of the world ending if we don’t stop my father’s elemental siblings? The thought of your friends and loved ones being bedridden by some kind of Hermessi fever, while their death cults continue to spread the terror? I mean, it’s not like my mind is crystal clear right now, Tae. I’m not sure it will be until we stop this.”

      I liked the way my shortened name sounded rolling off her tongue. There was an intimate familiarity that came with it, as if we’d known each other for years. As if my name had been made to come right after “Do you want sugar in your coffee?” or “I’ve missed you,” or other things that lovers said to one another over time.

      “Maybe you should just try and let it all go, for a second or two. Just breathe it out,” I suggested, eyes still studying the reddish horizon. A lower breeze crossed the desert, stirring beads of sand along the way.

      Silence settled around us. All I could hear were the whispers of the dunes.

      “Breathe in and out, Inalia,” I murmured. It should’ve occurred to me sooner that our trials and tribulations were, in many ways, hers, too. Cerix had a Hermessi death cult issue, too. A rogue Fire Hermessi that had literally run off to warn us of what the others were plotting. Yeah, this is your problem as much as it is ours. I’m sorry, Inalia.

      “In and out,” I continued.

      A thump made my head snap back to her. Inalia had fallen to the side. This time, however, she was shining like a friggin’ star. I couldn’t even look directly at her, or else my retinas would burn off.

      “Oh, wow,” I managed. “Inalia, are you okay? Still with me?”

      No answer came. My heart thudded. My pulse raced, making me slightly lightheaded. She’d finally gone under, but, this time, the physical effects were much more accentuated. That glow was unnaturally bright, as if she was seconds away from blasting outward like a supernova. But I could hear her even breathing. If I stayed still and quiet for long enough, I could even hear her heartbeats.

      Somehow, I was convinced that she was fine. Just out there, somewhere, in touch with her Hermessi father.

      “The weird just never ends, huh?”

      I wasn’t going to get an answer to that. It was rhetorical, anyway. Of course the weird would keep on coming. That was the textbook definition of life as a GASP agent. Bucketloads of weird, sprinkled with the occasional swordfight or bloody war. Why would this be any different?

      The answer came quickly. It had to be different. It just had to be.

      Because, as I watched over Inalia, I understood that part of my mission was to make sure she had a shot at a full and happy life. That kind of ethos made my fire burn a little brighter, too. So, I sat with her, stern and vigilant, determined to keep her safe and hopeful that “daddy dearest” would tell her more about the incoming elemental storms.
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      The utter darkness didn’t scare me like before. I figured one got used to a place after seeing it once, even if said place was some other dimension, home to the natural elements.

      “Moon and stars and every other celestial body out there, give me the strength and calm to get through this,” I mumbled to myself, realizing just how overwhelming this still was. The familiarity had already gone out the window, and my nerves were eagerly stretching to new limits.

      I focused my mind on Brann. My father. Sheesh.

      My mind was still sort of processing that one. But I had to leave my feelings aside, for the time being. I had bigger things to deal with. Heck, the whole universe pretty much depended on me making contact with this one rogue Fire Hermessi.

      “Father?” I called out.

      The nothingness warped around me, and I giggled internally. It made me a little dizzy. Before another breath, I found myself before the fire figure that I’d met before. Brann. It was him, all right. My insides were buzzing, alight with the elemental connection between us.

      “Father,” I said, louder this time.

      He seemed confused, judging by how his head twisted left and right.

      “I’m here,” I added. I would’ve loved to have a hand to wave at him, but I’d left my body on the physical plane, with Taeral.

      Brann turned around, his liquid amber eyes lighting up with… anger.

      “What are you doing here, child?!”

      He sounded angry. It made my stomach drop like a lead ball. I could almost hear the metaphorical clang as it hit the imaginary floor.

      “Don’t be too excited,” I grumbled.

      “You’re not supposed to be here, Inalia! It’s dangerous! I told you I’d come for you if I had new information!”

      “Well, whatever, Dad, sorry!” I snapped. “There have been some new developments in our world. Frightening and tragic developments. Otherwise I wouldn’t have come looking for you.”

      He stilled. The flames covering him licked at the blackness around us.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “The fae. They’re falling ill,” I said. “There have been multiple reports of Hermessi cult members sneaking around, cutting the fae and whispering some kind of spell that renders them comatose, or something similar. They glow in these catatonic states. They’re unresponsive. These are people with friends and family. Surely, you understand how terrible this is.”

      His flaming shoulders dropped. Something told me he knew exactly what this was.

      “What is it?” I asked. “You know what’s happening, don’t you?”

      “I was hoping I’d have more details before seeking you out, but yes. I know what’s happening,” he replied.

      A moment passed in silence. I would’ve rolled my eyes if I still had them. What a peculiar thing to say. A week ago, my biggest issue was getting more funds into the Foreign Outreach Department, so we could send a message out to the nearest inhabited planets. Now, my consciousness was separated from my body as I conversed with my freaking father, Cerix’s Fire Hermessi. Goodness gracious.

      “Well? I’m on the edge of my seat here.” I sighed.

      “Understand something, Inalia. You have exposed us both to the others, now. They’ve been looking for me. They’re eager to make me pay for ruining their initial ritual plans. Every second I spend here brings them closer to me and you.”

      “Then tell me what their plan B is, and I’ll get out of your hair,” I replied.

      “They’re using a loophole in an ancient ritual,” Brann said. “They’re getting their numbers from the fae, by force. The Hermessi are only supposed to use the cut-and-spell method in times of great trouble. This doesn’t exactly qualify, and I’m surprised the universe hasn’t imploded already because of it.”

      “Hold on, I’m not getting it. Start from the top. Cut-and-spell?”

      “The way your fae are falling ill. It’s not exactly a sickness. They’re being forcibly… disabled, for lack of a better word. The Hermessi fill them up with their energy, then wait for it to bond with every atom in those bodies. Once the fusions are made, the fae are no longer in control of their own flesh. Their spirits are kicked out and left wandering the world, with no one knowing they’re there.”

      “Oh, wow,” I whispered, realizing what that had to mean for Taeral’s friends.

      “There’s a chain of sorts that links the body to the soul. This cut-and-spell method first kicks the soul out, then takes some time to eat away at the chain and completely sever the connection. It can last hours, or days, or, in rare cases, weeks. Your fae’s time is running out, Inalia,” Brann said. “And when the break happens, when all the bodies are completely taken over by the Hermessi, the ritual they’ve been trying to perform will be done.”

      “What ritual is that?” I asked.

      “Inalia, I’m not sure yet. It’s why I haven’t reached out to you. I have an inkling, but I cannot give you information based on that. I would hate to send you in the wrong direction.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Tell me what you’re thinking, and we’ll wait until you can confirm,” I insisted. “We have to at least be able to speculate. Is it some end-of-days malarkey?”

      He looked at me, and I could feel the fire burning through me. That was the most painful kind of yes I’d ever gotten. Dread clawed at me, threatening to tear my consciousness to shreds before I even got back to my body.

      “Inalia, it’s only a suspicion now. A theory.”

      “But why would they do that? Wouldn’t it destroy them, too? I mean, it’s the end of the world, right?”

      Brann shook his head. “There are many ways in which the world could end, my child. It could end for one person, or it could end for everyone. Or just a few. The possibilities are as endless as the universe.”

      I thought about it for a moment. Brann hadn’t wanted to tell me how to stop one of his own the first time we’d met, but maybe I could get him to help us now. Clearly, stopping the Hermessi was more than just a priority at this point. It was imperative.

      “How do we—”

      I froze as a howling wind rose and nearly cut through me.

      “Inalia, go!” I heard Brann shout, the urgency in his voice making me choke up. “Run, my child!”

      I couldn’t even move. My spirit was locked in place, paralyzed by the brewing storm that gathered around us. A river snaked its way through the blackness, with crystalline waters that foamed white at every turn. The whirlwind grew stronger, smacking me from all sides. It hurt. It actually hurt!

      Brann’s fiery figure was stuck, too. The river flowed around him, spiraling closer toward him. The tornado tightened around him.

      “Brann, no…” I managed.

      Part of me refused to believe what was happening. But I knew… I knew exactly what this was. The water and the wind constricted around him like elemental snakes. I heard the hiss of water meeting fire, the fluttering of flames struggling against the current of cold air.

      Titans of the natural elements battled right in front of me, and I was too choked up to say anything. I certainly couldn’t do anything. Then, a sharp and jagged rock burst through the middle of the fire-and-water tornado. It shot upward, mercilessly tearing through Brann’s very being.

      “Father!” I screamed.

      The three Hermessi of Cerix had found the fourth and, by the stars, they destroyed him. The fires faded into nothingness, until all that was left was one tiny smoldering ember, hovering in the black abyss. The wind settled slowly, widening its flow around me. The river pulled back, reduced to a slim thread of water. The rock crumbled, and a beautiful tree grew out of it.

      I wanted to cry. I wanted to get away.

      But I couldn’t do a thing. The Hermessi had just destroyed my father, and I was helpless, facing the three of them and wondering if they’d turn their wrath on me next.
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      Our fae succumbing to the Hermessi’s influence like this was beyond terrifying. It threatened to throw me in the cold arms of panic, and I wasn’t one to give in so easily. We spent hours around the table, bouncing theories off one another as to how and why this was happening. We’d yet to come up with useful answers.

      “Clearly, the cults’ reach is wider and deeper than we’d thought,” Varga muttered, his head resting in his hands, elbows on the table.

      “Something’s changed in the way they operate,” Lumi said. “I think the endgame is still the same, and of epically disastrous proportions. The method’s different.”

      “If I remember correctly, Brann told Inalia that the Hermessi needed a certain number of bodies for this ritual,” Eira replied. “What if this is how they’re getting the bodies now? By force, so to speak, and not through the cult conversion.”

      “It makes me wonder why they wouldn’t have done this earlier, then,” Raphael said. “They obviously had the means, since they are practically waltzing into people’s homes in The Shade and taking over their bodies.”

      “Maybe they couldn’t do it before,” I suggested. My synapses were fired up, despite the ache in my heart. I didn’t even want to imagine what Bijarki or River or the rest of the Novaks were going through right now. To my shame, I was actually glad I didn’t have any fae in my family. It would’ve made this so much worse. “Maybe they’ve resorted to this method because their initial plan was fumbled.”

      Raphael narrowed his eyes at me. One reflected an endless meadow. The other mirrored the sky. And, somewhere in between, I was transfixed. “Like a plan B, you mean,” he replied.

      I nodded. “You all heard what happened to Grace after she fell… ill. She hurt Ben, then passed it on to him. It’s going to keep spreading. That’s all the cultists needed. A few of their own, strategically infiltrated in The Shade, in Eritopia, and everywhere else where there are fae living… a cut, a whispered spell, and voila. Bodies ripe for the picking.”

      “I’m not sure they’re ripe, though,” Lumi said. “Otherwise, they would all be up and about, wouldn’t they?”

      “They’re being kept in some kind of stasis.” Varga sighed. “Until they’re ready. Of course, I’m just assuming this.”

      “No, no, it’s good. I think we’re definitely making some headway here,” Lumi replied. “Think about it this way. There’s a finite number of reasons for why the fae are reacting like this. Your suggestion could very well be it.”

      “Or! It could be a process,” I added. “And it’s incomplete, now. Once it’s done, they’ll awaken and… gah, I don’t even want to know what they’ll do.”

      Lumi pressed the call button on her earphone. “Arwen? Corrine? Viola? Amal?” She waited for a moment, then looked at me. “It could definitely be a process, Amelia, thanks for that. We can take some preemptive measures, then.”

      “Such as?” I asked.

      “Hold on,” she replied, then lowered her gaze, listening to the earpiece. “Hey, ladies. Glad to hear you all. How are the fae holding up?” A second passed, then she looked at us and sighed. “Okay. Well, I wanted to make a suggestion, and I’m hoping you’ll all take it into account. The crew and I were talking… Mm-hm, and we’re thinking this catatonic state that Vesta, Ben, Grace, and the others are in could be a process, and it’s yet to complete. That’s right. Now, assuming the worst, I think we need to be ready for when they wake up.”

      “How?” Raphael asked, his brow furrowed.

      Lumi motioned for him to be quiet, as she listened to what the other witches and Amal had to say. The way she nodded made me think they were all on the same page. “Right,” she said. “Exactly. Isolate and quarantine them. Get Amal and Amane to organize a shipment of serium crystals to Eritopia, Neraka, and all the other affected worlds. Yeah, not too much, but enough to help power the spells. Good, thank you. I’ll be in touch,” she added, then pressed the earphone button again, ending the conversation.

      “Isolate and quarantine?” Eva asked, her eyebrows raised.

      “Yes. In crystal pods. The Daughters will devise the pods, the witches will perform the right spells, and the Stravians will provide the serium needed for this endeavor. Think of it as a controlled stasis. The fae go in. They stay safe and isolated. In case they wake up, the crystal casing will absorb any elemental powers they might manifest.”

      Riza groaned, rubbing her face with her palms. “This is so awful.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Lumi reminded her.

      “I know, I know. I’m just thinking about Bijarki. Zeriel. Lawrence, and everyone else who’s losing a loved one to this madness,” she replied.

      The grief was too much to bear, at times. As much as I tried to keep it together, there were moments when I could feel myself unraveling. I became so focused on my breathing that I didn’t even notice when Raphael’s hand covered mine on the table, then squeezed gently. All I could do was gawk at him, not understanding his gesture. He gave me a faint smile.

      “We’ll get through this, you know,” he whispered. “Or we’ll die trying.”

      “I’d prefer the former, thanks,” I said, my voice faltering.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “You’re quite the rock. What’s gotten you so shaken up?”

      “The Shade was supposed to be our safe haven,” I explained, drawing glances from Varga and the others around the table. “A place where supernaturals were protected and at peace. And these bastards… they went into our homes and did this. It’s… I’m sorry… It’s terrifying.”

      I felt his hand squeeze tighter, but it seemed to do something to me—something good. It was as if Raphael was absorbing all my bad energies, filtering my overall state until I could breathe again, until my vision cleared up and the tears dried away. I couldn’t help but smile at him, losing myself in his gaze for a moment.

      “I told you,” he said, “we’ll get through this or die trying. And I sure as hell am not ready to die yet. I’m what, a year old? Life’s barely getting started for me!”

      “Aha, wait till you hit your first hundred. Talk to me then.” Herakles chuckled.

      “Even then, I’ll still beat you into a pulp,” Raphael shot back.

      It was enough to cast some smiles around the table. Enough to make us forget the impending doom that we’d all carried in the back of our heads since it became known that the Hermessi were behind this.

      Light flashed across my eyes. It startled us all. Every flame in the room popped brighter for a split second, then faded to mere flickers, struggling to stay lit. All the candles and wall lamps were suddenly dimmed, casting a warm but faint glow through the room. We’d left them all burning, knowing that Brann was basically on our side and therefore not a threat. This couldn’t mean anything good, though.

      “What the hell…” Trap Mellon muttered, frowning as he looked around.

      Gasps and murmurs could be heard from outside, too. He rushed into the hallway, leaving the door open wide enough for us to see that all the lights had gone down, and not just in our meeting room. I shot to my feet and walked over to the window. I instantly covered my mouth to stifle a short breath.

      “It’s everywhere,” I mumbled.

      The rest of our crew got up and joined me by the window to watch thousands of fires and lightbulbs bursting, then fading to a mere twilight glow. The city of Silvergate was plunged into semi-darkness. The evening was settling over this part of Cerix, but there was no guiding light to accompany it, this time, other than the moon and the stars.

      The streets were riddled with shadows and rushing steps. The streetlamps cast a faint, orange glow across the slate-colored cobblestone. Even the candles in nearby windows wavered.

      “Oh, dear,” Lumi said. “This can’t be good.”

      “The artificial lighting systems work, though,” Trap replied as he came back to the room. “They’re swamp-witch-powered. The lights are dim, but they’re on.”

      “Well, technically speaking, the same could be said about good ol’ fire,” Lumi muttered, then took out a lighter from a hidden dress pocket. We all carried at least one for the fae in our crews, while on field missions. She flicked it open. It gave us a nimble little flame. The poor thing struggled to stay alight, and, somehow, that broke my heart.

      “Something’s happened to the fire,” Eira breathed, her eyes wide with the horror of realization. “To Brann.”

      “I thought as much,” Lumi replied.

      “No, you don’t understand,” Eira croaked, building up to a full panic attack episode. “I think… I think they killed Brann. The fires are dying out. It’s how the legends said it would be. First, the light would fade. Soon, it would succumb to darkness.”

      “If a planet runs out of fire—” Herakles tried to speak, but Eira cut him off.

      “It dies. With no fire, a planet will die.”

      “Whoa. I doubt the Hermessi would let that happen,” Raphael said.

      “We can’t be sure of that. Look at what they’ve been up to. Does it make any sense to us? Nope, not as much as we’d like, for sure,” Lumi replied. “I think the other Hermessi finally caught up with Brann, and he paid the price for his disobedience.”

      Eira gasped. “Oh, no. Inalia…”

      She was right to be alarmed. Even scared. Inalia had gone out to speak to Brann, after all. Had she been caught in the crossfire? Instinctively, I reached for my earpiece and pressed the call button.

      “Taeral?”

      There was no answer. That couldn’t be good. Stress began to crumple my stomach like a piece of useless paper. If the Hermessi had found Brann while he was with Inalia, there was no telling what they’d do to her, his progeny. They’d destroyed him. What would they do to her?
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      My father had just been reduced to a teensy flame, and I couldn’t move. I couldn’t get away. Not for lack of trying! I’d spent the past couple of minutes trying to weasel my way out of this place, as the tree, the river, and the tornado seemed to… watch me. I felt like I was being watched. No one said anything. And that was beyond creepy.

      They’d locked me in place, somehow.

      In the end, after minutes that felt like hours of trying to get out of this… heart-tearing nothingness, I gave up. “What do you want?” I asked them.

      I was powerless before the Hermessi. What the hell could I do against them? Avenge my father’s death? My critical thinking hadn’t left me yet. I’d only just met my father, and losing him would’ve probably hurt a lot more, had I, say, grown up with him in my life, by my side. This way, it bothered me, it made me feel sad and incomplete, sure, but it didn’t break me.

      What did break me was the viciousness with which they’d pounced on him.

      “You’re a daughter of Fire,” the river said.

      “And?”

      For some reason, I couldn’t show them any of the reverence or respect I would’ve otherwise set aside for these entities. They fueled my home planet, after all. They were worthy of all kinds of awe and sparkling gazes. But I couldn’t. They’d just killed my father.

      “You killed him,” I said when no one answered. “You killed the Fire Hermessi of Cerix. Do you… whatever the hell you are, even realize what you’ve done?!”

      “We haven’t killed him yet,” Earth said.

      “Wha—what?”

      “He’s as good as dead, though,” Air replied.

      Their voices were so calm. Light and breezy, even. As if nothing serious had just happened. It made me so damn angry, but, since I was still stuck here, I had to play my cards with caution and a ton of self-control. It could very well be my only way to survive this unexpected encounter.

      “Brann will die out,” Acquis, the Water Hermessi, explained. “And you were foolish to seek him out again.”

      “I told you she’d do it.” Earth chuckled.

      “You were banking on me to reach out to him, in order for you to find him…” I mumbled. If guilt could burn, I would’ve been reduced to a pile of ashes right about now. Brann’s death was on me. I knew I was taking a huge risk. But I’d gotten some answers, which were better than none. If we understood the cut-and-spell method and the purpose it served, we could maybe focus on a way to stop their followers from claiming more victims. Plus, now I knew the endgame was the same, and that it had something to do with ending the world—you bloody maniacs!

      However, I needed to get out of here first, if we were to do anything about it. That much I owed to Brann for what I’d put him through.

      “Of course,” Air said. “A Hermessi’s link to his child is his weakness.”

      Acquis didn’t say anything, but the water in his stream seemed… blue. Literally blue. The way it flowed, it made me think that maybe he didn’t really want to be here. Remembering that he’d been the first to warn Taeral and his crew about the others, I figured his support was still a secret. Oh, no… Acquis had come down here and helped destroy Brann, even though he’d previously tried to protect him. He’d probably done it because he couldn’t reveal himself as a traitor to the fanatics’ cause and suffer a similar fate.

      “What happens now, then? You destroyed your planet’s fire,” I said. The least I could do was pull as much information from these impossibly powerful bastards as I could.

      “Fire can and will be replaced,” Air replied.

      “When the last flicker of Brann dies out, you’ll know what you have to do, Inalia,” Earth added.

      In my haze, I barely even registered my name coming out of them. “How would I know?”

      “You were foolish. You shouldn’t have done this,” Acquis muttered. “You should’ve stayed away.”

      “What… Why? Why would I just stand back and watch you hurt innocent creatures?!” I said. “You’re the ones who’re supposed to stay in their lane! You’re supposed to grow stuff,” I added, pointing at the tree, then at Water and Air. “And you’re supposed to flow and… I don’t know, hydrate! And you, you’re supposed to… blow. Brann was supposed to burn. Why’d you all have to go crazy and do this… whatever this is that you’re doing?”

      It pained me to see Brann reduced to that little flame, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand what I was supposed to do. Then again, these were the same cunning Hermessi that had cooked up a death cult and plotted against multiple worlds. I had to take everything they said with a grain of salt. They couldn’t be trusted.

      “What comes next is inevitable, Inalia,” Earth said. One of its roots slithered across the nothingness and dipped its tip in the river. It turned the waters red, for a brief moment. “And you, Acquis, you need to stop feeling sorry for these creatures. The future will cleanse everything.”

      “Cleanse everything? Oh, wow, you fellas are really planning some doomsday bonanza, aren’t you?” I croaked.

      The danger in Air’s tone hit me like a rush of ice-cold northern winds. “You, too, will play your part in it, Inalia.”

      “No. I won’t. You can’t make me!” I shouted. “I would never help you! Never!”

      “But you will,” Earth replied.

      “For now, however, take care. A time will come soon when you will have to make the most important decision in your life,” Acquis added, his stream clear again. The water flowed toward me, and the sight of it sent chills through my whole being.

      “Why can’t you just speak normally, instead of in half-assed riddles?” I murmured, genuinely irritated by their prophetic drama-style enunciation.

      “Because you’re a simpleton, Inalia, and you must elevate yourself, by yourself,” Acquis whispered, as a thread of water rose from the river and came up toward me. “Everything you do, from now on, will determine the fate of this world and all the others. Now, go.”

      I wanted to say something, to ask for more information, to desperately plead that my father’s fire be restored, but the water thread touched me, and I was abruptly cast out of that ethereal and darkened meeting place.

      My spirit was hurled across time and space. It hit my body with such speed that every bone and muscle I had began to ache. My eyes popped open, and I drew in the deepest wheezing breath. Taeral was stunned, his arms wrapped around me. Judging by the look on his face, he was tremendously pleased to see me awake again.

      But all I could do, now that I had tear ducts again, was cry. I bawled like a little girl, as the desert winds rose around us. I cried for my father. I cried for myself. I cried for everyone who’d lost something or someone because of the Hermessi. I let it all out, hiding my face in Taeral’s chest and praying to all the other deities out there to save me.

      To save us.
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      I’d felt it.

      The devastating surge, turning my blood into liquid fire for the briefest of moments. Then, the dim… as if the very light in me was being turned down. Even my body temperature was beginning to drop, as chills trickled down my spine and arms. We were in the desert. It was supposed to be hot and dry.

      But all I could feel was the cool of the night, seeping deep into my bones, even as I felt Inalia’s warmth in my arms. Tears trickled down her cheeks. She sobbed, uncontrollable in her grief. I knew what had happened. I didn’t need her to tell me.

      They’d caught Brann. They’d hurt him or, worse, destroyed him.

      It was the only thing that could explain everything that I’d been going through for the past few minutes. Looking up, the sky was covered in a peculiar haze. Smoke, I realized, from the many fires that had just gone out all over Cerix. Every candle, every pyre and volcano… every single flame was dying.

      “They killed him, didn’t they?” I asked, gently running my hand down the side of her head and finding some comfort in the silky feel of her copper hair against my skin.

      “Yes…” she breathed. “They piled up on him, Tae. I’ve never seen anything like it. These were cosmic forces clashing against him. They reduced him to the tiniest little flicker… said he’ll die soon enough. And, when he does, the planet will wither, too.”

      I shook my head slowly. The desert breeze intensified, raising beads of sand like wandering scarves that fluttered chaotically across the reddish dunes.

      “What were they thinking? I still don’t understand this. Why would they destroy one of their own, thus compromising the entire planet?” I wondered. “Wouldn’t it affect them, too? If the fire dies out on Cerix, what will these other Hermessi do?”

      “I… They said something, wait…” she murmured, then parted from me and sat up straight. I felt cold, all of a sudden. So cold, without her body near me. It was beyond strange. I wondered if she’d experienced chills like mine since Brann’s demise. But the look on her face was the one thing that truly tore me apart on the inside—the pain, the puffy and teary eyes like glistening amber, the trembling, pink lips… “They said… They said I knew what had to be done.”

      I blinked once, carefully measuring my breaths as I adapted to being away from her, physically. I had no idea where this sudden dependence on Inalia was coming from, but I was inclined to believe it could have something to do with fire dying out inside me and her still being warm.

      “Do you?” I asked.

      She let a sigh out—the longest and heaviest I’d seen come out of her. “No. Up until yesterday, I didn’t even know who my father was. Everything is happening so fast, Tae… What do I do?

      “Aren’t you cold?” I replied.

      She shook her head. “You?”

      “I felt it. The fire. Brann. I think everyone present on this planet felt it, only I’m having a nastier experience because of my half-fae nature. I’m more connected to the Fire Hermessi of any world, while in said world.”

      “I… I think I’m okay.”

      “I know you are. I could feel your warmth just now. How is this not affecting you, I wonder?”

      Inalia shrugged. “I don’t know, Tae. There is so much I don’t know, it’s making my head hurt.”

      “We’ll find the answers we need. Like you said, you didn’t even know who your father was until yesterday,” I replied, then gently squeezed her shoulder. The fire inside her still burned bright, and I relished the heat coming off her and spreading through my arm. “But we got the answer to that, didn’t we? We’ll learn more, soon enough. If there’s one thing I know about myself and the people that I came here with, it’s that we don’t give up. It’s not in our nature, Inalia. We keep digging. We keep fighting. We stop at nothing until we get what we want.”

      “Or die trying?” she asked, though I did catch the shadow of a smile trying her lips for a split second.

      “Yes. Whatever it takes,” I said. “It’s been our collective mantra for a long time.”

      “How are you so stoic and resilient?” Inalia rolled her eyes, the smile returning with a little bit more strength than before.

      “We’ve seen a lot. I’ve seen a lot. About a year ago, I thought the world was going to end,” I replied. “Inalia, we’ve been through some crazy moments. Crazy. Destruction-of-the-universe crazy. I’ve never dealt with something like this before, and especially not with the very entities that helped us save ourselves and our worlds, but it’s not my first time in a pinch.”

      A few moments slithered past in agonizing silence, as Inalia and I simply stared at one another. I’d only known her for a mere couple of days, but her impact on my existence was already blaringly obvious. My mom had warned me about creatures like her—well, on a lighter note, but still… I could almost hear her. You’ll come across all kinds of people out there, my sweet Tae. Some, you won’t even realize how important they are to you until you’re seconds away from losing them. Others, they will storm into your life and become integral to your existence before you even get a chance to exhale. They’re rare, but the impact they have on you will last a lifetime. They’re special, Tae. One of a kind, each and every one of them. Precious creatures that will change your own path through the cosmos.

      Looking at Inalia, I knew she was one of those rare and one-of-a-kind creatures. I was drawn to her, and it went past the physical attraction. We were linked somewhere, on a deeper level. And I could see how she’d already affected my trajectory through life. I was here, racking my brains to find a way to save her home planet and to stop the natural elements from destroying the others—because that was the only thing that made sense, in terms of a Hermessi agenda.

      “Can you still feel him like before?” I asked.

      “Brann?”

      I nodded. She shook her head once more.

      “Hold on,” I breathed, then whipped out my lighter. I flicked it open and produced a flame. It was small and nimble, and the sight of it made Inalia tear up again.

      “I kid you not, that’s what he was reduced to,” she croaked. “A little fiery wisp. From the colossal flaming figure… to that,” she added, pointing at my lighter.

      “I am sorry.”

      “I couldn’t do anything.”

      “None of us could’ve. These are Hermessi, Inalia. Pure forces of nature. And that’s our biggest problem, because we’ve yet to figure out how to at least stop them from whatever it is they’re planning. Did you get anything from Brann, before the others found you?”

      She sighed. “Not as much as I would’ve wanted. Just confirmation of sorts… That the Hermessi are using their cults differently, now. He messed with their planned explosions, so they have to get their fae bodies another way. Hence the cut-and-spell method they’ve employed recently, including on your people.”

      My blood curdled. Dread threatened to cut off my air supply.

      “So, they’re definitely going ahead with it. Whatever ‘it’ is,” I said.

      “It’s about something big and destructive, for sure. Big and destructive enough to make some of the Hermessi draw a line and say they can’t go ahead with it.”

      “Some Hermessi. Like Brann, you mean.”

      “Mm-hm. But I couldn’t get him to tell me how to stop them. It was my fault. I should’ve waited for him to find me,” she murmured.

      “Don’t blame yourself, Inalia. You had no choice. We had no choice. The moment their cultists started attacking our people in their homes, back in The Shade and on Calliope, we… we had to speed things up. We needed to talk to him.”

      “Still… I don’t know, Tae… I feel responsible. The worst part is that he’s going to die out, sooner rather than later, and how the hell do we manage afterward? This isn’t about me or you or your crew anymore, or your people back home. This is about my people. And my planet. This affects us directly.”

      I nodded slowly. “I know. Listen, let’s get back to the others. Maybe Lumi or Amelia will have some input on this. Or even Emperor Tulla. We can’t sit here and wallow, unfortunately. Besides, my crew and I will have to move again soon. The Hermessi are, most likely, still hunting us.”

      She gave me a horrified glance. Clearly, she’d forgotten about that part, but I couldn’t hold it against her. She was right. The biggest problem now was finding a solution for Cerix to keep going, since its fire was about to die out.

      I’d thought we’d get answers by coming out here again. All we’d managed to get was a new and more terrifying problem.
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      I wasn’t connected to the natural elements like the fae were, but even I could feel the fire going out. The cold was prowling nearby, circling closer and closer and threatening to grip me. Glancing around, I had to admit—we were not in a good place, and I was more confused and in the dark than I’d ever been.

      At least with the Perfects and Ta’Zan we’d known who the enemy was and what methods they could employ. More or less, anyway. There was a sentiment that we would eventually find a way to stop them. Our worst-case scenario had been to gather all the powerful forces of the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension—the witches, the Daughters of Eritopia, the jinn, everybody! And use them to torch and dismantle Strava from the outside, before Ta’Zan’s soldiers could take flight. It would’ve meant annihilating multiple species. It would’ve meant genocide. But we’d had that on the back burner, as something to fall back on if everything else failed.

      Here… It was painfully different.

      The Hermessi were, for lack of a better word, godlike. The natural elements, sentient and remarkably powerful. The only advantage we had—and I wasn’t sure for how long we’d continue to benefit from it—was that their strength was limited and conditioned by these ancient rituals of theirs. They couldn’t just up and wipe entire worlds off the cosmic map. They needed a specific number of fae bodies through which to spread their elemental influence.

      Destroying one of their own sounded like they’d gone off script, desperate to do whatever it took in order to achieve their final objective. Brann had stopped them from employing their cult members for this ultimate goal—which would’ve unfolded as coordinated explosions… I had no idea if those exact explosions were going to destroy us, or if they simply represented the ritual key that unlocked the Hermessi’s full and absolute doomsday power, and I didn’t really want to find out. I was genuinely scared, despite my straight face.

      What I did know was that, thanks to Brann for bringing the cults to our attention and to our GASP agents for hunting many of them down, the Hermessi were short on loyal bodies. So, they’d started using the ones they still had to spread their influence forcefully, through our safe havens and close friends and family. I had to admit, it made the Hermessi seem extremely vindictive. It made us all feel vulnerable and helpless. And they were still getting what they wanted—eventually. Bodies for their end-of-days ritual.

      I leaned back into my chair and let a deep breath out.

      The sun was setting. The candle lights barely flickered. The wall sconces were weak, barely producing a diffuse amber glow to shed some light in the room. Even our lighters were dim, almost useless.

      Amelia, Raphael, Herakles, Riza, Varga, and Eva were busy with compiling a new report for GASP and sifting through what was left of the library’s parchments regarding the Hermessi. They held on to a sliver of hope that maybe they’d find something new, something they’d missed before and that would help us, going forward.

      Eira was settled by the window, gazing outside, with Trap sitting in a chair next to her. I’d allowed Skit to go back to his palace chores. I found Trap of more use in our situation. He seemed quite affectionate toward Eira, and she was just as warm to him. I figured Trap was like the father she’d never had. He’d come in handy later, if Eira required protection on a personal level. I could tell that she was worried about Inalia, especially after what we’d all concluded about Brann.

      I pressed the call button on my earpiece, reaching out to GASP leadership across countless galaxies and solar systems. “Derek, Sofia? You there?”

      It took them a moment to respond, but, when they did, I immediately sensed the grief and concern in their voices.

      “Lumi. How are you all holding up on Cerix?” Derek asked, his tone faltering.

      “I’m holding up well. The planet, not so much,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” Sofia replied.

      “Our biggest fear came true. The other Hermessi caught Brann and practically destroyed him. The fires are dim and dying out here.” I sighed, then gave them the full rundown of the past few hours, including Inalia and Taeral’s attempt to reach out to Brann.

      “That must be how they got to him then,” Derek concluded. “Through his daughter. They probably weren’t ready for the first contact, so they waited for the second to find them and destroy Brann.”

      “We’re all thinking the same thing,” I said. “I don’t know how it will go on, from now. How it’s going to manifest. But logic dictates that, without a Fire Hermessi, Cerix will eventually die out.”

      “This is unbelievable,” Sofia gasped. “How do we stop it? Is there anything we can do?”

      “I… I don’t have an answer to that, I’m sorry. But we’ll keep pushing here,” I replied. I didn’t have the conditions of tranquility and the amount of time I needed to ask the Word for answers—however, knowing its power and endless wisdom, I couldn’t help but think that an answer should have come to me already, if there was one. Then again, there were some situations where I couldn’t rely on the Word to help me. Ours was a more… complicated relationship, clearly evidenced by the passage rites alone.

      “What about Inalia and Taeral? Are they back yet?” Derek asked.

      “No, but we’re expecting them any minute now. Amelia tried reaching out to him via the earpiece, but he didn’t answer. I’ll send Riza after them with a tracking spell, if needed.”

      “If you need anything from us or GASP, don’t hesitate to ask,” Derek said. “Should we send more troops there? Witches?”

      “There’s nothing they can do, Derek. Without a fire element, no fire-based spell would work properly. I’ve already tried,” I replied. “Once we get Inalia and Taeral back, we’ll all go through everything again, everything that has happened and everything that we’ve learned, and then I’ll get back to you. But, tell me, how are the fae? Vita, Grace, Ben, Vesta… How many more were attacked and now catatonic?”

      Derek’s sigh chipped away at my heart. The answer couldn’t be good.

      “They’re isolated, like you recommended. The witches are doing everything they can with the crystal casings. They’ve received the serium shipment across the In-Between, and they sent us a batch, as well. They’ve imbued the casings with healing and protection spells, for the fae and for us. Other than that, there’s not much else we can do.”

      “Arwen, Corrine, and the others are spread thin,” Sofia added. “More witches are coming in from the Sanctuary to help. There are about three hundred fae affected, so far, and it seems to be spreading. It’s not just the cultists spreading it. In many cases, the families and friends of those who fell ill didn’t immediately bind and isolate the victims, so they, too, were attacked, by the very fae they loved.”

      “Much like what Grace did to Ben, right?” I asked.

      “Exactly like that. By the time our warnings went through to all the planets we know, it was too late for some. But now, at least, we all know how to deal with this. So, whenever another fae is hit, there’s an immediate protocol in place,” Sofia said.

      “And physically? How are they? Stable?”

      “Sort of, yes,” Derek replied. “Fever is high, breathing is shallow, and the pulse is weak. If their bodies were overtaken by the Hermessi influence and their souls were kicked out, it’s only a matter of time before we… lose them.”

      He choked up, and I felt bad for him. His son, his granddaughter, and his great-granddaughter were all affected. At least Bijarki had been with little Chantal at the time, so the cultists couldn’t get to her—I couldn’t put it past those fanatic bastards. After all, they needed all the fae bodies they could get. A string of curse words slipped to the tip of my tongue, threatening to come out.

      I dry-swallowed. “Keep me in the loop of any possible changes. I know Kale and my other apprentices will help you with swamp witch magic if you need it.”

      “Thank you, Lumi. Let us know about Cerix, too. At least our situation is a horrible limbo. Over there, time is running out,” Sofia said.

      We said our goodbyes, and I ended the call, then shifted focus back to the crew. Their eyes were on me, glimmers of hope fading as they read my expression.

      “So, no change, then,” Amelia mumbled.

      I shook my head. “They’re all isolated and quarantined, but no. No change.”

      “I think we should take it as a good sign, of sorts,” Eva suggested. “If they’re just catatonic, it means they’re not doing anything. It means the Hermessi have yet to achieve their desired body count for their dumbass ritual.”

      Varga stifled a chuckle, then his eyes lit up. “Oh, wait, Eva might be on to something. Remember that for that activation ritual back on Strava, the Hermessi needed exactly one thousand and one fae. I’m thinking that, for something much bigger—say, something that would allow them to destroy entire worlds at once—they’d need at least that many fae, if not more. Right?”

      I was tempted to agree with that logic. But over ten thousand years in this world had also taught me not to rest my hopes on wishful thinking disguised as logical conclusions.

      “Maybe. Let’s not rely on that, though,” I said. “Also, let’s focus on the local issue, for now. Cerix is without fire.”

      Inalia and Taeral appeared out of nowhere, right behind Herakles.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Taeral said.

      It startled Herakles, making him jump from his chair. “You maniac!” he growled. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      Thank the stars for creatures like Herakles, I thought. Prone to humor even in the most trying times—that, on top of his rugged good looks, had to explain the twinkle in Riza’s amethyst eyes. The jinni girl probably didn’t think anyone had noticed. Then again, I wasn’t “anyone.” Derek often referred to me as an old fox. A term of endearment, he’d called it, and I quickly agreed after I learned about the earthly animal to which he’d compared me. An old fox, indeed.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Taeral and Inalia.

      They both shook their heads, as Taeral explained the drop in his body temperature and as Inalia told us about her last encounter with Brann and the other Hermessi. I had to admit, their accounts floored me. I’d never dealt with something like this. And I had absolutely no solution. For the first time since before I even became a swamp witch, I found myself ignorant and unable to fix this.

      “So, Acquis was there,” Eira chimed in, her brows lowered into a deep frown.

      “Yeah. He kept telling me I’d made a mistake, like that wasn’t obvious,” Inalia replied.

      “And he helped the others destroy Brann,” Eira continued.

      “I don’t think he had a choice,” Taeral said. “He helped us before, but I’m pretty sure we already know that the other Hermessi aren’t aware of that. He wouldn’t have revealed himself as a traitor to their cause, right then and there. They probably would’ve destroyed him, too.”

      “What if they wouldn’t have? What if the odds were better if Fire and Water teamed up against Earth and Air?”

      “At what cost to the planet, though?” Amelia asked.

      It got our full attention.

      “What do you mean?” I replied.

      “Well, think about it. They’re natural elements. They fuel everything on this planet. Fire, water, earth, and air. How would nature itself respond if two Hermessi battled the other two? We all saw that flash of light when Brann was attacked. Imagine how their fight would translate into the real world. I’m thinking cataclysmic levels. Maybe enough to destroy entire cities and islands.”

      Eira lowered her gaze. Inalia settled by her side, seeking some kind of comfort. Taeral was left standing and slightly trembling. He was cold, the poor thing. His fae fire was dying out.

      “She has a point, you know,” Inalia said to Eira.

      “Yeah. Still. That’s my father,” Eira grumbled. “My father helped kill your father. I’m sorry…”

      Inalia hugged her, resting her head on top of Eira’s. “Don’t be silly. Up until yesterday, we didn’t even know who our dads were.”

      “Don’t blame yourself for anything,” Taeral said. “No one could’ve stopped this. They were hell-bent on destroying Brann.”

      “What did they say, exactly, about him dying?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Cerix’s freezing death affect them, too? How does any of this work?”

      Inalia shrugged. “They said I knew what to do. But I don’t.”

      “They said he can be replaced, and that Inalia knew what to do,” Taeral replied. That specific completion of her statement made the wheels in my head turn.

      No, it can’t be…

      I stared at Inalia for a while, unable to speak. Of course she didn’t know what to do! There was no manual for being a Hermessi child. No way for her to know what being a Hermessi child implied if her father died. Oh, wow…

      Inalia was still in a haze after what she’d witnessed. I doubted she’d realize what I’d just concluded. Not without my help, anyway. But I loathed the thought of being the one to tell her. It didn’t seem fair. No, it was cruel and heartless, and she didn’t deserve this!

      “Brann hasn’t died out yet,” Inalia said. “Maybe, just maybe, there’s still hope. I don’t care what the Hermessi said. I don’t trust those sons of bitches!”

      “We don’t even have a timeframe,” Amelia murmured. “How long before it all goes cold.”

      “And no other Hermessi to rely on,” Eira replied. “I doubt my father will help, now.”

      “They did tease him for pitying me,” Inalia said, staring at her boots as she remembered her encounter with the Cerixian Hermessi.

      Silence settled over the room. One of us had to tell Emperor Tulla, as well. I rubbed my face with my bare hands, trying to gather enough strength to move forward. But how could I? All we had were epic problems and zero solutions. How the hell were we going to dig ourselves out of this one?

      “So, what now?” Herakles asked the kind of question that made me want to roll my eyes.

      We all gazed at one another for a while. By the looks of them, none seemed capable of a coherent response. At least I wasn’t the only one stuck in a mind-block. But the gravity of our situation only got heavier with every moment that passed.

      “How do we tell the Cerixians that their planet is doomed?” Riza mumbled, her eyes wide as the larger implications began to set in.

      “What do we do? Do we evacuate the planet?” Varga asked.

      That was a thought. But the logistics behind it were a nightmare. Especially since we didn’t know how long it would take for the planet to freeze and kill them all before they could get off. We had no fire to help them with.

      “Hold on. I’m confused about something,” Taeral cut in. “Okay, the fire’s dim, and it will go out soon. But, what about the sun? It still shines. Cerix still revolves around it and receives its light and warmth. How can the planet die if it still belongs to a solar system?”

      Eira sucked in a breath. “It’s the Fire Hermessi that links the sun to Cerix.” Her voice sounded peculiar. Different. As if there was another person inside her, talking at the same time. “If the Fire Hermessi dies, the sun cannot warm the planet. The light is cold and uneven. It doesn’t heat the planet to its core.”

      “Eira, are you okay?” Taeral replied, visibly alarmed.

      She looked up at him, and that was when we all saw the sudden change. Her blue eyes glowed like magical fires. Sapphires ignited. That wasn’t Eira anymore.
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      Unlike Acquis’s previous contact through Eira, this looked different. There was no water pouring out, and she stood upright. The blue glow from her eyes seeped into her skin as she looked at me. Eira seemed to have been sculpted straight out of a large sapphire, and I couldn’t look away.

      My stomach contracted into a microscopic size, my heart was in my throat, and the chills got so intense that my teeth started clattering.

      “A-Acquis?” I managed.

      She nodded. “My connection to my daughter is getting better, it seems,” she said, her voice doubled with that of a male. She brought her arms up and briefly looked at them, turning her palms over and smiling. “Yes… This feels right.”

      “Enough fawning over possessing your own child’s body. Tell us what the hell you want!” I snapped. I had zero time left to experience any awe at the sight of a Hermessi, especially after what Inalia had witnessed on their existential plane. I also had zero respect left for these entities. As far as I was concerned, they were as bad as all the other evil monsters we’d dealt with in the past.

      Eira-Acquis glanced around the room, then gave Inalia a sad smile. “I am sorry for your father.”

      “You helped kill him!” Inalia said, crossing her arms.

      “He’s not dead yet… Ah, wait,” Eira-Acquis murmured, then looked down.

      The pain tore through me like a hot knife. Inalia felt it, too, and she dropped to one knee. I couldn’t even move to help her, my joints crippled by the agony of fire dying. Literally dying. Fortunately, Trap was there to help Inalia up and lead her to a chair, while Eira-Acquis watched her with a pained expression.

      “That’s Brann dying,” she said. “I’m surprised he lasted this long.”

      Tears glazed Inalia’s eyes. “You did this.”

      “All three of us did this.”

      The candles went out, and a chill settled in the room. Outside, thousands of dim lights faded into darkness, as the city of Silvergate surrendered to the night. The Fire Hermessi was dead and would never return. The planet was headed toward its own demise, and I couldn’t even wrap my head around how that made me feel.

      The pain subsided, but the hole left in my soul would never heal. I knew I’d get my fire back once I went home, but, for the time being, I had none left. I flicked open my lighter and tried to produce even a tender little flame, but only dry sparks came out. Nothing.

      “And I am sorry,” Eira-Acquis added. “But I had no choice. Brann defied the Hermessi. His own kind. It couldn’t be tolerated.”

      “Then why’d you help—” Amelia tried to ask, but Eira-Acquis’s hand came up, motioning for her to stay quiet. In that instant, we all understood. We weren’t alone in the room anymore. It wasn’t just Acquis present. Air was here, its presence tickling my skin, and so was Earth, softly humming through the stones and glass and metals that had helped build this palace.

      The hairs on the back of my neck spiked upward.

      “Brann paid the price,” Eira-Acquis said. “A fair price for betraying us. And it cannot be undone.”

      “How long until the planet dies?” Lumi asked, her face straight. She’d gone past the emotional devastation of everything we’d witnessed so far. I had to give her credit for that, for focusing on what lay ahead. The rest of us didn’t seem as focused as the swamp witch. Then again, the GASP elders had sent her here for a reason.

      Eira-Acquis looked at her. “A day. Maybe two.”

      “So, what, everybody dies, then?” Lumi retorted.

      “It doesn’t have to end like this.”

      “What if it does? What happens to you and the others?” Eva asked.

      Glancing to my right, I saw Inalia wiping her tears with trembling hands, as Trap stood next to her, one hand gently resting on her shoulder. I would’ve done anything to be able to hold her, but my own body didn’t obey me.

      “We’ll find another world. A dry or fiery stone in need of elements,” Eira-Acquis replied.

      “And you’ll just let millions of Cerixians die? Are you that heartless?!” Inalia shouted, no longer containing her fiery rage. An orange glow expanded in her eyes, and it warmed me up on the inside—albeit temporarily. So strange…

      “We are the forces of nature,” Eira-Acquis said, raising her chin. “We do not require hearts, and we do not abide by anyone’s moral code. We do as we wish, and our will shall always be done, one way or another.”

      “You’re killers, that’s what you are,” I muttered.

      Eira-Acquis smirked. “We are all killers in this room,” she said, then moved her attention back to Inalia. “But you can still stop this, child of Brann. You know what you have to do.”

      “You keep saying that, but I don’t!” Inalia replied. “I don’t! No one told me what I am or what I can do.”

      “You need to tell her,” Lumi chimed in, her lips pursed. “She was raised Cerixian. She never even followed the Hermessi faith.”

      Eira-Acquis raised her eyebrows in surprise at Lumi. “You know what she has to do.”

      “I figured it out,” Lumi replied with a nod.

      “You did?” I croaked.

      “But I’m not going to be the one to tell her,” Lumi said. “Acquis here must do it. He helped kill his brother and Inalia’s father. It’s his duty.”

      “It’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” Riza murmured, staring at Eira-Acquis, who sighed in return.

      “I thought Inalia would’ve figured it out by now, like a Hermessi child normally would. It should be embedded in her soul, from birth. I came here hoping she’d say it out loud, for me and my siblings to hear, as well. To make it official.”

      “How would she have figured it out, Acquis? You didn’t leave instructions anywhere,” Lumi said.

      Eira-Acquis thought about it for a moment, then gave Inalia a sideways glance. “Because she’s the only one whose fire is still burning, even after Brann died. That fire is knowledge. She should’ve tapped into it. The fire will tell her what she needs to know, always.”

      No one said anything for a while. But the answer came to all of us, in the form of a thought so terrible, so heartbreaking, that it nearly brought tears up to my eyes. I blinked rapidly to push them back down, then looked at Inalia.

      She was as blank as a piece of paper, the orange glimmer in her eyes fading.

      But she knew, all right. “I still have fire in me, yes.”

      “Don’t you feel stronger?” Eira-Acquis asked. Inalia nodded slowly. “That’s because Brann passed some of his energy on to you, his offspring. Now, do you understand what you have to do?”

      Inalia nodded again. “I… I have to take his place.”

      “You must become the new Fire Hermessi,” Eira-Acquis added.

      That couldn’t be good. Under any circumstances. The Hermessi didn’t have physical bodies. They were endless rivers of energy that comprised the natural elements. How was Inalia going to become one? Not one thought crossing my mind gave me any kind of comfort. On the contrary, my anxiety was beginning to reach critical levels.

      We were all stunned.

      “What if I push my fire back to Brann?” Inalia asked, though we both knew that was a long shot. “What if I try to bring him back? I have more power now, right?”

      “You can’t bring back the dead. Not even fire,” Eira-Acquis replied promptly. “What’s done is done, Inalia. The choice is yours now. Cerix lives, or Cerix dies.”

      “Either way, you’ll be fine, right?” I said.

      Eira-Acquis nodded. “Our plan stands. Our fight continues. There are thousands of us, Fire Star prince, including those of your home planet. What comes next is inevitable, so the best you can all do is use your time wisely. You don’t have much left.”

      Raphael chuckled, then stepped forward, hands behind his back. “Or, we keep fighting until we find a way to stop you, and you all go screw yourselves. That option is still on the table, as far as I’m concerned.”

      Eira-Acquis hesitated to reply. There was sadness in her eyes. Genuine sadness. I knew then that Acquis didn’t want to be here, to say these things to us. He had to.

      “Writhe all you want, Perfect. You cannot stop nature.”

      Raphael grinned. “I can damn well try.”

      Eira-Acquis inched closer to me, enough to whisper in my ear. Herakles’s, Varga’s, Eva’s, Amelia’s, and Raphael’s ears flicked. They were listening, too, with their heightened senses. “Fire Star prince, the odds aren’t in your favor. I’m here on behalf of all the Hermessi, so you know what that means, right?”

      “They’re close. Watching,” I murmured.

      “Indeed. As soon as I leave, they will come for you. They won’t hurt Inalia. They expect her to replace her father. But you… They won’t hesitate to tear you all to shreds.”

      We were surrounded by a most dangerous enemy, and we had to slip out of this palace before Air and Earth came at us with all their might. If not for our own safety, at least for that of the many Cerixians who were bound to get caught in the crossfire.

      I nodded slowly, then took Inalia’s hand and brought her close, while the rest of the crew gathered around me. Inalia seemed confused. The others weren’t. Raphael had already whispered the information to the rest of the crew. They knew what was coming.

      “What’s going on?” Inalia asked, looking at us. “What are we doing?”

      Tension added enough weight and thickness to the air that I could easily cut through it with my blade. Even breathing felt difficult, muffled by the anticipation of a new round of natural attacks aimed at us. Previous Hermessi had tried to have us drowned, crushed, or swallowed by the earth itself. There was no telling what the Cerixian ones were capable of—they’d already sent their cult henchmen after us.

      “We have to go,” I said, keeping my gaze fixed on Eira-Acquis, who gave me a brief nod in return.

      “Inalia’s time to make a decision about Cerix is running out,” she replied, her voice loud enough to be heard across the room. “Whatever you all choose to do, be careful. There will be repercussions.”

      She was saying this on behalf of the other Hermessi. The whispering game was over. Acquis was back in business mode. I took Eira’s hand in mine, then looked at Lumi and the others in my crew. Despite the ache in my soul, and all the troubles raining down upon us and drenching us in fear and grief, my vision was clear.

      I knew what we had to do—at least for the next five minutes.

      “Listen, guys, gals. We’re about to do something we’ve never tried before,” I said, not taking my eyes off Eira-Acquis. I had to be careful with what I said, but I was pleased to know that hands were linking between us, making sure everyone was connected to me—even Trap, who didn’t seem to want to separate from our group or Eira, for now. “We’re about to stand up to the Hermessi, to fight tooth and nail until we shove these bastards back in their rightful places. Earth should be earth. Water should flow. Fire should burn. And air should be breathed. That’s it. No more murderous cults. No more ritualistic crap. No more. However, in order to do that, we need to prove to these SOBs that we’re not just tiny insects for them to stomp on. Are you all with me?”

      “Hear, hear!” Raphael replied.

      “Damn straight,” Varga said.

      “With you all the way,” Herakles added.

      Eva chuckled. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

      “So, it’s a warm ‘screw you’ to the Hermessi, then!” Riza chimed in.

      “I’m so on board for this,” Amelia said.

      “Count me in,” Inalia grumbled. “And I think I speak for Eira, too.”

      “And me,” Trap replied.

      “Well, then,” Lumi said. “There you have it, Acquis. The people have spoken.”

      Eira-Acquis exhaled sharply. “I was afraid you’d say something like this.”

      “Wait until we figure out a way to stop you,” I hissed.

      “Will you do it before we complete our ritual? Or before Cerix freezes to death? I doubt it,” Eira-Acquis replied.

      I squeezed her hand and jerked her closer, my nose merely an inch from hers.

      “Let us handle that. You’ve overstayed your welcome, already,” I said.

      A blink later, the blue glow faded away, and Eira came back to us, wheezing and panting as if she’d just run a marathon. I instinctively put an arm around her, holding her and Inalia close. Lumi and Raphael gripped my hands, linking with the others.

      Tormented winds rose outside, howling and smacking against the glass windows. The ground began to shake. One hell of a crap storm was brewing, and we were smack in the middle of it.

      “Hold on!” I said.

      With all my strength, and despite the cold dissolving into my bones, I teleported us out of there. Moments passed in absolute darkness, as I envisioned our destination. The edge of the small town in Hadeen where Inalia and Eira had first taken us. Where the people were dressed in red, gold, and black silks. Where the air was dry and hot… but not as hot as before, I noticed.

      Brann’s death was certainly leaving its mark, and that mark was spreading like a disease, killing every flicker of fire in its path. Soon enough, the whole planet would be submerged in ice-cold darkness. A night like no other.

      We all breathed a collective sigh of relief as we gathered our frayed thoughts.

      “How do I replace the Fire Hermessi?” Inalia asked, still baffled by what Acquis had told her.

      “And how do I stop my father from taking over like that?!” Eira added, downright annoyed.

      “Don’t hate him too much,” I replied. “He helped us. You heard him. That was the heads-up we needed to scram before his brethren pounced on us, angry-nature style.”

      “Whatever. It’s just rude and irritating, losing control of my body like that,” Eira grumbled.

      “As for your question, Inalia, I am not sure,” I said, resting my hands on her shoulders. “But whatever it entails, we’ll all be here for you. We’ll figure it out, and we’ll find a way to get through it. You heard Acquis. The fire inside you is knowledge. It’ll tell you what you need to know, I guess. At some point. Hopefully sooner rather than later.”

      “Yeah, easy to say. I haven’t even figured out how to ‘tap into it,’” she muttered.

      “Why couldn’t Acquis just tell her?” Herakles asked.

      “You heard the water mook. He thought she knew what she had to do,” Raphael said in a mocking tone, meant to demean Acquis and make him sound like a nasal little twerp. “He probably figured Inalia can easily access what has to be genetic information. Technically speaking, she also probably knows what replacing Brann means, too. She just doesn’t know it, per se. Gah, why couldn’t they just be straightforward about this?”

      “They’re idiots,” Varga growled. “Ancient idiots.”

      “Ancient and not very focused,” Lumi said, looking around as the evening settled over these dusty parts of the Hadeen Domain. “Some things they know by heart. Some, they assume. But they got one thing right.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “With or without Cerix, they’ll live on. The Cerixians won’t,” she replied. “And we’ll have to tell the emperor about this.”

      Angst curled up in my stomach as I thought about what we’d say to him. How could we tell him that his world was on the brink of doom? What if we figured out a way to save them first, then told him about it? It didn’t seem fair to withhold such information from Emperor Tulla. Lumi was right. He needed to know.

      Inalia sighed. “We have to save them, Tae.”

      Looking at her again, I found myself in awe of the determination in those luminous doe eyes. What spirit she had, with the power of a thousand active volcanoes making it shine even in the darkest moments of Cerix’s existence.

      I loved the warmth that emanated from her. It soothed my freezing core.

      “We have to, yes…” I replied, my voice trailing off.

      Every scenario darted through my head—from good to bad, from bad to worse. In each of them, despite the “odds not being in our favor,” like Acquis had said, and despite the broiling anxiety, I found a droplet of comfort in knowing that Inalia wasn’t alone in this. That we had each other.

      As different as day and night. From different worlds and various backgrounds.

      And yet, brought together on this strange planet, so far away from home, where the Hermessi had wreaked the most havoc and, unfortunately, were only just getting started. On top of that, our fae were falling ill under their influence, back on our planets. Our families. Our friends. Our allies.

      All I could think, surrounded by this exceptional crew of supernatural die-hards, was that the Hermessi, despite their colossal power and ancient knowledge, had messed with the wrong people this time around.

      Because GASP never turned the other cheek. GASP always fought back.
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