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      I’d never thought our connection to Cerix would run so deep. At first, I’d seen it as a wonderful coincidence—to have discovered such a fascinating world in the In-Between, with an interesting species, a rich culture, and a troubled, colorful past, while searching for what we’d originally thought was the source of our fae-exploding problem.

      Knowing that it was also the secret home of Eirexis, the first of three pieces that made up Thieron, Death’s scythe, managed to add more value to this planet and its civilization. We’d come a long way since we’d first set foot on Cerix, all the wiser in two weeks, give or take. I’d lost track of time, counting the days not by hours or minutes, but by the number of fae that continued to fall ill under the Hermessi’s influence.

      We were dangerously close to four million, now, and five million was just around the corner. It would bring about the end of days, in a most literal sense. Thousands of worlds wiped out across the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension, maybe even beyond. Billions of lives, gone in the blink of an eye.

      Time wasn’t on our side, and we’d made few and shaky alliances along the way. Brendel kept Hermessi children hostage on Yahwen, using them as leverage against the elementals who stood against the ritual. Among them, Kabbah, the oldest and most powerful, on equal footing with Brendel, had finally chosen his side—even though his daughter’s life was at stake, he’d helped us more than once, and chances were he’d do a lot more by the end of this fight. The few rogue Hermessi left scrambled to assist our cause in any way they could, but we’d lost Ramin and had no idea where or how to find the others. Death hadn’t made it any easier. She’d tasked us with finding and retrieving Thieron for her, the only weapon that would work against the Hermessi and put an end to all this.

      Despite the adversities and the fact that our loved ones were in mortal peril—some worse than others, like my father and the Novak fae—my crew and I kept moving forward, relentless in our quest. We’d barely made it out alive after our last stop in Nevertide, and we were headed into even more dangerous territory.

      As soon as we passed through the portal and set foot in The Shade, I felt as though I could breathe a little easier. Nothing had changed, but there was something about this place that offered clarity and peace, when everywhere else weighed down on me like a ton of rocks. Derek and Sofia came to greet us, spreading love and hugs to all the crew.

      “I cannot express how relieved I am to see you all here in one piece,” Derek said, gripping my shoulders and smiling. “You’ve come farther than most of us would’ve, to be honest.”

      “You flatter us,” I replied.

      “This is bigger than anyone thought,” Sofia chimed in. “Derek is right. You were handpicked because of your abilities and your character, but mostly, you were chosen because of how well you work together.”

      “We’ve served our time in the field, more than most,” Derek added. “It’s not my intention to flatter you, but rather to encourage you. The future is yours, Taeral, and I can’t think of anyone better to fight for it.”

      “Thank you for having us,” Lumi said, offering a soft smile. “We do need to regroup and plan our next move.”

      Derek and Sofia escorted us into the Great Hall, merely yards away from the portal. All around us, redwoods towered like quiet giants, the moonlight slipping through their thick crowns and casting its ethereal glow across the island. This was a haven, not just for supernaturals, but for all creatures who sought peace and comfort, who fled the horrors of war and hatred. No wonder it made me feel better.

      Eira was still shaking next to me. She’d had no time to process our encounter with Death. It had gone from enlightening to deadly violent in minutes, since the Hermessi had come after us between worlds. I couldn’t think of a more devious and shameless attack strategy than to hunt us down through the blank white space between pink water caves. Fortunately, Amelia had encouraged the pink waters to take us to Nevertide, after the entrance to Persea had been compromised.

      “We heard you had quite the welcoming committee on Nevertide, this time around,” Derek said. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sarcasm. He didn’t often serve up such stinging dollops, and I treasured each of them. They were part of what had made him such an iconic figure in GASP. “I’m glad Kabbah came through for you. Where is he now?”

      “We’re not sure,” Amelia replied.

      “He’s out there in the ether, rallying the rogue Hermessi. He’s looking to form a reliable crew of elementals, and fast,” Fallon replied. It came as a surprise to us, though not entirely unexpected, since he’d helped us twice already. Maybe he’d finally chosen his allegiance.

      “How do you know?” Derek asked, eyeing Fallon carefully.

      The vampire-fae frowned. “It’s kind of hard to explain, but there are residues of his thoughts in my head from his possession.”

      “That’s interesting,” I replied, though a little concerned. “Would you be able to remember more?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know if there is much else left up here,” he said, pointing a finger at his temple. “I wouldn’t dare say yes. What I can confirm is that he had every intention of going full rebel after our encounter in Nevertide.”

      “I take it he’s going to help us further down the line?” Sofia asked as we took our seats around the council table. I’d even missed the feel of its smooth glass surface, which Phoenix and Dmitri had recently outfitted with magi-tech to display images and workable keyboard buttons. It was like a giant, highly functioning glass tablet, powered by serium batteries, and I loved it. She moved to pull up an image of Cerix at the center of the table, complete with the most recent data. “He’s not just going to sit on the sidelines?”

      Fallon nodded. “He’s out to sabotage the Hermessi children’s detention on Yahwen, first and foremost. He wants his daughter free and safe, and he knows that other rogues will feel empowered if they see him involved. That’s what I’m making out of these memory bits, anyway. I mean, I understand his reasoning.”

      “I’m even inclined to assume he’s going to have a group of rebel Hermessi shadowing us along the way, too,” Lumi added. “That’s what I’d do if I were him. Or keep an eye on this crew, myself. Brendel’s become much more vicious now that she knows what we’re after. Our only advantage here is that, after she snatched Thieron and broke it into three pieces, she was no longer able to touch them. She can’t move them from wherever they are.”

      “We know Eirexis is on Cerix, but it’s good to know that, wherever the other two are, she can’t lay a hand on them or move them,” Acantha said.

      “It also means they’ll be waiting for us on Cerix.” I sighed, running a hand through my hair. I gave Eira a brief glance. She was pale, her breathing ragged, but she was gradually recovering. She’d been through enough already, much more than any other Cerixian—except, perhaps, Inalia.

      Derek added a new profile to the Cerix display on the table. It highlighted a picture of a woman, seemingly middle-aged, with long, curly brown hair and green, foxlike eyes. I recognized her tunic uniform, as I’d seen it on Dellon Figgen before—the former prime minister of the Cerixian Empire, disgraced and imprisoned during our first visit.

      “We sent a delegation over to Cerix shortly after you left, as you may recall,” he said. “They’ve been sending daily reports, not only on the Hermessi cult’s activities but also on the state of this diplomatic relationship we’re trying to build with the Cerixians. So far, so good, though there hasn’t been much progress in capturing more cult members.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked, nodding at the curly-haired woman, though I pretty much knew the answer already. That tunic was unique to Figgen’s former role.

      “The new prime minister, Medina Gahad,” Derek replied. “She’s been vetted and selected by Emperor Tulla himself. She served on the Defense Ministry prior to Figgen’s arrest.”

      Eira frowned. “I know her. She’s pretty straightforward, though I’ve never liked her methods. She tends to resort to machinations that border on illegal or dangerous, just to get her way. Granted, it did get us bigger funding for the military branch, but still… Forgive me if I stay on the fence as far as she’s concerned.”

      “Do you think she’ll be a liability to us?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “I doubt it. She is loyal to the empire. Born and raised in the Hadeen Domain, like me. I’ve only met her a few times, but she left a lasting impression on me. Let’s just say I don’t see us becoming friends anytime soon, but I’ve never had trouble obeying her authority,” she said, the corner of her mouth twitching. “She knows how to be imposing.”

      “Ah, fierce lady with a whip, huh?” Raphael chuckled.

      “I bet you’ll find that to be quite the challenge,” Amelia commented, a smile flickering across her face.

      Derek laughed lightly. “She’s been extremely cooperative and helpful. All six agents we’ve sent there have returned favorable reports of her. Which, in my book, is good, given that Cerix is hostile territory, to your crew in particular, through no fault of the people.”

      “The local Hermessi will be dying to get a piece of us,” Herakles grumbled. “Leb and Sebbi, especially.”

      “I doubt we’ll be able to rely on Inalia, this time around,” I said, remembering Harper’s harrowing account of her and Ramin’s experience on Yahwen. “She’s had no choice but to serve the ritual Hermessi, and I’m pretty sure she’s under new scrutiny after her… minor intervention in Harper and Ramin’s escape.”

      “We can’t force her to help us,” Eira agreed. “She’s done enough for us.”

      “That being said, my only hope is that she won’t support Leb or Sebbi in their attacks,” Eva replied. “What about Acquis?”

      Eira scoffed. “I don’t know. He may be my father, but… I can’t say I know him well enough to trust him. As far as Cerix is concerned, the fewer Hermessi we deal with, the better.”

      “The Devil’s Weed will help with that,” Sofia reminded us. “You’re not going in there publicly. Chances are they won’t even know you’re there. Not unless you make yourselves heard or seen.”

      “You make it sound so easy.” Varga chuckled bitterly. “We’ll be as careful as we can, but let’s face it. They’ll know we’re coming. Eirexis is there, and the clock is ticking. They’ll be on the lookout. Their Shills and Titans and whatever else they cook up out of those pink waters will have their noses sniffing, their ears twitching, and their eyes open, waiting for the slightest hint of our presence.”

      “And Eirexis’s location will be an absolute hotspot,” Eva added. “I don’t have any qualms about assuming that outside Hermessi will join their protection detail. Brendel knows the dangers that Thieron poses to her cause. She will stop at nothing to destroy us before we retrieve it.”

      Nethissis raised an eyebrow at Medina’s picture on the table. “Then we know what we have to do,” she said. “We’ll use the pink waters to travel straight to Cerix, because we’ll be immediately spotted if we use an interplanetary spell. Medina What’s-Her-Face will have to arrange for our palace entry in secret. The fewer people who know we’re there, the better.”

      “Our only challenge will be to find a safe pink water cave to travel from,” I replied, feeling my brows pull into a tight frown. “And make sure there aren’t any Shills hatching when we come out the other side.”

      Cerix’s pink water cave was deep in the Lemnos Woods, where the Brothers of the Shadow had been nearly wiped out by the Shills. Amelia and Raphael had stumbled upon the pink water there, deep underground, where the Brothers had also stored the empire’s original library. I would rather die than go through that experience again. We’d been acquainted with the Shills there, and I sure as hell wasn’t willing to fight them again. Not there, not anywhere.

      “We’ll use invisibility paste,” Amelia said. “We’ll be careful and quiet as we swim upward. Thing is, the Shills were made there because the Hermessi knew we were in the area. If they don’t know we’re coming—”

      “They won’t bother to make Shills,” Raphael finished her sentence, grinning. “That brilliant brain of yours is still working at full capacity, thank the stars!”

      The rosy blush in her cheeks was barely noticeable to anyone who hadn’t witnessed their rapport’s evolution from the moment we’d been assigned to this mission. Something had shifted between them, and there was a warmth that hadn’t been there before. I doubted that Raphael and Amelia themselves were aware of this change, while I hoped we’d all live to see where it might lead, later on.

      “A considerable chunk of those Lemnos Woods tunnels collapsed when we fled the Shills,” Herakles reminded us.

      “That’s not going to be a problem,” Riza replied. “The pink water cave is untouched, and the Hermessi wouldn’t let it crumble since it’s so important. We’ll just teleport straight to the top as soon as we get out of the water down there.”

      “That being said, I think we have a plan,” Lumi said.

      “We could try going from Hellym,” I suggested. “It’s dormant again, for sure. Yamani is dead. There’s no one there to ring the alarm for the remaining Hermessi. We could fly in via interplanetary spell, sneak through the cave, and pray for the best as to what we’ll find on the other side. Once we get topside on Cerix, I’ll be able to teleport us directly to Emperor Tulla’s palace.”

      Derek thought about it for a moment. “Sounds reasonable enough,” he said and checked the clock on the wall. “You should take a few hours to rest and replenish your energy, heal whatever injuries you still carry.”

      “And leave in the morning,” Sofia continued. “We’ll have dinner and hash out a plan for the entire GASP federation, while we’re at it. We all have our work cut out for us, I’m afraid.”

      Murmurs of agreement rippled across the table. With that in mind, I got up from my seat. “If it’s all right with everyone here, I’ll take an hour to quickly visit my dad.”

      “Of course, Tae,” Lumi replied, giving me a gentle smile, though the sadness in her eyes couldn’t be masked. I didn’t like the pity that they all seemed to be aiming at me, but it couldn’t be helped. They felt sorry for me for good reason. After all, my father was one of the future five million fae that would be severed from their bodies, which the Hermessi intended to use as weapons of cosmic destruction. “Take all the time you need. We’ll be right here.”

      “Use the portal,” Derek said. “And be safe.”

      “I will. Like I said, I won’t stay long, but since we’re about to go chase after Death’s scythe, I might as well see my parents before we leave.”

      “Just don’t make it sound like it’s the last time you’ll see them,” Raphael remarked. “I may not be the poster child for optimism, but even I know it’s not healthy to go into our next mission with that kind of mindset.”

      “Relax, dude,” I shot back with a smirk. “I just want to see him and make sure he’s okay, given the circumstances. My psyche is still strong.”

      Who was I kidding, though? My father was anything but okay, comatose and sealed inside a charmed crystal casing, and my resolve, while strong, still buzzed with a throng of insecurities. Kabbah had been amazing in his support, since he’d given us Eirexis’s location. But even I had to face it: there was an uphill battle ahead of us. I wasn’t one to succumb to nihilism. There was no need, since the reality of it all was so brutal. But I kept my chin up, nonetheless.

      Eira stood up, looking at me. “Do you mind if I come with you?” She pressed her lips into a thin line, in anticipation of a potential rejection. However, that never came.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “I just… I don’t feel right letting you go anywhere on your own,” she mumbled, looking away. There was something endearing in what she’d just said, something that made my skin warmer by a degree or so.

      Glancing around the table, I welcomed the sympathetic smiles coming from my crew. Derek was right. They were all extraordinary creatures, each of them special, unique and essential to our final objective. I had to admit, I felt blessed and fortunate to have been put on this team with them.

      Eira and I left the meeting hall and walked back to the portal, once more surrounded by towering redwoods. It was a full moon tonight, and I caught the occasional glimpse of it in some of the tree crowns’ gaps—enough to remind me of how beautiful this world was, and how badly I wanted it to keep existing, much like my Fire Star and all the other planets whose civilizations stood to be wiped out by the ritual.

      After I set our destination on the portal’s frame, I took Eira’s hand in mine. It felt soft and warm and comforting, just what I needed as we walked through the now-reddish mist, the universe opening up ahead of us with its myriad of stars and swirling galaxies.

      With my parents in mind, I kept moving. Quietly, Eira stayed by my side—a source of unexpected energy for me. I thought of a world free of the Hermessi’s threat, one where she could go on with her life and do anything she’d ever wanted, knowing that there was still a tomorrow for her to look forward to. Eira was a surprisingly consistent part of my motivation, I’d noticed. And it didn’t bother me at all.
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      This was my first time in Taeral’s world, and it was a welcome change from the thunderous experiences we’d had so far. I took it all in. Every stone brick and gilded detail, every fiery fountain and inch of luscious silk and velvet that composed the garments of the fire fae… It was beautiful and breathtaking. The palace seemed to stretch on forever, with tall ceilings and sculptural columns that reached for the heavens.

      The heavy scarlet curtains were pulled back, and the sun bathed every hall and corridor in its amber light. We walked through the palace, taking turns here and there as Taeral led me to the secret passageway that connected the building to the fae sanctuary.

      Understandably, the overall mood was grim. The Royal Guards had been temporarily changed and replaced by GASP vampires, werewolves, and dragons, given that the fae were susceptible to the Hermessi’s influence. Other species had begun working for the Hermessi as well, but the vampires, the werewolves and the dragons were somehow much more resilient against their doctrine, which left us with a bit of a safety net in terms of manpower. Those we did come across along the way were silent and had a hard time looking at us—whether it was fear or sadness or both, I wasn’t sure. But it broke my heart to even think how Taeral was taking all this.

      Fortunately for us, he knew every inch of the place, choosing the least traveled paths in order to get us into the sanctuary. In the meantime, I feasted my eyes on every decorative detail in my proximity—the chandeliers and wall lamps made of gold and gemstones, with flames flickering delicately as they cast their lights in a playful dance with the shadows; the splendid paintings adorning the walls, depicting everything from Fire Star scenery to the royal families that had led the empire before Sherus and Nuriya; the porcelain vases and rich floral arrangements in shades of red, orange, and white, their scent filling my lungs and my mind with dreams of hot summers and refreshing drinks on the beach…

      “That’s my grandfather,” Taeral said, pointing at a monarch’s portrait. We stopped in front of it for a while, long enough for me to register some of the similarities. There were physical features that had been passed down to Sherus and, later, to Taeral. The cheekbones, the shape of the lips, the way the brows arched above the eyes… yes, I could see the faint resemblance. I found myself wondering if we’d ever see the day when Taeral’s kingly portrait would join those of his parents, his grandparents, and all the other rulers before them. That, of course, was dependent on the success of our mission. “My father had to have him removed. He was executed.”

      I gasped, my eyes widening upon hearing that. I hadn’t seen it coming. “Whoa… Why?”

      “He was a terrible king.” Taeral sighed. “Reckless. Tactless. He fueled a long-standing conflict with the water fae until it exploded into an all-out war. My father led the rebellion against him, though, rest assured, he took no pleasure in doing that. There was no other way. Granted, some of my father’s earlier choices as ruler were equally doubtful, but at least their purpose was achieving peace, not amplifying the war.”

      “What happened? What do you mean?” I asked, all the more curious. Given the speed of every development that had been thrown at us, I hadn’t had the time to dig into Taeral’s past, or his parents’, for that matter.

      He resumed walking, and I followed. We headed for the door at the end of the corridor. “My dad entered an alliance with the ghouls. It’s ancient history. I’ll tell you about it someday, I promise. It’s just… it’s a long story, and given what you’ve been told about ghouls, I imagine you’ll need more context in order to make up your mind about my father’s past decisions.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle. “You make it sound like he torched the planet or something.”

      “It could’ve been worse,” he said, wearing a faint but bitter smile. A moment later, he turned his attention on me. “How are you feeling? I know our literal brush with Death was insane.”

      “Oh. I’m okay. I am. It’s just a lot to take in, and quite fast. Fortunately, everything is moving so fast around us that I don’t have time to be traumatized.”

      He laughed. “I totally get it. Here,” he said as he pushed the door open for me. I stopped in front of him with a questioning look. “It’s okay, it’s just another corridor. I know this place like the back of my hand.”

      That was a true reminder. I walked in, welcoming the slight chill of this part of the castle. For a moment, I did wonder why he hadn’t teleported us straight into the sanctuary the moment we’d passed through the portal, but as soon as he took my hand in his again, I realized I didn’t mind walking through the palace.

      It was an opportunity for me to be with him, disguised as a brief tour of the place. Besides, I figured he’d missed the palace, too, with its intricate, gold-brushed details and perfumed flowers and flowing silks. The touch of his hand made my skin tingle, bringing me closer to thoughts I’d tried to keep away from my central focus. My heart pounded whenever he came near me, and my stomach was inundated with raucous fireflies at every smile he gave me. I’d been fascinated by him from the moment we’d met, but I knew he’d had his crush on Inalia at the time.

      I hadn’t dared get between them, because I loved and respected Inalia more than anything. But now, she was a Hermessi, forever parted from him. Her sacrifice had cleared a path for me to try to get to his heart, but I had no idea how to do that. I’d never felt like this toward anyone, and the troubles we’d been dealing with had made it all the more difficult. Nevertheless, I could no longer ignore how I was feeling.

      Taeral had wiggled in and established himself at the core of my existence, and he probably didn’t even know it. If I were to be honest, I’d let him. I’d opened myself up to the possibility, and I was now stuck in a peculiar limbo, where I wondered whether I should act on these feelings or sit back and hope they might pass. Then again, there was a high probability that we might not survive this. Why shouldn’t I give it a shot? Worst-case scenario, he’ll give me a friendly and polite no, and I’ll respect that.

      I gave his hand a gentle squeeze. It got a brief sideways glance and a timid half-smile—but it was already more than I could’ve hoped for. Maybe there was something between us, something that had not been there before.

      He opened the door into the sanctuary, and I took a deep breath, instantly overwhelmed by the view before me. Ever the careful gentleman, he stilled by my side, firm in his grip, waiting for me to acknowledge the dozens of glowing crystal casings that had been laid out in four long rows. This was the imperial sanctuary, reserved for those who’d belonged to the upper echelon of the Fire Star. A couple more sanctuaries had been built outside the city for the common people who’d fallen under the Hermessi’s influence. This one had been kept small because of the important positions that many of its patients in the planet’s leadership held.

      The caskets were fitted with feeding and fluid tubes, a combination of medical care and magic that I instantly recognized as the work of knowledgeable witches. Inside, the affected fae lay dormant, their eyes closed and their skin shimmering bright orange, like beacons of crystal fire. It made me cry a little on the inside, for their lives were hanging by mere threads.

      At the end of the first row to our left, I recognized Queen Nuriya—she was just as Taeral had described her, basically impossible to miss, and there were pieces of him I could see in her. I’d never seen a jinni before, not with the lower half of the body manifesting as mist. It was difficult not to stare. Riza had told me about the jinn’s traditional appearance, and how she’d chosen not to adhere to it.

      Nuriya stood by Sherus’s casing. Taeral gently pulled me toward them. The closer I got, the better I could see the fae king. He was handsome, much like Taeral, tall and noble even as he slept. Nuriya had kept the crown on his head—according to Taeral, she’d said that a sleeping king was still a king. I could only imagine the toll that this was taking on her.

      Between the rows, several witches moved around, making sure that each of the affected fae was well looked after. Following my wandering gaze, Taeral sighed. “The Hermessi clearly don’t discriminate,” he said slowly. “Kings, nobles, warriors, and common folk alike. All here, waiting to be reaped and used as weapons.”

      “All the more reason for us to kick the Hermessi in the face, right?” I said, and he chuckled.

      He lit up at the sight of his mother, and Nuriya opened her arms to welcome him in a tight embrace. They hugged for the better part of a minute, while I waited quietly by Sherus’s casing.

      “What a wonderful surprise,” Nuriya murmured in his ear. “You’re a sight for my sore, sore eyes.”

      “I missed you too, Mom,” Taeral replied. He glanced at his father while Nuriya pulled back and gave me the warmest smile. I nearly melted. “This is Eira,” he added.

      “Oh, I remember. You mentioned her during one of our talks,” she replied. Indeed, Taeral had spoken my name in his brief conversations with her over the comms line, though I could no longer remember when, exactly. Everything had happened so fast since Taeral had first come to Cerix. “Welcome to the Fire Star, darling. It is an honor to have a Hermessi child in our midst,” she said to me, and I felt my cheeks burn like eager tinderboxes.

      “The honor is mine, I assure you,” I said.

      “How is he?” Taeral asked, unable to take his eyes off Sherus. I would’ve held him in my arms, right then and there, if I could’ve, if it would’ve done anything to mend his broken heart. This situation was hurting him deeply, despite his strong and reserved façade.

      “Same as yesterday, I’m afraid.” Nuriya sighed. “He’s stable, but we don’t know for how long.”

      “We do, actually.” Taeral scoffed. “Once the Hermessi reach five million affected fae, he’ll be…” His voice broke. He couldn’t say the words out loud. Nuriya slipped an arm around his broad shoulders and held him close. Tears twinkled in his amber eyes, but none dared to leave and roll down his cheeks.

      Looking at them both, I noticed new similarities. I’d always found it interesting how one person could stand next to one parent, then the other, and resemble them both in different ways. Yet on his own, Taeral was unique—the best of both worlds and, from my understanding, an exceptionally rare and unique hybrid. He had the shape of his mother’s eyes and the blackness of her rich hair. Peeking at the crystal casing, I noticed Sherus’s expression as he slept—tranquil, despite his condition, wearing a faint smile. I recognized it. Taeral had Sherus’s smile, down to the fine line that formed at the corner of his mouth, an ephemeral shadow that could only bring joy.

      But something troubled me in this scene. Taeral exchanged a few thoughts with his mother and brought her up to speed on what we’d accomplished on Mortis and on our way back to The Shade. I listened carefully, while examining every detail around me. There was a faint sense of familiarity present which I couldn’t put my finger on right away.

      “What do Derek and Sofia think about you going back to Cerix?” Nuriya asked, after having been told about Eirexis’s location.

      “They believe we’ll get local support from the new prime minister, but that we need to keep a low profile, nonetheless,” Taeral replied. “We’ll use the pink water cave of Hellym to get there. It’s the most inconspicuous way.”

      Nuriya nodded slowly, still looking at Sherus in his crystal casing. I followed her gaze, and only then did it hit me. The familiar vibe. It came from him, somehow. There was something about Sherus, or perhaps something inside him that… resonated with me, on a deeper level. As if we knew each other, as if we’d met before. Of course, that was impossible, but it did nothing to wipe away this feeling I had.

      Without even realizing it, I touched the crystal surface. My bones hummed. The resonance was even more powerful and confusing to me.

      “It’s a good idea, as long as you’re careful,” Nuriya said. “I suppose you’ll have to organize your search areas carefully, as far as Eirexis is concerned. Cerix is a pretty big planet, you’ll need a plan so you don’t waste any time.”

      “Kabbah mentioned using my scythe for this,” Taeral said. Nuriya looked at the weapon resting on his leather belt. “It might help, apparently.”

      “Like some sort of detector?” she asked.

      “Could be.”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I have a question,” I said. They both looked at me, eyebrows raised, once more proving their familial similarities. “What kind of fae is Sherus? Is he a full fire fae? Or… I don’t know, is there something different about him?”

      “Different? What do you mean?” Taeral asked, understandably confused.

      I exhaled sharply, trying to find the right words to explain a feeling I didn’t quite understand, myself. “I feel something resonating from him, if that makes sense? It’s difficult to put into words. He’s not like other fae I’ve come across.” I chuckled nervously. “Now that I think about it, you’re not the average fae to me, either.”

      Nuriya grinned. “Taeral is half jinni. I’m sure you know that.”

      I nodded. “And that would explain why he feels so different to me. However, I can’t explain why King Sherus has this effect on me.”

      “You… feel something resonate from him, you said?” she asked, narrowing her eyes as she stared at her husband, probably trying to make more sense of what I’d poorly described. I nodded. “Sherus is a powerful fire fae. His heritage spans millennia; his bloodline is strong. Maybe as a Hermessi child, you are reacting differently to him.”

      “That… That would make sense, yes,” I replied, accepting the idea but still unsure as to whether it offered a full explanation or not. As a Hermessi child, I did notice my whole being reacting in the presence of fae. Some shone brighter than others in the back of my head, with Taeral at the very top. But Sherus was something more.

      I’d felt like this before. I just needed to figure out when and how and why. It was frustrating. As if a word had gotten stuck on the tip of my tongue, refusing to let go. Nuriya brushed those thoughts away by bringing us back to the main topic.

      “Taeral, whatever comes next, I need you to remove yourself from this picture,” she said firmly.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, frowning.

      She let a deep sigh roll out of her chest, also careful with her choice of words. Judging by the pained look on her face, she was struggling. “Your father might die. You know it, and I know it. It’s an awful thing to say, but it’s the truth.”

      “I know,” he whispered.

      “I need you to not let these thoughts of him get in your way. Take whatever you’re feeling about this and use it to fuel your energy,” Nuriya said. “Don’t allow yourself any emotional distraction.”

      Taeral cleared his throat, a nervous smile trying his lips. “Mom, you don’t know what you’re asking. I can’t put my own father out of my mind.”

      “You have to,” Nuriya replied firmly. “For the sake of all of us, you have to. Whatever happens, it seems as though our fate is in your hands, darling. I need you to concentrate and pull through. I need you to remember your military training. You’re a soldier, first and foremost, here and now.”

      I understood where she was coming from and why she was telling him such things. It couldn’t be easy for a mother and wife to say such things, yet she’d found the strength to say them. Taeral thought about it for a few moments. Deep down, I knew he agreed with her—though what son would ever simply accept that he should not think of his father when it’s his father’s life he’s trying to save?

      It was an emotional conundrum, to say the least.

      “I will keep a clear head, I promise,” he eventually said. “Thank you.”

      Nuriya cupped his cheek, blinking slowly, her amethyst eyes glowing with nothing but love and despair. “It is in times of war that great characters are shaped, my darling. And this is a conflict of cosmic proportions. Your father and I, your friends and loved ones… we don’t matter. No one matters, except your objective to bring Thieron back to Death. I know, it sounds cold and cruel, but it’s a truth few of us are truly able to face.”

      “If you’ll forgive me,” I interjected, “I think it’s the thought of you and King Sherus, the thought of all his friends and loved ones, that has kept Taeral going until now. Maybe it’s this thought of you all that will help him win this war of cosmic proportions, in the end. I don’t know Taeral as well as you, as his mother, obviously, but I’ve learned enough about him to understand that he’s fueled by love, not by a mission objective.”

      I worried she might take it the wrong way, but she didn’t. She took a deep breath and smiled at me, wordlessly telling me that she knew. What truly baffled me was Taeral’s expression—the way he looked at me had suddenly changed, and I didn’t know what to make of it. Fires glimmered in his irises, his pupils dilating slightly.

      He quickly shifted focus back to Nuriya. “I would love to be more optimistic in this case, but let’s face it. There’s still a fifty percent chance we’re screwed. But if there’s one thing I know, no matter what, it’s that everything you tell me comes from a good place in your heart. However, Eira is right, and I’m glad she brought it up, because it reinforces what I feel. Whatever comes at us next, Mom, it’ll be my love for you and Dad to push me through, to help me fight it with all my strength, until we prevail or until we go down swinging.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She hid her face in his chest, and I could hear her soft sobs. It only lasted for a moment, enough to make me realize how badly she was hurting, despite her elegant and controlled appearance.

      “I love you, my son. And your father loves you, too,” Nuriya said as she stepped back. “So, you be careful. You all be careful and come back to us, you hear?”

      She looked at us both, this time, and I felt compelled to nod. The way she’d said it made me want to do whatever it took to please her. Nuriya had a magical allure, no doubt. She conquered the hearts of all, including this humbled, terrified, and also angry Hermessi child.

      Both Taeral and I said yes. And I knew that we’d both set that as our final resolve. Come back alive, or you’ll disappoint this incredibly intense creature with amethyst eyes. Come back, or you’ll break Nuriya’s heart, and that’s worse than the very end of the world.
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      Dinner in The Shade was quite somber, but for all the right reasons. Given all the trouble that the universe had hurled at us lately, we didn’t have much reason to gleefully reunite around the table. Most of us were just thankful to still be alive, considering the rate at which the Hermessi’s plan was advancing. Some of the original GASP founders were still wrapping their heads around the speed with which the Hermessi had gone from nurturing natural elements to harbingers of doom and destruction. Frankly, I was still baffled, myself.

      Derek and Sofia led the dinner talk, for the most part, joined by Rose and Caleb, a puffy-eyed River, a sullen Lawrence, a paler-than-usual Marion, and a frowning Aiden. They all had loved ones sealed inside charmed crystal casings, with an expiration date hanging over their heads. Five million. That was all it would take. Five million fae to fall under the Hermessi’s influence, and all hell would break loose.

      Joining the dinner crowd, Claudia and Yuri, Mona and Kiev, Hazel and Tejus, Horatio and Aisha, and my parents managed to keep the conversation focused on the operational side of things. The GASP federation was insanely busy. There were daily messages pouring in from all corners of the worlds we’d discovered through GASP, and, while most didn’t paint a pretty picture, there was still an overarching feeling of hope. Of course, it was all concentrated on us—on me, on Taeral, on Eira, and everyone else who’d been with us along this crazy ride across the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension.

      Our team was reunited and present, too, occupying the opposite end of the dinner table, as far away from the grieving Novaks as possible. It wasn’t that we didn’t sympathize with their situation—on the contrary, we were all fully empathetic—but none of us could bear to be so close to those who’d suffered most from this. It was a strange psychological effect, if I were to be honest. We just wanted to stay focused on the mission, on finding Thieron and ending this before River and Lawrence and the others would have to grieve for their lost soulmates. There was still time.

      Fortunately, the sour mood with which dinner had begun had also fizzled away, as River, Lawrence, Aiden, and Marion became more engaged in GASP-related conversations. Deep down, they were all fighters, and this wasn’t the end just yet.

      Mom and Dad kept eyeing Raphael and me, as if they’d seen something we hadn’t. I knew what they were thinking, but I wasn’t ready to address this intensifying dynamic between the Perfect and me. I worried that talking about it might make it real, and it already felt so fragile… I didn’t want to break it.

      Raphael, on the other hand, didn’t seem to notice much except the main dishes. I was aware that he was carefully listening to everyone around the table, but he kept his eyes on his plate, enjoying everything that The Shade’s master chefs had to offer. Unsurprisingly, Herakles carried himself with the same demeanor, both of them making Riza and me occasionally gawk at them—they looked as though all was right in the world, and if it wasn’t, it could still wait until after dinner.

      Lumi, Acantha, and Nethissis didn’t say much until after the main course. Hunger had taken its toll on most of us, especially after the infernal trip back from Mortis. I’d gone through a gallon of spiced blood, myself, fueling my body for the grueling mission ahead. Glancing around the table, I felt as though the group picture was incomplete. GASP had grown so much over the years, but those who weren’t present had been busy protecting what was left of our existential sovereignty against the Hermessi.

      “You know, you seem a lot calmer around crowds, now,” Mom said, her voice low as she looked at me. I gave her a confused frown. “You used to be more skittish about these dinners.”

      “This isn’t exactly what you’d call a crowd, though,” I replied. “It’s just close family members and friends. I’m still not nuts about wedding parties, in case you were wondering.”

      “Something is definitely different about you,” Dad cut in, analyzing me in an almost clinical fashion. I felt like a naked amoeba under the microscope.

      Raphael downed a glass of water and chuckled softly. “You mean she’s becoming a tad more social?”

      “I was always social,” I shot back. “I just don’t like all the people… all that much.”

      I sounded about as confident as I felt in this weak defense of mine. They were right, though. Something had definitely changed inside me, and I was inclined to blame it on the violent experiences thus far. I’d been introduced to new civilizations, I’d had to fight tooth and nail for my own life, and I’d barely survived multiple brushes with the Hermessi. All traumatic moments, in one way or another. So, yes, there was a noticeable shift in my behavior, but I still didn’t like its dissection over dinner, seated at a table with one too many people. I still valued my privacy.

      “Whatever it is, I’m just glad you’ve survived your mission so far,” Mom said, giving me a warm smile. “I trust you’ve got what it takes to see this through to the very end.”

      “Amelia is a star player in our crew,” Raphael replied matter-of-factly, while eyeing a plate of French potatoes that had been placed at the center of the table, right between him and Herakles, who’d sat next to Riza and across from us. Come to think of it, this was quite the family picture—Riza, Herakles, and her parents; and me, Raphael, and my parents, a little segment of our own. “Her wit and bravery are noteworthy, to say the least,” Raphael added. “Frankly, I think at least half of us would be dead by now, had it not been for Amelia.”

      I felt the lava roses bloom in my cheeks. Once more, Raphael had managed to make me blush, effortlessly. My parents beamed at me, glowing with pride. They wouldn’t have expected anything less from their daughter—the one they’d least expected to go on such a quest, to begin with, but the one whose potential they’d known best.

      “All I did was my fair share of the work,” I mumbled, drawing Taeral’s attention. He and Eira had returned from the Fire Star, and I doubted the visit had done much to soothe his aching psyche.

      “Amelia, you give yourself too little credit,” the Fire Star prince said, half-smiling. “You’re an essential part of this team. Raphael is right, chances are we wouldn’t have survived our escape from Mortis without your intervention.”

      “The rest of us were too focused on the Hermessi surrounding us,” Eira added, lowering her gaze.

      “And Fallon here was under Brendel’s grip,” Eva said, giving Fallon a friendly nudge in the ribs.

      He scoffed, rolling his eyes. “Sorry, guys. I really had no control. To my shame, I didn’t even see it coming.”

      “Brendel was fast,” I replied. “None of us saw her coming. But I did find that moment interesting. In any of these worlds, and given that their power has grown along with the number of affected fae, some if not most of the Hermessi can take possession of someone like Fallon, quite easily. But between worlds, specifically, in that blank, white space… Brendel needed to get close to you. She had to touch you. She didn’t have a nearby fire or anything physical to reach you through, like Kabbah did, twice already.”

      Raphael nodded. “Indeed. In the blank space, they were forced to manifest as humanoid energy forms. They had no other way of interacting with us.”

      “That might play to our advantage, in the future,” Varga mused.

      “Do you think Brendel knew what she was getting herself and her fellow Hermessi into, when they followed you through the pink water and into the blank space?” my mom asked.

      Lumi sighed. “See, that’s a bit of a mystery to us. I’d be inclined to say yes, because those pink water holes have been there since the beginning of time. The Hermessi must be using them to slip through worlds if they can’t travel on stardust, like Ramin did.”

      “Which would bring up an interesting question: If they knew about them, why wouldn’t Ramin have used one, himself?” Nethissis replied.

      That left us searching for an answer, though we had nothing concrete to go on. Harper hadn’t mentioned Ramin’s knowledge of this particular perk of the pink water holes. “What if they knew about them but never dared to venture through them, through that white space?” I offered another question for an answer. “I mean, they’d have used them more, if they knew exactly what was waiting for them…”

      Acantha smiled, following my reasoning. “So, in your opinion, the Hermessi knew about the white space, but didn’t dare go through it?”

      “Until now. Yes. It’s primordial stuff, older than the Hermessi themselves. The pink waters were first. The elementals came afterward. At least, that’s my understanding,” I said. “It makes sense. Brendel was desperate enough to give the white space a try because she needed to get to us. In her mind, if we managed to move from point A to point B across the galaxies like that, so could she and her allies.”

      “Only, she didn’t expect her form to be reduced like that,” Fallon replied, nodding slowly.

      “The pink water is supposed to let only those with pure intentions through. Those whose souls seek to harm no other,” my dad said. He seemed confused, given Brendel’s endgame. The crew and I had already discussed this, though. We knew the answer to that, and it wasn’t something anyone wanted to hear.

      “The Hermessi are basically part of creation itself,” Lumi explained. “They’re not for the primordial waters to judge, and that’s an unfortunate loophole, I’m afraid. I think the pink water vets us regular creatures specifically based on our intentions, which can seek to do harm to others or not. The Hermessi don’t get that kind of scrutiny, since it takes four of them plus the pink water to make life on a planet.”

      I was inclined to agree. “Right and wrong, good or evil; I guess these are our moral constructs, not the Hermessi’s. The Hermessi are part of the fabric of the universe, so they transcend all that. I also think there isn’t a single part of these pro-ritual Hermessi that thinks that what they’re doing is wrong, in any case. The rebel Hermessi believe it is and help us, yes, but, either way, all of them seem to get a free pass, while our intentions are scrutinized by the primordial fluid.”

      “Well, whatever the case, the white space works to our advantage. The more we use it, the better we’ll get at manipulating it,” Raphael said.

      “As long as our intentions remain pure,” I reminded him, and he paused to look at me with renewed fascination.

      My heart struggled, beating frantically as the deep emerald and tumultuous ocean in his eyes darkened to new shades, penetrating every layer of skin, flesh, and bone in me to get to the very core. To peek into my soul.

      Lumi took over the conversation, while another topic was being handled on the opposite end of the table. Mona was keen to return to the sanctuary in The Shade, to help Arwen and the other witches with the fae’s care. I listened to them for a while as they discussed the field missions aimed at apprehending cult members. They’d run into a solid problem. The Hermessi were recruiting across species, now, and in larger numbers than before. The more we captured and brought back to Mount Zur, the more popped up to replace them.

      “It’s becoming a futile effort,” Kiev grumbled. “But we can’t stop. If we let them proceed, our fae quarantine areas will be in even more danger.”

      “That’s a bit of a catch-22, isn’t it?” Caleb replied. “Don’t worry, we’ve got more volunteers coming in from Neraka and Eritopia. In light of these events, creatures who hadn’t considered GASP before are now signing up to join the federation.”

      Derek sighed. “We’ll keep dispatching units as needed, but I think we’ll also need to fortify our defenses around Mount Zur. The cultists might still try to break their colleagues out of our jails.”

      “They’re useless, anyway. The prisoners, I mean,” Yuri said. “The Hermessi are going to great lengths to stop them from talking. We’ve got about two hundred in there, now, and they’re all in magically induced comas to stop the physical pain that the crystal hand covers cause them. We can’t take them off, or else we’ll have another room-exploding incident.”

      “We hold our ground on the prisoners, then,” Sofia suggested. “Keep them down, and maybe secure a couple more locations for the future captives.”

      “Agreed, on both your proposals. More locations for the incoming cultists, and increased security across the board,” Kiev replied.

      Tejus cut in. “I’ll bring in more troops from Nevertide. The sentries have been immune to the Hermessi’s whispers, so far. If you need security for the prisons, I’m sure Ash and Ruby will be happy to assist us.”

      “Werewolves, vampires, and jinn have also proven themselves effective,” Lawrence said, after having stayed quiet for most of the dinner. “I haven’t heard of any of them being turned by the cults.”

      “What about the Perfects?” Derek asked, glancing around the table.

      Caleb shook his head. “We lost two. We’re hoping to get them back once we stop the ritual.”

      I couldn’t help but appreciate his choice of words. For Caleb, it wasn’t a question of “if,” only of “when.” We needed more of that relentlessness, in my opinion. I dared not call it optimism, for optimism was the downfall of inexperienced fools. It was determination that pushed us forward, sprinkled with a little bit of hope that we might secure a tomorrow for ourselves, one way or another.

      “What is your impression of GASP so far, Raphael?” Dad asked, distracting me from the founders’ conversation. I turned my head to find the Perfect watching me once more, before shifting his focus to my parents.

      “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,” he replied firmly. “It’s given me a purpose, more than I could’ve hoped for from Strava.”

      Dad smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. We’re all better with you as part of this project.”

      “Thank you. On another note, I’ve read in a few papers from different cultures across the GASP spectrum that it is customary for a male to ask the parents of a female if he wishes to court said female,” Raphael said, his bluntness making me choke on the blood I’d just begun sipping. I coughed harshly, swiftly getting my breath back, only to hear him dig himself into a deeper and more awkward hole. “I’ve noticed it in different civilizations, including yours. Well, sort of yours, since neither of you is human anymore. Humans. I mean humans.”

      “Oh, God…” I whispered, staring at him. He didn’t even look at me. Despite his word fumble and sudden topic change, he still watched my parents carefully, his chin up and his gaze stern. As if he wasn’t even aware of how he’d said what he’d just said.

      I stole a glance at my parents—poor things. Their jaws had dropped slightly, but they’d yet to find the right responses to this… whatever this was. What is it, actually? Is he trying to ask for my mom and dad’s permission to date me?

      “I just thought it would be respectful of me to address this with you before I speak to Amelia,” Raphael added.

      “Well, I—” Mom tried to say something, but I interjected, almost brutally, snapping at him.

      “What the hell? You could’ve asked me directly!”

      “Maybe I didn’t make myself clear,” he replied calmly, while my parents’ mouths turned into tiny, flat lines. Whether they were stifling stinging remarks or waves of laughter, I wasn’t sure, but my face was burning so hot that I didn’t even care. “I understood that it was a mark of respect if I asked your parents first. Human culture seemed quite straightforward on this.”

      “I think you’ve been reading from the wrong century,” my dad managed, and pressed two fingers against his temple, as if warning a headache to keep its distance.

      Raphael blinked rapidly, genuinely confused. “You mean your customs changed?”

      “It means that if you want to ask me out, all you have to do is ask me out,” I said.

      I’d been so irritated by the way he’d put this that I’d failed to notice the incredible thing that was happening tonight. Raphael had been contemplating a date with me. He’d even read up on ways of asking me, and—oh, dear sweet heaven and hell, open up now and swallow me whole…

      “Would you like to go on a date with me?” Raphael asked me.

      It sounded so simple, yet its impact was powerful enough to shatter my consciousness into the tiniest pieces. For a moment, I expected to melt or, worse, go into a full panic attack, complete with hyperventilation. But I didn’t. I held myself together, my heart screaming in my chest, until I found my response.

      “Okay.”

      A second passed in tortuous silence. I didn’t dare take my eyes off him, worried he’d change his mind. Or, worse, that I’d imagined this entire scene.

      “Thank the flippin’ stars,” I heard Riza say from across the table, and shot her a brief scowl. She quickly looked away and pretended to participate in whatever conversation had captured the rest of my crew’s attention.

      “Glad you two sorted this out,” my dad said, raising an eyebrow at Raphael and me. Mom gently squeezed his shoulder, prompting him to turn his head so he could give her a reassuring smile. I figured, in their hearts, they were secretly happy that I’d said yes. My social life had been practically nonexistent prior to this Hermessi debacle. Speaking of which…

      “Given our precarious situation, however, when and where do you suggest we go on this date?” I asked Raphael. His expression hadn’t changed, steely and brimming with resolve, as if he would’ve been wholly unprepared for rejection.

      “We’re off to run Death’s errands tomorrow morning,” he replied. “So, tonight?”

      When had we gotten to this point? What had happened to push him to ask me out? My brain was overloading itself, straining every synapse in order to remember and identify the exact moment that might’ve made Raphael feel like this. Inwardly, I couldn’t believe that this was happening. Yes, he’d kissed me, but I hadn’t dared to think he’d ask me out this soon, despite the stolen glances and his handholding and the kiss—Jeez, Amelia, you’re either blind or dumb or both.

      “Might I recommend a walk on the north side of the island?” Mom chimed in, wearing the most polite and neutral smile she could’ve mustered. I had to applaud the woman: she knew how to control her facial expressions infinitely better than me.

      Raphael finally allowed himself a more relaxed reaction, his lips stretching into a satisfied grin. He nodded, welcoming the idea of a midnight walk on the beach. The swooning girl inside me was doing somersaults at this point, giddy and giggling and screeching with excitement. The rest of me had no idea how to react.

      I was going on a date with Raphael. Out of the blue, and right before we’d venture into darker and deadlier territory. He was right, though. We didn’t know what tomorrow might bring, but we still had tonight.
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      Both Herakles and I had heard the entire conversation between Raphael, Amelia, and her parents. In our defense, we hadn’t meant to. But the moment Raphael had mentioned asking a female out, our heads had spun, almost automatically.

      We’d watched the remarkably awkward exchange with bulging eyes and jaws bravely reaching for the floor, but we hadn’t said a single word, until my little slip. I was equal parts astonished and thrilled. Amelia and I had not had much of a chance to talk about the bonds forming inside our crew, but we were both aware of the subtle changes. Eva and Varga were already an item, and maybe half of us had seen it coming.

      With Amelia and Raphael, however, things were… different. He was a peculiar creature to be around. On one hand, he could be charming and funny and carefree, pretty much anything a girl would love in a guy. On the other hand, he still lacked life experience. He was only a little over a year old, basically made by Ta’Zan inside a Petri dish. Most of his social interaction techniques had been picked up along the way, and he could easily come across as brutally blunt or suffering from foot-in-mouth syndrome to anyone who didn’t understand his short but complicated history.

      He was also an extraordinary creature who, despite his social shortcomings, displayed a thirst for knowledge that I’d seen in only a handful of people. He was dying to know more. He listened carefully to everyone around him and ended up mimicking whomever he found interesting or appealing—but he did it with such confidence that it came across as natural.

      “I think he handled it pretty well,” Herakles muttered, doing his best to avoid eye contact with him or Amelia, who already knew I’d heard them.

      “She did not expect that.” I chuckled, keeping my face close to his in a bid to keep our conversation discreet. I didn’t even realize how close we were until I felt his warm breath brush over my nose. Instinctively, I licked my lips, which, in turn, made his gaze drop. I straightened my back almost instantly, adding several inches of space between us. I’d been so consumed with Raphael and Amelia’s dynamic that I’d almost forgotten how Herakles and I had also gone from complete strangers to… something much more interesting.

      “I’m glad for him. Went right out and said it,” Herakles replied, smiling vaguely.

      Unable to look at him, I trailed invisible swirls around the base of my water glass, trying to keep my pulse under control. My lips were tingling, and there were butterflies flapping around in my stomach, gradually turning into dinosaurs. Herakles had an impact on me, and I doubted he was even aware of it.

      In many ways, he was a lot like Raphael. There was this otherworldly purity about him, unique to most Stravians since day one. But he had some years of life, even if some had been spent in stasis, back on the island of Noagh. He knew how to handle himself around other people, specifically females. I had a feeling he understood more about relationships than me, though I was the one who’d grown up with solid examples around me—my mom and dad, Nuriya and Sherus, not to mention the rest of GASP and the Novaks. I’d seen love flourish, over and over, across generations, but I still had no idea how to approach such a topic with someone like Herakles.

      He oozed self-confidence in a way that made my spine stiffen and my knees go weak, but it hadn’t led us anywhere. I’d been waiting for him to say something, to make his move and let me know that he was interested. I could tell from the way he looked at me that he was… but I needed him to say it. Loud and clear.

      By contrast, Raphael had been quite conservative with his emotional expression. Yet he’d found the courage to speak up, not only to ask Amelia out, but to ask her in front of her parents. In the meantime, I was stuck at this table between my parents and Herakles, naïvely waiting for a similar development. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted him to say something. The more it irked me that he didn’t.

      “Yes, he asked her out. It wasn’t that hard, it seems,” I said flatly.

      Herakles was surprisingly quick to capture my tone—but so was my mom. “Miffed that Herakles didn’t ask you first?” She giggled. It got her a deadly glower from me. However, that didn’t have the desired effect. It only made her laugh harder, while my dad eyed Herakles and me as if we were some kind of comedic performance.

      I’d missed something, for sure. “What… What do you mean?” I asked her.

      “Oh, come on, honey. Do you think the two of us are blind or something?” she asked, nodding at my dad. “It’s so obvious, it’s hilarious.”

      “I’m confused,” Herakles croaked, his forehead smooth. Beads of sweat budded gently along his temples. I could only imagine the heat of embarrassment that was burning through him, for I was feeling my own. The two of us had stumbled beneath my parents’ magnifying glass, and there was no way out.

      My dad pointed a finger at him, then at me. “You like her,” he said, and proceeded to point at him again, “and she likes you. You two are either in denial or completely oblivious about it. Frankly, I’m rooting for the former, not the latter, because you’re both intelligent creatures, and, well, I didn’t raise a slow-poke!”

      “Wow…” I managed.

      Herakles was swift to surrender. He sighed deeply. “You’re right. You are absolutely right. Please, accept my apologies. I am in denial. I’m not sure about Riza, but I know myself.”

      “What are you apologizing to us for?” Mom asked, still very much amused, while I squirmed in my chair, wondering why I wasn’t just teleporting myself out of the room to save whatever was left of my ego. My parents never pulled any punches with people, especially those they’d deemed important or meaningful to me. Clearly, Herakles had popped onto their radar. “Make it right, Herakles.”

      He nodded energetically and looked at me. “Would you like to go for a walk tonight?”

      “What the—are you serious?” I snapped. “At least be original about it.”

      “Yeah, don’t copy me. It’s insulting,” Raphael intervened as he got up and pulled Amelia’s seat back so she could join him. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’ve got a date,” he added, grinning like the sly devil that he loved to be. Amelia held back a chuckle of her own as she followed him outside.

      Suddenly, Herakles and I were the stooges, while my parents, along with Amelia’s, had set their sights on us. Their relationships had flourished in different times and circumstances, and they seemed to have very little sympathy for tribulations such as my own or Amelia’s. I didn’t hold it against them; it was a parent’s job to embarrass the child whenever they got the chance. I’d been weak to let this happen, in the first place.

      “You may not have as much time as you might think,” my mom said, suddenly turning serious, her voice trembling slightly. “If you want to take advantage of it, we’ll never question your decision.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Fallon shot to his feet and sucked in a wheezing breath, startling everyone at the table, including Herakles and me. His eyes rolled wildly as he threw his head back. Varga was quick to jump to his aid, but Fallon recovered and kept him at arm’s length.

      “Hold on,” he said. “It’s not a possession. Wait…”

      He inhaled deeply several times, enough to regain his composure.

      “What is it, then?” I asked, eyeing him with concern.

      “A Hermessi is coming,” he replied. “I can feel him. I felt Kabbah before, too, and even Brendel. It’s like a strange tickling in the back of my neck. I learned to pay attention after our episode in the white space.”

      Derek was the first to reactively stand up. “A Hermessi is coming here?”

      There was fearful anger in his eyes, and we all understood him perfectly. It was a common feeling among all those who were alive and aware of the threat that the Hermessi posed against us.

      “Don’t even think about possessing me!” Fallon shouted, nervously looking around. “I’ve had enough of that crap, dropping like a log whenever one of you mooks needs to talk to us!”

      Amelia and Raphael were already out, but I didn’t think we should call them unless absolutely necessary. Unless there was hostility here. My instinct told me that wasn’t the case. A crackling sound made us turn toward the door. A bright green figure stood before us, the vibrant energy licking at the air around it. His voice echoed across the hall. “I do not wish to harm anyone.”

      “Who are you?” Derek asked, his frame stiff and tense. Sofia slowly got up, staying close to him. “What do you want?”

      “I am Tebir. Your Earth Hermessi,” he replied. “I speak on behalf of the few rogue elementals left to fight against the ritual.”

      Almost instantly, I felt my muscles relax. The tension that I’d been compelled to cut through with a knife, moments earlier, had begun to dissipate. We knew of Tebir. We knew of all four Hermessi of Earth and their pacifist intentions. This was a friend, not a foe, for the ritual’s influence had yet to reach this dimension, as far as the local Hermessi were concerned.

      “This is… unexpected,” Fallon blurted. “Also, thanks for not hijacking me.”

      “I don’t need to possess you, hybrid, though I admit, it is tempting. Your being is full of power and potential,” Tebir said. “I do see what Kabbah saw in you. But I am here to speak to you all, not hold any kind of leverage against you.”

      “Okay… How can we help?” Sofia asked.

      “I’d like to first apologize for showing up here unannounced,” Tebir replied. “I would rather have stayed in my side of the realm, but the dire situation demands my direct involvement.”

      “Oh, you weren’t unannounced,” Varga grinned and gave Fallon a friendly slap on the back. “This one felt you before you walked in. Our own personal Hermessi alarm, it seems.”

      And what a wonderful development this was. Fallon had unwillingly proven himself a tricky component to our crew, since he was practically a sitting duck for Hermessi possession. But knowing that he could also sense the elementals had just added a new and extremely useful dimension. He hadn’t known about this before, but, like he’d said, he’d learned to pay attention since our encounter with Brendel.

      “I’m here on behalf of the rogue Hermessi, actually,” Tebir said. “I am aware of Kabbah’s noble intentions, but I’m worried there won’t be any rebel elementals for him to work with until the children are returned to safety.”

      “The chi—the Hermessi children, you mean?” Derek replied.

      “Yes. My brethren are terrified of operating against the ritual now because their children are at risk, under Brendel’s absolute control. I’d like to suggest an action plan, if I may?”

      Derek looked at all of us, as if expecting some form of approval. It came with faint nods, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he smiled at Tebir. “We’re all ears.”

      The Hermessi didn’t have souls quite like ours, but they cared about their children and even about their planets—that much we knew for sure. Tebir walked in and slowly moved around the large dining table, his green light flickering in fleeting reflections across the crystal glasses.

      “I’ve thought about this, long and hard, since I learned about Ramin’s mischief with Brendel,” he said. “If GASP can help set up an operation to infiltrate Yahwen and snatch the Hermessi children, I and a few loyal rogues will help smuggle them all into The Shade.”

      Sofia nodded. “We’ve actually discussed a mission to Yahwen, but we’ve yet to hash out all the details. Do you think the children would be safe here?”

      “The Hermessi don’t have easy access to the Earthly Dimension, as you might’ve noticed by now,” Tebir replied. “Otherwise, you would’ve had hell to pay, and the Earth’s Hermessi, myself included, wouldn’t have been able to do much to help you. If you put Devil’s Weed on all the Hermessi children and keep them here, even the rowdy ones—and by rowdy I mean those who’ve already been seduced by Brendel’s promises—they’ll be safe, and all the potential rogues will find making a decision easier, as far as the ritual is concerned.”

      I frowned. “But this access to the Earthly Dimension isn’t very clear to us. Won’t Brendel come here looking for them?”

      “Not if she doesn’t know where they are,” Tebir replied. “It’s why I came to you, here. Of course, the entire operation wouldn’t be without risk. But said risk can be minimized if you take precautions, including moving the fae sanctuary from here to, say, Calliope. It’s important that there be no potential fae conduits in The Shade while the children are present.”

      “That means moving our children and loved ones to Calliope, closer to Hermessi danger,” Derek said, clearly skeptical.

      “When the first fae begin to die, the Hermessi will have better access to this dimension,” Tebir explained. “Though I don’t want that to happen, I must operate on the assumption that it might. If their power increases, they will be able to overhear things through their fae conduits, without you even knowing it. But, if you remove all the fae from The Shade, temporarily, we’ll have a higher chance of success in keeping the Hermessi children safe.”

      “No fae is dying on our watch,” Sofia said.

      “Forgive me, Sofia. I appreciate your determination, but I know what foes we’re dealing with,” the Hermessi said respectfully. I couldn’t help but appreciate his honesty—I certainly understood his point of view.

      Lumi raised a hand. “I dare say I agree with Tebir, here. If we hold the Hermessi children in The Shade until the ritual is averted and minimize their risk of discovery by moving the fae into the Calliope sanctuary, it’ll help the other rogue Hermessi who are currently on the fence. Like Wei, or even Firr, whose message none of us have forgotten.”

      Firr had destroyed Mount Agrith. There had been no casualties, but the intention had been obvious. It was his warning for us to stop meddling. Lumi was right. Even Firr could be swayed back in our favor, if he knew his child was safe—without being aware of an actual location, of course.

      “It is a complicated plan, but I am more than willing to assist you in the logistical process as best as I can,” Tebir said. “I believe it’s worth trying, because we need more rogues to help us, given what comes next.”

      He looked at Taeral, who immediately understood what he’d meant. “Brendel will be on us like crazy as soon as she catches our scent, whatever her methods.” He sighed. “Yeah, we’ll need all the backup we can get.”

      “We have Yahwen’s location from Harper and Ramin. We know where the In-Between’s oldest twenty-planet solar system is,” Sofia said to Derek. “We might as well do this sooner rather than later, babe.”

      “I suppose we can start laying some of the groundwork for such a mission, yes,” Derek conceded. “I just don’t like the idea of Ben and the kids being farther away from us.”

      “They’re likely safer on Calliope, actually, if we bring the Hermessi children here,” Mona replied. “I think we can pull this off. A multi-pronged approach against these ritual elementals is definitely needed.”

      On that we could all agree, unequivocally. Our odds against them were low, but we could change that, even by a fraction, if we got more rogue Hermessi to pitch in. In order to do that, we needed to keep their children safe, so an extraction mission was certainly our best way forward. The more support we got from the rebels, the better equipped we’d be to resist and survive whatever Brendel would throw at us.

      Come tomorrow, my crew and I would be headed back to Cerix, and it wasn’t going to be pretty or easy. On the contrary, it could very well be our last attempt at stopping the ritual. So, yes, if Tebir was on board and willing to help GASP retrieve the Hermessi children, I was more than happy to welcome him into the fold. Judging by the expressions around the table, I could tell they all felt the same way. The brief moment I’d had with Herakles and my parents had suddenly slipped into the periphery of my thought process. Bigger, deadlier fish to fry.

      It was time to up our game against Brendel and depriving her of the leverage she’d so staunchly held against the rogues was a fantastic method. Besides, I welcomed anything that would piss Brendel off.
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      While Derek, Sofia, and the other GASP founders stayed back to discuss the Yahwen extraction mission with Tebir, the rest of our crew scattered across The Shade. I, for one, had every intention to spend as much time with Eva as I possibly could. Without knowing what tomorrow might bring, I needed to be close to her, to enjoy every second I was given in her presence and be thankful for it.

      We were given one of the guest treehouses on the southern edge of the island, built high up around one of the tallest redwoods in the forest. From here, I could see the Great Dome and the witches’ portal. Beyond them, the beach stretched wide and golden, the ocean lapping at it with foamy waves.

      This particular guesthouse had a small, circular terrace made of hardwood and wrought iron, painted dark green and adorned with potted flowers. Eva seemed to love it, constantly smiling at the colorful blossoms and taking deep breaths to enjoy their mixed scents. We’d settled on a small rattan loveseat, my arms wrapped neatly around her as she leaned into me.

      “This feels nice,” she said, looking out into the night.

      The Shade’s spell was always a sight to behold, for the sky was always starry and moonlit, in soft strips of navy blue and indigo. The occasional cloud crossed it, and it only rained when the island’s jinn deemed it necessary to help the vegetation grow and stay healthy. This haven was a successful experiment of controlled nature and magic, perfect for anyone who didn’t like the buzz and agitation of the world beyond. I could easily see myself coming back here, over and over, with Eva.

      “It’s one of my favorite places in the universe,” I replied, relishing the feel of her satiny skin against the tips of my fingers. We’d both shed our GASP uniforms in favor of light and breezy linen clothes. Her dress revealed the golden-emerald scales that had developed from her nape to her lower back. I felt as though I’d been given the privilege to gaze upon one of nature’s greatest masterpieces.

      Lamias were known to be beautiful and seductive, but there was something about Eva that raised her above her species, even without the vampirism. She had this vivid spark in her yellow eyes, which spelled a thirst for knowledge and adventure. Her chin was always up, her noble bloodline ever-present, but she never took advantage of it. She got down and dirty, much like the rest of us.

      Despite her graceful features and sinuous curves, Eva was a fierce and ruthless fighter, making good use of all her abilities in the battlefield. She wasn’t fearless, but she refused to let dread get the better of her—I’d seen this first-hand during our initial encounter with Kabbah. There was an insane level of determination in her, and it made me want to follow her to the very ends of the universe, if need be.

      She raised her head to look me in the eyes. “Varga, if somehow we survive past tomorrow, there’s something you should know.”

      “You’ve got a husband and five baby Lamias hidden somewhere on Calliope?”

      It made her laugh, and I loved the crystalline sound of it. “No, silly,” she replied, turning serious all of a sudden. “Seven.”

      “Seven what?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      “Seven baby Lamias.”

      For a moment, I wondered if she was telling the truth or just messing with me. The corner of her mouth tugged, ever so slightly, enough to draw a chuckle out of me as I pulled her close and kissed her. The sweetness of her lips was dangerously addictive—that much I’d assessed from the beginning—but I had no problem with that whatsoever. I was hooked on Eva, with zero regrets.

      “I’m not sure about the husband, but I think I’ll love the kids, no matter how many,” I said against her lips. She sat up and took a deep breath. I felt cold in the absence of her embrace.

      “Seriously now, there is something you should know.” She sighed, her gaze lowering. It struck me as odd to see her so uneasy before me. Eva had been brutally outspoken until now. I was intrigued. “You and me… I get that there’s definitely something here between us. Something I didn’t think I’d find with you, of all people, but it’s undeniable, and I wouldn’t have it any other way, don’t get me wrong…”

      “You’re spinning around what you really want to say, Eva. Just let it out already,” I replied, slightly amused by her adorable awkwardness.

      “My mom. She won’t approve of us.”

      In an instant, her shoulders dropped. I sensed her relief, but her aura told me this concern was genuine. It glowed gold whenever she looked at me, but there were tendrils of yellow and deep red scattered throughout—the fear of Tamara’s future reaction and the anger at the thought of arguing with her over this. I took a deep breath and leaned forward, unwilling to let anyone, including Eva’s mother, ruin tonight for us.

      “I’m a dashing prince of Nevertide. Someday, I’ll be emperor,” I said. “What’s not to like?”

      Again, she laughed, having a hard time keeping her composure around me. I loved that I could elicit such reactions from her. It filled me with childish pride, knowing I was able to make her laugh and smile more than anyone else in the world, and especially in these difficult circumstances. Soon enough, however, she frowned. “You’re not a Druid. My mother expects me to marry a Druid and continue the Lamia species, given that there are so few of us, still.”

      “A sentry-Lamia hybrid is unacceptable?”

      Any procreation process would require Eva to take the vampire cure—it was dangerous to humans if used repeatedly, but we knew even less about it for creatures outside that species. Eva had already pissed Tamara off when she’d turned vampire, and I could only imagine the face Tamara would make if she met the two of us now, together. Children were such a distant idea at this point… a mere “maybe, someday” on our radar, yet they were clearly essential to any kind of future for Eva, according to her mother. I could certainly understand why Eva had found this subject to be touchy, especially for the two of us in this still-budding relationship.

      “Lamias haven’t been able to reproduce with any other species besides the Druids,” she murmured. “Granted, we haven’t tried sentries… yet.”

      The way she looked at me when she said that made my senses catch fire. It made me want to go out right now and wring Brendel’s neck and snap it like a twig, just so I’d get a future with Eva, where I would get to love and cherish her, where I would get to test that compatibility theory until she’d come to me, one day, and smile and say she’s going to have my—I paused and sucked in a breath. I was letting the future go a little too fast ahead of me.

      I gave her a soft smile, tucking a lock of her luscious black hair behind her ear. “I don’t really care what your mother thinks, to be honest,” I said. “Of course, I’d love her approval, but if she’s hell-bent on the species compatibility issue, there isn’t much I can do to change her mind, anyway. All I care about is what you want, Eva. If you want me in your life, I’m here. If you don’t, I obviously won’t like it. I might even feel miserable or worse, but I will respect your decision. Heck, if we somehow reach that day when you’re ready for the vampire cure and the prospect of motherhood, and if your only option will be the help of a Druid father, and you’ll still want me in your life, we could totally try some IVF treatments. I’m pretty sure the witches will help us with that. And I’ll raise that child as my own. I will love him or her until the end of days, just like I will love his or her mother.”

      She stopped me, pressing her index and middle fingers against my lips. Her eyes were wide, glimmering with astonishment, while her aura flared like the sun, making me squint for a moment. I couldn’t hear her breath, though. It was as if it had gotten stuck in her throat. She swallowed hard and gasped.

      “You were getting carried away back there,” she mumbled.

      “But I meant it. I mean, should that day ever come. I just want you to understand my mindset.”

      “I know. It just makes me fall even harder for you,” she replied, prompting me to hold her tight and kiss her, deeply and with every ounce of emotion I’d felt swelling inside me from the moment we’d first met. This was it, for me. Yes, it was intense, and it was moving fast, but we were still staring death in the face—it kind of gave us a free pass to skip past a few stages, fearing perhaps that we might not survive this. That we might not be together.

      Eva was my girl, and there was no way I’d pass up on the faintest possibility of us having a future. We’d worry about taking things slow once we were done with this end-of-days madness. The Hermessi be damned.

      She welcomed me, her lips parting. I explored every inch of her mouth with my tongue. She moaned softly against me, and I nearly unraveled in her embrace. “Whatever happens, Eva, I’m with you, okay? I just want you to know that. As long as you want me in your life, nothing can stop me. We’ll handle the rest once we get to sit back and chill and have zero Hermessi to worry about.”

      “That sounds like the perfect plan,” she said. “I don’t care what my mother wants. I just want to be with you.”

      Ah, the greatest words I’d ever heard, tickling my ears like music from the gods. She let her head rest on my shoulder as we cuddled on the loveseat. Beyond the flowerpots and the wrought-iron edge of the treehouse’s terrace, The Shade unraveled in its mysterious nocturnal colors—dark hues of ocean and redwoods, the moon and stars shining down on everything, casting their pearlescent sheen.

      We reveled in the silence, interrupted only by the splash of a distant wave or the hum of the midnight breeze. Just the two of us, watching the endless night go by and hoping that time would stop, somehow, before the morning came… before we’d go out and face uncertainty and potential death, once more.

      Before, I’d had nothing to lose, and I’d thrown myself into battle with a recklessness that had earned me both praise and admonishment from my father. But this time it was different. I had something to lose. Something to look forward to. Something to fight for, even when my body and mind might fail me. I had Eva. And Eva had me.
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      For the better part of an hour, Raphael and I said nothing.

      We simply walked along the beach, with the moon shining above and lights flickering in the redwood treehouses rising along the coastline to our left. The ocean whispered to us, coming to the sandy shore in lazy waves.

      Despite our sudden decision to go on a date, neither of us seemed to know what to do in this situation. At the same time, and despite the obvious awkwardness, we didn’t mind the silence. It didn’t change anything between us. We’d already taken the crazy leap toward each other, the moment we’d first kissed back on Mortis, then again after he’d asked me out and I’d blurted my “Okay.”

      “I suppose I should’ve read past the part about asking for the parents’ permission,” Raphael muttered, his hand still holding mine. He looked at me, his eyes darker in the night. “What do people do on dates?”

      “At the risk of repeating myself, are you serious?” I asked, unable to stop myself from smiling.

      He shrugged. “I figured I’d take things one page at a time. I wasn’t sure you’d say yes.”

      “I don’t think you need a manual for going out on a date, as adorable as that might sound.”

      “Funny thing, I never thought anyone would associate the word ‘adorable’ with someone like me.” He chuckled. My stomach tied itself up in knots, as if part of me was yearning for more. I did understand that there were steps we needed to go through before we’d get to that. He’d gone to the trouble of studying human culture, just to make me feel comfortable, to create a familiar situation for me. Only, he’d gotten something wrong. I’d never been on a date before. I had no idea how to act in this scenario.

      “I do appreciate you reading about this,” I said. “It’s thoughtful and respectful.”

      “But I’m getting something wrong, aren’t I?”

      I stopped and gawked at him. “What do you mean?”

      He turned around in front of me, his height making my head tilt back in order to maintain eye contact. “I’m told it’s supposed to be an opportunity for us to get to know each other better, yet I’m speechless, and so are you. I assume it’s my fault, since you know more about human culture and dates than I do.”

      I sighed deeply. “I don’t,” I said, shaking my head. His brow furrowed with confusion. “I’ve never dated anyone before. I’m as new to this as you.”

      He scoffed, putting his hands on his hips. Judging by the look on his face, he was slightly irritated. As if wondering what came next, then, since we were both awfully new and inexperienced at this. I was positive that cultural papers and guides wouldn’t be able to make this any easier between us, because we were supernaturals caught in a war against the very elements of nature—any kind of dating was complicated between us. On top of that, our lack of romantic experience was a considerable wrench in itself.

      “I don’t like this,” he said. “At least before, I could talk to you. I don’t like the silence.”

      I didn’t mind it, but the insecurity that came with it was finally rearing its ugly head. This had the potential to go sideways, and the thought of going into tomorrow with any kind of animosity or the sense of a lost opportunity kicked me into sudden motion.

      “We need to get past the uncomfortable part,” I said, my gaze fixed on him with newfound courage. This was ridiculous. I couldn’t let myself be overwhelmed by a new situation. I’d stared death in the friggin’ face—how had I managed to get tangled in the awkwardness of a first date?

      “How do we do that?” he asked.

      Raphael was even hotter with this social ignorance. I wasn’t sure I’d find this kind of purity in anyone else. It made him into a beacon of sorts, in the back of my head—the dashing Perfect with eyes of different colors, a gorgeous body and noble character, a pair of pristine wings and a brilliant mind, yet a literal virgin.

      I pushed my heels up and wrapped my arms around his neck. Without another word, I kissed him, ever so softly. This was the uncomfortable thought—not the kiss itself, but the moments leading up to it, the many thoughts that anticipated it and that were responsible for the silence he loathed. It was time for me to step up. The first kiss had been surprisingly easy. The second, however, had taken a lot more work and courage…

      His heart thundered, clapping in my ears like a savage tropical storm. My whole being was enhanced, filled with energy I hadn’t experienced before. It came from the physical contact, as his arms coiled around my waist and tightened, pulling me close against him. My breath became ragged as he deepened the kiss, reacting to me in ways I’d only imagined.

      We fit together like two puzzle pieces, perfectly cut out for one another. I was molded against him like a second skin, taking it all in as I explored the myriad of sensations from his kiss. One of his hands moved up my back, fingers tracing my spine until they found my nape, and I shuddered in his embrace. His hand made its way higher, to the back of my head, pulling me even closer—for a second, I worried I might dissolve into him and vanish forever.

      Panting, he paused to look at me, his gaze darkening. The drumming of his heart continued its parade, the reverberations rippling through my ribcage, echoing everything he felt toward me in the simplest and most honest of rhythms. This moment was pure poetry, the kind that could easily bring me to tears, and I didn’t want it to stop.

      “This was the uncomfortable part?” he asked, as if I’d insulted him.

      I smiled softly. “No. Working up the courage to do it was.”

      “Ah. Yes. Good point,” he replied and kissed me again.

      Unlike before, there was a thread of tenderness intertwined with the movement of his lips against mine. We melted into one another, trying to breathe while we pressed forward with this relationship—that it was some kind of relationship, I knew for a fact. Whatever this was between Raphael and me… it ran deep, and it was serious. Powerful enough to make me want to move mountains and crush entire worlds, just so I’d never leave his side.

      What a peculiar creature he was. Bursting with curiosity and self-confidence, yet so sweetly ignorant in the affairs of love. I’d always thought I’d be with someone more experienced in the matter—once I got out more, anyway—but that seemed like such a distant idea, now. Ludicrous, even, since I’d clearly been programmed by the universe to be with Raphael. We belonged together, as weird and as mismatched as we were. The Vampire Nerd and the Perfect.

      “I like this part,” he whispered, his forehead pressed against mine, his lips moving against mine. “Can we find a way to just stop time and do more of this?”

      I giggled, my cheeks incandescent, my heart thriving on such sweet and honest words. “Or we could just kick the Hermessi’s asses six ways from Sunday and get back to this, as soon as we’re done saving the world.”

      He grinned, hands cupping my face now. I bit my lower lip, wondering about the course of events and decisions that had led to this point. We were both transfixed and open to so much more, with such little time left for just the two of us. “Sounds like a decent plan,” he said. “Can I show you something?”

      I nodded. In an instant, with the enthusiasm of a kid about to go down the world’s craziest water slide, he hugged me tight. His wings exploded behind him, and he took flight. I yelped as my field of vision shifted, with Raphael at the center. I held on tight, my fingers digging into his firm muscles, as he flew low above the shore.

      The breeze brushed past us, and I took deep, salty breaths to soothe my rampaging heart. Ocean was below me. The sky was above. Between them, Raphael and I shot through the air as if searching for the end of time and space.

      The thrill was forever embedded in my soul and in what would soon become my fondest memory. I found myself laughing, watching him torn between watching me and looking ahead—the latter quite necessary so we wouldn’t crash into something.

      As the minutes passed in flight, I began to relax a little, lowering one hand just so my fingers could touch the cool ocean water. I heard the splashing sound they made, and I felt the liquid caressing my fingertips like velvet.

      Soon enough, I brought one arm up and wrapped it around his neck, while the other stayed tight around his waist. He had me, though. I knew he wouldn’t drop me. I was his most precious cargo, and I could see that in his eyes.

      Without even realizing it, I cradled my face in the warm space between his shoulder and his neck, where smooth muscles converged beneath his porcelain skin. It felt so nice, I couldn’t stop myself from kissing it, timid in my endeavor. His breath got cut off, a reaction I understood he had no control over. We crashed into the water, suddenly shocked and befuddled.

      My temperature dropped as I swam back to the surface, my head piercing through with a loud gasp.

      “I’m so sorry!” Raphael croaked, a couple of yards away from me.

      He was quick to reach me and take me in his arms once more, while I laughed like a maniac. He frowned slightly, and that just made me laugh even harder. After a moment, a smile stretched his lips just from watching me, while I relished this flicker in time for as long as I could. I’d distracted him with my kiss. He’d taken the dive because of me, and knowing that I’d had such an effect on him made me feel drunk with a new kind of power.

      He gripped my hips firmly, likely realizing what was going through my head. It was enough to reduce me to silence, my body reacting to him like a blazing, controlled fire. I was helpless in his arms, yearning for more of everything that made him who he was.

      “At least it’s a memorable first date,” he added, his voice low and raspy, his attention captured by my lips.

      “May there be many more ahead,” I whispered, and he kissed me.

      This time was different, as well. The intensity was mind-numbing, his hunger impossible to sate. But I gave him everything I had, and he showered me with tenderness and passion, his tongue and hands exploring away like seasoned travelers—while his heart continued to give him away.

      We were new at this, yes. But we were fast learners, too. And there was one thing that could no longer be doubted. This thing between us… it had already grown to gigantic proportions. The only way was up from here, and I was more than ready for the ride. Losing myself in his kiss, I welcomed the madness and the danger that lay ahead. I was unbeatable and indestructible in a way that no other sentient being was.

      My heart was coated in Raphael, and that would outlive all of us.
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      Neraka was colder than ever, a sign that its Fire Hermessi—my friend, my ally, Ramin—was gone. There was a general feeling of fear and discomfort hanging in the air, clogging up our lungs and threatening to throw all the kingdoms into disarray.

      Zane had sent the message out to the entire planet. They knew that they wouldn’t be without fire for too long. But it didn’t make a single Nerakian feel any better, because they understood who was coming to replace Ramin. His treacherous son, Ledar. They’d been told about him and his newfound devotion to Brendel. Nobody wanted him here, but what could they do?

      Grief weighed me down, even as I lay in bed, lovingly lounging in Caspian’s arms. I’d cried for hours over Ramin, thinking that it was only a matter of time before the remaining flickers of fire would go out, and Neraka would begin its gradual freeze until Ledar’s arrival. With Ledar came hostility, as well. The feeling that this world had been overtaken by evil Hermessi, servants of Brendel and supporters of the ritual that would soon wipe everyone out. I sympathized with every single Nerakian who had protested, and I felt terrible for them.

      They couldn’t even migrate to another planet to get away from such awfulness. Every other world was in similar danger, for most of the Hermessi had been convinced that completing the ritual was the only way forward. The madness they displayed was appalling.

      I exhaled sharply, my eyes stinging from another round of tears. Caspian had been staying close to me, unwilling to let me out of his sight. Not that I could blame him, after my last adventure. I’d missed him like crazy, too, so my presence in his arms made all the sense in the world.

      “What is it?” he asked, his chin pressing gently on the top of my head.

      “Just thoughts.”

      “About Ramin?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      He’d had to put up with my somber mood, but he’d done his best to soothe me. He knew I needed time to process such a loss, and he didn’t push me in any way. I was lucky to have come across Caspian in this lifetime and was a much better person for it.

      “Brendel won’t go unpunished. You know that, right?” he said.

      “I guess.”

      “You gave Derek and Sofia everything you remembered from your mission with Ramin, including Yahwen’s location. Tebir is helping them. They’re going after the Hermessi children next.”

      I looked up, surprised I hadn’t heard this sooner. Then again, I’d been dozing on and off since the afternoon. Ramin’s loss had taken its toll on me. Caspian smiled gently.

      “Tebir came to Derek and Sofia, in The Shade. He offered to help them snatch the children,” he added, just to confirm. “They’re planning the details as we speak. Phoenix told me over the comms line a little while ago. You were finally asleep… I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, sitting up. Glancing down at him, I remembered how he’d snuck into my heart so quickly, the moment we’d met. Those broad shoulders, the dark hair, and the jade eyes were a breathtaking combination, especially when coupled with the enticing shape of his lips and his firm jawline. I was falling in love with Caspian all over again, harder than before, even. I should leave my body more often if that’s how the return feels. “It’s a good plan. Taking the kids, I mean. It won’t do much for Ledar, but… I don’t know, I guess him taking over is better than Neraka freezing to death before the game is over.”

      “I get it. He’s scum, and he betrayed Ramin. I wouldn’t welcome him with arms wide open, either,” Caspian replied. “No one wants him here, from what Zane told me. But you’re right. Better than planetary death.”

      “I’d do anything to bring Ramin back, but I don’t even know if that’s possible, or where I could start. On Strava, once the flames dimmed, only hours passed before they died out completely. Brann was destroyed, and I suppose the same happened to Ramin.”

      Caspian frowned, checking the grandfather clock across the room, beautifully sculpted with obsidian and gold. “Wait, babe… Hold on, when did the attack occur?”

      I followed his gaze and did the math in my head. “Eleven hours? Maybe more? I don’t remember when I got back, exactly.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, something like that. Yet the fire hasn’t died out completely.”

      “Oh…” I murmured, realizing the implication. “For Brann, the demise was much quicker.”

      Something scratched against the stone, somewhere by the window. We turned our heads to find an Ekar bird settled on the windowsill, looking at us with its big, beady amber eyes. Its plumage was superb, a fiery red that fanned out with a pair of majestic wings. These were rare creatures, mostly used by Manticores to send out messages.

      “Maybe Pheng-Pheng sent him?” I asked, my voice barely audible, unable to take my eyes off the Ekar bird. The Manticore princess had once had an Ekar named Ramin—who’d later turned out to be the Fire Hermessi, and what a revelation that had been… I’d thought she’d raised another Ekar by now, and I figured this might be it, but there was something oddly familiar about it.

      The way it stared at me was eerie, causing a strange tickle in my throat.

      “There’s no message strap,” Caspian replied, pointing at the Ekar’s talons. Normally, there would’ve been a leather strap with a small cylinder in which the Manticores placed their message scrolls. He was right, this Ekar didn’t have a message for us.

      For a moment, I wondered if my wildest thought had come to life, somehow. Could this be?

      “Babe, I think it’s—” I tried to say, but Ramin’s voice in my head made me freeze.

      It’s me, Harper.

      Caspian gave me a worried look, as I’d gripped the blanket beneath us tight in both hands. My knuckles were white, my eyes widening as I continued to stare at the Ekar bird. “Harper?” he asked me, pushing himself into a seated position next to me. “What is it?”

      It’s me. I’m still here, Ramin said.

      “Oh my God!” I blurted and jumped out of bed. My feet almost burned with excitement and relief, and I hopped around as if the floor had been covered in hot coals. I squealed like the most delighted little girl in the history of ever. “It’s Ramin! Caspian, it’s him! He’s alive! He’s still…” I came to a sudden halt, realizing something. “But the flames are down, and he’s in Ekar form… He’s not… I don’t think he’s okay.”

      Caspian frowned at Ramin. “You can hear him?” he asked.

      “Yeah, in my head. Our connection is still here, I guess,” I replied, nodding energetically.

      I’m not well. Ramin sighed.

      “This is some twisted miracle,” Caspian muttered, understandably astonished.

      We need to talk, the Fire Hermessi of Neraka added.

      “Tell me about it,” I whispered.

      A flurry of emotions stormed through me, mercilessly confusing me. A thousand possible scenarios about Ramin and his potential demise went about, toying with my attention. Was he really here? I wasn’t imagining this, right? How come he was still alive? What was he doing in Ekar form? Was Ledar still coming to take his place?

      Most importantly, what would Ledar do once he figured out that Ramin had somehow refused to die? So many questions that I was about to bombard Ramin with, until I smiled and breathed an honest sigh of relief. The questions could wait another moment or two, because I was positive Ramin would tell me all I needed to know.

      For the time being, I was just thankful to have my friend back. Happy that a powerful ally had not been lost—at least not yet. Eager to do whatever it took to make sure Ramin stayed with us, too. To make sure that his death would no longer be a possibility.

      Neraka needed him. GASP needed him. Above all, I needed him.
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      Fiona and Zane were close by, as the daemon king’s mother was looking after baby Sophia. They were quick to join us once they heard about Ramin. The four of us sat on the edge of the bed, while Ramin kept to his windowsill, occasionally using his beak to clear out some of his molting feathers. We waited patiently for a few minutes, as he seemed quite busy preening himself—a side of him I hadn’t seen before. It made me smile.

      “Is he saying anything?” Fiona asked, watching him carefully. It turned out I was the only one who could hear him in this form of his, not that it had come as an absolute surprise. Our bond had made any form of communication between us quite normal.

      I shook my head. “Ramin, how are you still alive?”

      “A little-known fact about Ekars,” he said to me, raising his head, “is that they were first made from the pink waters. They reproduced on their own afterward, but the powers of the pure, primordial fluid flows through them.”

      “He says Ekars were initially made from the pink waters,” I relayed his words to Fiona and shifted my focus back to him. “Like the Shills, you mean?”

      “Yes, but not for that type of purpose. I made the Ekars shortly after I came to be, and I understood what the pink water did. My bond with them transcends time, space, and biology itself. They’re like little living batteries for my Hermessi nature, hence why I am able to nestle inside them for years on end.”

      “Whoa…” I managed. “You knew you’d need them to fall back on or what?”

      “Not at all. I just wanted to see what I could create from the primordial liquids of Neraka. Their ability to hold my fire is a fortunate coincidence.”

      I repeated his account to the others and found myself wondering, “Ramin, did you know you had this Ekar thing as an option? You must’ve, right?” I asked him.

      “I did. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It was better if everyone thought I was dying, but I’m here now,” he said. “I sought refuge inside the bird after the Hermessi attacked me. They don’t know about the Ekar birds’ ability. They can sense me, but, since they think I’m close to the end, they won’t bother looking for me… someone else will.”

      “What do you mean?” I replied.

      “I’m weak, Harper. I’m still alive, but I have no way of returning to my full form. Ledar will soon come to replace me, and he will have to find me and kill me in order to inherit all my knowledge and become the next Fire Hermessi of Neraka.”

      Upon hearing this from me, Caspian frowned. “So, how do we save you?” he asked Ramin.

      “I’m not sure you can,” the Fire Hermessi said to me. “I came to say a proper goodbye.”

      I shot to my feet, anger coursing through me. “Hell no! You’re not dying on my watch!”

      “It may be inevitable, I’m afraid. I am powerless against an attack, especially one coming from the Hermessi and my son. They will eagerly support him in delivering the final blow to secure his inheritance.”

      “No, it’s not right!” I snapped. “Ramin, you didn’t come here to say goodbye! You could’ve left me thinking you were dead, had you had no intention of saving yourself. No, you came here with a subconscious desire to be helped, and I will do anything I can to save you. There’s no way I’m letting Neraka fall into the hands of ritual loyalists!”

      Catching on to the subject of our telepathic conversation, Zane cleared his throat, demanding our attention. “Surely, there is something we can do? I mean, isn’t there a way to help Ramin out of his Ekar form and back into his badass Fire Hermessi form?”

      I glanced at Ramin. Even in his bird disguise, he couldn’t exactly hide from me. I could tell, from the way he blinked softly at me, that he was searching for a way back. He wasn’t ready to call it quits yet, and neither was I.

      “There is no good way to save me,” he finally said to me.

      That came with a hidden meaning, and he’d chosen those words carefully, as if to make sure he wasn’t the one who suggested it, directly. He was making me say it, and given how badly I wanted him to survive this, I played along. “Is there a bad way?” I murmured, bracing myself for whatever the answer would be.

      Behind him, I could see the city of Infernis unraveling with dark towers and black stone houses. Beyond, the lava lakes glowed orange beneath the domed ceiling, with support pillars scattered across, uniting it with the ground level. Spiraling staircases worked their way up into the escape hatches. I remembered using those once, back when we were still dangerous intruders in the sorrowful kingdom of Shaytan. It seemed like such a long time ago. I actually missed the simplicity of that conflict. All we’d had to deal with, back then, had been soul-eating Exiled Maras and daemons. In hindsight, despite the dangers and the near-death experiences, it had all been manageable.

      This was bigger than all of us, and I was amazed by the nature of our conversations today. Now, we were discussing ways to save a Hermessi, a natural element—an entity we knew little to nothing about to begin with. But Ramin had helped save us, more than once. I owed him the same.

      “There is,” he said, after a minute of heavy silence.

      “Well, what is it, then?” I asked, my hand gripping Caspian’s. He’d understood how much Ramin meant to me, and he was with me on this, all the way to the very end, whatever that might be.

      “I would need a few allies to assist me.” Ramin sighed. “I’m pretty much defenseless. Right now, even your sword could kill me. Therefore, I wouldn’t be able to do it on my own.”

      “We have to help him,” I said.

      “Count us in,” Fiona replied.

      “And I can easily bring my army in, if necessary,” Zane added.

      “What do we have to do?” I asked Ramin.

      “I cannot take on a Hermessi child on my own, but you can,” he said.

      “You mean Ledar?”

      “Yes. I need his Hermessi energy. I doubt you’d be able to subdue a full Hermessi, but you can capture Ledar and hold him down,” Ramin explained. “There’s an ancient spell I can use, one our kind made exactly for something like this, for a weakened Hermessi. Normally, I’d be able to replenish my form from a willing brother or sister. In this case, however, none are available for this endeavor, so I must use that same spell to draw power from my son. I admit, I’m not comfortable with the thought.”

      “He betrayed you, Ramin. Pardon me if I don’t feel sorry for him,” I grumbled. “Will it kill him?”

      The Ekar bird shook its head. “No. It will remove the Hermessi thread inside him. He’ll become a regular daemon, so to speak. I will be without an heir.”

      “Well, your heir is coming over to kill you.” I scoffed. “So we’re going to help you pin him down, so you can take his power,” I added, and brought the others up to speed on what he’d just told me.

      “I am down with that,” Fiona replied. “We’ll help capture the dweeb, and we’ll assist with the spell, too, if needed.”

      “Agreed. Good plan,” I said. “Ledar made his bed, and now he has to sleep in it.”

      “I made him so he’d take my place someday,” Ramin muttered. “This feels wrong.”

      “I’m pretty sure you made him without thinking the ritual would be revived again,” I retorted. “And I’m even more certain that you didn’t have a son expecting him to turn against you with such ease. I’m sorry, Ramin, but you are better off surviving as Neraka’s Hermessi. Your world needs you, and so do we. Provided we survive this, you’re more than free to go out and find another Nerakian to bear a child.”

      “One he should be close to, though.” Zane chuckled. “The absent father number clearly didn’t do Ledar much good.”

      The Ekar lowered its feathery head. “The daemon king is right. I should’ve been there for Ledar. I should’ve let him know me, ever since he was a child. Maybe he wouldn’t have bought in to Brendel’s insanity as quickly or as easily…”

      “You can’t change the past,” I said. “But you can make sure there is a future for you to try again.”

      Silence settled over the room for a while. The warm currents from the city were scarce and weak now, barely moving the red organza curtains that adorned most of the residential chambers in the palace. The chill was ever present, seeping into everyone’s bones and preparing us for the impending death of the planet’s Fire Hermessi. Not going to happen. Not on my watch.

      “You have a dangerous challenge ahead,” Ramin replied. “You would have to capture and subdue Ledar as soon as he arrives. We must draw him away from the other Hermessi, for they will certainly be expecting him, and we must put Devil’s Weed on him so they won’t come looking for him.”

      Upon hearing these details from me, Zane got up, hands on his narrow hips—a stark contrast to his broad and muscular shoulders. I’d yet to get used to the height different between him and Fiona. My cousin was so slim and petite compared to the bulky daemon king, yet perhaps fiercer and even more dangerous.

      “Cool. So, we need a plan for this,” Zane said. “And we need it now.”

      “I’m game,” Caspian replied. “It does make me feel more useful, given what our world is dealing with.”

      I walked over to Ramin, noticing the ruby-like shimmer of his long tailfeathers. “There you have it. We’re saving your ass.”

      “And I am humbled and grateful,” he said. “I only hope this succeeds. Ledar might have learned a few tricks along the way, so I ask that you do not underestimate him. His daemon nature is wired for survival, and he’ll take the removal of his Hermessi power as a sort of death, for sure. I know how Brendel’s charm works. I know how she made him feel. She tried the same with me, once, and I almost believed her.”

      “We’ve taken down monsters before, much more powerful than a beefed-up Hermessi child,” I replied. “We’ll handle Ledar, and we’ll get you back on your feet.”

      “Mind you, I will not be fully restored from a Hermessi child, but I will have more strength than now,” Ramin warned me.

      “It’s better than you being stuck inside a bird, waiting to die.”

      That much was true. I dreaded a world where Neraka didn’t have Ramin as its Fire Hermessi. I feared losing a true friend, as well. Most importantly, I loathed the thought of Brendel killing any more of our allies, of taking them away from us and crushing them under the pretext of “cleansing” the universe. Her folly had to be brought to an end.

      Too many lives were at stake, and not just ours. There were trillions of innocent animals out there, sky-reaching trees, and wonders of nature that had sprung up over the centuries, for millennia on end. They all deserved a future. The natural cycle had to be maintained, and the Hermessi were supposed to make sure of that, instead of tearing it apart.

      Our time was coming, whether Brendel liked it or not, and, while Taeral and his crew went out to get Death what she needed to stop the ritual, I had to do everything in my power to help from this angle. Saving Ramin gave our resistance a greater fighting chance ahead.
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      Zeriel spent the night sleeping next to my crystal casing. Arwen had brought over a sleeping bag for him, after she’d noticed he wasn’t going anywhere after midnight. I didn’t mind it one bit, as I’d gotten to spend more time with him. I’d been too weak to try to communicate again, but it didn’t matter to him.

      Just knowing that I was there, seeing and hearing him, had been a greater comfort than anything else. It soothed me, too, to have him near me. It kept my mind busy enough not to wander off into the realms of frustration, where thoughts of my inability to help them or myself had been reigning senselessly for days on end. Zeriel kept me calm.

      Fortunately, Rudolph had also been quiet. My substitute Reaper had not been happy with having to babysit me, along with Caia—whom he refused to let me see. He’d spent the first hour complaining about Seeley and about how he always put his colleagues in such difficult situations. His frustration had simmered down, quietly, upon his noticing that I wasn’t even listening.

      The sanctuary was quiet, though I’d heard Arwen and Brock talking about a dinner in the grand hall, with Derek, Sofia, and the other founders—it included Taeral’s crew and a surprise appearance from Tebir, the local Earth Hermessi. No specific details had made it back to us. I was dying to know what they’d talked about, but I knew they’d clarify everything soon enough.

      Outside, the night was still the master of The Shade, but the non-vampires’ body clocks were still functioning. Zeriel’s breathing was slow and even, but his rapid eye movements had decreased—a sign that he’d be waking up in a short while. He was an early riser, like me.

      I didn’t even realize Seeley had come back until he cleared his throat to make me turn around. I gasped at the sight of him standing next to Rudolph, who’d crossed his arms in protest.

      “It took you a while,” the substitute Reaper grumbled.

      “I saw Death,” Seeley said, looking at me. “I can tell you what had irked me earlier, now.” And he did. I learned all about Ben and Grace’s encounter, aided by Kelara, who’d allowed them to see each other. I learned about the hug and how it strengthened some of the links on their life-chains. And I was speechless. Hopeful, but speechless. “I wanted to talk to Death about it, and I did. Pleased to report I come with slightly better news than I’d hoped.”

      “Wait, you saw Death?” Rudolph asked, his breath stuck in his throat.

      Suddenly, an eerie silence settled over the sanctuary, as if all the spirits and Reapers present, whom I couldn’t see, all had their eyes on him, waiting for the juicy details. Judging by the astonished look on Rudolph’s face, I could tell that Seeley’s encounter with Death was extremely rare.

      “How… She allowed you near her?!” Rudolph squealed, unable to control the pitch in his voice. Sweat burst in tiny beads all over his face.

      Seeley nodded, his gaze fixed on me. “She did.”

      “Only a few of us have been allowed to see her,” Rudolph mumbled. “I didn’t think you’d pull it off…”

      “You continue to underestimate me, then,” Seeley answered, and raised his voice, likely for all the other Reapers to hear him. “I’ve spoken to Death about the spirits in our care. She’s authorized us to reveal all the fae souls to each other. The spiritual isolation ends now.”

      The announcement boomed across the hall, and not without an effect. First, the Reapers showed themselves. They all wore Earthly uniforms like Seeley’s—the black suits, white shirts, black ties, and perfectly polished shoes. They looked as though they’d just come off the Creepy Agents of Death assembly line, each of them eyeing Seeley nervously.

      “Are you sure?” a female Reaper with a long black ponytail asked, gripping her scythe tightly enough for her knuckles to turn white.

      “I didn’t come here to fabricate lies, Kelara,” Seeley replied, his tone clipped. “You all have a telepathic connection to her. You can all gather the courage to ask her yourselves, if you don’t believe me.”

      A big, blond-haired Reaper stepped forward, hands in his pants pockets. “So, our rules are no longer valid?”

      “They were Reaper-made rules,” Seeley replied. “Useless in these circumstances. Even toxic, for that matter, especially after what we saw earlier. Kelara and Malleus know this very well.”

      “He’s right,” Kelara said, looking at the others. “Fae spirits touching has a peculiar effect. Most of you saw it earlier. And I’m sure most of us can agree that the Hermessi’s doings are anything but part of the natural order.”

      “It’s time we shed these stiff rules,” Seeley added. “Allow the fae to see each other, and let’s find out if contact between them truly helps slow the Hermessi’s influence down.”

      Excitement came over me in electric waves. I was ready to jump around, brimming with joy like nothing I’d felt before. It stemmed from the fickle thread of hope that I’d been holding on to upon learning of Ben and Grace’s embrace and its effect on their life-chains. Looking down at mine, I saw that it wouldn’t be long until I succumbed to the Hermessi’s influence and died, so anything we had to push that dreaded moment as far off as possible, I was more than happy to take.

      The Reapers nodded slowly and raised their scythes in a single, collective move. The curved blades glinted in the rays of moonlight that came from the glass ceiling above. They whispered something, and, a few moments later, the sanctuary revealed its secrets.

      I covered my mouth with both hands, my eyes bulging at the sight before me. Hundreds of fae, translucent and tethered to their bodies with blackening life-chains, like me. I didn’t know all of them, but those I held dearest were quick to pop up into my field of vision.

      “Ben!” I yelped, waving at him.

      He turned around and smiled, equally ecstatic. Grace showed up, almost out of nowhere, and jumped into his arms. Light burst between them, their chains clinking and glowing. Only then did I see the effect—another link on each had begun to shed the blackness, returning to the healthy, amber sheen.

      “Mom!” I heard Vita cry out.

      Grace and Ben moved around the crystal casings and eagerly hugged Vita and Caia. I stood there, teary-eyed, watching the scene unfold. Golden lights shone through as more fae discovered each other and got closer. Every touch, every hug, and every kiss fought the blackness on the life-chain links. It fell off like dry rust, leaving glowing chains to connect the fae to their bodies.

      I couldn’t move, my aching heart swelling at the sight of much-needed relief. They’d all been isolated, like me, unable to speak to one another, unable to hold their loved ones… They must’ve suffered, being apart like this.

      “This is incredible,” Caia exclaimed and ran to me.

      She wrapped her arms around me, and I felt my entire being tingle, as the same light I’d seen between them finally emerged from my life-chain, as well. I heard the crackle of blackness as it fell off, landing on the floor in dark flakes. We both looked down and laughed.

      “I can’t tell you how much I wanted to see you all,” I said, looking at her, at Ben, at Grace and Vita. I couldn’t get enough of them now—all of us stuck here in this spiritual limbo, in the same room for so long, yet only now able to see each other.

      “You scoundrels! I knew you wouldn’t be too far away!” Lucas’s voice boomed through the sanctuary.

      We all turned around to see him, joined by Kailyn—she seemed stunned and shaken, and I figured she’d not seen her Reaper until now. She’d had no idea we were all here. I felt sorry for her. Not knowing in a state like ours was simply awful. At least I and, apparently, the Novak bloodline had been aware of our suited companions.

      The jingle of life-chains tickled my ears and delighted my soul as we shared another round of hugs and well wishes. We laughed and encouraged each other, emphasizing that our journey wasn’t over, not by a thousand years, even. I could see Kailyn relaxing gradually, as one of the links on her life-chain shed its blackness.

      “You look all surly and ready to punch someone in the face.” Ben chuckled, gripping his uncle by the shoulders.

      Lucas scoffed and pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s because my Reaper, Sidyan, over there, is a complete schmuck who’s kept me in the dark about you all!”

      “I thought I was weirdly special for being able to see my Reaper,” I said. “Now, I see all you Novaks can see your Reapers, too.”

      Kelara sighed, resisting an eye-roll. “You’re a four-element fae, Vesta, powerful enough for your spirit to see your Reaper. The Novak fae are… yes, special, I suppose. Ben and Lucas cheated Death, so we’d make ourselves seen to them, whether they would be able to see us or not… as for Grace, Vita and Caia… Yes, you can pin that on their Novak genes.”

      “I cheated Death, too,” Kailyn replied. “And yet I didn’t see my Reaper until now.”

      “Emera,” her Reaper said, introducing herself. Kailyn gave her a timid nod in return.

      “You’re not a Novak, and you’re not as powerful either,” Seeley shot back, aiming a smirk at Kailyn. “I’m kidding. That’s not on you. Emera’s a little shy.”

      Indeed, Kailyn’s Reaper blushed, lowering her head.

      “Don’t worry, Great-Uncle Lucas,” Grace said. “Malleus didn’t tell me anything, either, until Kelara showed me my dad.”

      Ben took her in his arms, as if fearful he might lose her again. Given how unpredictable this near-death state of ours was, he wasn’t being at all paranoid. Heck, he and Lucas had been ghosts, once. They understood this better than most of us, for sure, as did Kailyn.

      “I had to obey the rules,” Malleus said, his brow furrowed and his jaw wide and square.

      “Yeah, I know. You’re all suckers for rules,” I replied dryly, and gave Seeley a sideways smirk. I would’ve hugged him, too, but I didn’t want him to come across as soft to the other Reapers. I figured he had a rep to maintain. “Thank you for this.”

      Seeley bowed politely. “Least I could do. I should thank you, in fact. Your persistence opened my eyes,” he said. “I’m not sure how much this will help, but it’s better than nothing.”

      Vita looked down at her life-chain. “It’s cleaned up two of my links, so far. It’s definitely something!”

      “Just don’t expect it to work all the time, or on everyone,” Emera cut in. She wore her brown hair short, in deep contrast with her pale skin and cherry-red lips. Kailyn had a hard time taking her eyes off of her. Unlike the rest of us, Aiden’s wife had been in the dark, basically, and barely able to speak at the sight of all of us together, along with our Reapers.

      “What do you mean?” Kailyn asked. Emera seemed a lot more delicate than the other Reapers. Kelara stood out with cold fierceness, for example. Despite the fact that Emera had not revealed herself to Kailyn until now, there was a timid familiarity between them, as if Kailyn had, perhaps, sensed her. It wouldn’t have taken her long to understand the state that she was in, and the humans’ lore was rife with stories of death and Reapers and lost spirits. It wouldn’t have been hard to put two and two together. Besides, Seeley had told me a while back that Reapers could easily and discretely suggest their presence, without revealing themselves. The expression on Kailyn’s face didn’t illustrate shock or bewilderment, but rather a faint “I knew I wasn’t alone!”.

      “Look over there,” Emera said, pointing at a group of fae spirits on the opposite end of the hall, closer to the doors. They seemed rather distraught and confused, repeatedly hugging one another without any effect. Their life-chains remained the same, with only two or three links left before the blackness would take over. Before they would… die. “They’re not all as fortunate as you, I’m afraid,” Emera added.

      “But why?” I asked, feeling a pang of a maybe-survivor’s guilt, all of a sudden. “Why do we get these links back, and they can’t?”

      “It might have something to do with heritage,” a male Reaper said, staying close to Vita.

      “Tomassin may be on to something,” Seeley interjected. “You’re all Novaks, for example. There’s a common bloodline in you, and a voracious appetite for life, in general.”

      “Hear, hear.” Lucas chuckled, wearing a devilish grin.

      “Yeah, you, Kailyn, and Ben are anomalies,” Kelara snapped, pursing her lips. The irritation was obvious. “I doubt that’s what my esteemed colleague meant. You cheated Death!”

      Seeley smirked, cocking his head to the side for a moment. “Actually, I mean them, too. Though Kailyn married into the Novak clan. Oh, and let’s not forget Vesta, here, who will not go away, no matter what. I’m willing to guarantee it. She will haunt the crap out of The Shade until the end of time.”

      I blushed, fire igniting beneath the surface of my spiritual form.

      “Attagirl,” Lucas chimed in, giving me an appreciative nod.

      “It’s a weird time, when we’re joking about death like this,” Grace murmured, holding her father tight. “I don’t want us to die. I don’t want any of us to get kicked out of our bodies by the Hermessi.”

      “So, you think it’s got more to do with the will to live, maybe?” Ben asked Seeley, keeping the conversation focused on the fae who’d yet to recover any of the links on their life-chains.

      “I’m inclined to say yes,” Seeley replied. “Will to live, probably genetic heritage, too, like Tomassin suggested. Either way, what matters is that it works, at least for most of you.”

      “Look at you, all optimistic,” I muttered.

      He scowled at me. “Would you rather go back to what it was like before?”

      “Nope,” I said with a flat smile. “I’m good.”

      Sidyan sighed, drawing our attention. “Okay. So, what now, then?” he asked. “We let them see each other, but it won’t save them. At best, they’ve gained a couple more days on top of whatever time they had left, and I doubt that’ll do much to diminish the Hermessi’s current power. All we’ve managed to do with this is slow them down a bit. The number of influenced fae will continue to grow until the five million mark is hit.”

      “They might notice, though,” Kelara said. “The Hermessi might sense the stall.”

      “They won’t be able to do anything about it, since they can’t come after us. They’ll keep spreading their influence, intensifying their efforts against Taeral and his crew, even, but that’s about it. As for us, we will continue to help the fae stay alive for as long as possible,” Seeley replied. “Death’s directive. She doesn’t want the Hermessi to complete their ritual, and, until she is able to do something about it herself, she’s asking us for our support. We’ll do whatever we can to stop the life-chains from blackening completely.”

      “Reaper magic included?” Rudolph asked.

      “Yes. We are not all-powerful, but we can still help,” Seeley replied.

      Sidyan scoffed. “We can’t do all the work. You said so yourself, the fae’s will to live is clearly important here.”

      “It will be the only thing standing between the Hermessi and the fae’s bodies as their conduits,” Kelara said. “Their will to survive this.”

      “Then it’s not looking good for Crane, for example,” Lucas grumbled, his gaze fixed on a water fae I recognized from The Shade’s GASP base. He had one glowing link left, and no amount of fae spirit contact had fixed it. Crane had settled on the floor next to his crystal casing, hopelessly gazing around. The others tried to comfort him, but he gave them weak smiles before politely pushing them away.

      “What if his life-chain goes full black before the five million mark is hit?” I asked, counting that scenario, too.

      Tomassin shrugged. “We don’t know.”

      “Were any of you present during the previous ritual attempt?” Ben asked, glancing at our Reapers. They all shook their heads, except Sidyan.

      Lucas raised an eyebrow at him. “You were involved, buddy?”

      “Why are you calling me ‘buddy?’ We definitely don’t like each other,” Sidyan replied.

      “Sidyan, you witnessed the past ritual attempt?” Seeley cut in, genuinely surprised.

      The old Reaper sighed. To be fair, he didn’t look old, but rather like he was in his early twenties. He must’ve died young before becoming an agent of Death. “I saw some of it, yes,” he said. “But Death didn’t let it get this far. It’s all new to me, too.”

      “We should keep an eye on Crane, then,” Kelara suggested.

      “I agree,” Rudolph chimed in, surprisingly more enthusiastic than minutes earlier, before the fae’s revelation. “If Crane dies, the Hermessi will certainly try to push through his body. They won’t be able to do much until the ritual is completed, but I’m sure he’ll be a serious liability and a destructive force.”

      “What can we do?” Grace asked. “I know Crane, he’s a good soul. He’s had bad luck in love, and his life hadn’t been the easiest prior to his arrival in The Shade, but I know he wouldn’t want to give up so easily.”

      “It’s his will to live,” Seeley reminded her. “There has to be a part of him that no longer has the strength to fight this. You can try talking to him, encouraging him… whatever you think might work. But you should all be aware that it may not do anything. What we’ve accomplished here, now, is only a short-term fix, like Sidyan said.”

      Seconds passed in silence as we all stared at Crane. He seemed resigned to his own fate, and I wondered what had led to such a state of mind. Then again, the Reapers had spent the past week preparing us for death. Maybe his Reaper’s words had gotten to him a little too well. Perhaps he was ready to move on already—but the timing couldn’t be worse, because we were all hanging by a thread, and we needed to keep the Hermessi’s influence at bay for long enough for Taeral and his crew to bring Thieron back to Death.

      “I need to talk to you,” Seeley said to me. “Alone.”

      Looking around, I had a hard time finding a spot where we’d actually be alone. My spirit was still tied to my body; we couldn’t exactly go out for a walk outside the sanctuary. But that wasn’t the biggest issue—the look on his face worried me. Whatever he had to tell me, I doubted it was anything good. Then again, that was Seeley’s signature move. He gave you the good news, and then he slapped you hard with the bad news.
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      I didn’t like the idea of leaving Vesta here, but Death had given me an important mission. And I was of more use out there, shadowing Taeral and his crew, than here, waiting for Vesta to die—the one thing I wanted to do everything in my power to stop from happening. I’d grown fond of the little fae. Her spunk and thirst for life were incredible. Her determination and wit were unparalleled, if I were to be honest. I’d met millions of creatures in my life as a Reaper, from different species and cultural backgrounds, yet none had had Vesta’s impact on me.

      In the span of a few days, she’d managed to mobilize me and, by extension, the entire Reaper ensemble, into a solid reaction against the Hermessi and their ritual. That didn’t put me in the greatest of lights, I realized, as it had taken this one frightened and angry fae to make me accept the hard truth, that what the Hermessi were doing was unnatural and evil, and certainly not something that Death would’ve normally allowed.

      Thanks to Vesta, I’d gone out and learned the truth about Thieron. So, yes, I cared for her, deeply. However, I was needed elsewhere. I gently pulled her away from the Novaks, just so we’d get a little bit of privacy, while she watched me with understandable concern.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing more than the usual,” I said, motioning around us. “But I can’t stay. Death has assigned me somewhere else, so Rudolph will continue to watch over you in the meantime.”

      Her jaw dropped. “What? Why?! No…”

      “I’m doing this for you, believe me,” I replied. “I’m of more use out there than in here.”

      The nervous hissing of ghouls rippled through the sanctuary. Some of the Reapers mobilized and stationed themselves in the doorway, their scythes out and ready to strike. The fae’s spiritual energy was brighter now, fueled by the excitement and relief of being able to see each other. That also had an effect on the hungry ghouls outside.

      “Yeah, about that…” Vesta muttered, nervously eyeing the doorway.

      “They’re not coming in,” I said to her. “You’re safe in here, at least for as long as you have glowing links on your life-chain.”

      “Where are you going? Will you be back?” she asked, and bit her lower lip, as if formulating her own answers in her head, none of which seemed to please her. For all her strength and spunk, she’d become attached to me. I probably gave her a sense of potential in a dimension where she was practically defenseless, with no one but her Reaper to help her survive.

      “I shouldn’t tell you, but if I do, I suppose it’ll help you keep your mind sharp, going forward,” I replied. “Death assigned me to watch over Taeral and his crew. I won’t be able to keep them safe and alive if things get too hairy, but I’ll be there to help them where possible. We need to get Thieron back in Death’s hands. You know your survival depends on it.”

      She thought about it for a moment and nodded. “Okay. Yeah. You’re right. They need you more, for sure.”

      “And I’ll be back. Should the worst-case scenario come to happen, I’ll be here to reap you myself. You’re my charge, and I won’t leave you on your own,” I said. Sadness lowered her gaze, and I felt compelled to put my hands on her shoulders. Touching a spirit was always a strange experience, but one I rather enjoyed. I was practically dead, too. My physical contact options were woefully limited. “In the meantime, I’ll do my best to save you and everyone else.”

      “I get it. It’s not something I like or will ever accept, but… you know…”

      I smiled. “I do. While I’m gone, can you promise me one thing?”

      It was a long shot, but worth trying, nonetheless.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Try not to get on Rudolph’s nerves too much.” I chuckled. “He’s a decent fella, and I’m already stretching the favor he owes me. Go easy on him. He’ll do his job; he’ll keep you safe. He’ll tackle an army of ghouls, if he has to.”

      She gave me a half-smile. “I’ll do my best. Can I ask you something, now?” I nodded, bracing myself for a difficult request—it was in her nature to make my job incredibly complicated, but I’d already come to accept that from Vesta. In her way, she was unique. “Any chance you can make the living see us, too?”

      “Oh, wow… no,” I said. “That is still a hard rule. Death doesn’t want the living and the dead talking, regardless of the circumstances. It makes moving on much harder for the spirits and letting go more painful for those they leave behind.”

      “But you’re trying to save us.”

      “And if I fail? If the ritual happens, and you die? What then? Death doesn’t bring people back to life. The rules will still apply.”

      “Ben came back,” she mumbled, pouting like a little girl. “And Lucas—”

      “They cheated. That was a loophole that has long since been closed, Vesta. Don’t push it. I managed to get you this much; don’t ask for the impossible,” I said firmly. Drawing a deep breath, I chose a softer tone. “I’ll be back, and hopefully, you won’t have to ask a Reaper such questions again. My job now is to make sure you get to live a long and natural life.”

      She seemed to accept my response, but I knew that, deep down, she was already making plans for how to bring this up with Rudolph or some other, more flexible Reapers. Vesta was likely to drag Ben, Lucas, Kailyn, Caia, Vita, and Grace into this, as well. She didn’t respond well to “no,” in general. While I found that admirable, it could also be dangerous.

      Rudolph had a clue as to what Vesta was capable of, but without me here, I worried he might end up doing her bidding. On one hand, it worried me, because the punishment for breaking such rules would befall me, not her and not Rudolph, since Vesta was my charge, even with Rudolph watching her. On the other hand, I was a bit curious, even slightly eager to see what she’d be able to pull off. I wasn’t one to budge easily, yet she’d managed to make me go to Hellym and kill Yamani before other Reapers could intervene—though it would’ve been too late, had I not gotten involved.

      “You be careful out there,” she whispered. I welcomed the warmth and the concern. I’d not felt in a very long time.

      “I’ll see you in a bit,” I said, smiling, and made myself vanish.

      As far as Vesta was concerned, I was no longer here. No one else could see me, either. Not the Reapers or the spirits they guarded. Death had tapped the blade of my scythe during our meeting on Mortis. She’d given me this enhanced ability so I could steer clear of anything and anyone, if needed—including the Hermessi and the Reapers. I wondered why she’d made it possible for me to hide from Reapers. They were my people. I had nothing to fear from them.

      Vesta was quick to go back to the Novaks, while I took a few minutes to observe them, quietly. Ben seemed hopeful, fawning over his daughter and granddaughters. Kailyn kept looking around, hoping to see Aiden or at least Hunter, sometime soon. Both had been quite busy, and they hadn’t had as much time to be with her in the sanctuary. In their defense, they’d been active against the Hermessi and their death cults, likely unable to stay in one place, not even by Kailyn’s side, until they stopped this ritual. I understood their mindset well.

      Lucas, unsurprisingly, was grouchy and still unwilling to go down easily. Even if the Hermessi won, I had a hard time seeing him go into the next world without any form of protest. I could see Lucas wandering through a new world for thousands of years, as fearful of death now as before. He had that in common with the rest of his fae clan and Vesta. They insisted it was the love of life that kept them here, but… in the end, it wasn’t. The fear of the unknown was much more powerful. They had no idea what waited on the other side, and it wasn’t in our power to tell them. Dying took a leap of faith that not everyone had.

      “We can’t just stand here,” Lucas said, his voice low. The Reapers were always nearby, but they did allow the fae some personal space, which Vesta and the Novaks used as best as they could—by congregating and discussing ways for them to get more involved against the Hermessi. “We’re useless right now.”

      “What do you suggest? We’re practically ghosts!” Vita said. The fae with one link left was surrounded by other spirits, each of them trying to boost his morale. There wasn’t much else that Vesta and the Novaks could do, in that regard. Vita was right—they didn’t have other things to do. I squirmed, imagining the onset of boredom as one waited to be rescued or, worse even, die. I wouldn’t have wished it upon my enemies, let alone these innocent creatures.

      “I don’t know. I was hoping one of you had an idea,” he replied.

      Vesta shrugged. “I managed to let Zeriel know I’m here. I even answered some yes or no questions. We could work on that, maybe?”

      “To what end? Friendly conversation?” Lucas said irritably, visibly displeased.

      “Maybe talk to your wife and daughter the next time they come around?” Vesta said, her tone clipped. “We’re spirits, Lucas. We can’t do anything, especially since we’re still tethered to our bodies. The best we can do is strengthen our ability to communicate with the living.”

      The Novak girls nodded in unison, definitely open to the idea. “I know Mom would want to hear from me,” Grace said. “Not to mention Vita and Caia.”

      “I’d like to be able to speak to River,” Ben replied, giving Vesta a hopeful look. “Think you can teach us a trick or two?”

      “I can try. But I can’t promise anything. I think it has to do with our individual spiritual power and our ability to pierce through the veil,” Vesta said. “According to Seeley, it’s a rule set in stone that the dead and the living should never speak.”

      Lucas smirked. “But we’re not exactly dead, are we?”

      “Exactly. So there’s a loophole,” Vesta replied. “And I’m sure Marion would love to hear from you ASAP, not to mention Avril.”

      I moved back from their group, smiling. She was already coaxing the other spirits into communicating with the living. She was bound to try to get Rudolph to make the fae visible to the others. It was only a matter of time. I gave her four hours, at most, before she’d make the first attempt to persuade her substitute Reaper.

      By then, I’d be long gone, all the way to Cerix, shadowing Taeral and his team. Death’s revelations about the young fae king had brought a sense of renewed hope regarding his ability to defeat the Hermessi. It no longer seemed as impossible as before, knowing what I knew now.

      It wasn’t going to be easy, and it could still get them all killed. But their odds had improved the moment they’d set foot on Mortis. Their courage had brought them to Death’s doorstep, and I had nothing but admiration for these people. I’d spent centuries wondering if I’d ever get to meet her myself, while they’d simply gone out and dug deep enough until they found out where she lived.

      If anyone could fight the Hermessi, it was them. And I found it would be an honor to be by their side when that came to happen. If they won, it would be a miracle. If they lost, they were bound to go down swinging. I figured it was part of the GASP spirit—when the universe slams the door in your face, you kick a hole through the wall.
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      My eyes peeled open, unaccustomed to The Shade’s permanent night. I’d expected a ray of morning sunshine cutting through the room, but the moon and stars were still out, despite the wall clock chiming the sixth hour of a new day.

      Something stirred in my arms. Something warm and soft. Looking down, I froze. Eira had been sleeping here, with me, her head resting on my chest, her legs intertwined with mine. In an instant, my heart began its savage gallop as I tried to remember how we’d ended up here, on the wide sofa in my guest treehouse.

      We’d gotten back late, well past midnight. We’d both been exhausted, but we’d decided to spend another hour or so going over the mission for Cerix. Eira had felt the need to tell me more about the military, in particular, and the ancient sites she knew of across the empire—we’d assumed that Eirexis would be somewhere beneath the oldest parts of Cerix, since it had been brought there over four million years ago, long before the Cerixians had even evolved into a tribal culture.

      We’d talked about Fallon’s peculiar connection to the Hermessi and his reaction to their presence, based on what Derek and Sofia had told us upon our return from the Fire Star. We’d discussed Tebir’s proposal for Yahwen, too. Settled in the living room, we must’ve fallen asleep at some point.

      Listening to her even breathing, I let my head fall back on the cushion. I didn’t want to move a single muscle, worried I might wake her up. She looked so peaceful in her deep sleep. She’d needed the rest as much as anyone else. Eira’s biology was closer to that of humans than fae or other supernaturals, and the lack of sleep could easily show, slowing her down and wearing her out. If I could give her another thirty minutes, I didn’t mind lying still like this.

      Going back over last night, I realized I must’ve been exhausted, myself, since I only had a partial recollection. I’d definitely agreed with Derek and Sofia about bringing the Hermessi children into The Shade and transferring the fae into the Calliope sanctuary. I’d discussed this with Eira last night as well. That had actually been the last topic we’d touched on prior to basically blacking out. Sometime during the night, I remembered waking up for maybe a few seconds.

      I’d been lying on my side on the sofa, and Eira had fallen asleep in a sitting position. I’d gently pulled her next to me, since there was enough room for the both of us, width- and length-wise. She’d felt nothing, settling in my arms as if she belonged in them.

      A smile tried my lips as I wondered when and how we’d gotten to this moment. What were the decisions that we’d made, individually, to bring us closer together? Most importantly, what was my heart telling me whenever I looked at Eira? It didn’t drum hysterically like it had done with Inalia, but there was a different rhythm to it. There was a deeper, more meaningful reaction at play, and I’d yet to figure it out. What I’d felt for Inalia seemed more like an intense crush now, as opposed to Eira. Maybe there would’ve been something meaningful between us, had we had a chance to try. But we didn’t. That opportunity had long since passed. Eira stirred a different set of emotions inside me, on a more… profound level.

      The one thing I knew for certain was that, unless we stopped the Hermessi, I’d never get to understand what this was, quietly blossoming between us. I’d never get to talk to her about it, not to mention act on it. But this felt nice. And it was barely six o’clock.

      Eira’s head shot up. She gave me a confused and startled look. “What time is it?” she asked, her voice sweet and raspy. The cinnamon tan of her skin created a stunning contrast with her pale blond hair and aqua-blue eyes, which were slightly puffy from sleep.

      “It’s six,” I said. My hands had settled on the small of her back, and I could feel her muscles beneath the linen fabric. We’d both changed into more comfortable clothes prior to sitting down to talk about our Hermessi problems.

      “And what am I doing here?”

      “What? You slept here. We both slept,” I croaked, suddenly feeling like the walls were closing in on me. As if I’d done something wrong by letting her rest comfortably. She’d yet to remember the circumstances which had brought her into this position, and she hadn’t felt me move her during the night. I did owe her an explanation. “You dozed off in an uncomfortable position,” I added. “All I did was let you lie down.”

      “On top of you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Is that such a big problem? Do I repulse you?”

      I kept my face straight. I didn’t want a smile to give the joke away. She blinked rapidly, suddenly realizing that there was no reason for her to be alarmed, in any case. “No. It’s not that. I…” Her voice trailed off, but her gaze was fixed on mine. Lots of things were said in this silence, things that neither of us would have the courage to say out loud. Not yet, anyway. “I forgot I was here.”

      “I know. For the record, I was in no way disrespectful toward you.”

      Her forehead smoothed. “I didn’t imply that—oh, for…” She got up, pulling her hair loose from its messy bun, then back into a smoother, tighter one. “I just got confused. I didn’t mean to suggest you’d done anything… I don’t know, improper.”

      Her cheeks burst into delicate swirls of pink blush, and it became increasingly difficult to contain my impending laughter. She must’ve noticed the grin slitting my face from ear to ear, because she scoffed, then laughed lightly and gave me a playful slap on the shoulder.

      “You’re such a clown,” she reprimanded me, still giggling.

      “I do apologize, but you were a relatively easy target,” I said.

      “That’s true. I guess I should work on my fierceness,” she replied, and exhaled sharply. “I’m still a lieutenant of the Cerixian army, after all.”

      “There’s a soft core beneath the hardest shell.” I chuckled.

      A hard knock on the door made the both of us jump. Amelia’s muffled voice came through. “Tae! You in there? Wake up! It’s time to get ready!”

      I gave Eira an alarmed look, immediately realizing that no one knew she’d slept in my treehouse last night. But did it really matter to anyone? Nothing had happened, as opposed to the obvious three couples that had already been more or less established in our crew. I got up and pulled myself together. There was nothing to be worried about. Nothing at all.

      Despite the agitation in my chest, I walked across the living room and opened the door. Amelia was already fully equipped and beaming, the spiraling staircase leading to the ground level right behind her. Above and below, other guest treehouses had been built in a similar style, all connected to the same set of stairs. The Shade’s redwoods were humongous, strong enough to hold multiple structures without suffering. The guesthouses were quite small compared to the personal residences, which had been constructed at the top of single, mature trees.

      “You’re supposed to be the early bird in the—” Amelia stopped, noticing Eira behind me. “Oh…”

      “No ‘oh,’” I replied. “She slept here. That’s all. We were talking, tired… Nothing more.”

      “Okay…” Amelia muttered, nodding slowly. “Though you really don’t have to explain anything to me. It’s pretty obvious that there’s something going on between the two of you,” she added in a whisper.

      I stepped forward, just to get myself out of Eira’s earshot. “Obvious? What’s obvious is that you and Raphael finally took things to the next level last night, judging by the glow on your face.”

      That was enough to wipe the grin off her face. “It can’t be that obvious.”

      “Oh, Brainy. You’re an open book, and you don’t even know it.” I laughed.

      “That aside, we need to get crackin’,” she said, swiftly switching into her serious and professional mode. “The rest of the crew is expecting us in the Great Hall.”

      Pleased that I’d dodged any potential conversations regarding Eira and me, I gave Amelia a friendly nod. “I’ll see you downstairs in a bit. We just need to grab our gear.”

      Amelia pressed her lips into a thin line without saying anything else. I watched her glide down the stairs and turned around to face Eira, who’d kept to the sofa, watching, without hearing much.

      “Time to go,” I said to her.

      She seemed relieved to hear that. I didn’t take it to heart. I’d already figured out that Eira had not had any romantic involvements in the past, though I hadn’t suggested that anything of the sort would even happen between us—I’d only thought about it. Nevertheless, I understood her awkwardness when left alone with me. I felt the same way, though I was a lot less transparent. From a young age, I’d been taught to keep my emotions to myself.

      Eira, on the other hand, was remarkably honest, even when she didn’t want to be. Goodness and honesty were in her nature, which I, for one, found endearing. She was a terrible liar. Her only relief in this instance had to do with her degree of comfort. She probably looked forward to getting out of here and back with the whole crew, where she could disappear in the group.

      We had a hard day ahead of us. Eira was right to focus on that. Everything else could wait a little while longer. Death’s mission was the key to our future, whatever that implied. As much as I would’ve wanted, I knew we’d have to keep our minds on that and leave everything else aside, at least until we brought Thieron back.
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      Twenty minutes later, my face had stopped burning, and we were all reunited in the meeting hall, close to the portal. Taeral had a sharp tongue and a keen eye—I should’ve known better than to poke him, out of all people, on romantic issues. But, then again, he and Eira had been orbiting around each other for quite a while now, and even though I understood he’d been into Inalia at first, the situation had obviously changed.

      He deserved another shot at happiness, and I had a feeling that Eira was just the kind of girl for him. Physically and intellectually speaking, they were an interesting match, to say the least, though at first, it would’ve been difficult to see it. Once I got to know them both better, however, it had become obvious. They had military backgrounds, and they shared certain key traits—determination, discipline, and courage. They were smart and well educated, curious about the world and all of its dimensions, and they definitely seemed comfortable around each other.

      Taeral had promised Inalia that he’d protect Eira, but that had already turned into more. His insistence on having the Cerixian Hermessi child by his side at all times wasn’t just about keeping her safe anymore, and I didn’t need Varga’s sentry abilities to figure that out—though the Nevertide prince had already shared his findings with us. He’d noticed the colors shift in their auras. He probably knew more about their feelings for each other than Taeral and Eira themselves.

      The crew was reunited once more—Raphael and me, Eva and Varga, Taeral and Eira, Riza and Herakles, Lumi, Nethissis, Acantha, and Fallon. Derek and Sofia would lead the briefing, bringing us up to speed on what they’d discussed with Tebir last night. Our backpacks, weapons, and mission gear waited in a corner while we took our seats around the table.

      One glance at the others, and I knew that certain relationships had changed, ever so slightly, aside from Raphael’s and mine. Riza and Herakles were stealing glances at each other, as usual, but there were faint smiles that followed, as if they were both anticipating something wonderful. Varga and Eva were practically glued to each other, their hands linked at all times. And, just as I’d thought, some of the ice had definitely thawed between Taeral and Eira. Without even realizing it, and no matter how they sat in their chairs, they tended to lean toward each other.

      Lumi had her eyes on us, too. She measured each of us from head to toe, and I could almost hear the wheels in her head turning and making connections. Raphael gave me a soft nudge, prompting me to look at him.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “I think Lumi’s on to us,” I whispered.

      He chuckled. “I think the most important aspect of this conversation is that we’re on to us.”

      I gave him a soft smile, briefly remembering our kisses from last night. We’d stayed together till morning, and I’d slept in his arms, which had remained firmly wrapped around me. I’d basked in his summertime ocean scent, and I’d listened to the steady beats of his heart as he’d slept.

      “I hope everyone got some rest last night,” Derek said. “You’ve got a difficult trip ahead of you.”

      Fallon grinned. “I think that’s quite the understatement.”

      “The guy who drops whenever a Hermessi’s around would think so,” Herakles replied, stifling a hearty laugh.

      “I don’t drop,” Fallon muttered, lowering his gaze. “I’m just… slightly susceptible. But I’m getting it under control.”

      “How are you doing that?” Sofia asked. “Because Derek and I were actually wondering if it would still be a good idea for you to tag along with Taeral’s crew, given the previous Hermessi-related incidents.”

      Fallon sighed. “Tebir came to see me after he spoke to you.” That got our attention. He hadn’t said a word about this until now. “He taught me a few tricks, in case a hostile Hermessi tries to take over. He practiced with me, and I’m confident I can hold my own, if push comes to shove.”

      “I’m curious. What tricks, specifically?” I replied. “And why did Tebir want to help you?”

      “Concentration and breathing exercises. Turns out, I’d been in such awe of the Hermessi’s presence that I’d literally failed to control myself,” Fallon explained. “I understand now that my body is mine, and that I can keep it, no matter what. Unless someone pulls the cut-and-spell thing on me. Then I’m screwed.”

      “That applies to me, too,” Taeral said. “Risk of the job, these days. Well, I’m glad you’re sorting that out on your own. We were ready to stand by you, either way.”

      Fallon smiled. “Thanks for that. Oh, and to answer your second question, Amelia… Tebir is genuinely trying to help us. The Earthly Dimension is relatively pure and free of the ritual mentality. He knows that, if Brendel wins, her poison will spread out, and it will affect Earth, too. That alone is enough reason for him to make sure all the cogs in our machine run smoothly.”

      I nodded slowly, downright impressed. Given the abuse that the humans had inflicted on Earth over the years, I’d have thought Tebir to be eager to wipe them all out, if he could. But, truth be told, the planet had come a long way since, and GASP had played a significant part in its progression.

      “So, what did you agree on with Tebir?” I asked Derek and Sofia.

      “We’re doing it,” Derek replied. “We’re preparing a mission to Yahwen. It will take a while to put together, though. Recruiting alone will be tedious. We’re focusing on jinn and witches, but we’re trying to be as secretive about it as possible. Most of GASP won’t be aware, just to be sure. The Hermessi might be eavesdropping in the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension, so we’ll have to be careful.”

      “Then there’s the logistical side of things, and organizing an efficient method of transportation,” Sofia said. “Chances are that there’s no access to Yahwen’s pink water from our side, so we’ll have to use the interplanetary spell. Phoenix is currently mapping out the entire solar system—and Yahwen, in particular—to find us potentially less dangerous points of entry.”

      “This will be followed by the preparation stage and the actual extraction. We’ll need diversions to draw the Fire Hermessi guardians away, while the jinn will pop right into the building, immediately sedate the Hermessi children, and teleport them away, where another interplanetary spell will be waiting to take them away,” Derek continued. “It’s an ample mission, and every second will be crucial to its success, but Tebir and other rogues will help us along the way, with whatever we might need. And, since the children will be brought here, we’ve already arranged for the fae sanctuary to be moved to Calliope.”

      “Because you want to minimize hostile Hermessi interference on Earth,” I said. “And not give them the opportunity to, say, spy on us and find out that the children are here. Okay, got it. Well, if you need us for that, we’ll—”

      “No, you focus on Thieron,” Derek replied firmly. “Leave Yahwen to us. We need you all to help Death retrieve her scythe.”

      We all nodded in agreement. Our hands were already full, and it was only going to get worse for us. I took several deep breaths, just to keep the anxiety from building up inside me. Raphael’s hand covered mine on the table, and I looked at him. A sense of determined tranquility came off him in tender waves, and I welcomed its soothing effect. One second of losing myself in his gaze—that was all it took to temper me. Amazing.

      “Now, back to your Cerix mission,” Sofia said. “Tebir gave us the location of Earth’s pink water cave. It’s deep in the Amazon jungle. You’ll use it to get to Cerix, since an interplanetary travel spell would be too flashy. The local Hermessi will be expecting you.”

      “As long as we have the Devil’s Weed on us, they’ll have a hard time sensing us,” Lumi replied. “And if we use the invisibility paste at least until we get to Emperor Tulla, they definitely won’t see us coming.”

      Herakles smiled. “Gotta say, it feels nice to be on a planet where none of the Hermessi are trying to kill us. I’m going to miss The Shade.”

      “Rest assured, your absence will be felt, as well,” Sofia replied. “Medina has already been notified of your arrival. The emperor knows, as well. They’ve arranged a secret wing in the imperial palace of Silvergate, just for you. The Cerixian scholars are already digging through the archives for information on Cerix’s most ancient sights, to help you narrow the search for Eirexis.”

      “Emperor Tulla asked me to tell you that he looks forward to seeing you all again,” Derek added. I couldn’t help but smile. I kind of missed the guy and his sharp wisdom.

      “There are GASP agents already present on Cerix,” Varga chimed in. “Will we be working with them in any capacity?”

      Derek and Sofia glanced at each other for a moment, then shook their heads. “We decided it’s better if you don’t cross paths at all. The local Hermessi surely know about them, and they’re likely to be keeping an eye on them, in case they meet with you. We’ve actually reassigned them to a military outpost in the Hadeen Domain for the entire length of your stay there, just to make sure the Hermessi are focused on the wrong part of the empire.”

      “That sounds more than reasonable.” Taeral sighed. “Though I would’ve loved some extra GASP help.”

      “I’m afraid it’ll be too risky. You’re better off on your own,” Sofia said.

      “It’s fine,” Lumi replied. “We’ll handle it. Besides, the Hermessi cult is extremely well positioned on Cerix. Chances are they’ll also focus on the GASP agents as they move to Hadeen, giving us a safer window to go in and do what we need to do.”

      I’d almost forgotten about the Cerixian fanatics, which the Hermessi had bestowed with elemental abilities. The walls had ears in the empire, and we needed to be extremely careful. However, this second visit to Cerix wouldn’t catch us unprepared.

      On the contrary, we’d geared ourselves up for pretty much any scenario, insane and murderous Reapers included—though the odds of us running into another Yamani were minimal. All the madness we’d survived up to now had taught us a lot, so we were going after Eirexis with much more knowledge than before.

      My only hope was that Taeral’s scythe would actually help us, once we got there. The last thing we needed was to waste time in all the wrong places—if a Reaper’s weapon could guide us closer to Eirexis, then our mission had a 70 percent chance of success. Without it, we were stuck with a measly 30 percent, and that was nowhere near satisfactory, given what was at stake here.

      We got up and put our equipment on, while Derek gave Taeral the coordinates for Earth’s pink water hole. I braced myself for what came next, surprisingly energized by the prospect of a future with Raphael. I’d had enough of Brendel’s ritual nonsense. I needed some love and peace in my life, and Raphael seemed like the Perfect candidate.
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      After we said goodbye to Derek and Sofia, we made our way to the southern beach, the farthermost edge of The Shade, from where we’d teleport across the ocean and onto the Latin American continent. Riza had done some Earthly travels over the years, and she could get us close enough to the pink water cave.

      We hadn’t spoken much since last night, when we’d gone back to our own treehouses. I’d left the dinner table with a sense of bitterness stuck in my throat, but it had dissipated by morning. My own failure in pursuing Riza’s affection had cost me dearly, but it had yet to kick me out of the running. I still had a shot. However, I really needed to up my game a little. What continued to astonish me was that I’d never had trouble with the ladies before, yet Riza had reduced me to a bumbling mess.

      Raphael had been so blunt in his date request to Amelia, so sudden and unexpected, that I’d felt like I’d somehow been left behind. As if my feelings for Riza had been part of some kind of competition between the Perfect and me. As if he’d reached the finish line with Amelia before I’d had a chance to take my relationship with Riza to a more concrete level. How foolish of me, to think that his strategy would work for me, too. How silly of me not to think this through…

      Fortunately, Riza was still here, stealing glances at me. In fact, something had already changed between us, albeit subtly enough to pass unnoticed. I felt energized to try harder, to do something and get past this invisible wall that had always seemed to be in front of her—a sensation that Varga had described as “first romance jitters,” and which I’d yet to fully understand. I’d met my share of Faulty ladies during my early years on Strava, but none of us had ever considered relationships. We’d been too busy serving and worshipping Ta’Zan.

      After he’d kicked me out, however, I’d begun to wonder what it would be like to fall in love with someone. Upon meeting Riza, the possibility had become better outlined, to the point where my body reacted to her, my very soul grew and swelled inside me, desperate to touch hers. However, my usual self-confidence had scampered away from the moment she’d first smiled at me, and everything I’d known to be true about myself around women had suddenly been reduced to dust and distant memories of someone I no longer recognized. I simply couldn’t operate like the old Herakles. My courage was definitively missing. Riza had inadvertently flipped a switch inside me, and I had no idea how to fix that.

      By last night’s dinner, I’d contemplated kissing Riza more than a dozen times, and I had, indeed, been working up the courage to reach out to her and tell her how I felt. Alas, my ego had gotten the better of me, and I’d found myself embroiled in this childish competition with Raphael, one I’d somehow initiated myself, in which we competed to see who made more progress with his potential soulmate first.

      The Amazonian jungle surrounded us. Its thick and lush greenery dazzled me for a moment. I could barely see the purplish evening sky, as trees stretched outward, tall and rich in foliage. The moon rose somewhere in the distance, but the sun’s own light had yet to vanish beyond the western horizon, causing this peculiar celestial color. Multicolored birds squawked from above, perched on twirling branches as they looked down on us. Growls rippled from the darker depths of the woods—great beasts that had retained their territories here, along the elbow of the Amazon River. In a way, it reminded me of Strava. In another, it was an astonishing opposite, for the creature I’d been then and the creature I was now were incredibly different people.

      Even the circumstances differed. Back home, I’d been fighting against Ta’Zan, embittered by his rejection. Here, I was waging war against the very elements that had saved us from Ta’Zan, for their objectives were far worse. And in the midst of this insanity, I’d fallen for Riza, the amethyst-eyed jinni, providing me with the most compelling reason to survive it all.

      A quick slap on the back of my head derailed my entire train of thought. It crashed violently, and I turned to see who’d hit me. Raphael stood to my right, grinning like the absolute jerk that he could sometimes be. Riza was in front, carefully analyzing the area, while the rest of the crew had moved closer to the water.

      “You were daydreaming,” Raphael said. “And, as cute as that may be, we’ve got work to do.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Try speaking to me first next time?”

      “Why? This is much more fun,” he shot back.

      I couldn’t really be angry with him. Deep down, he was a little boy, much younger than what his physique suggested. I’d let a lot pass, though I knew the day would come when I’d just smack him back and revel in the shocked look on his face. I saved it for later, provided we lived past the ritual attempt.

      “This is so beautiful,” Riza said, her voice low and wavering. Tears glazed her eyes as she marveled at the endless green sprinkled with petal splashes of vibrant red, fiery orange, and bright yellow. There was just enough light to reveal it all, albeit slightly more muted than under a full sun. It was a natural paradise, but I couldn’t figure out why it was making her cry, or why it hurt me so deeply to see tears in her eyes.

      “Earth is home to many such places,” Amelia replied, checking the coordinates on her tablet. “The cave’s about ten miles down there,” she added, pointing to the west along the river.

      “It’s just a shame that it might all go away if the Hermessi get their way with the ritual.” Riza sighed. “All this… every plant and every tree… every bird and all the animals… not to mention the people. It’s unconscionable.”

      Varga smiled, ever so slightly, and came closer. “Hey, Riza, do you want to see something really cool?” She looked at him and nodded, wiping back the tears. “Follow me.”

      We all did, and he guided us deeper into the jungle, northwest of the river. We walked for about twenty minutes, moving carefully so as not to disturb the local ecosystem in any way.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. The pink water hole was slightly farther to the west, by the river, according to Amelia.

      “I just want to show you all something. I learned about it a couple of weeks ago, and I’d planned to come visit, until the whole Hermessi thing blew up,” Varga replied. He stopped for a moment, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air. He climbed up the tallest tree in our vicinity and motioned for us to join him.

      We spread out and went up different trunks, until we were all on the same level. Riza and I shared a tree, and we were both speechless at the sight before us. Less than two hundred yards away, a clearing had formed. In it, a tribe dwelled, with tents made of animal hides and campfires crackling. We could see them clearly, going about their lives—only, they weren’t alone.

      Wolves came from the woods, each of them carrying animals they’d just hunted. There was an interesting relationship at play here, as the wolves let the humans deal with the food. It took me another minute to realize that these weren’t ordinary wolves. They were significantly taller, downright massive, in fact, and their eyes brimmed with a sense of consciousness I’d only seen in Hunter when he… turned. “Oh, snap,” I whispered. “Werewolves.”

      The tribespeople and the werewolves seemed to live together here. They smiled and hugged one another. The humans thanked the pack for the food, which they proceeded to prepare for the fire. This was a rare sight, indeed, from what I’d learned about Earth. There was harmony already established between the humans and the supernaturals, but the more isolated tribes had yet to come into contact with the latter—according to the last books I’d read on the matter, anyway.

      “Unbelievable,” Riza murmured, a smile blooming on her beautiful face.

      I saw Varga grinning. “Told ya.”

      “Do we know when they were introduced to each other?” Riza asked.

      Varga shook his head. “Not exactly. But they were first observed about two months ago, via drone cameras. The human scientists have been developing observation programs for the protected areas of Earth, and this part of the Amazon jungle is included.”

      “This is the first instance of an isolated tribe interacting with supernaturals, isn’t it?” I asked, looking at Riza. She beamed at me, as if pleased that I understood what this was all about.

      “It’s clearly a lot better than we’d anticipated. The common assumption was that the tribes might fear werewolves or vampires or anything that wasn’t human, to begin with. We believed they were too superstitious, inclined to fear what they cannot understand. Their normal tendency would be to attack or deify a supernatural creature, not live peacefully with it. I guess we were wrong,” Riza explained.

      “Still, it’s nice to be wrong about something like this,” Amelia replied. “It just makes me want to kick the Hermessi’s asses even harder, if I’m honest.”

      I didn’t take my eyes off Riza. “Then let’s do that,” I said. “Let’s move and get this over with, so that, when it’s all done, we can come back here and observe this tribe some more.”

      “You’ve read my mind,” Riza shot back.

      As soon as she climbed down, I found Varga eyeing me intently. He moved from the trunk onto a branch that extended toward me. He seemed like a shadow, as he reached me in the blink of an eye, skillfully gripping my tree with his vampire claws.

      “Riza is nuts about other cultures, in general,” he whispered. “The Earthly ones are a favorite topic of hers, but she’s equally fascinated by other species she isn’t familiar with.”

      “Like?” I asked.

      “Like the Stravian Faulties,” he replied with a faint smirk. “She would’ve majored in anthropology, had it not been for GASP and the constant threats against our lives. If you want to get her attention, that’s your ticket in.”

      My throat burned. Had he been watching us this whole time? Had he noticed my childish struggles with Riza? Suddenly, I felt so vulnerable and foolish that I didn’t know what to do with myself. That was unlike me. I was the dashing and daring type. The adventurer. The “cut down first, ask questions later” kind of guy. When had I mellowed to this degree of emotional… mush?

      “Why are you helping me?” I mumbled, my brows drawn into a sullen frown.

      “Because you deserve a better shot,” Varga replied. “And you’re a friend.”

      He didn’t wait for me to respond, just slid down the tree and rejoined the group below. A moment later, I descended as well, reveling in the permanent smile that had settled on Riza’s lips. I loved seeing her like this, I realized. And if Varga’s advice panned out, I figured I’d get to make her just as happy, if not happier, someday.

      I’d need to survive this quest and vanquish the Hermessi first, but hey, with that expression of hers embedded profoundly in my memory, there was nothing that could stand in my way. I had a feeling I might fall prey to some form of delusional optimism, but I put that thought aside as we made our way back to the river and headed toward the pink water cave.

      Without giving it a second thought, I took Riza’s hand in mine, and she gave me a brief look. I couldn’t understand what it meant, but she didn’t let go—so it had to be good. Through no fault of her own, Riza made me feel strange and inadequate, sometimes. As if I wasn’t enough. In my defense, my whole persona faded in front of her. Riza was a tough and fierce jinni. I’d never felt anything like this before. Maybe that was why my demeanor had shifted over the past few days. Why my confidence had plummeted, yet I couldn’t stop looking for an angle into her heart. But feeling her skin on mine… that canceled everything out, even the prospect of dying on this mission.

      Maybe we’d win, and maybe we’d lose. But the one thing I was ready to bet my life on was that, no matter what, I’d be close to Riza, in victory and in defeat. And she didn’t seem to mind. You might get that second chance, after all.
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      The pink water cave was hidden beneath a pile of massive boulders, each covered in a thick layer of moss and climbing flowers. Had we not known about it, we never would’ve guessed it was there. We moved carefully as we snuck through the narrow crevices, until we reached the main tunnel leading downward.

      It got colder, the darkness ever present. With careful steps, we made our way deeper into the bowels of the earth, each of us likely thinking about the werewolves and the tribespeople. What a beautiful thing that was to witness! For those of us accustomed to the supernatural, seeing a werewolf never came as a shock. But for people who’d spent their lives in this virgin wilderness, looking to the sky and the winds for clues about their existence and their future, werewolves were… extraordinary and different. In many cultures on this planet, they’d always been the stuff of fiction. Men had used their stories to hide their vicious crimes against innocent children and grown people alike. In other cultures, the werewolves were legendary, gods in their own right. Tribes had never interacted with such creatures, so it was truly marvelous to see them not only getting along, but peacefully coexisting.

      It was just another reason for me to do everything in my power to stop the Hermessi’s plans. This whole world was too beautiful to destroy. Every living, breathing organism deserved to see tomorrow, and the day after, and the years that would follow. Who were these elementals to decide our end for us, when they themselves were mere agents of the universe? It just wasn’t fair, nor was it natural. Thankfully, Death was on the same page, if slightly incapacitated.

      The pink water glistened below, lit from the bottom. It was our only source of light, and it was barely a glow, but it was better than nothing. We made it to the stony edge, noticing tall sprigs of Devil’s Weed growing around, their submerged roots stretching down the pond’s walls. Acantha and Nethissis were quick to cut off several pieces, enough to last us for another week or two. We wrapped them up in soft linen and put them in our backpacks, then dove right in.

      It had become the norm to observe crystal eggs forming deep down, though we kept away from them. On Calliope, they’d birthed Daughters, but they’d also made Shills, like on Cerix. We’d already learned not to poke anything belonging to the primordial fluid. It wasn’t as though Tebir or any of Earth’s Hermessi would create something hostile to us, but we didn’t want to take any chances.

      Our destination and our mission were clear, and there was no time left to waste.

      With breathing devices on, we swam to the bottom, the walls closing in on us. The light became brighter and clearer as we approached it. I set my mind on Cerix, this time, hoping we wouldn’t have any nasty surprises waiting for us in the white space. We’d understood that the Hermessi’s forms were limited in there; however, they could still hurt us or, worse, kill us.

      Fortunately, the blankness between dimensions and worlds was just that. Endless white and quiet. We pulled ourselves through another pink water opening and went up, our legs and arms moving rapidly through the liquid.

      As soon as we reached the surface, I recognized the room. Crystal eggs were still forming here, but none had developed enough to hatch. After we’d left the Samotarcis Domain, the Hermessi’s creative desires must’ve gone dormant. We climbed up and took our breathing devices off, while Acantha and Nethissis gave us all gummy capsules filled with invisibility paste.

      We were quiet, worried we might stir something to life. As soon as we vanished from sight, we put red lenses on as Riza teleported us out of the perfect sphere-shaped cave. We’d made it to Cerix, and Lemnos Woods sprawled around us.

      Raphael took my hand, squeezing gently, as if to reassure me that we’d be okay. He couldn’t know that for sure, but I did appreciate the silent encouragement. Beneath the forest floor were the tunnels, where the Brothers of the Shadow had once lived. Most of the tunnels had collapsed, and many of the Brothers had perished during the Shills’ first attack, but I knew some had survived and were engaging in peaceful conversation with Emperor Tulla. We’d left this place better than we’d found it, in the end.

      “This place is still torn down,” Taeral whispered, glancing around.

      Indeed, the damage caused by our previous encounter with the Shills was visible. Some of the tunnels—most of them leading into the empire’s original library archives—had been sealed off by dislodged rocks and debris.

      “Maybe someday, after all this Hermessi crap is over and done with, they’ll get all the documents out of here and find a better storage solution,” I murmured.

      Raphael shot me a quick smirk. “You feel sorry for all the books, don’t you?”

      I nodded, making him chuckle softly.

      “That way,” Eira said, pointing ahead. The corridor was sinuous, shifting left and right, here and there, but we could still see the beams of sunlight at the very end, coming from the opening above. Eva, Varga, Fallon, and I pulled on our hoods, masks, and goggles, ready for the daylight. Invisible and light on our feet, secured with Devil’s Weed, we could move freely without the immediate threat of the Hermessi or even their abominable Shills and Titans and whatever else they might think to throw at us.

      Danger was still present here on Cerix, but we’d learned to dodge it as best as we could.

      Once we got topside, I sucked in a breath. The forest was unchanged—black bark on its tall trees, a blanket of leaves on the ground, and plenty of fern shrubs sprinkled across. There was no sign of the battle that had been waged here. The blood had been washed away by several rains, for sure.

      “It’s like nothing ever happened here,” Eira observed, looking around with a surprised expression on her face.

      “I know,” I said. “If we hadn’t been here before, we wouldn’t even know that any Cerixians had dwelled here, until recently.”

      “They must’ve cleaned up after we left and after the Shills went away,” Varga suggested. “Surely, the Brothers would have come back for their fallen soldiers, to give them a proper burial.”

      Lumi nodded. “I’d have done the same. Either way, it’s better, if you ask me. The less trauma this world remembers, the better.”

      “We can head straight to Silvergate from here,” Taeral replied. “We just need to link hands.”

      A few seconds later, we were back on the Landing Bed, where we’d set foot upon Cerix during our first visit. The last time we were here, we’d been threatened and hunted by fearful Cerixians, Hermessi cultists, and Shills. It was different today.

      The sun gleamed from behind a massive domed temple, still rising in the early morning. The sky was clear, with the exception of a few white streaks. The city of Silvergate was peaceful and tranquil, and no one had noticed us atop the stepped platform. Inhaling deeply, I welcomed the floral fragrances of spring, as all the trees had blossomed in soft shades of pink, violet, blue, orange, and yellow. There was a sense of calmness that pervaded the entire city, and I loved it. It was the complete opposite of what I’d been expecting.

      “This is weird,” Eva said, frowning.

      “Not necessarily,” Lumi replied. “We should’ve expected this atmosphere. Inalia had said so herself, just before we left this place. As soon as we were gone, Cerix went back to its normal course, and the Hermessi had to focus their efforts against us elsewhere. There was no reason to attack or punish the locals in our absence.”

      “Still, it doesn’t make it any less weird,” Eva muttered. “I don’t know, it just gives me the creeps. It’s pretty and all, but I can’t bring myself to enjoy a single second of it, given my knowledge of this world’s… custodians, let’s call them. I understand the fanatic evil lurking just beneath the surface, and this faux sense of tranquility is, in itself, dangerous.”

      That, I had no choice but to agree with. As much as I enjoyed this city, as it was, I couldn’t allow myself to forget its secrets and the dangers just waiting around the corner, looking for the opportunity to pounce on us. Looking around again, I noticed its charm had dissipated. Suddenly evaporated, never to be seen again. Silvergate was, once more, a war zone—albeit a beautiful one, with manicured lawns and trimmed hedges and trees, masterfully erected buildings and elegant fashions.

      “I think we need to make ourselves noticed, now. Derek did give Medina the details of our arrival here, but she can’t greet us if she can’t see us.” Taeral sighed. “Morfuris.”

      We all recited the brief spell that removed the effect of invisibility. For a while, nothing happened. “Even the troops that usually guard this place aren’t here,” I whispered.

      “Medina must’ve ordered them to stay away. The fewer people that see us, the better,” Taeral replied. “I wanted to teleport us all to the palace, directly, but Medina insisted on meeting us up here, first.”

      “Kind of unnecessary, if you ask me,” Herakles said, and Taeral nodded in agreement.

      “Yes, but… you know, diplomacy and compromises and whatnot. This area is empty, anyway. We’re good, for now.”

      “Where is she, though?” Eira asked, glancing around. This had been the plan from the very beginning. Discreetly enter Silvergate, show up at the Landing Bed, and let the prime minister come fetch us.

      “Okay, here she comes,” Herakles said, nodding at a single figure coming up the stairs. I hadn’t even noticed her. Then again, a garrison was much easier to spot than one Cerixian. “The welcoming committee, so to speak.”

      “Yes, that’s Medina,” Eira replied, squinting so she could see her better.

      Indeed, a female Cerixian in a black leather uniform was coming up towards us. She reached the top of the stairs and stopped for a moment, just to look at us. She smiled briefly and walked forward, the low heels of her boots clicking across the stone slabs. She eyed us carefully for about half a minute before she smiled.

      “Welcome back, travelers,” she said, her voice heavy and sharp. I could easily picture her barking orders, and soldiers scrambling to fulfil them. She had an authoritarian vibe and a cold glare. Her hair was pulled up in a tight bun—perfectly combed, looking as if it had been sculpted, thread by thread. A pin was mounted on the elastic band, depicting Silvergate’s emblem, made of silver and embellished with emerald and sapphire gemstones.

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Prime Minister,” Taeral replied and proceeded to introduce us.

      Medina measured us from head to toe and smiled. “I’m honored to have you all here,” she said. “I’m only sorry this meeting couldn’t take place under better circumstances.”

      “I assume you were already briefed on the purpose of our visit. Is everything prepared for us?” Taeral asked.

      “Yes. We have your rooms set up in a secret wing of the emperor’s palace, and only a handful of people were informed. Specifically, myself, the emperor, and the four soldiers who will tend to your needs while housed there. I may assign additional troops to serve as protective detail, if needed. Besides that, no one else will be aware of your presence. You have my word that those who do know will not divulge anything. The palace has been sparsely populated since your departure, for security reasons.”

      Taeral nodded slowly. “That’s good. The fewer people that know, the better. It’s for everyone’s safety. Mind if I ask why you wanted us to come here, first? You insisted, in fact. We could’ve just shown up at the palace.”

      Medina’s brow furrowed slightly. Enough to tell me that she wasn’t really all that comfortable with this situation. “You wouldn’t have known where exactly in the palace to show up, and secrecy is obviously paramount here. That being said, every single Cerixian inside the palace has been thoroughly vetted. All of them, except four individuals, don’t know about your presence here, and we want to keep it that way. We are aware of the Hermessi threat, and we’ve done our best not to stir anything up. As per GASP’s request, I’ve assigned their agents to another location, away from Silvergate, specifically for your visit.”

      “Good. Then we should get going,” Lumi said. “The longer we’re outside and in plain view, the more chances that someone shady will spot us.”

      “Agreed. I believe one or two of you can teleport us directly to the palace, now?” Medina replied.

      “Yes, Prime Minister. But you would need to guide me a little bit as to where we can teleport inside the palace, if our goal is not to run into unbriefed soldiers,” Taeral replied.

      “Please, call me Medina. You are friends and allies of the empire,” she said, smiling, and briefly shifted her focus to Eira. “I haven’t seen you in a while, Miss Dorres. Welcome home.”

      Eira bowed politely. “Thank you. And congratulations on your appointment. The emperor’s judgment was exquisite.”

      “Do you remember the meeting room where you last were, with Emperor Tulla?” Medina asked Taeral, who nodded once in return. “Can you take us there?”

      “Of course,” Taeral replied.

      Medina exhaled sharply but took his hand. “Take us there, then,” Medina instructed him.

      Her army training was obvious—she’d done it at a young age and it had stuck with her. The high chin, the plank-like back and the stiff mannerisms, along with the simple enunciations. Medina was designed and educated to be efficient. The military was never really my style, but I did understand the discipline that came with it. I didn’t think just anyone could be a soldier—but anyone could be a fighter, if they had something to fight for. The Prime Minister, however, didn’t seem to fit in either category. She’d gotten her soldier training, but she’d stepped away from combat and into the intricate world of politics.

      A moment later, we materialized inside the very room where we’d seen the fire go out. Where we’d realized that Brann had been destroyed, and that Cerix would freeze over. Medina wobbled slightly, and Fallon was quick to move by her side, helping her regain her balance. The color had drained from her cheeks—an understandable reaction for someone who’d never been teleported before.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her, and she offered a faint smile.

      “I suppose it takes some getting used to,” she replied, and opened the door, checking both ways up and down the hallway before going out. “Follow me, now.”

      We joined her in the main corridor. Just like she’d said, we could tell that the palace was partially abandoned. Distant footsteps echoed from soldiers doing their rounds through the building, but other than that, there was no other sign of life. The Shills’ attack had left its imprint on the place.

      As we walked toward the secret wing, I shuddered at the sight of deep scratches and scuffs along the marble floors and the wall panels—the Shills’ claws as they’d come after us, not that long ago. My stomach churned almost painfully. I remembered the screams of agony that had rippled through these halls, the sounds of soldiers falling prey to those horrific, bloodthirsty monsters.

      “It’s been quiet since you left,” Medina said, guiding us deeper into a tighter hallway. The lights were dimmed here, barely flickering in the brass wall sconces. Discretion had been key in the design here. This entire wing had been made with it in mind. The halls swerved away from the more populated areas of the palace, and the lighting was reduced on purpose. Looking over my shoulder, I could no longer see the corridor where we’d first come from. “The Hermessi have not paid any attention to us. Not from what I’ve noticed, anyway. We know they were watching GASP’s agents, but they never interacted with them. Now that they’re out of the building, we believe you’ll be safe here.”

      “It’s wishful thinking,” Lumi said. “We’re not safe anywhere until we complete our mission. But thank you, nonetheless, for the efforts you’ve made to accommodate us.”

      “We’re doing our best to assist,” Medina replied. Once we reached the middle of the hallway, she stopped and turned around to face us. She handed us each a key and motioned at the many doors around us. “Your rooms are up and down this corridor. You’ll notice the room numbers etched above the keyholes; they’ll match the keys in your hands. All comforts have been provided, and, like I said earlier, there will be four soldiers coming in every six hours with whatever you may need. Food, water, linens… whatever.”

      “That’s very kind,” I said, smiling. “We won’t be spending much time here, though. As you know, we’re looking for an ancient artifact.”

      She nodded again. “I’m aware, and I will be assisting you with that, as well.”

      “Surely, you have an empire to run? Why get involved directly?” Raphael asked. His tone was low, and I knew that tint of suspicion. It came naturally to him whenever public officials were involved. Raphael had a certain distrust of authority, in general—it stemmed from his rebellion against Ta’Zan’s rule of law, back on Strava.

      “This is an important matter,” Medina said. “I’d rather help you and make sure it’s resolved promptly, so you can leave Cerix as soon as possible. As much as I’m keen to make you all feel welcome, I cannot dismiss the risk you, yourselves, have mentioned. Regardless of your tricks to hide from the Hermessi, your presence here is still a danger to us all.”

      The answer seemed to satisfy Raphael. Eira, on the other hand, had questions of her own. “When will we see Emperor Tulla?”

      “Tonight. I’ve organized a dinner with His Majesty for you all,” Medina said. “In the meantime, you should all just make yourselves comfortable and prepare for the planning stage. We have multiple ancient sites to go over, and I suppose you’ll want to narrow your search down, where possible.”

      “That’s right,” Taeral replied.

      “Emperor Tulla has expressed his excitement to see you all again. Especially you, Lumi,” the prime minister added, looking at our swamp witch. “I believe he’s looking forward to meeting your apprentices, as well.”

      Acantha and Nethissis offered soft smiles in return, but I could see the faint strain beneath. Like us, they didn’t feel comfortable being here. Looking at it from my perspective, I could easily see why. They knew what had happened in this place. They’d seen the Shills’ marks on the walls and floors. As elegant and as beautiful as this place was, its scars were ugly and sickening, despite how small they were.

      “What about Trap Mellon?” Eira asked. “Will he be joining us, as well?”

      Medina’s smile faded a little too fast. Her voice dropped, too. “I regretfully have to announce that Trap Mellon has been missing for a couple of days. We are actively searching for him, but you should know… We found cult paraphernalia at his house.”

      The news left me speechless. Eira’s jaw dropped to the floor. “Wha… What?”

      “We suspect him of ties to the Hermessi death cult that formed here on Cerix. We’ve had trouble capturing other members lately, and, given what was discovered at his place, we had no choice but to presume his involvement. He likely obstructed the army’s efforts against the death cult. We’re worried he might’ve been converted.”

      That sounded insane. Trap Mellon was loyal to the emperor. He’d been a friend to Eira, especially, and even Inalia. He’d helped us against the Hermessi, and he’d squirmed at the mere thought of the ritual being completed. Why would he have shifted his allegiance so abruptly? What could have made him turn against the very empire he’d lived his whole life protecting? It just didn’t make sense.

      “You must be mistaken,” Eira said, voicing our collective thoughts. “Trap would never—”

      “I’m afraid we’re not mistaken. All the evidence points to his affiliation with the Hermessi cults,” Medina cut her off abruptly. She clearly didn’t like having her orders or judgment questioned. My gut told me it was better not to argue with the prime minister on this. We could easily sneak around and look into it ourselves as soon as we got the chance.

      I moved past Raphael and reached Eira, gently squeezing her elbow. “Let’s just get to our rooms and get ready for later,” I said. “We can talk about this another time.”

      Eira was quick to catch the hidden meaning of my words, giving me a sense of relief as she nodded and offered Medina an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Prime Minister. I just didn’t see it coming.”

      “None of us did,” she replied. “I was as shocked as you all are. It was a heavy blow to deal with, in light of all that’s happened. Unfortunately, it’s true. Anyway, I will meet you all in the meeting hall in an hour, if that’s amenable,” she added, pointing at a set of double doors at the far end of the corridor. “I’ve made sure no one will disturb us, and I’ve arranged for all the maps of Cerix to be brought in, for your consideration.”

      “Thank you, Medina,” Taeral said. “Your support is much appreciated.”

      She left us in the hallway and retreated beyond the double doors, while we were left with the keys in our hands, still baffled with the news of Trap Mellon’s bizarre betrayal. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it, and judging by the looks on everyone’s faces, neither could they.

      We stood there, in silence, for about a minute, before Varga spoke up. “I call BS on that whole Trap Mellon issue.”

      “Whoa,” Eva said, gawking at him.

      He shrugged. “What? I just don’t buy it.”

      “Neither do I,” Eira replied. “Trap would never do that.”

      Taeral sighed. “I agree. But Medina made it clear, from where she stands. Let’s just get settled, have this meeting with her, and discuss Trap Mellon later, okay? We have a lot of work to do, and very little time to do it before the Hermessi eventually catch on that we’re here.”

      That was true. We couldn’t hide from them forever. Everything we had on us was a mere artifice, and it wouldn’t protect us forever, especially since the Hermessi knew we’d be coming for Eirexis. Planning our search and retrieval of this first piece would be best done in peace and quiet, and for the time being, we had that.

      There was no room for mistakes, going forward. As much as I disliked what we’d just heard about Trap Mellon, we had no choice but to put the thought of him aside, at least until we had a better idea as to where we might find Eirexis. Recovering Thieron was essential. It was our only chance at salvation, and everything else could wait.
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      My room was right next to Eira’s, as it turned out. It hadn’t even been planned, since Medina had passed the keys around without actually checking the numbers engraved on them. It seemed as though fate still wanted me close to Eira, and I’d welcomed the outcome more than I’d thought possible.

      I settled in but kept all the essentials in my backpack. I checked the windows and washed my face, then dried off with a soft towel. Taking time to analyze my room, I understood that this was where the emperor housed his more valuable or secret guests. My parents had a similar arrangement back home on the Fire Star, and so did Ash and Ruby in Nevertide. Sometimes, the emperor welcomed people without the public’s knowledge—mercenaries, ambassadors, refugees of high political value who couldn’t be sent into an inn or checked into a hotel. They had to be close to the emperor, under the palace’s protection.

      This entire wing had been built for that specific purpose, and the design was neutral in color, though opulent in its details. The lighting was dim, but the fixtures were sculptural pieces, each beautiful and unique. The art on the walls was sublime but generic—landscapes of Silvergate and other domains. The bedspreads, the carpets, and the curtains matched in soft shades of gray, white, and beige, and there were little gifts neatly wrapped on a silver platter, on the study. I pulled the ribbon off one and discovered a cute little wooden box filled with an assortment of local sweets. I could almost hear Herakles gasping and throwing them in his mouth, one by one.

      After a while, I got bored. We were still half an hour away from our planned meeting with Medina, and I had too much time to spend by myself. I’d noticed this anxiety set in earlier in the game, when we’d first come to Cerix. There was so much happening that I hadn’t had time to pay attention to what my own psyche was telling me. Now that I could hear all the thoughts zooming through my head, I only wanted to be back with the crew, listening to others instead of my internal agitation.

      A knock on the door startled and delighted me at the same time. This Hermessi debacle had certainly taken its toll on me, and the worst part was the image of my father, out cold in his crystal casing, back home. I needed to keep my mind busy with something else, and this unexpected visitor—whoever it may have been—would do the trick.

      To my surprise, Eira stood before me when I opened the door.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She shook her head and walked past me, right into my room. For a moment, I felt naked and vulnerable in her presence. It likely had something to do with this morning and my realization that I was, in fact, developing feelings for her. I’d yet to address that with myself… part of the reason why I didn’t want to be alone. Because then I’d have to properly process this.

      “I’m worried about Trap,” she said. “This isn’t right.”

      My concerns regarding my affection for her flew out the window. She was too agitated about Trap Mellon, and I needed to support her as best as I could, without jeopardizing the mission in any way. I understood her angst, but I couldn’t let anything get between us and Eirexis—as awful as it sounded.

      “I understand. We can look into it later. We could even ask the emperor,” I replied.

      “Listen, Trap would rather die than join a cult. Any cult. I’ve known him my whole life. His only objective is to protect Cerix from internal and external threats,” she snapped. “He would never, ever join the Hermessi’s death cult, I swear to you. I will go to my grave standing by these words.”

      “Let’s just make sure you don’t go to any grave prematurely,” I said quickly. “But I get your concern, I really do. I just don’t know what action we can take. Medina seemed pretty—”

      “Screw Medina,” she grumbled, crossing her arms. “I’m telling you, he wouldn’t. He was like a father to me. He taught me everything I know. Dammit, my whole worldview was shaped by his words and actions… It’s just not possible. Maybe someone’s framing him. I just…”

      I put my hands on her shoulders, hoping I’d manage to take some of the edge off. She seemed to relax slightly under my grip, giving me a pained look.

      “I trust you on this,” I said. “I do. Our only problem is that we wouldn’t even know where to start investigating this. Most importantly, we have Eirexis to find.”

      She sighed. “I know. But I can’t leave Trap on his own. Whoever did this to him, they wanted him out of the way, and they succeeded.”

      “Maybe we can convince Medina that—”

      “She won’t listen,” Eira shot back, shaking her head. “She’s made up her mind already. You heard her. And believe me, she never knew Trap like I do. No, we need to handle this differently.”

      This was a side of her I hadn’t seen often, but enjoyed, nonetheless. The soldier in her had come back to life, as fierce and as relentless as ever. Her whole demeanor had changed the moment she’d set foot on Cerix again. Her posture was straight and stiff, her chin high and her lips drawn firmly into a thin line. She’d been fitted with a GASP uniform, customized to her height and size, but she still retained the military allure. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, I realized, in awe of the strength that came off her in pulsating waves.

      “What do you suggest?” I asked.

      She looked at me, the blue in her eyes almost glowing with determination. “We speak to Emperor Tulla, directly, before or after dinner. Or during. I don’t care. But we address this with him.”

      “Won’t Medina be offended?”

      “Do I look like I care?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I have to say, I am thankful to have you as a friend. If you’ll fight for me half as hard as you’re fighting for Trap, I know I won’t ever be lost for long.”

      She blushed, lowering her gaze. The sight made my heart swell and throb inside my chest, and I needed several deep breaths to regain my focus.

      “I just know he wouldn’t do this,” she murmured.

      “And, like I said, you have my full support and trust on this,” I replied firmly. “We’ll talk to Emperor Tulla, then. We’ll piss Medina off, if needed.”

      She gave me a worried look. “I don’t want to get in the way of finding Eirexis.”

      “You won’t. We’ll figure something out, Eira. We’re a team, remember?” I said, smiling. “Besides, the others didn’t like this idea of Trap going cult-crazy, either. I’m sure they’ll be on board with this.”

      “I… Thank you…”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Let’s see what the emperor can tell us first. Worst-case scenario, I’ll have to zap around and sneak into Trap’s place tonight or whenever I get the chance. We’ll get to the bottom of this, and it won’t sidetrack us from our core mission,” I replied.

      There were things I saw differently about Eira, now. It definitely had something to do with her being back on Cerix, I thought. She was back in her element. It had brought out a side of her I hadn’t seen since our encounter with Death, and it thrilled me. It interested me, making me want to reach out and peel away these layers of hers until I got to the core of who she truly was.

      “What do you think about Medina, now that you’ve seen her again?” I asked.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t know. I won’t question her loyalty to the empire, obviously. She’s solid. But she might be misguided, where Trap is concerned. Seriously, I think someone framed him. Maybe the cult did it, knowing he was an ally.”

      “The emperor is an ally, too,” I replied.

      “Yeah, but he’s not as accessible, if you think about it. Especially after what happened here,” Eira said. “I think Medina doesn’t have all the information, and, given the heap of trouble we’re dealing with, she doesn’t want to worry about Trap, too.”

      “That’s kind of reasonable.”

      “Yeah, but where does it leave Trap?” Eira replied, her shoulders dropping.

      Once more, I found myself in awe of her. What a devoted friend she could be. So just and trusting, so kind and eager to help out. I worried about her more than she, herself, worried about Trap. I feared her presence here might do her harm, that it would put Acquis at risk, too—though I didn’t know what he’d been up to lately. I dared not think too far where he was concerned, given that he and Inalia were stuck with the brutally loyal Leb and Sebbi. Cerix was in turmoil beneath its pretty surface.

      And Eira was indirectly tied to it all. I wanted to help her with Trap, but I feared we might come across the cult at the most inopportune of moments. We had to tread carefully in this world, because we were one step closer to foiling Brendel’s plan for the ritual. There would be casualties, soon enough, and I dreaded the thought of Eira being counted among them.

      However, I couldn’t ignore her plea or ardent need to help her friend. She needed me, and I needed her. We’d have to figure something out to get what we wanted out of this place, without jeopardizing the key mission. To me, that was quite the challenge, but it was worth it.

      You don’t abandon your friends. Not when they might need you the most.

      “We’ve handled worse, haven’t we?” I asked rhetorically.

      A smile tugged at her lips. “And we survived, too.”

      “Right? Think we won’t survive this?”

      She thought about it for a moment and looked at me in a way that made my throat close up. I’d never seen such intensity in her eyes before. “With you by my side, there’s nothing I won’t survive,” she said, her voice breaking.

      Her words had a paralyzing impact on me, and she didn’t even know it. Instinctively, I reached out and pulled her into my arms. I held her close, my chin resting on the top of her head, as she gradually relaxed in my embrace. It felt so good to have her heart within inches of mine, thudding nervously between layers of fabric, skin, flesh, and bone… It was as if our souls resonated when in close proximity with each other, like hidden musical notes that chimed softly whenever we touched.

      I understood then that Eira was a bigger part of my life than I’d initially thought. And it wasn’t a bad thing at all.
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      Medina welcomed us into the meeting hall with an organized pile of Cerixian maps on the main table. Water pitchers, light snacks, and blood vials had been set up on a side table, courtesy of the emperor. The room itself was beautiful, with ornate wall panels and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves loaded with leather-bound books and journals. Plenty of chairs and sofas had been arranged by the window, to get the most out of the natural light while reading, and light fixtures offered artificial lighting after sunset.

      “Thank you for the refreshments,” Taeral said to Medina, who offered a curt bow in return.

      “It’s the least we could do for our guests,” she replied, and unraveled a large map on the empty half of the main table. “This is the most recent and most accurate map of Cerix, complete with monuments and protected ancient sites.”

      “It’s nice to see you take care of them,” Amelia said as we gathered around the table. She bent forward to get a better look. The entire map had been drawn in black ink, with fine tips and the occasional broad stroke to define a mountain chain or a forest. The rivers and the oceans, the lakes and the seas had been given a soft splash of blue, while the domain borders and their capitals were highlighted with red ink. Names were elegantly written in swirling letters next to every settlement and at the center of every region, with varying styles to differentiate between districts, towns, cities, and domains. All in all, this was one of the prettiest and most comprehensive maps I’d ever come across, complete with miniature illustrations to identify ancient sites and the capitals.

      “This looks fantastic,” I said.

      Medina smiled. “Thank you. This map was commissioned about twenty years ago, and it took about five years to put together in this final form. It is, in my humble opinion, a true work of geographical art.”

      “I think we can all agree on that,” Lumi replied. She frowned as she pointed at several areas on the map, on which small conical wooden figurines had been placed. “What are those?”

      “Oh, I took the liberty of pointing out a few possible locations for you to search,” Medina said. “Ancient sites where an artifact like Eirexis could have been hidden over four million years ago. Most that are still standing today are mere impressions of what they used to be, though. All that remained were the foundations, and our scholars continue to brush the dirt away from them on a daily basis, looking to better understand what kinds of creatures lived here before the modern Cerixian.”

      At first glance, I noticed eight conical figurines, all over the empire. Eight possible starting points for our search. That was a lot to begin with, though slightly better than the numbers I’d had in my mind prior to coming into this room.

      “Are these sites guarded in any way?” I asked.

      Medina nodded. “Most of them have been turned into museums and archaeological parks. The visiting structures were built around the actual sites, which are protected by massive glass casings. We have guards monitoring them every day and night. It’s part of an initiative to boost tourism across the domains, started after the empire was formed.”

      “Any one of these could be a potential hiding place for Eirexis,” Raphael grumbled. “It’s going to take a while. How do we do this?”

      “We could take each location one at a time,” I replied. “With my and Taeral’s teleporting ability, we won’t have to worry about time wasted traveling. We’ll have it all to spend on searching for Eirexis.”

      “I presume the guards won’t be a problem for us,” Taeral said, giving Medina a questioning look.

      “Oh, no, absolutely not. They’ll be ordered in advance to stand down, and you’ll be given special hoods with the prime minister’s monogram, so they’ll recognize you without you having to show your faces,” she explained. “Since discretion is key here, I figured I’d tell them you’re agents of the prime minister, tasked with checking the monuments on my behalf. With monogramed hoods and your masks on, you shouldn’t encounter any issues.”

      Herakles straightened his back and crossed his arms. “It’ll be a good opportunity to test what Kabbah mentioned, regarding Taeral’s scythe.”

      “That’s right,” Lumi replied. “If the blade reacts in proximity to Eirexis, it’ll certainly save us a lot of time searching in the wrong place.”

      Taeral brought the blade up for everyone to see. Medina’s eyes grew wide with wonder, unable to look away. “So far, I don’t see much of a change,” he said. “But I’ll admit, it does give off a faint, almost unnoticeable buzz when I touch it. It didn’t do that before.”

      “Which could, in fact, confirm Kabbah’s statement,” Eira breathed. “Could it be telling you that Eirexis is here, on this planet?”

      Taeral nodded slowly. “Probably.”

      “I mean, think about it this way. Put yourselves in Brendel’s shoes,” Eva said. “You just snatched Death’s most precious object. You dismantled it into three pieces, and you managed to come here, to Cerix, looking to hide the handle somewhere. What do you do? What place do you pick? At this point, you probably don’t know that, once you take your hands off Eirexis, you won’t be able to pick it up again.”

      “Wait, why is that?” Medina asked, slightly confused.

      “Brendel snatched Thieron in a moment when Death was weak. As soon as she broke it into pieces and stopped touching it, Thieron, even dismantled, engaged its self-protection protocol,” Lumi explained. “Ancient, timeless Death magic that not even the Hermessi could bypass. Their only hope, as well as Death’s, of ever touching it again, is if a living creature touches the pieces and survives the three guardian Reapers embedded in them. So far, no one has managed to do that, from what we were told. Otherwise, either Death or Brendel would’ve gotten their hands on Thieron already.”

      Medina nodded slowly, her gaze wandering across the map as she tried to process the information. This was a lot for a Cerixian, given that, until less than a month ago, this world was still wondering whether there were other civilizations in outer space. We’d brought in all of them at once, and we’d added to the discovery shock by revealing the universe-building-and-breaking entities that troubled us—the Hermessi and, more recently, Death herself.

      “So, if you were Brendel, where would you hide Eirexis?” Amelia asked, studying the map.

      “These three are the oldest sites known to us,” Medina replied, pointing at three different locations on the map. They were pretty far apart and in different domains. “Two are former city centers, and one was a temple.”

      “Do you think she would’ve hidden Eirexis in a place with a lot of people?” Raphael raised an eyebrow at her.

      “She would’ve put it somewhere others wouldn’t have even suspected,” Medina replied. “The city was later abandoned for a larger and more favorable settlement, but yes, I do see Brendel hiding an artifact like Eirexis there. I would rather think that than consider combing the entire planet’s wilderness in order to find it.”

      That thought had occurred to us, too. We’d preferred focusing on ancient sites instead, so as not to get overwhelmed by the millions of possibilities. We needed our search narrowed down, not expanded into madness.

      “Guys… I’m getting something,” Fallon said, pressing his index and middle fingers against his temples. He seemed to be in pain. “Brendel would’ve hidden Eirexis where people lived. There was a rumor among the Hermessi at the time, that Death’s scythe reacted to living people by concealing itself even deeper, so no one could find it. If left in the wilderness, they worried it might’ve stood out.”

      “Whoa!” Varga exclaimed. “Where the hell did you get that from?”

      Fallon shrugged, his shocked expression worth more than words. Eva, however, was quick to remember. “You’ve accessed more of Kabbah’s memory residue, right?”

      “Yeah…My brain is still processing most of them, but this one just came up when you mentioned Brendel. It’s a recent conversation he had with her, after we met him in the Volcrun cave. He didn’t know all this, then. I think he confronted her shortly after we got out of there, and left this memory in my head during our second encounter in the Nevertide palace.”

      Lumi sighed. “That’s interesting, to say the least.” A grin stretched across her face, leaving us all wondering what had put her in such a good mood. Fortunately, Lumi wasn’t one for dramatic revelations and was quick to enlighten us. “You keep remembering, now.”

      “What does that mean for me? For us?” Fallon asked, understandably alarmed.

      “It means that you just helped us narrow down our search,” Lumi replied. She shifted her focus to Medina. “Can you tell us which of these sites were once the most populated areas? If Kabbah’s thoughts are correct, Brendel would’ve looked for the busiest areas beneath which she could hide Eirexis.”

      Fallon exhaled sharply. “This is so weird…”

      “Enjoy it,” Eva replied, smiling. “It’s helping us.”

      “You should keep digging, in the meantime,” I suggested, while Medina perused the map and removed some of the conical figures.

      “These were the most populated,” she said, pointing at three other locations. “Still far away from one another, but certainly more within your search parameters, I think. According to our archaeological records, each of these cities had populations of over five thousand people, which was enormous for that era.”

      “Okay, good. We now have three possible starting points,” Taeral replied.

      Medina rushed over to one of the bookshelves and came back with three old books, which she placed on the table, on top of the map. “These are archaeology papers on the specific sites. Eira and I can help you with translations. They include maps and technical specifications, including several theories on what each part of the site was used for… you know, the typical archaeologist’s favorite thing to do. Theorizing about the long-since-dead.” She chuckled.

      “This is interesting,” Eira said while flipping through one of the books. She pointed at a figurine positioned on a seaside location. “This area here isn’t just home to one of Cerix’s most ancient sites. It’s also a haven for rosy fishes. I’m surprised people left this city behind.”

      “Why? What do the rosy fishes have to do with it? Also, what are rosy fishes?” I asked.

      “They’re rare creatures, limited to about five or six sanctuary areas in Cerix’s oceans and seas. They stick together in large banks, and their nutritional value is insanely high. Their scales are reddish and pink, shaped more or less like rose petals. When they try to defend themselves from a larger predator, those scales rise up, making them look like actual roses. It’s a weird effect, but it works. Hence the name.”

      “You mentioned nutritional value,” Taeral replied. “What made that so important?”

      “A single fish can feed a Cerixian for the entire week,” Eira said. “There is something in the meat of rosy fish that sates any adult Cerixian for up to seven days. That’s why they’re so precious and protected. There used to be more of them, but they’ve been having reproduction issues for the past couple of centuries. Their numbers have dwindled, and their habitats have been declared sacred and untouchable by any Cerixian.”

      Fallon sucked in a breath. “Guys… There’s more.” He scoffed, shaking his head in amazement. “Again, it got triggered by something that Eira said, this time, about rosy fishes. I’ve got snippets of a conversation between Kabbah and Brendel… quite recently, in fact.”

      “As in, post-Blackout?” Taeral asked.

      The vampire-fae nodded. “Kabbah doesn’t know where Eirexis is, exactly, on Cerix. He told us the truth there. But I have a feeling he knew without actually knowing it.”

      “I’m confused,” Medina mumbled.

      “You and me both, sister,” Herakles replied dryly.

      “Brendel said something to Kabbah,” Fallon muttered, frowning as he went over the images in his head. “She said she threw the pieces of Thieron over the tallest mountains… and, hold on, I’ve got it… and that of the three, Eirexis will be the toughest to find. The rosy fishes have made a home out of it. Yeah, that’s what she said. That the rosy fishes have made a home out of Eirexis.”

      Silence settled across the round table as we all stared at Fallon. Even he couldn’t believe the treasure trove of hidden information that Kabbah had left inside his head—whether he’d done it willingly or not was a mystery, but it didn’t matter. It was a much-needed break.

      Lumi took a deep breath, which she released slowly, pensively. “She threw Eirexis over the tallest mountain, and it became home to rosy fishes… it might sound cryptic, but I think it’s actually very telling.”

      As the pieces of the puzzle began to take their rightful places in our group memory, ideas began to spring up. Eira was the first to speak after a long pause. “We need the sites that are closest to tall mountains and rosy fish sanctuaries, then. Right?”

      “I’ll need to look into it and confirm, regarding the sanctuaries,” Medina replied. “I don’t know them by heart, but the empire’s biologists surely will.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to just pinpoint the sites that are close to mountains and oceans?” Raphael asked. “Surely, such geographical features rarely get together like this.”

      “Rosy fish aren’t just saltwater creatures. They live in fresh water, too,” Eira replied. “We shouldn’t overlook the inland sites.”

      Taeral pointed at the three locations we’d previously agreed on. “We may as well start here, where Eira pointed,” he said. “In the meantime, Medina can update us on the other possible locations.”

      “Great. Let’s go, then,” I chimed in, undoubtedly excited about this. Fallon’s weird memory spurts creeped the heck out of me, but I couldn’t deny their usefulness. Memory residue wasn’t uncommon when possessions occurred, though we’d never heard of a Hermessi leaving such snippets behind. It probably had to do with Fallon’s rare hybrid nature.

      “Hold on,” Eira said. “The sanctuary I showed you isn’t close enough to a mountain for it to fall within our search parameters.”

      “And I need to notify the site guards, first,” Medina said, giving Taeral a stern look. “The emperor will also be expecting you all for dinner tonight. I suggest you let me make the proper arrangements before you head out, for your safety and ours.”

      “Time isn’t really on our side here—” Taeral tried to protest, but Medina cut him off.

      “Eirexis isn’t going anywhere, and I need to make sure you don’t walk in anywhere uninsured,” she replied. “You will let me do this my way, or you’re on your own.”

      Lumi gently gripped Taeral’s upper arm. “Let’s not upset our host,” she murmured in his ear. “We can leave at first light.”

      Taeral wanted to say something, but changed his mind quickly and gave Medina a polite nod. “Fine. We’ll do more research in the meantime, then, and double-check our gear, while we’re here.”

      He didn’t seem happy with this, and neither was I for that matter, but I understood Lumi’s diplomatic approach. The clock was ticking, sure, but Medina did have a point about preparing the sites for our arrival. We didn’t need anyone’s attention on what we were about to do. We’d considered using the invisibility spell to move around these sites long before we’d come into the room, but both Lumi and Raphael had agreed on one thing: there was a risk that the spell might falter where Eirexis was concerned. We didn’t know what kind of object it was, magically speaking. We didn’t understand it, and we definitely didn’t want to risk not being able to hide it with invisibility spell, once we did find it.

      Using a more official capacity, as Medina had suggested, made more sense. We could walk in with little to no fuss, and we could look for Eirexis. Once located, we could deal with its Reaper and hopefully survive, to then walk out of there undisturbed. The ideal scenario sounded easy. The practical application, however, filled me with dread.

      “Our scholars are also still researching the empire’s lore,” Medina added. “We’re actively looking for any mention of Death and Reapers. It is our hope that we’ll find some legends, at least.”

      “What’s the purpose of that search?” Herakles asked.

      “There’s a seed of truth in every story,” Medina replied. “The more you learn about Death and her Reapers, the better. Don’t you think?”

      It sounded reasonable, and I had every reason to thank her for such incredible support. However, there was something that didn’t quite fit into the overall picture, where Medina was concerned. Whether it was just my paranoia or something I’d instinctively spotted and had yet to identify, it just didn’t click. She seemed too nice. Too helpful. Gah, I’m either losing my mind or I’m simply an awful person.

      It had been my experience so far that nothing came easy, and Medina’s assistance contradicted said experience. She was handing us locations on a silver platter. She was hiding us inside the palace, smack under the Hermessi’s noses. She was facilitating our movements across the empire. Anyone else would’ve been thankful for such support. Yet I couldn’t take it for what it was. Concern wormed its way through me, skewing my perception of her.

      “I need to go, for now, but you’re all free to keep working here,” Medina said and walked over to the door. “I shall see you all in a few hours, at dinner.”

      As soon as she opened the door, I caught a glimpse of a familiar Cerixian darting down the hallway. It had only been a second, a fraction in time, but I was quick to recognize him: Skit. Medina didn’t even seem to notice him as she walked out. She stopped and turned around to look at us, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

      “Thank you, Prime Minister,” Eira said. “We’ll see you later.”

      She disappeared down the hallway, and I rushed outside to check. There was no sign of Skit anywhere. Convinced I hadn’t imagined him out there, I asked Varga for help. “V, can you use your True Sight on this floor and tell me if you see Skit anywhere?”

      Varga frowned but didn’t question me. His eyes glimmered gold as he glanced around. He shook his head. “I don’t see him.”

      “Dammit. I swear I saw him just now,” I muttered and looked at the rest of our crew. “Didn’t anyone else spot him in the doorway when Medina left?”

      “No. Though, to be fair, I was more preoccupied with the map,” Taeral replied apologetically.

      I sighed. “It’s okay… Don’t worry. Maybe I did imagine it.”

      Herakles walked over to me, and my heart started beating a little faster. I’d put the thought of him away for the time being, but it was hard not to react to his very presence at any moment. Herakles was intense like that. “You saw Skit?” he asked, and I nodded. He gave Taeral a wondering glance. “We could ask the emperor about Skit, later.”

      “Or we could look for him,” I suggested.

      “We’ve been advised to stay in this part of the palace,” Raphael reminded me.

      I didn’t like this. It felt as though Medina was dictating one too many terms of our presence here. Granted, they were all measures for our safety, but I still couldn’t help but feel suffocated, as if I couldn’t move or breathe without accounting for it with Medina. I understood that discretion was necessary, but… again, something just didn’t click right.
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      “I think I caught his scent,” Herakles said, surprising us—Riza, especially, whose amethyst eyes nearly popped out at the sound of his words.

      “What?” she croaked.

      “It’s faint, but I can tell he was nearby,” Herakles replied.

      Eva joined them in the doorway, taking deep breaths and letting her serpentine tongue flicker between her lips as she searched for the same trace. She gave me a concerned look. “Riza and Herakles are right. He was definitely here.”

      “Yet he didn’t come in or make himself seen or heard,” Riza noted, crossing her arms.

      Herakles exhaled slowly and shut the door. He lowered his voice as he looked at us. “Has no one else noticed how weird this place is, this time around?”

      “Weird as in still standing after the Shills and the Hermessi came down on it, looking for us?” I replied, my sarcasm blaring.

      “No, as in… everything’s a little too tight and nice, while key people we trusted are either hiding or missing. See Skit and Trap Mellon, for reference,” Herakles shot back.

      Riza’s face lit up. “You see it, too, then.”

      “See what?” I asked, gradually getting more confused.

      “There’s something off here, Tae,” the jinni said. “There’s something about Medina, about the way things are organized… it’s just not okay. I thought I was being paranoid, but I’m obviously not the only one thinking this.”

      “No, you’re not,” Eira replied. “It’s been bothering me, too.”

      It all came as a surprise to me. I hadn’t sensed any ill intent coming from Medina, though her protocols for safety had come dangerously close to exasperating me, earlier. I’d seen only goodwill and a desire to help us. I didn’t like the thought of Trap having gone dark-side, either, and I trusted Eira in her reasoning that he might’ve been framed, but I never considered Medina as part of this mysterious problem or as acting in some kind of ill manner. On the contrary, she’d been a much-needed help.

      “Is this about Trap?” I asked Eira, making sure I wasn’t getting the wrong idea here. She nodded. I was getting the right idea here, and I hated being right. Eira was, in fact, suspicious of Medina. “What, seriously? You think she’s involved in what happened to Trap?”

      “She wouldn’t be the first prime minister to act against us,” Eira replied flatly.

      “She’s been helping us find Eirexis!” I snapped. “I totally agree on figuring out what happened to Trap, but why would you even suspect Medina of any involvement?”

      “Because she refuses to accept the possibility that Trap might be innocent,” Lumi interjected, looking at me. “Tae, I must admit, the girls have every right to be suspicious. You can’t prove her good intentions past what we’ve all just seen, and that isn’t enough to convince at least three of our crew members here that Medina can truly be trusted. Our three crew members here,” she added, pointing at Herakles, Riza, and Eira, “however, can’t prove she’s untrustworthy, either, for the same reason. Our best move forward is to take advantage of tonight’s dinner and drill her in front of the emperor. If she slips, we’ll know. If she refuses to answer certain questions, we’ll know. But if she’s as cooperative in those circumstances as she was earlier, I think we’ll all be able to agree that Medina is, in fact, doing her best to help us.”

      “Letting this rest until dinner sounds good,” Amelia suggested. “We’re under a lot of pressure now, and we’ve been repeatedly hounded and betrayed. While suspicion is good to have on us at all times, it might hurt us if we use it against everyone we meet.”

      “What do you mean?” Raphael asked.

      “Lumi said it clearly. We’re designed to not trust people easily, and Medina’s on the fence right now. We need more information before we can, say, reject her or investigate her. If she’s innocent, and we continue to suspect her of wrongdoing, we might lose her as an ally, and she’s the one who can get us into the ancient sites on Cerix.”

      Amelia had a point, and we all seemed to agree on it. I could easily address the issues of Trap Mellon and Skit during dinner with Emperor Tulla, like I’d said. Until then, I just wanted the rest of the day to flow smoothly. I hated being in this palace for too long. Every moment now, I could almost hear Shills hissing and roaring through the hallways, looking for us. The paranoia and the fear had definitely set in, but I couldn’t let such emotions jeopardize our mission.

      After all, we’d come through the pink water and we’d slipped through undetected, so far. Chances were that the Hermessi didn’t even know we were here—not yet, anyway. Otherwise, they would’ve torn the palace down, brick by brick, until they got to us. The current situation was far more convenient, despite its slow development. I didn’t like having to wait until morning to check those ancient sites, but Medina had been specific about it.

      We were better off doing things her way. It left me with some spare time tonight, and, since I’d discussed this with Eira already, I decided I’d use it to investigate Trap’s whereabouts. I also had to trust my friends, even if I disagreed with them. If Herakles, Riza, and Eira didn’t like Medina, it was my duty to find the truth, whether I liked it or not.

      I just didn’t want another potential traitor in our midst. We’d been through enough already. We needed one damn lucky break, at least, and this whole search scenario felt like it could be it. I didn’t want to be disappointed, because, at this stage in the game, disappointment could easily and irreversibly lead to premature death—not just for me, but for my friends and loved ones, too.

      “We’ll talk to the emperor tonight, then,” I concluded, eager to get back to the map to discuss potential locations for Eirexis. Riza, Herakles, and Eva joined us around the table once more as we continued to prepare for the next day.

      “Say what you will,” Raphael said, stifling a chuckle, “but at least Medina’s more useful than her predecessor.”

      That much was true. Dellon Figgen had been a fraud and a monster, wholly undeserving of his rank and position in the Cerixian Empire. No creature looking to exploit Hermessi children could ever be allowed to be free—and the same could be said for Brendel, too. Even though she was a Hermessi, she’d been using the Hermessi children against us, against innocent people. My heart swelled at the thought of finding the pieces of Thieron and ending her stupid ritual, once and for all.

      As for Medina, we could easily resolve this at dinner. I looked forward to asking Emperor Tulla about Trap Mellon, in particular. Regardless of where this would lead, I had to admit… We needed the truth, now more than ever, from anyone who crossed our path.
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      The dinner itself started off nicely, as we were warmly greeted by the emperor himself, joined at the table by Medina. He made sure he shook all our hands, after which he gave Eira a brief hug and entertained Acantha and Nethissis in conversation. He seemed particularly thrilled to meet Lumi’s apprentices.

      As we sat down for the food and blood to be served, Emperor Tulla bombarded us with questions about our mission—how we’d been, how we’d come across Death and Reapers, what progress we’d made against the Hermessi, and so on. He knew most of the answers already, but he wanted to listen to our “cosmic war stories,” as he called them, and we didn’t mind.

      The one thing we didn’t do was jump right into questioning Medina. Eira had advised us against it, suggesting that we were better off luring her out of the room before we could ask the emperor about her. It made sense, since this was the wrong place and the wrong time to stir some kind of diplomatic skirmish. All eyes were on us, and we couldn’t risk pissing anyone off, especially in a land where most of the Hermessi were itching to kill us.

      “Your Majesty, we heard about Trap Mellon,” I said, shortly after the second course was served, long past the initial tales of our Hermessi adventures. “I must admit, we were all shocked.”

      It earned me a frown from Medina, while the emperor sighed deeply, his expression darkened by sadness. Eira gave me an approving nod. We’d agreed to mention Trap with Medina present, just to observe the reactions. The emperor didn’t even look at Medina, setting his gaze on me, instead.

      “I still can’t believe it, if I’m honest,” he said.

      Varga looked at me, blinking once. He was reading the emperor’s emotional aura, and we’d devised a quick and easy communication system—he’d blink once for truth and twice for misleading statements. He’d been reading Medina and the emperor throughout the evening, and so far, he hadn’t found anything troubling. Then again, the night was still young, and we’d yet to ask the hard questions.

      “Has there been any news regarding his whereabouts?” I replied.

      “Not that I know of. Perhaps the prime minister knows more,” Emperor Tulla said, glancing at her. Medina shook her head.

      “I’m afraid we haven’t found him yet.”

      One quick look at Varga, and I knew she was telling the truth. They were still actively searching for Trap, while Eira was willing to stake her life on his character. She would go to her grave vouching for him, and I had no choice but to trust her on this. Eira’s judgment had yet to fail us.

      “Weren’t there any signs? Something to conclusively point to him as a cult member?” Amelia asked.

      “Wasn’t the cult paraphernalia we found at his house enough?” Medina retorted, her expression firm and cold. She clearly didn’t enjoy this part of the conversation. Such a reaction didn’t exactly work in her favor, not if she expected me to fully trust her. We were well within our rights to question her and anyone else, especially where Trap Mellon was concerned.

      “I will not issue an opinion on the matter until Trap is brought back and interrogated,” the emperor declared. “That being said, I wholeheartedly hope it isn’t true, because he’s dedicated his entire life to serving and protecting the empire. Turning against us after all these years isn’t just foolish… it’s downright ridiculous. I simply cannot even conceive such a thought.”

      “Rest assured, Your Majesty, that we are working tirelessly to find him and safely bring him back,” Medina replied. “I’m equally baffled by what we discovered, and I’m looking forward to getting the truth out of him.”

      “Yet you’ve made up your mind about him,” Eira shot back, her blue eyes narrowed and frosty.

      Medina glowered at her, while I remembered a key difference in the way she treated Eira, as opposed to the rest of our crew. We were all asked to call her by her first name, while Eira continued to address her by her title, and Medina never corrected her—as if Eira was somehow beneath her. There was a certain degree of animosity between them, and I’d only noticed it now, as they sat across the table from one another.

      “I only follow the evidence,” the prime minister said in a clipped tone. “Unless proof of his innocence is revealed, I am entitled to make this assessment. I will happily change it in the future, if Trap proves me wrong.”

      “Now, now, let us not argue about a Cerixian who isn’t here to defend himself,” the emperor cut in. “There are more important things to discuss tonight. Taeral, how is your mission looking for tomorrow morning?”

      “It’s all set, Your Majesty,” I replied. “We’ll leave at first light, and we’ve obtained a copy of the most accurate map of Cerix for our travel. We’re looking at three initial locations, along with four more that might be of use.”

      The emperor smiled. “Good. I’m glad to hear that. We’re all rooting for you, Fire Star prince.”

      “Medina, I was wondering…” Eva said, wearing the most innocent expression she could come up with—which was quite the challenge, given her snake-like eyes; they gave her sharpness and feral beauty, both polar opposites of what she was going for. “Could you join me back in the meeting hall for a moment? I need to check something on that map, as I’ve just thought of a couple more possible locations for Eirexis. I was hoping you might be able to assist me.”

      Medina raised an eyebrow, her skepticism unwarranted. Eva’s performance was flawless, even with her snake eyes. “Right now?”

      “While the ideas are fresh in my mind,” Eva replied, smiling.

      “Very well.” Medina sighed and got up from the table.

      As soon as she and Eva left the dining hall, I switched my attention to the emperor, but Riza got ahead of me. “Your Grace, whatever happened to Skit? We haven’t seen him around.”

      Good question, I thought. The Emperor shrugged. “Well, he is part of the palace guards. I suppose he’s either on his day off or doing his rounds. I wouldn’t be able to tell you more.”

      That was a dead end, for now. There wasn’t much else we could do about Skit, and he certainly wasn’t at the top of our priorities list. He’d been sensed near our room, but he wasn’t one of the four soldiers assigned to our care. Maybe he’d simply passed through—like the Emperor had said, making his rounds. I decided to address a much bigger item on our said list.

      “What do you think of Medina’s performance so far?” I asked. “Is she to your liking, as the new prime minister?”

      “She’s very good at what she does,” the emperor said. “I vetted her myself. Loyal. Dependable. Ruthless. Resourceful. I appreciate those qualities in a leader.”

      “Your Majesty, I must admit, I don’t like how she’s handling Trap’s investigation,” Eira chimed in. “She sounds like she’s already made up her mind about him.”

      The emperor gave her a soft smile. “She’s merely following the evidence. If you remember, she also suggested that she’s more than willing to change her mind, should Trap be proven innocent. Now, enough about him. The subject irks me in his absence.” He glanced at me. “What locations have you chosen, so far, for your search tomorrow? Has Medina arranged everything with the local guards?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. She also had someone deliver the monogramed cloaks to our rooms,” I said. “The first three locations are in two different domains. One is the HuaWua Temple, on the northwestern coast of the Samotarcis Domain. The other two are both along the Cell River, close to the southeastern delta. Eira remembered there’s a rosy fish sanctuary near the HuaWua Temple, and that’s important to our search, based on newly revealed information. We’re just waiting for Medina to find out where the other rosy fish sanctuaries are.”

      “Based on their locations, we’ll cross-check with what we’ve already learned about Eirexis’s possible whereabouts and, hopefully, come up with one or two more sites,” Lumi added. “We’re looking to be done by the end of tomorrow.”

      “Provided the Hermessi don’t get in the way,” Raphael grumbled.

      “That’ll be a given. They know we’re coming,” Varga replied. “We’ve been planning ahead, though. It’ll be a secret infiltration and extraction method, once we find Eirexis.”

      “I can only wish you the best of luck,” the emperor said. “I would love to be able to help you more, but, alas, I’m but a mere Cerixian.” He paused, his brows pulling into a confused frown. “Wait, why is the prime minister having to search for the rosy fish sanctuaries? She knows where they are.”

      A wave of ice rocks crashed into me. This was the first confirmation that Medina hadn’t been truthful, and it didn’t bode well for our mission—the worst part was that Varga hadn’t registered that deception earlier. But was he looking for it in her aura hours ago? No, because it was only after she’d left that we’d discussed Riza, Herakles, and Eira’s suspicions about her…

      “Excuse me?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “She knows the locations of all seven sanctuaries. She spent years advocating for them. Medina toured each of them, making sure our biologists were doing a good job,” the emperor explained. “In fact, she has been making efforts to establish an eighth. I’ve been told that the rosy fish populations in the freshwater sanctuaries were thriving, thus making enough eggs to set up a new colony. She mentioned it herself, just the other day.”

      Looking around the table, I could tell what everyone was thinking. Medina was a very good liar—expert enough to get past Varga’s True Sentry radar. She had exquisite control of her demeanor, and she measured her words carefully. She definitely couldn’t be trusted.

      “Don’t you think it’s weird that she—” Eira tried to speak, but I quickly squeezed her wrist beneath the table.

      “We must’ve misunderstood,” I said, wearing a flat smile. “I guess she was talking about precise coordinates, perhaps to help us, since she won’t be joining us.”

      The emperor seemed blissfully unaware of her deceit, and I decided to let it stay that way, at least until we figured out what Medina’s endgame was. Of course, I had every intention of handing her over to the emperor once I got my answers. I just knew I wanted to let this play out for a little while longer before pulling the plug.

      Lumi mouthed a “Why?” at me, and I replied with a discreet wink. “We’ll have time to go over the last details for tomorrow’s search mission after dinner,” I said. “In the meantime, I have to say, the food has been fantastic. Looking forward to dessert.”

      The emperor laughed and rang the bell. Within seconds, four soldiers came in and cleared the table. One of them moved around with the wheeled dessert cart, from which he served us. Tonight’s specialty resembled a layered cake, in delicious shades of pink, pale yellow, and white, the top adorned with a plethora of local fruits.

      “The whole crew is with you on this,” Eira whispered to me, “but you have to explain your decision later. Most importantly, you can’t leave the emperor blind here. Make it right.”

      The grave look in her eyes made me realize that she was right. She wasn’t the only one with this concern, either. I could handle any of Medina’s machinations, now that I knew she was up to something. The emperor, on the other hand, was still vulnerable, and everyone in my crew seemed to know it, as they shot me some of their more meaningful glares.

      “Your Majesty,” I said, my spoon slicing through the soft dessert, “would you mind if I asked you something?”

      The soldiers were already gone, having finished the dessert service. Emperor Tulla nodded, occasionally eyeing his plate. His serving was definitely appealing enough to make it harder for him to concentrate. It was equal parts funny and adorable—a side of him I hadn’t seen before. “Of course, son. Talk to me,” he replied.

      “Can you please not tell Medina about this whole rosy fish confusion? There’s something we need to look into, first.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your Majesty, just… be careful,” I said, smiling. “Let us keep this entire conversation to ourselves, for everyone’s sake.”

      “What are you trying to tell me? Spit it out already,” he replied, getting visibly impatient. I didn’t like where this conversation was going, and I regretted bringing it up in the first place. I’d wanted to please Eira and the crew on this, but it was clearly making room for difficult questions, since it was far too early to point fingers at Medina. We’d already ruined the career of one prime minister. We couldn’t keep knocking them down without solid proof. All I had now was purely circumstantial, and I didn’t want to worry the emperor.

      “I’m not looking to make any accusations.” I sighed, feeling the crew’s eyes on me. Their silence on this was much appreciated. I’d sort of dug myself into this, and I had to make my way back to the surface as quickly and as smoothly as possible. “I’m just kindly asking that we don’t mention the rosy fish sanctuaries to Medina. That is all. Could you, please, just trust me on this?”

      The emperor stared at me for a while, and I could hear the wheels in his head turning, ever so slightly, as he pondered a response. I didn’t need Varga’s True Sentry abilities to know that he was curious. He was dying to ask more questions, but I’d made it relatively clear that I wasn’t ready to answer any of them. I’d asked for his trust, instead. That had to count for something.

      Emperor Tulla was extremely intelligent and had the purest of intentions. He’d met all kinds of people during his lifetime, and I was sure that Medina’s possible betrayal or shady machinations wouldn’t have come as a shock. Nevertheless, these were special circumstances. The endgame was far too precious for us to get embroiled in Cerixian politics again. Most importantly, I needed to get more dirt on Medina before I could tell the emperor everything.

      He smiled with his lips, but not with his eyes. “I appreciate your thoughts and concerns, young prince. And worry not, you have my trust. I will do as you asked,” he said. I could almost hear the collective sigh of relief around the table, along with the throng of future questions that my crew would ask me—most involved a lot of cursing, for sure. They didn’t oppose me in front of the emperor, but they were bound to confront me later, in private, about my decision to not elaborate on Medina’s deceit.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I replied. My palms were sweaty, feeling as though I’d just defused a highly complex bomb.

      “You know, Medina might come across as shrewd,” the emperor said. “Perhaps even manipulative. But she is a loyal servant of the empire. I will be careful, as you advised, and I agree that it may be too early to make any accusations regarding her. I appreciate your diplomacy on this. Good to see you understand that indisputable evidence is a better weapon than one’s suspicions.”

      Oh, there was so much to unpack in that statement. It was as if he’d read my mind and agreed with me, against my own crew, even. He had made a good point. Medina was definitely slippery and calculated, and yes, she’d lied about the rosy fish sanctuaries… but it definitely wasn’t enough to even formulate a solid accusation. I needed more, and Emperor Tulla seemed to know it.

      No wonder he’d been leading an entire empire for years. He was remarkably measured in his judgments and responses. I had a lot to learn from this guy. Hopefully, we’d stop the ritual, and I’d arrange a few more visits to simply pick his brain. Emperor Tulla’s wisdom was a high-value asset, no doubt about it.

      One quick look at the table, and I knew that the rest of the crew had caught on, too, without me having to explain it later. The way the emperor had chosen his words had made it quite clear: Don’t accuse without indisputable proof. They didn’t like it any more than I did, but they accepted it. We all took comfort in knowing he’d received our message about Medina, and left it at that, choosing to focus on the dessert instead.

      We had a big day ahead of us tomorrow. I was better off planning for it, thinking about it, anticipating every single detail or obstacle, anything that could possibly go wrong in our search for Eirexis. No one would stand in our way—that much I’d already established with myself. Not Brendel, not the other Hermessi, and certainly not Medina, if that was her intention.
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      Dinner ended quickly after that conversation. We took a few minutes in private with Taeral to discuss the whole Medina business, but the emperor had already made Taeral’s intentions clear, without Taeral having to explain anything. His wisdom was awe-inducing, if he’d been able to realize Taeral’s intentions before all of us.

      The facts were pretty straightforward. We knew that Medina had lied about the rosy fish sanctuaries—she did know where they were, and she could’ve told us straightaway, but she hadn’t. She’d made us wait, instead, pushing us into the next day to start our search operation, for a variety of reasons, all cited as safety precautions.

      We couldn’t exactly point the finger at Medina, as Taeral had later explained in more detail. It was too early in the game to oust her—that had to wait until we knew what she was up to. Right now, Medina was more or less in her element, and she was planning something. By keeping this knowledge to ourselves, we could work a sting operation into our overall mission, and we could surprise her later down the line. Something was bound to come our way, something dangerous and even deadly, and chances were that Medina could be involved.

      With that advance knowledge, we could think several steps ahead and play smarter. We’d gather enough evidence to make a proper accusation, knowing that the emperor would act against her, swiftly and with no mercy whatsoever. If we went after her now, we risked some messy internal politics, and we didn’t know enough about the Cerixian justice system to get involved and succeed in our endeavor. Irrefutable proof, on the other hand, could pass in any world and in all the courts. It was universal in its veracity.

      And so, with Medina unaware of the thinly veiled conversation we’d just had with the emperor, we made our way back to our rooms and prepared for the morning. My room was warm and cozy, and the bathroom had a cute little gift basket filled with fragranced soaps that smelled of mountain summers and tropical jungles. Naturally, I’d made full use of them, soaking for the better part of an hour. I needed the downtime, badly, especially knowing what sort of fresh hell we’d be in for the next day.

      This was my pause before the true fight. The last few hours of much-deserved peace before we’d go out and sneak into Hermessi territory to retrieve Eirexis. None of us thought it would be a smooth ride. We all knew the elementals would be waiting for us in the right place, and that they would stop at nothing to end us before getting Thieron complete and back to Death. All we could do, in these circumstances, was to be sharp-witted and invisible, swift and effective. Every second mattered. Every ally mattered—which was why unmasking Medina’s objectives had become so important. She was posing as our friend, yet she’d lied to us.

      As soon as I left the tub and wrapped myself in a large and fluffy pale blue towel, I had a brief conversation with Viola through Telluris. She brought me up to speed on some of the latest developments in The Shade, including the fact that they’d moved all the affected fae into the Calliope sanctuary, to make our island complex safe for the Hermessi children. Derek and Sofia were busy with the logistics, quietly reaching out to and interviewing supernaturals for the extraction mission. On Neraka, Harper, Caspian, Fiona, and Zane were plotting their scheme to help Ramin recover his Hermessi power by stripping his son of his elemental heritage. It sounded rather simple, but it was crazy and dangerous.

      Then again, everything related to the Hermessi was crazy and dangerous.

      “Gah, I really hope they know what they’re doing,” I mumbled, drying my hair with another towel in front of the vanity mirror in my bedroom. Fortunately, there wasn’t much to work with, as I was left with a short and spiky platinum-blond mess. I’d have to comb and style it at some point, but the heating pipes emanated enough warmth from the massive furnaces that heated the palace that all I could think of was curling up in bed and sleeping till morning. “Then again, we barely know what we’re doing.”

      Truth be told, we’d been winging it from day one, but our instincts had yet to fail us. Nothing ever stayed the same with the Hermessi—as their powers increased with the number of affected fae, so did their ability to attack, hurt, and even kill us. Death and the Reapers were still a huge bleepin’ mystery, and we had no idea how long before the five million mark would be hit, for the Hermessi’s ritual. There were more unknowns in our future, but the few facts we did have were indubitable.

      Our worlds could end. Our lives could come to a sudden halt, en masse. And the only thing that could stop it all was a scythe that had been dismantled and scattered across the dimensions. In other words, we were screwed.

      “But not dead yet,” I added.

      A knock on the door startled me. I jumped from my chair in front of the vanity mirror and walked over to answer it. As soon as I opened the door, however, I found myself wondering—who’d knock, to then run off before I could answer?

      Glancing up and down the hallway, I couldn’t see anything. There was no one else out there. A familiar scent tickled my nostrils, though. Eva and Herakles had caught it earlier, as well. “Skit,” I whispered. “What the hell are you up to, buddy?”

      Taeral had asked about Skit during dinner with the emperor, who’d said that the faithful soldier was now a permanent fixture in the palace detail. If we’d yet to see him, we would soon enough. “He’s bound to show up at some point,” Medina had added, smiling. “Skit is always running around with errands and orders from the emperor.”

      I was inclined to believe that, though I’d lost my trust in Medina. The emperor had confirmed it. So, Skit was out here, somewhere. He’d gotten close enough to say hello, yet he’d hidden from our sight. “Why?” I wondered out loud.

      My gaze dropped, and I stilled. Something had been left on the floor, right in front of my doorway. I crouched and picked it up—a ring, made of gold and fitted with a flat, dark green gemstone. Two letters had been engraved on its surface, but I didn’t recognize them beyond their Cerixian origin. I’d yet to learn their old language.

      Someone had brought this to me. “Why?” I asked myself again. “Lots of whys coming out of my mouth, these days…”

      Could this be some kind of message, perhaps? My mind, ever the agitated and multifunctional scoundrel, immediately began drawing multiple scenarios regarding the ring’s origins. They all seemed like the stuff of fiction, until I compared them to everything we’d endured, thus far. Then, they all became possibilities. It was only a question of finding the truth about this ring.

      Instinctively, I stood up and walked across the hallway. I knocked on Raphael’s door, knowing he’d want to see this object, too. As soon as he opened the door, his gaze couldn’t focus on the ring, even as I showed it to him. Instead, it bounced around, darkened and aroused, confusing me.

      “Someone left this at my door,” I said. “What? What is it?” I added, trying not to roll my eyes at him, given his blatant lack of focus.

      “I’m not sure you’re aware, but you’re not wearing anything except that towel,” he replied, his voice low and gruff and sending shivers down my spine.

      I froze, remembering. Yes, I’d only been wrapped in the towel, since my long bath. The knock on the door and the discovery of the ring had completely distracted me from this little, yet crucial, fact. And I was standing in front of Raphael, the Perfect who’d stormed into my life and swept me off my feet, wearing nothing but… a… towel.

      “Oh, dear,” I managed, my heart jammed tightly in my throat.

      My face burned hotter than the sun, and my brain went into an automatic shutdown. Unable to process this situation, I did what I knew best. I stayed on topic. “So, the ring. Someone left it at my door,” I continued, foolishly thinking it would be enough to divert his attention, since I was firmly rooted into the floor and unable to run back into my room—which had, in fact, been one of my first instincts, prior to my brain’s self-sabotage.

      “Amelia,” Raphael said, his eyes finding mine. “As much as I would love to talk about this ring, I cannot, until you put some clothes on. I can’t even think straight, at this point.”

      “Oh…”

      “I’ll wait for you in Eira’s room, with Taeral and the rest of the crew, in ten minutes,” he said, and cleared his throat. “Just… put some clothes on. Please.”

      “Okay,” I mumbled.

      It took me another twenty or thirty seconds to actually turn around and go back into my room, but, when I finally did it, I heard his tortured sigh behind me. My fault entirely, I thought. But Raphael had every reason to ask me that. I would’ve been equally mindless if he’d shown up at my doorstep with nothing but a fluffy blue towel around that perfectly chiseled pair of hips and—Oh, wow, I am droning on and on and on!

      The Raphael effect was in full swing. Shutting the door behind me, I giggled like a teenage girl, though I wasn’t sure what I’d found so titillating. The thought of only a towel standing between Raphael and me, or the thought of only a towel wrapped around his waist… which was still only a towel standing between us. I was due for a quick cold shower, obviously. I had ten minutes to get dressed and meet him in Eira’s room.

      Surely, I could squeeze in a couple of minutes to get that gorgeous image of him in a towel out of my head. It might take a lifetime, though.
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      The image of Amelia in a towel, her hair still slightly wet and spiky, would forever be seared into my memory. In fact, if I were to die in this Hermessi affair, I knew she’d be the last thing I’d see as I closed my eyes—just her and the fluffy pale blue fabric wrapped around her upper body, with her milky skin and long, athletic legs, with sapphires burning wickedly in her eyes… Yeah, I can definitely die a happy man.

      I’d gathered the troupe in Eira’s room. We were all here, with Amelia being the last one to come through the door. Part of me deflated like a sad beachball upon noticing the absence of that glorious towel. She’d switched to a more comfortable linen pant and shirt combo, but her cheeks were still flaring pink from our earlier encounter. I shook the thought away completely as she showed Eira the ring that had been left on her doorstep.

      “I didn’t see who left it, but I caught Skit’s scent again,” Amelia said.

      We huddled around Eira to get a better look at the ring in her hand. She gasped, recognizing the Cerixian symbols. “This is Trap’s,” she murmured, her eyes wide with shock and worry. “These are his initials. I think it was given to him when he joined the army. He never took it off.”

      “Someone brought it to us, specifically,” Taeral replied. “They probably want us to know something or look into it.”

      “Or both,” Amelia muttered. “Either way, we clearly can’t ignore this.”

      “It reinforces your theories,” I said, glancing at Herakles, Riza, and Eira. “About Medina. Don’t you think?”

      Riza nodded. “If it’s Skit, then he’s doing it without anyone else knowing about it. Chances are, he’s hiding from the prime minister, and he’s trying to tell us that we need to investigate Trap’s situation.”

      “I agree,” Eira replied, looking at Taeral. “We should check the prison, first. Remember, he had an office there. Maybe he left a clue or something behind.”

      Taeral thought about it for a moment. “You and I will go. The rest of the crew should stay here,” he said. “It’s best to be discreet about this, especially since we already suspect her of deception and we’re due to go out looking for Eirexis tomorrow. That’s still our priority.”

      “I get that. But this ring was brought to us for a reason.” Eira sighed.

      “We should really talk to the emperor about this, as soon as possible,” Nethissis said, shaking her head as she stared at the ring.

      “You heard him tonight. We can’t bring this up with him unless we build a solid case against Medina. It’s still our first day back on Cerix, and we’re already gearing up to accuse the new prime minister of wrongdoing. I think we’ll have something more palpable to confront Medina about once we find Trap, and that’s where Taeral and Eira come in,” Amelia replied.

      “We could look through the cells, too, while we’re in the prison,” Eira suggested. “If Trap is a government prisoner, for example, he might be held there without anyone else knowing. It wouldn’t be the first or the last time that happened.”

      “Secret prisoners? Really?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “That sounds more like an authoritarian regime than a well-balanced empire.”

      Eira shrugged. “There’s a fine line, sometimes. I guess it depends on who’s prime minister, these days. They tried to keep Inalia jailed, too, because it served their purpose. If Medina has a shady agenda of her own, I can definitely see her imprisoning those who might oppose her.”

      “But, honestly, does she strike you as that kind of person?” Eva replied. “You know her better than all of us.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her. Power tends to skew perspectives, in general, and people who might’ve been prone to certain types of behavior will likely act on their more hostile urges once they have the carte blanche of such a leadership position,” Eira said. “In other words… Medina might’ve been capable of doing certain things prior to becoming a prime minister but never did them, whereas now, she can and she probably has done some, if not all, of said things.”

      I thought about this for a while, as Eira bounced theories back and forth with the rest of the crew, regarding Medina’s involvement not only in our mission for Eirexis, but Trap’s situation, as well. What was she up to? How would it affect us? What was her endgame? Those were the three main questions, to which we’d yet to come up with valid answers.

      I could easily suspect her of Hermessi cult affiliations, but to what end? If she were a cult member, she would’ve pounced on us by now. She would’ve brought down the entire Hermessi fleet on our asses the moment we’d set foot on Cerix, but she hadn’t done that. So what was it? What was she after?

      “What if we don’t find Trap anywhere in the prison?” Taeral asked. “What then?”

      “Check Medina’s private properties,” I said. “If she’s involved in this, if she’s holding him unlawfully and against his will, it could be that she’d be keeping him somewhere private, away from the public eye. It could be that this whole Hermessi suspicion she’s cast on Trap was manufactured from the very beginning, which would, in turn, make it all the more possible that she’s keeping him hidden, and not in a city prison.”

      Eva grinned in a way that made my blood curdle. “I can do us all one better,” she replied. “I can cook up a truth serum. Herbal stuff, powerful Druid magic. While Tae and Eira check the prison, I’ll work on the serum. It’ll be ready by tomorrow.”

      “Oh, you devilish fiend, you.” Varga chuckled. “You want to use it on Medina.”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’m in no mood to investigate the bitch. If she’s up to something, we have the magic we need to get the truth out of her, whether she likes it or not. And GASP will sanction it, because these are troubled and dangerous times. If any of us suspect a current ally of working with the Hermessi, we’re more than entitled to use such a serum.”

      “Good. We’ll do that, then,” Taeral replied. “We’ll look for Trap, and you’ll cook your serum. By the time it’s done, I bet we’ll have gathered some more intel. Either way, Medina will be telling us the truth.”

      “We need to make sure the emperor hears every word she says, too,” Eira said. “He’s a righteous man, and he’ll want evidence against her. I completely understand where he’s coming from.”

      “All right, you two get crackin’, and the rest of us will scamper back to our rooms,” I cut in. “We don’t want Medina thinking we’re in here all night, plotting her demise. We’re supposed to be getting some peace, rest, and quiet before tomorrow. The less she suspects, the better.”

      “Herakles and I will go back to the meeting room,” Riza replied. “The emperor gave us the eight locations for the rosy fish sanctuaries, and we should cross-check them with what sites we’ve gotten so far for the search, before even addressing this with Medina.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Lumi said. “Just in case Medina tries to delay us further.”

      Riza smirked. “Exactly.”

      Herakles seemed surprised to hear his name in this conversation, but he didn’t mind it one bit. On the contrary, his lime-green eyes lit up with excitement. I figured he’d yet to work up the courage to talk to Riza about his feelings for her—a midnight strategy meeting sounded like the perfect opportunity, since we’d be dealing with Hermessi tomorrow. One last shot for him to take this relationship to the next level. The thought alone made me feel sad, not just for him and Riza, but for the rest of us, too.

      “We’ll see you all soon.” Taeral took Eira’s hand, and they both vanished. We left Eira’s room discreetly, one at a time, and returned to our own rooms, locking the doors behind us. Taeral knew where to find us if he needed us, and we had both comms earpieces and Telluris connections to one another. All the glitches we’d encountered along the way had taught us to be prepared for anything, including equipment or magic failure.

      If push came to shove, Taeral could still teleport back here. Amelia and I stopped outside her bedroom door for a couple of moments, without saying much. I was content with just leaning into the doorway and looking at her, memorizing every inch, every feature of hers, over and over, until the end of time.

      “It’s already crazy, and we haven’t even gotten past the first day back on Cerix,” she said softly. I slipped a hand behind the back of her neck, massaging gently, the tips of my fingers incandescent with delight.

      “When were things ever not crazy for us, huh?” I replied, slightly amused.

      “I don’t know… This is still my first official field mission, remember?”

      Ah, right. Amelia had not been involved in the Stravian war, besides some logistics and remote assistance from The Shade. This was as close as she’d ever been to death, and, even though she’d adjusted beautifully to the many sudden and dangerous hurdles, she was still wrapping her head around the concept.

      “It doesn’t get any easier,” I said softly. “But with the right people around you, the odds of survival are slightly better.”

      She laughed. “That’s optimistic.”

      “It’s better than nothing,” I replied. “Besides, I told you already. With you by my side, I’m not that worried.”

      Amelia sighed, lowering her gaze. “You give me way too much credit.”

      “You’ve saved our asses more than once, darling. I give credit where it’s due,” I said, and leaned closer, searching for her lips. I found them and trapped them in a long and lazy kiss, the kind of kiss that promised an eternity of the two of us, together.

      Amelia tasted like sweet morning dew, mid-spring, when all of nature came to life. She welcomed me, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling herself closer. It wasn’t long before I realized that I was seconds away from devouring her completely, from claiming her and making her my own. Her effect on me was downright psychedelic, and I had trouble trusting my own self-control whenever our lips met. What a creature she was, and how she’d already changed me.

      I’d failed to see myself as anything other than a raucous loner. Yet Amelia had stumbled into my world, and she’d turned everything upside down. I was too young. I knew it, deep down. Too inexperienced and green for certain things. But my body and my soul reacted to her on so many levels, I couldn’t ignore it. I couldn’t go back to the previous version of myself, because it no longer existed. I only knew this Raphael, who came undone whenever Amelia put her hands on him, who would likely lose his mind if something were to happen to her.

      Amelia was a crucial part of me, now, and I had every intention of manufacturing a future with both of us in it. For that, I’d have to stay sharp and work toward our collective survival. Tomorrow would be key.

      “We should get some sleep,” she murmured against my lips. Her body was wedged between mine and the wall, but she didn’t have any objection. Her frame was relaxed, her breathing frayed and irregular, her heartbeat drumming in my ears.

      “You’re right,” I said, taking a deep breath as I pulled myself back. I’d gotten lost in the idea of her, for a moment, and I was once again becoming acquainted with my surroundings.

      She gave me a warm and… loving smile. Without another word, she vanished into her room, while I was left standing in the hallway, listening to the lock clicking. I’d see her again in the morning, I thought, as I went back to my room. I’d see her again in the morning, and, hopefully, in the other mornings to come.
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      I remembered the prison’s layout well from our previous trip. Last time, I’d been looking for Inalia. Tonight, with Eira as my partner, I was looking for Trap. How drastically things could change in such a short time…

      We both chewed on invisibility spell capsules as soon as we appeared inside Trap’s office, just to be safe. Once they took effect, we used the red garnet lenses to see each other as we started rummaging through the desk drawers and all the shelves. It was dark, but a sliver of moonlight shone through the square window, enough to help us see what we were doing.

      “Look here,” Eira whispered. We stilled for a moment, hearing footsteps outside. A guard probably walked past the door. The sound faded, and there was silence again. I joined her by the desk as she flipped through several folders.

      “Investigative files,” I muttered, recognizing the combination of handwritten notes and illustrations. Searching for the truth had always followed this pattern, regardless of the world—descriptions were jotted down, crime scenes were carefully reproduced on paper, everything that could help was recorded.

      “Yeah. Trap was really digging into the Hermessi cult,” Eira said, turning the pages. I recognized the fire templar’s house that had burned down, along with the temple where we’d gotten ourselves arrested. Those days seemed so far away now. “He was compiling lists of names, too. Potential cult members,” she added, and gasped. “Oh, dear…”

      “What is it?”

      “I recognize some of them. High society members. Military leadership icons. He suspected them of cult affiliations…”

      “So why would he join the cult, himself?” I asked.

      “That’s the thing. He wouldn’t have. And I doubt he would’ve been able to infiltrate it, go undercover and whatnot. As far as I remember, the cult members were given elemental abilities by the Hermessi,” Eira mused. “Surely, the Hermessi would’ve caught on, and they certainly wouldn’t have bestowed such powers upon him. This is a very secretive, closed-off cult. You don’t just waltz in and pretend to be one of them.”

      “He would’ve have gone after them, though,” I said, pointing at the name lists. “If he suspected these people of being part of a cult, he would’ve had them followed and put them under constant surveillance, right?”

      She nodded. “He would’ve brought them in for questioning, too. He would’ve confronted them,” she replied and browsed through some of his journals. “From what I can tell, he brought in a couple of Agricultural Department officials, but that’s it. He noted that he was frustrated because his superiors didn’t let him do more. According to him, they feared the political backlash, in case his suspicions were wrong. And then it all went quiet.”

      “I suppose that’s when he went missing.” I sighed. “But what about the paraphernalia that Medina mentioned? The stuff they found in his house?”

      Eira scoffed. “Either evidence he’d gathered, or props staged to make him look like a cult member, for sure. Nothing here mentions him showing any kind of sympathy toward them, that’s for certain. If anything, he was closing in on the cult leader. He’d even found potential sources he was grooming for information. I’m telling you, Medina’s account of Trap is not just shaky, it’s absolutely bogus.”

      “Inalia would’ve been helpful here,” I whispered. A light flickered in the hallway, bright enough for it to be noticed through the crack beneath the door and the floor. Eira stared at the strip of amber light for a while, hands gripping another folder. “She could’ve confirmed whether Trap is a cult member or not, since… you know, she’s a Hermessi.”

      “Do you think she’s listening?” Eira mumbled.

      My heart stopped for a moment, just thinking about it. The implications were risky. “If so, then it would mean she’s aware of our presence here. The others might find out,” I said. “If she tells them.”

      “Has she done anything against us?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then don’t assume,” Eira cut me off, her tone clipped. I didn’t like the thought of Inalia as our enemy any more than she did, but I had to assume it was, at least, a possibility. These were tricky circumstances, and Eira knew it. Her demeanor quickly softened, as she seemed to realize it, too. “Inalia’s a good soul. She’s in a tough spot. I doubt she’d tell the others if she knew about us.”

      I nodded slowly, not wanting to pursue this further. “Okay, so, Trap isn’t here,” I said, changing the subject. It was clearly still painful for the both of us—though it hurt her much more than it did me, since she’d known Inalia since childhood. “Shall we try the prison cells next?”

      “Yes. That would be a good idea. Not the general blocks. The private cells and the basement. That’s where he’d be, if he were arrested. Frankly, I doubt that’s the case, though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because everything in here points to Trap being loyal to the empire, and not a cult member. If Medina is spinning this narrative against him and wants him gone, she wouldn’t keep him locked in here. Raphael had a better idea by considering any of her private properties as potential hiding places instead.”

      I took a deep breath, then wrapped my hand around hers. “Let’s check, just to be sure.”

      In the blink of an eye, I teleported us to the top floor. I’d searched this place before. I knew where the private cells were. We checked each of them, as I zapped us through the entire building, unseen by any of the prison guards. Trap was nowhere to be found.

      I brought us outside, in the narrow back alley, for a couple of minutes.

      “I think we might have to cut some corners here and just rely on Eva’s truth serum,” I said. “We can’t spend the rest of the night looking for Trap.”

      Eira didn’t like the idea, but it was still the best option we had. I understood the urgency, but I couldn’t allow us to get sidetracked from the core mission. Trap’s life was meaningless if we couldn’t save the world.

      “Do you know how long it’ll take for her to brew it? And is it effective?” she asked.

      “It’s likely similar to what was used on the cult prisoners back on Mount Zur, so I’d say yes. Eva has a few dark tricks up her sleeve, too. She tends to improve on the things she learns, especially where magic is concerned.”

      I’d gotten to know the Lamia-vampire better during these trips, and she’d told me herself that she’d made a habit of experimenting and amplifying certain spells. Judging by the devious grin she’d sported upon mentioning the serum, I had a feeling she’d tweaked it for increased effectiveness, having already learned from Jax and Heron’s interrogation experiences.

      “She did mention it would be finished by tomorrow, but I’m not sure when,” I added. “Listen, let’s be smart about this. I totally get that you’re worried about Trap, but you know as well as I do that we’ve got a huge issue to deal with, before anything else.” She didn’t object, though her lips parted, slowly, as if she wanted to say something nonetheless. But she didn’t, so I continued. “Let’s search for Eirexis first. Let’s get that out of the way and play it cool while we do it. We’ll find a moment to catch Medina on her own, at some point, and jab her with the serum. Once she starts talking, we’ll find out what happened to Trap. Okay?”

      “I’m sorry,” she replied. “I’m sorry I’ve dragged you into this.”

      “You didn’t drag me anywhere. Trap is a friend and an ally. I get it.”

      “But priorities. I know.”

      “We’ll figure it out. Let’s just make sure, first and foremost, that we don’t get ourselves obliterated tomorrow while we try to get Eirexis,” I said, smiling.

      Inside, I was downright terrified, though I refused to show it. The implications of finding Eirexis had never left my mind, despite my calm demeanor. I knew we’d bump into the Hermessi out there, and that they would do everything and anything to stop us from getting Thieron’s handle. I also knew that walking away with Eirexis was, in itself, a complicated mission. An old and powerful Reaper guarded it, and we had to defeat him.

      How, we had no idea. Either way, Death wouldn’t let Eira, Lumi, or me die until she got Thieron back. That much I knew. But it left the others open to premature death, and I couldn’t have that. I just couldn’t.

      Exhaling sharply, I took Eira’s hand in mine and teleported us back to the palace, inside her room. I left her there, promising to come back for her in the morning, when it would be time to leave. The look in her eyes told me something I’d already become painfully aware of: none of us would get much sleep.
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      It didn’t take long for Riza and me to find the maps we needed to cross-reference against the rosy fish sanctuary locations. As expected, we wound up with a clearer search area—eight sites across Cerix that we could comb through until we found Eirexis.

      Of these eight, three were near mountains and rosy fish sanctuaries, best matching what Fallon had remembered from Kabbah’s memories. Riza notified everyone via Telluris, giving them the names of the locations, as well. None of them matched Medina’s initial suggestions, and that just added to the suspicions we’d already been fostering about her.

      Riza pointed at the first location. “The BemHur Temple should be the first on our list. It’s closest to the White Peak mountain chain, and there’s a rosy fish colony literally passing through the ruin complex.”

      “If that one doesn’t pan out, we’ve got Mollyn,” I said, pressing the tip of my finger against an ancient city on the other side of the continent. “One of the oldest settlements unearthed by the Hermessi, and less than a mile away from the ocean shore. The mountain range here kept it isolated from the rest of the mainland.”

      “And then there’s Sigmar,” Riza replied, moving her attention to the farthermost western coast of Samotarcis. “Also an ancient complex, two miles south of the Ferren rosy fish sanctuary. Built around the base of this single, solitary mountain.”

      “You don’t think that’ll be it, huh?” I asked, noticing the descent in her voice. I’d learned to pay attention to all the subtle changes in her demeanor—the way she spoke, the way her eyes and hands moved, even the way she breathed. Riza smiled.

      “My money’s on BemHur. I don’t know, call it a gut feeling.”

      “At least we know what we’re looking at tomorrow, whether Medina likes it or not.” Taeral’s voice resonated through both of us, reminding me that he was still active on our Telluris link.

      “I’ll see you in the morning, then,” I said, relieved to feel him go away from my mind and looking forward to being alone with Riza, once more. I’d been looking for another private moment with her, and I was hoping this might be it.

      She carefully rolled up the map and tied it with leather string before she stuffed it in her backpack. My eyebrows were up, wondering. Riza noticed and shrugged. “Just in case Medina tries to… I don’t know, mess with us, somehow. It’s best to be prepared, especially since we don’t know what she’s after.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. The memory of our Shade dinner came rushing back, making my blood boil. How stupid I’d been. How clumsy, to miss out on such a golden opportunity to bring myself closer to her. I had to make it right, and this felt like my last chance before whatever fresh hell we’d be walking into tomorrow. “Riza, I wanted to talk to you about something…”

      She stilled, one arm only halfway looped through the backpack shoulder strap. I had her full attention, and, for some reason, it caused fire to spread through my skin.

      “About my botched date invite from last night,” I added and cleared my throat, hoping I’d find the right words to convey everything that I’d been feeling from the moment I’d first met her. Despite accepting the challenge, however, my brain failed to assist me on this. “I… I should’ve been more attentive… or creative, I don’t know. Thing is, I find you… I like how you… Okay, let me try again. You’re special, and I’m—no, going down the wrong track here. Hold on, I’ve got this.” I chuckled nervously.

      In a terrifying contrast, Riza was quiet, her amethyst gaze fixed curiously on me. It made it even harder to speak in coherent sentences, which wasn’t just unlike me, it was simply unacceptable. And yet, I couldn’t clamp down on the babbling.

      “I wanted to ask you out more than once, but I never found the right moment,” I droned on. “You know, since we’ve been constantly… running and fighting… and swimming through pink water, and kicking Shill ass… and dodging Hermessi. It’s a mess out here. It’s a big fat mess, but in this mess, I found you, and I was hoping I’d… I was hoping I’d get another chance to ask you to—”

      “Okay, stop.” Riza giggled, her hands finding mine. I didn’t even realize she was this close to me until I felt her touch. She’d seemed like a distant dream, something I’d been desperately trying to find and hold on to.

      “But I—”

      “Herakles, stop,” she said, her pink lips drawn into the sweetest smile. My heart fluttered frantically, waging a battle inside me. She pushed her heels up until she reached me and dropped a soft kiss on my cheek.

      She stepped back quickly, while I was left standing, my knees weak and my eyes closed. I tried to relive that moment, to remember the sensation that her lips provoked, but it had happened so quickly that I only had a thunderous heartbeat to go by.

      “You’re absolutely adorable, Herakles,” she said, turning around and walking toward the door. “You still have a shot at this, in case you were wondering. Just find a way to ask me out, a way that means I can’t possibly say no.”

      I watched her move away from me, her hips swaying in the dim candlelight, and I felt an urgency come over me, tackling me away from my momentary dream state. There was no way I’d let her walk out of here with that kind of last word. I instantly realized that she was playing a game with me. While it was cute and all, it did awaken something more primal inside me. The fighter. The conqueror. The deserving lover. She’d turned this into a challenge, and I was eager to deliver. My ego couldn’t allow tonight to end like this, and neither would my heart.

      I dashed across the room and caught up with Riza. Moving in front of her, I caught her face in my hands and pulled her into a kiss. My lips crashed against hers, and she moaned softly—not in protest, but with sheer pleasure. I kept it short, despite every fiber in my body screaming for more. It took every ounce of self-control to step back and catch my breath.

      She was speechless, her lips wet and plump, secretly begging me for more. Her eyes were wide and round, twinkling with astonishment. Riza had not seen it coming, and I felt like I’d achieved a tiny, precious victory.

      “Yeah, so, see you in the morning,” I said and walked out the door, unable to hold back a devious cackle. This type of self-satisfaction will be my undoing someday.

      I left Riza in the meeting room, still unable to utter a single word. I’d had the last laugh, too. Finally, I was no longer inferior in this dynamic of ours. I’d set some kind of boundary, and she’d gotten the message, loud and clear.

      “Oh, no, you don’t!” Riza shot back from behind me.

      A split second later, she appeared in front of me. Catching me with my guard down, she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. She tasted amazing, like sugar fireflies looking to turn me into a bumbling mess. White sparks ignited before my eyes, as I caved in and deepened the kiss. I held her tight, her petite figure perfectly molded against me, and I savored it all, allowing my tongue to explore and discover everything she had to give.

      My reaction to Riza was disconcerting, to say the least, but the more I fought it, the harder I fell. I chose to instantly surrender instead, relishing the way she felt in my arms. But she was still playing with me, I realized, as she pulled back, laughed in my face, and rushed back to her room, down the hall.

      “Seriously?” I croaked.

      She giggled, but quickly froze when I reached her again and pressed her against the wall. Breathing heavily, we gazed into each other’s eyes, trying to figure out what this would lead to. We both knew, deep down. We understood the connection. We observed the chemistry. It was palpable, the air thickening between us as we tried to inhale and exhale without getting dizzy. It was incredible.

      I kissed her again. I put bits of my very soul into it, soft and tender in my approach, as I felt her stir against me, her hands moving slowly until they settled on my hip muscles. I felt her fingers dig in, while I brought a hand up to gently cup her face as the kiss deepened and took on a whole new dimension on its own.

      The palace vanished. The floor beneath us disappeared. Everything dissipated into billions of colored flakes. Everything that was left was me and her. A Faulty and a jinni, intertwined somehow forever, without even realizing it. Her fate was tied to mine, and my heart had run off and hidden inside her, unwilling to ever come back.

      I was falling for Riza, so fast, so profoundly, that it scared and thrilled me, all at once. And she reacted to me in ways I hadn’t thought possible. Her breath hitched in protest as I paused for long enough to just look at her, to take her in, to revel in the amethyst pools of her eyes, which darkened with every second that went by.

      “I didn’t see this coming,” she whispered. “Not so fast, anyway.”

      “I still need to formulate an official date request,” I said, trying not to smile as broadly as I would’ve wanted. Joy filled me up, from top to bottom, and it took an enormous amount of restraint to stop myself from jumping around like a buffoon.

      “Mm-hm. We… We should really get some rest,” she managed, her voice barely a whisper.

      “I agree.”

      “And I don’t think you need to formulate anything anymore,” she added as I stepped back and allowed her to reach her door. She turned around to open it and threw me a glance over her shoulder. “You got your point across fairly well, I think.”

      I swallowed, my mouth parched but my lips still buzzing. I watched her go inside and close the door behind her. Left on my own, I welcomed the silence, just so I could listen to the savage drumbeats coming from my chest. A few minutes ago, I’d been struggling to find a way to ask Riza out. Now, the taste of her lingered on the tip of my tongue, and my heart was irrevocably stuck with her.

      Tomorrow, we’d go out into the great unknown in our desperate attempt to stop the world from ending. But whichever way that went, the changes she’d made in me were irreversible.

      I was in love with Riza, the gemstone-eyed jinni, and she seemed partial to me, too.
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      We had our plan hashed out and Zane’s daemons prowling through the city, constantly paying attention. As a native of a daemon city himself, Ledar was bound to take advantage of the underground settlements and his own nature to move around undetected. However, it was one thing to be a daemon in a city of daemons, and a whole other thing to be a half-daemon expected to show up by a whole city of daemons. Something else entirely…

      “I still don’t like this,” Ramin said to me, telepathically.

      “He’s your son, I know. But it’s the only way for you to survive,” I replied. “We’ve been over this already.”

      Caspian nodded firmly. “Neraka needs a true and faithful Fire Hermessi, not one of Brendel’s lapdogs.”

      We’d picked out a rather isolated area of the city, on the southeastern border, that overlooked one of the surrounding lava lakes. It was hotter than the palace, given our proximity to the lake. The air rippled, scorching our throats, but we wiped the sweat off our faces and held our positions. Ledar was bound to sense Ramin’s presence the moment he arrived on Neraka.

      Zane and Fiona were with us, hidden behind a stack of crates. To our right, old huts had been huddled together, their inhabitants temporarily relocated—daemon soldiers had taken their place, lying in wait for Ledar. Caspian and I had taken over one of the huts closest to Zane and Fiona, and Ramin had settled on a window perch, occasionally preening his fiery red feathers.

      “What’s he saying?” Zane asked, glancing at Ramin.

      Given that the Fire Hermessi could only communicate with me in this Ekar form, I had to relay everything he said to Caspian, Fiona and Zane whenever necessary. “Well, he’s not getting cold feet, but he isn’t too comfortable with this, either. It’ll pass.”

      “At least he’s a father who actually cares,” Zane grumbled, reminding me of Shaytan’s cruelty toward his own son. Ramin was trying to be a good father, even though he hadn’t had the opportunity to be actively involved in Ledar’s life. He didn’t want Ledar to be stripped of his Hermessi heritage, but we’d all agreed that it was the only way to save Ramin from certain death. He was already barely hanging by a thread, nestled inside an Ekar bird.

      “It’s been more than a day since Ramin was attacked on Neraka’s moon,” Fiona said, changing the subject. “Since he’s still alive, Ledar will likely assume he’s weak and hiding somewhere, desperately clinging to life. I can’t imagine Ledar knows about the Ekar trick.”

      “No, he doesn’t know,” I replied. “But you’re right. Ledar will be here soon enough. He’ll be looking for Ramin. And given what an evil psycho Brendel is, she’ll definitely want Ledar putting his father out of his misery.” I gave Ramin an apologetic half-smile, which I quickly smothered in sarcasm. “Your son’s coming to kill you. You know that, right?”

      “I know,” he mumbled. “It’s why we’re using me as bait here.”

      That had been the consensus in our group—baiting Ledar with Ramin was our best shot at saving Ramin. I was scared, deep down. A Hermessi child wasn’t as powerful as a full Hermessi, but I worried that, if we didn’t move fast or smart enough, Ledar might get the drop on us. As a vampire, I had every reason to fear fire, one of the few things that could actually kill me.

      “What’s the intel?” I asked Zane. “Has anyone seen or heard of Ledar coming over?”

      “There’s been some activity, yes,” he replied. “Someone matching his description has been spotted through the tunnels. He’s likely headed for Infernis as we speak.”

      “Yeah, he senses his father. Just like we suspected.” I sighed.

      A couple of hours passed as we waited, hidden in these slums of Infernis. Ledar would soon find Ramin, who kept his position on the window ledge. “Window” was a generous name for a square-shaped hole in the dried clay wall of the hut. None of us were comfortable with doing this to Ledar, but he hadn’t given us a choice from the beginning. He’d turned against his own father. He’d betrayed all those who lived and hoped for tomorrow. He’d chosen to be a part of the devastating force that would wipe us all out.

      In my book, that would’ve gotten him a death sentence. Ledar was lucky. He would only lose his powers and any shot at a future elemental authority. Neraka didn’t deserve such a skeevy Fire Hermessi, anyway. Ramin was far more qualified—a good-natured entity, the very opposite of what Ledar and his boss, Brendel, represented.

      One of the daemon soldiers positioned farther down the narrow alleyway that led up to our huts gave a short hiss. Zane crouched, lowering his head as he glanced at us. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered.

      Caspian and I ducked as well, close to the window ledge. I used my True Sight to get a better view of the alleyway. Ledar walked up toward us, unaware that there was an entire welcoming committee here, looking forward to taking him down. How could he have known? We’d kept this secret limited to only one trustworthy garrison. We’d moved through the city with invisibility spells and red garnet lenses, making sure nobody spotted us along the way. We’d been careful.

      Ledar, on the other hand, drew his overconfidence from the idea that Ramin could be killed easily, after the Hermessi had delivered the devastating blows. He stilled, just ten yards away from the window, noticing the Ekar bird in the window. Zane and Fiona were less than ten feet to his left, concealed by the pile of crates. None of us made a sound.

      “Is… Is that you, Father?” Ledar asked, his eyes wide. His senses told him that Ramin was here, right here. It hadn’t taken long for him to pinpoint the source of that feeling—the bright-red-feathered bird that watched him intently with its amber-bead eyes.

      “I’m not the kind to go down that easily,” Ramin said. I could hear him, unlike Caspian. Fiona, Zane, who, along with the other daemons knew not to intervene until I came out first. They didn’t need to know what Ledar and Ramin were discussing at this point—what mattered was the moment I’d come out, giving them the signal to jump in and assist, if necessary. “Did you really think I’d die without a fight?”

      Ledar sneered. “Your time is up, old man. A new leadership is coming to Neraka.”

      “First of all, I’m a Fire Hermessi. You are but the seed I planted in your mother’s womb, years ago. Second, I am sorely disappointed, son. Your mind is so weak, so easy to corrupt. You don’t deserve to become a Fire Hermessi, ever.”

      “I’m afraid you no longer have a say in this, regardless of the tricks you use to keep yourself alive. Though, I must admit, this whole bird thing is impressive. I’ll give you that.”

      “This ends now, Ledar,” Ramin replied.

      Ledar’s hands lit up orange, fire burning from within. It was bright and powerful, licking at the air around him. Heat ripples moved outward as Ledar stepped forward, his daemon fangs out in a disgusting grin. To the untrained eye, this could easily be the end of Ramin.

      My heart thudded. Ledar could easily kill his father, at this point. One fireball was enough. But he didn’t see me coming. I stretched a hand out to my side, reaching the crooked, wide-open doorway. Drawing from within, I channeled a barrier in the palm of my hand.

      Before Ledar could release his swelling fire orbs, I pushed the barrier out. It smacked into his chest with such force that it knocked the air out of his lungs and threw him backward.

      “I’m no longer feeling sorry for such a murderous son,” Ramin said.

      I jumped out, joined by Caspian, Zane, and Fiona. The other daemons surrounded us. Ledar grunted from the pain, but he wasn’t ready to stay down. He tried to get up, his hands burning threateningly. I threw another focused barrier at him. It threw his head back and kept him down.

      Zane pounced on him, pinning him against the hard, warm ground. Fiona slapped crystal casings over his hands. She’d procured them from the Nerakian fae sanctuary—the quick and skillful work of the White Witches. Ledar didn’t stand a chance. He struggled against Zane, and he tried to wiggle out, but Fiona was too fast. Ramin had taught me the spell and its procedure, and I, in turn, had instructed Caspian, Fiona and Zane on what needed to be done in order for us to successfully replenish Ramin’s Hermessi fire.

      By the time we were done with him, Ledar had been brought up to his knees, hands securely locked inside charmed crystals. “What the hell are you doing?” he protested, snarling at us.

      “Teaching you a valuable lesson,” I retorted and proceeded to draw the symbols that Ramin had taught me for the spell. I used white chalk for the main circle and first-stage runes. The Ekar bird flew from its window ledge and landed on my shoulder, watching me carefully as I prepared the ritual.

      “You… Who the hell are you?” Ledar croaked as Zane held him down. Caspian and Fiona placed various herbs and crystals along the circle drawing, while the other daemon soldiers leaned in, quiet but curious.

      “Stay back, fellas,” Zane said to them. “We don’t know how this magic works. It’s ancient stuff.”

      The daemons nodded and put a couple more feet between them and our spell cluster. I used my claws to draw blood from Ledar’s upper arm. The crimson liquid spurted into a small wooden bowl, drawing a string of profanities out of him.

      “You won’t get away with this! The Hermessi are on my side!” Ledar shouted.

      Zane pointed to a Devil’s Weed sprig, which he’d put on the Hermessi child the moment he’d tackled him. “Nobody knows where you are,” I said. “Don’t you think you’d have gotten some backup by now?”

      This was a lucky break, I thought. We’d moved fast and cautiously enough not to stir any of the other Hermessi’s attention. With Ramin being so weak, his fellow elementals couldn’t sense him as well as his own son, who was now in our possession. Ledar wasn’t getting out of here, not until we were done with him.

      “Draw the second-stage symbols now, like I taught you, with his blood,” Ramin said to me.

      I remembered the images he’d given me, telepathically, which I’d drawn for my crew, as well, and proceeded to recreate them with a bloody thumb along the white chalk circle. Ledar was pale as the realization dawned on him.

      “You knew I’d be coming. He… He told you,” he snapped, scowling at Ramin.

      “Ah, he finally figured it out.” Caspian chuckled.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we got a slow-poke genius on our hands,” Zane declared, laughing. It drew snickers from the nearby daemon garrison.

      “You see, Brendel didn’t know about me,” I said to Ledar. “She didn’t know I was inside Ramin when he visited you on Yahwen. She didn’t know I’d heard it all. Ramin and I go way back, Ledar, and I have to say… I, too, am disappointed. Your father is one of the best things that ever happened to this planet, or even the entire In-Between, for that matter. You’d know that, had you bothered to get to know him before joining Brendel’s side.”

      “What’s worse is that you decided to work for the ritual, instead of against it,” Zane grumbled. “You seem perfectly okay with all of us burning and dying. That’s not cool, buddy. Did you really think we’d just sit back and take it?”

      Ledar blinked rapidly, red blotches spreading through his cheeks. This was shame. I could see it in his aura, burning orange and yellow. Shame and fear, because he knew this wasn’t going to end well for him.

      “What are you doing?” he asked again.

      “We’re taking away what makes you… well, you,” I replied dryly, finishing the last symbols from the second stage of the spell.

      Ledar’s eyes bulged with horror. “My Hermessi power?”

      “You don’t deserve it anyway.” I sighed. “You were going to use it on your own father. I must say, it’s disgusting, especially since Ramin only ever wanted what was best for you.”

      “Then he should’ve come to me! He should’ve told me what I am!” Ledar growled. “He left me on my own, and I spent my whole life trying to understand these powers. Always an outcast, always out of place!”

      “I felt you were better off on your own,” Ramin tried to explain. “There was no reason for you to know what you were until the time came for you to replace me. I was, however, working on my courage to come see you. I knew your lifespan was infinitely longer than that of a daemon. I wanted to talk to you. I just didn’t know how.”

      “Brendel told me the truth about who I am and what I can do. She made me understand. She gave me purpose!” Ledar spat. “Unlike you, she didn’t hide this entire world and its opportunities from me.”

      “Oh, okay, so because of your daddy issues, you decided we should all just burn and die, then?” I replied. “You selfish piece of crap! I have a husband! Fiona and Zane here, they have a baby. All these daemons… they have lives and families and people they love. You were just going to let us all die because you were pissed off with your dad?! Seriously, Ledar?”

      He was speechless. His expression was blank, his aura flaring in shades of amber and yellow. “They’re too powerful,” he mumbled. “It was either that or being a prisoner… at their mercy.”

      “You coward,” I hissed.

      Caspian drew the last symbols, the ensemble finally ready for the spell itself, just like I’d taught him. A thread of incandescent powder had been used to line the circle, surrounding every mound of herbs and crystals along the way. Once everything was ready, we’d set the powder on fire, and the transference ritual would begin.

      I walked up to Ledar and cut a deep incision into his broad chest. He winced from the pain, sweat beads covering his face and neck. I pressed a small diamond inside the wound, making him cry out. “You have to stop this! I’ll tell you what you want to know, just stop it!”

      “Like what?” Fiona asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You don’t have anything useful,” I said, and drew one last symbol on his chest, with his own blood, around the wound and diamond. Caspian gave a second diamond to Ramin, which he ingested. Ruffling his feathers, he looked at Ledar. I was lying, of course. Surely there was plenty of knowledge that Ledar could give us, but I didn’t want him to use it as leverage against us, in a bid to stop us from helping Ramin. No, first, he’d lose his power, and then, later down the line, he’d talk. I’d make sure he’d have no other choice.

      “Father, please,” the Hermessi child pleaded. It made me sick to my stomach, knowing he was just desperate, and not at all genuine. “You can still stop this. I deserve a second chance.”

      “I’m sorry, Ledar. You don’t,” Ramin replied.

      “But I know things! I can help you!”

      “It won’t be necessary. I’ll be taking your memories with the Hermessi thread inside you, as well. I’ll know everything you know,” Ramin said.

      Out of options, Ledar tried to fight his way out, but Zane held him down, mercilessly. With one swift move, he dislocated Ledar’s left shoulder. We all heard the bone pop, followed by a pained yelp.

      “I don’t… I don’t deserve this,” he cried, tears now streaming down his tanned cheeks.

      I pointed an angry finger at him. “No, you deserve much worse. Be thankful you’re walking out of this alive!”

      Ramin jumped off my shoulder and settled on the ground in front of him. “It’s time,” he said to me. I nodded and used a lighter to ignite the powder lines.

      “No, please! Stop this!” Ledar pleaded, sobbing like a hopeless little boy.

      I had no sympathy for him. Zane, Fiona, Caspian, and I stepped back, leaving enough room for the spell to manifest. The powder lit up, the flames burning bright and green. First, the initial runes began to glow in shades of red and fuchsia, almost blinding me, as Ramin stretched his wings.

      Ledar shuddered, then stilled, as if paralyzed. He couldn’t move anymore, watching it all unfold before him. The second runes, drawn in blood, shimmered yellow, and the crystals and herbs burst into blue flames. The third-stage symbols shone white, brighter than all the others.

      Ramin cawed in his Ekar form, tilting his head back. His beak was wide open, and a beam of white light shot from inside—the diamond was activated. Ledar grunted, his chest wound flaring white, as well, as the diamond inside it reacted. The beam from Ramin moved as he lowered his head. It touched Ledar’s diamond, and the connection was made.

      We all watched, squinting, as the light expanded around Ramin and his son. We heard Ledar’s scream. The air thickened and crackled around us, overcharged with electricity, as the spell manifested, drawing all the Hermessi power from Ledar and pulling it into Ramin.

      I could no longer look. It was too bright. Closing my eyes, I waited, feeling Caspian’s arm around my shoulder. We didn’t move until we heard Ledar cry, followed by a cracking sound, like glass breaking.

      Moments later, the light was gone. Ledar was still on his knees, but the casings had broken. His hands were free, but there was no elemental energy for him to use against us. The Ekar bird had vanished, replaced by Ramin’s full fire figure. Joy soared through me at the sight of him.

      “It worked!” I breathed, holding on to Caspian in order to stop myself from jumping around like a maniac. “It friggin’ worked!”

      Ramin looked at me, his voice now heard by all those present. “I will need some time to fully recover,” he said. “Thank you all.”

      “Attaboy!” Zane exclaimed, smiling.

      “Welcome back, Ramin,” Fiona replied. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You… You ruined me…” Ledar managed between fractured sobs. “You… You took away the only thing that made me special.”

      Ramin sighed. “A Hermessi’s power isn’t meant to make you feel special. It’s an honor and a responsibility. Something you didn’t deserve, because you were ready to use it in order to disrupt the natural balance of things.”

      “On top of that, screw you,” Zane added, giving Ledar a disgusted look. “Being a daemon is also an honor. Being a daemon made you special enough. It’s no one’s fault but your own that you felt inadequate or insufficient. You didn’t deserve to be a Hermessi, and you certainly don’t deserve to be a daemon, either.”

      “Maybe some time in prison will teach him a few things,” Fiona suggested. “We can’t just let him walk out, anyway.”

      Ledar seemed shocked. “What?”

      “You conspired to destroy Neraka,” Zane said. “By joining Brendel, you became an enemy of our kingdom. Did you think there wouldn’t be consequences, boy?”

      “No, no, you can’t do this! No, please!” Ledar cried, but no one listened.

      The daemon soldiers surrounded him and slapped a pair of charmed cuffs around his wrists. They hauled him up and dragged him away, his pleas for mercy echoing down the narrow alleyway. It didn’t matter if the other Hermessi heard him now. He was powerless and useless to them.

      “What will you do now?” I asked Ramin. “They can’t destroy you without an heir.”

      “No, but they can still try and trap me,” he replied. “I am able to move, though. I’ll keep myself in motion, to dodge them.”

      Around us, Infernis seemed to come back to life. The lava lakes glowed brighter. The fire had returned to Neraka, its strength full and healthy, much to the other Hermessi’s chagrin. It gave me a sense of completion, of snarky satisfaction, knowing we’d pulled one over on them for once. It felt nice not to be on the receiving end.

      “I will keep working against the ritual, Harper,” Ramin said after a pause. “And we’ll see each other again soon.”

      “Be careful, please,” I whispered.

      “I have the upper hand now. The most they can do is try and stop me, but I’ve learned my lesson, already. I know their limits, and mine, too. They can’t kill me anymore.”

      “We’ll be here if you need us,” Caspian said. “Whatever it takes to stop this ritual, you can count on us.”

      “I know,” Ramin replied.

      A moment later, he vanished into thin air, leaving nothing but a thread of black smoke behind. We left the slums quickly afterward, heading back to the palace and making sure that GASP was made aware of what we’d accomplished. Ledar was fitted with another set of crystal hand covers as soon as he landed in jail—we, too, had learned our lesson from the Mount Zur incidents. Maybe Ledar wasn’t useful to the ritual Hermessi anymore, in terms of his future as a Fire Hermessi, but they could still force him to do their bidding, like they’d done with the other cult members.

      I welcomed the smile that had settled on my lips. We’d saved a friend and a powerful ally. We were still in the game, determined to push through and secure a future for ourselves. I wasn’t sure we’d win, since it all depended on Taeral and his crew now, but I knew that each of us was ready to do everything in our power to fight this.
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      The Calliope sanctuary was slightly different from The Shade’s. It had been expanded to accommodate all the fae that had been brought in from The Shade, and its ceiling was much taller. Tall windows covered each wall, allowing all the sunlight to come through, but filters had been applied to every glass panel, making it hospitable to vampires, as well.

      Fortunately, my crystal casing was placed next to those of the Novaks. I was close enough to Ben, Grace, Caia, Vita, Lucas, and Kailyn, which served my purposes, as I was still determined to get either Rudolph or Kelara to reveal us to the living. Most of our loved ones had been dispatched on various GASP missions connected to the Hermessi cults, while my parents had been permanently placed in quarantine, no longer allowed to come visit.

      It drove them nuts, of course, but they didn’t complain too much. I’d heard Arwen mention them, saying they were resigned to their quarantine condition, knowing it would help keep them safe. They didn’t even want to think about them joining me in here or me dying because of the Hermessi’s influence, for that matter, and neither did I.

      The general mood in the fae sanctuary had been elevated with more of us in here, smiling and hugging and saving one or two more links from our life-chains. Seeley was gone on his mission for Death, and I occasionally thought of him, wishing him nothing but success. He was relentless. I trusted he’d help Taeral and the others pull through. Then again, I’d become more optimistic since the Reapers had allowed us fae spirits to see and touch each other.

      “I see it’s still working,” Ben said, his arms crossed as he stood next to Caia and me. We were both watching a group of Calliope fae touching and giggling as some of their chain links shed their blackness, glowing amber once more.

      “It’s temporary, but it’s buying us precious time,” I replied. “It’s good. It’s better than nothing.”

      “Do we know exactly how it’ll go for us, should Taeral’s endeavor fail?” he asked, lowering his voice, not wanting the others to hear.

      Caia sighed. “We’re not sure. Once the life-chains turn black, we die. That’s for sure. It will likely coincide with the Hermessi hitting five million of us, or it will be followed by it, shortly thereafter. I guess our bodies will be theirs for the taking as soon as we’re dead, but they’ll only be able to complete and unleash the ritual once they have all five million of us.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’ve gathered, as well,” I said. “Either way, we die, unless Taeral saves us.”

      Ben nodded slowly, his brow furrowed. He didn’t like the sound of that any more than I did. But it was our current reality, and there wasn’t much else we could do at this stage.

      Lucas had his gaze fixed on Crane, who only had one healthy link left on his life-chain. Hopelessness defined his features, his shoulders slumped as he sat next to his crystal casing. “I’m not liking the looks of him,” Lucas muttered. “None of the fae spirits were able to help him.”

      “You heard the Reapers earlier,” I said. Kelara, Malleus, Rudolph, and the others were close by, watching us carefully, without participating in most of the conversations. They’d been trained to keep their distance and not engage, after all. “His will to live must be dwindling.”

      “Yeah, but how do we get it back up?” Lucas replied. “I’m really not interested in finding out what happens when one of us dies,” he added, and looked at Sidyan, his Reaper. “Hey, you! Reaper tool! Can’t you do something about this?”

      Sidyan rolled his eyes. “For the umpteenth time, no. You sound like that old grandpa who keeps forgetting basic things, like where you put your car keys or the fact that you’re not allowed to drive anymore.”

      I stifled a laugh. As dark and as cold as he seemed, Sidyan was so salty and sassy, it was impossible not to appreciate him. He seemed tailor-made for Lucas, who was just as acid, if not worse, on a good day.

      “And you’re useless, as usual,” Lucas replied.

      Kelara smirked. “It’s not up to us anymore. You know that.”

      “I just find it hard to believe that entities as powerful as yourselves can’t just pitch in and do more,” Lucas said.

      “We’re not all-powerful,” Sidyan replied. “We’re agents of Death. Our abilities are limited, as they should be. Not everything can be fixed, just to make you more comfortable or to help you feel better. That’s not how the world works, not even in your storybooks.”

      “So what happens when Crane dies?” Kailyn asked.

      The Reapers gave us a collective shrug. “We have no idea. Only a handful of us were there during the previous ritual attempt, myself included,” Sidyan said. “And I can tell you for a fact that it didn’t get that far back then.”

      “There’s nothing we can do to help him,” Kelara interjected, noticing that my attention was focused on Crane. “I am sorry, for what it’s worth.”

      “The best we can do is brace ourselves for the worst,” Ben concluded. “If Crane won’t help himself, if he dies, his body will be an open conduit for the Hermessi. It’ll be the beginning of the end for us.”

      “You should at least warn the living about this,” I said. “If Crane’s body becomes a danger to them, they should know. They can take appropriate measures.”

      “It’s not allowed,” Malleus replied bluntly.

      “But we’ve already agreed that what’s going on here isn’t natural, and therefore open to your intervention,” I protested.

      “Yeah, as far as the spirits are concerned,” Malleus replied. “Everything else stands, written in stone. The living may never see the dead.”

      Caia smirked. “We’re not dead yet.”

      “You’re killing me,” Malleus groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “The rule still stands. You are spirits, and the living cannot see the spirits,” Rudolph cut in.

      “It’s not fair,” I said.

      Kelara seemed to agree, but she didn’t respond. The others just ignored me, unwilling to discuss this any further. Even so, I was quite satisfied. Noticing Kelara’s expression had allowed me to discover an opening. If I could get a Reaper to break the rules and reveal us to the living, it would definitely be Kelara.

      With Crane so close to dying, however, I needed to move quickly and subtly, without triggering the other Reapers. A strategy was necessary, and, as I glanced at the Novaks, I had a feeling that they might be the perfect helpers for this. Someone would need to keep the other Reapers busy while I drilled Kelara until she agreed to reveal us to GASP. Easier said than done, as usual.
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      We spent the morning gathered around the map again, having decided on three new and more probable locations, since Emperor Tulla had been kind enough to give us the rosy fish sanctuary locations—which Medina had failed to deliver, even lying about her knowledge of them. We were looking at BemHur, on the southeastern shore of the Rose Domain, close to the White Peak mountain range; Mollyn, on the northwestern mountain ridge of the Samotarcis Domain; and Sigmar, down south from Mollyn. All three were known to have rosy fish sanctuaries in their vicinity, best matching what Fallon had remembered from Kabbah’s memories.

      As expected, Medina didn’t seem too pleased when she came into the meeting hall and heard our search plans. She made an effort to keep her composure, but even I could see that none of this was in any way convenient to her.

      The crew and I had also agreed to let her think she was still calling the shots, mainly because we knew she’d give herself away, sooner or later. Eva’s truth serum was currently fermenting inside a sealed glass vial hidden in her backpack, waiting for its opportune moment. We were all curious to see what Medina was planning, so playing along with her had seemed like the smoothest way forward, without igniting a diplomatic conflict. If we accused her of any wrongdoing too early, we risked her destroying whatever evidence we might come across farther down the line.

      “Are you sure these are the right places?” she asked, frowning at the map.

      Riza smiled. “Yes. They best match our search criteria. We were thinking of starting with BemHur, and, if that doesn’t pan out, moving over to Mollyn and Sigmar.”

      “Hm, I don’t think that’s wise,” Medina said. “I didn’t notify the BemHur guards of your arrival. You should start with Mollyn, while I send word to BemHur. That way, you won’t have to wait for any clearance.”

      Raphael eyed her carefully. “You could come with us to BemHur, first. It’s closer.”

      “No, that’s fine. You know what you’re doing, and I’m still a civilian. I strongly advise that you go to Mollyn first,” Medina replied. There was a strain in her voice, one that I hadn’t noticed before. We’d definitely irked her, but she couldn’t exactly forbid us from going to BemHur—not without raising some troubling questions. It also further proved that she was up to something, so we agreed.

      “Okay, we’ll head out to the Samotarcis Domain, and, should those two locations prove unsuccessful, we’ll go to BemHur last,” I said.

      I could almost hear her pulse relax as she breathed out and offered a curt bow. “Good. I can assign a garrison to shadow you along the way, if you’d like. Just in case you have any Hermessi-related troubles.”

      “That’s not necessary, thank you,” I replied. “Unless someone gave us away, the Hermessi don’t know we’re here yet. We still have an upper hand, for the time being.”

      She nodded slowly, her gaze drifting away from mine. “Very well. As you wish. Good luck out there.”

      We thanked her and left the meeting hall. Our backpacks were prepped, with pulverizer weapons loaded and mounted on top of them, ready to be pulled and used at a moment’s notice. Our shield bracelets were activated, and our swords and knives had been sharpened the night before. We were more than ready for this, despite the fearful tremors in our chests.

      “This is it,” I said slowly as we linked hands out in the hallway. “It’s going to get messy, quickly. You know that, right?”

      Eira sighed. “If Medina is cooperating with the Hermessi, they’ll be waiting for us, regardless of the location we visit first.”

      That had been a leading theory after last night’s dinner. It fitted Eira’s narrative about Trap having been framed, as well, and it made the most sense as to why Medina had lied about the rosy fish sanctuaries. We’d had the option to follow her, using our invisibility paste, but chances were she’d be aware and try to lead us away from Eirexis’s possible location—if she was, in fact, working against us. No, if Medina was involved, she would be specifically told to stay away from Eirexis. Our reasoning and our plan made more sense and better use of the little time we had.

      “But we can still distract them, even if only for a short while,” Varga replied, occasionally glancing over his shoulder to make sure Medina wasn’t eavesdropping from inside the meeting room.

      “We can head over to Mollyn, on foot, and see if we’re followed or, worse, attacked,” Eva said. “Whichever happens first, Riza or Tae can just teleport us straight to BemHur. The hostiles will be scrambling to come after us, but they will be stretched thin for at least a few minutes, maybe even an hour, if we’re lucky, because there are more locations for us to try.”

      “They’ll concentrate their efforts where Eirexis is,” I muttered. “But Medina won’t be there.”

      “Yeah, she’d do everything she can to keep us away from it,” Herakles agreed.

      “But if we go there straightaway, they’ll definitely be locked and loaded and ready for us,” Eva said. “We might as well play dumb, pretend we trust Medina and distract some of the Hermessi’s minions, just enough to get some of the pressure off our backs. With Devil’s Weed and invisibility spells on, even the Hermessi will have trouble, since they won’t see us coming.”

      Herakles grinned. “I’m on board with that. We stay visible and seemingly gullible till we get to Mollyn, then vanish and slip on the invisibility spells.”

      I was on board with that, as well. We made our way out of the palace through a secret staircase that Medina had cleared for us. It led to a small back door on the north side of the palace, straight through the homestead gardens that supplied the emperor’s kitchen with fruits and vegetables. We put the monogramed hoods on, making sure our faces couldn’t easily be seen. Just like Medina had promised, the Imperial sigils were extremely helpful—as soon as the Cerixians saw them, military and civilian alike, they moved out of our way.

      Once we reached the northern palace gates, Riza stopped. “We should teleport straight to Mollyn from here,” she said, glancing back at the sumptuous building with its sprawling gardens and blossoming orchards. “Medina will know we’re up to something if we go there the old-fashioned way.”

      “Good point. It speeds things along, too,” I said.

      We checked the map again, making sure I had a clear estimated distance for us to teleport across. We linked hands, and moments later, the northwestern mountains of Samotarcis towered in front of us. Their sharp snowcaps pierced the clouds, and their ridges snaked down toward us, covered in thick, dark green forests. Eagle-like birds squawked in the distance as they circled around the mountain tops.

      The air felt different here. It was heavy and cold, downright difficult to breathe. Coming down from the mountains, a river made its way through the woods and the gray limestone clusters, turning left and right until it widened into a massive lake, just a hundred yards south of where we’d appeared. Tall trees surrounded that tear-shaped body of water, from which the river continued to flow, reaching for the distant ocean. I could see a thin band of dark blue on the horizon, waiting to welcome the mountainous stream.

      “I think that was Mollyn,” Amelia said, pointing at a rocky formation less than a mile from the lake. It made sense that people would’ve chosen to live here, at the base of the mountains and so close to a source of fresh water. “Look at the layout.”

      It certainly resembled the descriptions of Mollyn we’d read. Only the foundations remained from that ancient city—long and broad lines of yellowed stone, eroded by time and countless rains and winds. It had once been home to maybe a thousand early Cerixians, thriving in the mountain’s shade. A modern city rose about two miles north, partially built up the mountain and named after the ancient site. The new Mollyn was big and proud, its silvery turrets gleaming in the sunlight.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” I said, and Eira nodded in agreement. She gave me a curious look.

      “Anything?”

      “Anything what?” I asked.

      Lumi scoffed. “The scythe, Tae. It should be reacting.”

      Fallon nervously glanced around, while Varga used his True Sight to analyze the area properly. None of us were comfortable here. There was a sense of trouble coming our way, even though we couldn’t see or hear much of it.

      I brought the scythe up and checked it. The blade retained its peculiar glimmer, the handle humming softly, but not stronger than usual. I shook my head. “This isn’t the place,” I said.

      “Which makes sense. Why would Medina send us to the right location?” Eira grumbled and cleared her throat. “Something doesn’t feel right here.”

      “It shouldn’t,” Varga said, his gold eyes fixed on something deep in the woods behind us. “We’ve got company.”

      “Cerixian or pink water abominations?” Amelia replied, one hand up and ready to whip out the pulverizer weapon. We’d come fully prepared this time. While none of our tricks could fight the Hermessi off, we could still use them against their meatier underlings, Shills and cult members alike.

      “Erm, both,” Varga mumbled, the color gradually leaving his cheeks.

      “As expected, there is a welcoming party,” Herakles said.

      “Everybody, link hands,” I replied. “We need to let them get close enough before we zap out. The more confused they are, the better.”

      The crew did as asked, our hands connected. I measured my breaths carefully, watching the shrubs and trees shudder as hostile creatures made their way through, toward us. Spine-tingling roars echoed from the shadows. Messages for us. We heard their rapid footsteps and heavy paws across the ground, breaking twigs along the way. A crackle here, a thump there, just enough to fill us with dread.

      I wondered how much they all understood about our abilities, since they seemed so determined to destroy us.

      “Everybody, stand your ground,” Lumi said.

      One by one, Shills emerged from the woods, as hideous as ever. Strings of drool hung from their gaping jaws, their many eyes wide and focused on us, their claws scraping at the dirt as they hurdled toward us. There were hundreds of them, all racing for the grand prize—our hides.

      Behind them, cult members came out, fireballs forming in their bare hands. Despite GASP’s efforts to clamp down on the movement, there seemed to be more of them than before, and it scared me beyond comprehension. I simply couldn’t accept that, no matter how hard we fought them, they would keep coming, in greater numbers.

      They hurled their fireballs at us, but Lumi, Acantha, and Nethissis cast out a protective bubble. The flames hit the invisible membrane, each impact causing ripples across the surface.

      “Just a little bit longer,” I whispered, already envisioning BemHur and its five-million-year-old temple.

      The Shills snarled as they closed in on us. My pulse raced, blood frantically pumping through my veins. We had all known it would get to this, and there was worse to come. We’d prepared for pretty much anything—except for the moment one of us would try to pick up Eirexis, once we found it. Provided we survived the Hermessi’s attacks, that was going to be our greatest challenge. But we’d come too far. My mind refused the mere concept of defeat.

      “Now, Tae!” Lumi shouted. “Now!”

      Just as the Shills pounced on our protective bubble, I zapped us out of there and across the continent. The Shills would’ve gotten past the swamp witch spells—if not immediately, they would tear them down eventually, because they had strength in numbers. I’d felt the winds rise just before I teleported us away. The Hermessi had been closing in on us, too. We’d gotten out in the nick of time.

      We appeared about two miles away from the BemHur Temple. It had been built on the sharp eastern ridge of White Peak, the tallest of the mountains in this region. Beyond them, the ocean spread out like a dark blue blanket, waves crashing against the rocky shores.

      It was quiet—but not tranquil. No, the silence here… it was troubling. Something clawed at my stomach, my instincts flaring as we took a moment to analyze the area. BemHur was merely a pile of cubic stones, the few that had withstood the passage of time. According to the old local legends, which Eira had read up on, the temple had once sported proud towers that overlooked the entire area.

      “There are catacombs beneath it, said to lead straight to the ocean,” Eira said, breathing heavily. Our close proximity to the Shills earlier had rattled her. “Beyond the mountains, lies the rosy fish colony.”

      “There’s the town,” Riza said, pointing at a small settlement not far from the temple and White Peak Mountain. A serpentine road connected the two, and we could see movement there—Cerixians moving back and forth, likely locals and travelers combined, since BemHur had always been a popular tourist attraction, according to the books.

      “Okay, we’ve made it this far,” I replied. “I think the hard part is just beginning.”

      My hand vibrated, reminding me that I was still holding the scythe, and that it was reacting to something. Excitement thrummed inside me, burning with baffling velocity as I observed the brighter glow of the curved blade.

      Amelia gasped. “Tae… It’s got to be here,” she said, gaze fixed on the scythe.

      “Yeah, this definitely didn’t happen before,” I murmured. The vibrations were stronger, making my entire arm buzz and sending tendrils of warm familiarity through me, as if Eirexis itself was calling out to me.

      But a sound spread across the sky above us, and I knew that something terrible was coming for us. Looking up, I felt my whole body stiffen, the muscles so tense that they hurt. A black, humming cloud unraveled, filled with billions of tiny black dots. They moved together in scary unison, making their formation look like a massive blanket that fluttered in the intensifying wind.

      “Oh, that can’t be good,” I heard Herakles say.

      “What the hell are those?” Amelia asked.

      Eira shrugged, her face pale and lips parted in grim astonishment. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “Whatever they are,” Lumi said, “they’re coming for us.”

      Indeed, the giant cloud began its descent. Trillions of tiny wings fluttered, enveloping us in a darkening orb. Without even knowing what they were, I understood their primitive intention: seek and destroy. Eirexis was here. My scythe felt it. Dammit, every fiber in my body reacted to it. But first, we had to ditch this pitch-black swarm.

      The blackness tightened around us.
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      Someone gasped to my right, before we were teleported away from the swarm. I got us away from the insect cloud and up to the very top of White Peak Mountain. My boots sank into the few inches of snow, my teeth clattering from the instant cold.

      “What the crap, man?!” Varga croaked, panting and gripping his chest.

      Nethissis was on the ground, passed out. Lumi and Acantha were quick to check her vitals. The rest of us were too rattled, barely standing. The rarefied air made it all the more difficult for us to breathe properly, as we were more than two miles above ocean level.

      The black cloud buzzed below, swirling and squirming nervously, searching for us. Amelia grabbed a handful of invisibility capsules from her bag and passed them around, while we put our red lenses on. Everything had happened so fast, we’d almost forgotten our single most precious artifice.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Eira asked, looking at Nethissis, who moaned softly as Acantha shoved an invisibility capsules in her mouth and used a finger to push it down her throat. It only needed a few seconds to dissolve and for the spell to cloak Nethissis, as well.

      Acantha pointed at a red swelling on the Lamia’s forearm. “One of the insects got to her. I mean, that’s what they are, right? Insects?”

      “They sound and behave like insects,” Lumi replied.

      “And they’re poisonous? Seriously?” Amelia groaned, rubbing her face with shaky hands.

      “They can’t see us anymore,” I said, clinging to a dangerously loose thread of hope.

      “Don’t forget, they have other senses, too,” Raphael warned me. “What type of insects are they?”

      Eira shook her head. “I told you, I don’t know! I’ve never seen anything like it!”

      “What if they’re pink water prototypes, like those Shills and Titans?” Fallon asked. “It’s not a stretch, is it?”

      “It would certainly explain their behavior and venom,” Lumi said as she pushed the neck of a slender potion bottle between Nethissis’s lips, tilting the bottom to let the bright blue liquid pour straight down her throat. “Come on, sweetie, wake up… You have to wake up…”

      The following seconds took a long time to pass. We all watched Nethissis, gripped by the fear of losing her. It was too soon… It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

      “If we don’t know what kind of insects they are, we can’t be sure the healing potion worked,” Acantha murmured.

      Varga glanced down the mountain, as the winds grew stronger and colder. Snow rose around us, mercilessly pummeling us. The icy flakes bit into my skin, but I pulled my hood closer to my face and managed to resist the increasing offensive.

      “They’re moving up the mountain,” Varga said. “I think they caught our scent.”

      “And I think they’re not the only ones coming for us,” Eva added, her eyes widening at the sight below. Cracks violently spread toward the mountain base, the earth opening up and releasing hordes of angry Shills. All hell was finally breaking loose, while my scythe continued its increased vibrations, its glow brighter than ever. Less than a mile down, the BemHur Temple awaited. Eirexis was in there, or beneath it, somewhere.

      Terror took hold of us as we huddled together, the cold relentless in its conquest.

      “I need to zap us closer to the temple now,” I said.

      “We’re invisible. We still have a shot at this,” Eira encouraged me.

      But something caught my eye, swiftly removing my ability to react. I only heard Varga. “Crap, they’re here! They’re here!”

      Nethissis coughed. “Thank the stars,” Lumi managed.

      “They caught our scent.” Eira grabbed my hand, tugging, pleading with me to teleport them away, but her voice faded in my head. The black cloud of poisonous insects rose above the mountain peak, swelling menacingly, billions of stingers eager to kill us. Is this panic? Am I panicking?

      I just couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything, despite the ravaging urgency of our situation. Maybe Riza could help us instead. Maybe she could take over. But as soon as I glanced at her, I understood that she was frozen, like me, stunned by the sight before us. Never before had we dealt with such violent forces of nature. This was the first time that insecurity had finally wormed its way through us, eating us up from the inside and rendering us virtually useless.

      “Tae, please!” Eira’s muffled voice came through.

      Time stood still, as if a button had been pressed by the cosmic forces that had been hunting us across the In-Between. Everything came to a sudden halt as I stared into the black cloud, knowing that Shills were working their way up the mountain, as well.

      Is this it? Is this where my courage ends? Have I finally broken down?

      Eira’s hand found my face, her fingers gripping my chin. I looked at her, my heart angrily drumming in my throat. No. This couldn’t be the end. No, we’d done too much already. Lost too many people. My dad… My dad was in a crystal casing, my mom by his side, all cried out and grieving, praying to all the gods that he may return to us alive. He won’t, unless I save him. Unless I stop this.

      “We’re going,” I managed, my resolve blossoming once more.

      Eira’s blue eyes were filled with tears and horror, her lips moving, her words begging me to get her out of here. How could I say no to that beautiful face, to her gorgeous soul in desperate need of saving?

      Fire spread across the sky, swallowing the black cloud. Hundreds of cubic feet of insects were reduced to ashes in an instant. A bright orange flower exploded above us, then fiercely descended down the mountain, unraveling a river of flames that destroyed everything in its path—trees, shrubs, wildflowers, and Shills. They all burned. Nothing was spared, as the entire ridge was charred and barren, all of a sudden.

      “Inalia…” Eira whispered. “Inalia’s here.”

      My heart stopped for a moment, understanding the implications. More Shills emerged from the gaping cracks in the plain below, and ginormous roots pierced through the hardened ground, stretching upward. The Earth Hermessi, Leb, was working hard to get to us, after the insects had caught our trail. He was throwing everything in his arsenal at us, I realized, as thousands more Shills began their climb of White Peak Mountain.

      The air was supercharged with electricity, lightning spidering across the sky and releasing thunderclaps so loud and so close that my ears hurt. I felt blood trickling from the left one. We covered our ears when a second round of booms tore right through us, lightning stabbing the frozen ground around us. In a split second, it got insanely hot, the snow melting away from all the electrical anomalies. Above us, dark storm clouds gathered, their wrath about to come down on us.

      “We really need to go, Tae,” Varga shouted, wincing from the last round of thunder. I could barely hear him.

      Massive shards of ice sprang from the eastern side of the mountain, which overlooked the ocean. They spread out and expanded like thin sheets, cloaking us in a crystalline cocoon, while the fire continued to destroy everything that came at us from the western ridge. It didn’t take long for Eira and me to understand what was happening.

      “Sebbi and Leb are trying to get us, but Inalia and Acquis are opposing them,” I said.

      Go, Taeral. Go down below the temple and take what you need, a familiar voice echoed through me, filling me with warmth and genuinely good feelings. How did she know we were here? We had the Devil’s Weed on, and we were invisible, too.

      “Inalia?” I asked, barely able to hold back the tears upon recognizing her inside my head. “How’d you know we—"

      It’s two against two, now, she cut me off. We’ll hold them off until Brendel shows up. Just go, Tae. You’ve got Acquis and me on your side… Go!

      This time, I didn’t hesitate. Suddenly energized, I took hold of Eira’s hand and gave her a confident smile. “Hang on,” I said. She nodded and caught Eva, who linked us to the rest of the crew, including a dazed but still breathing Nethissis. One deep breath, and we were gone.

      Inalia and Acquis had temporarily saved us, and I still couldn’t believe it.
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      Taeral brought us closer to the temple of BemHur. We’d all nearly crapped our pants up there, but we clearly weren’t meant to die just yet. The four elements battled it out on top of White Peak, about two miles above us.

      Fire burned violently all around the temple, forming a protective circle that stopped the Shills from getting any closer. Those who dared were instantly carbonized.

      “Geez, that was… yeah, sorry, I don’t have a word for it,” I croaked, wiping the sweat from my face. We’d gone from cold to blazing hot a little too fast for my vampire nature.

      Two large stone beams rose in front of us. Faded lines of old carvings were still faintly visible here and there. “These used to be the temple’s gates, I think,” Eira murmured, and looked at Taeral. “Inalia… Can you believe it?”

      He gave her a soft smile. “Yeah. She came through, in the end. And your father, too.”

      “How did they know we were up there? Did they just follow the bugs?” Raphael asked.

      I offered a mild shrug. “Probably. The stinkers either caught our scent somehow, or someone sent them our way from the very beginning.”

      “Oh, we both know Medina had a hand in this,” Herakles grumbled. “She probably didn’t know Inalia and Acquis would switch sides.”

      “Ugh, guys?” Varga blurted, staring at what was left of the temple, past the two stone pillars. “We’ve got company.”

      Nethissis cursed under her breath, looking at us. “That’s not the worst part,” she said, showing us the red lens in her hand. “I can see you without this.”

      My blood ran cold.

      Figures moved between the large blocks of grayish marble that had once held a legendary and downright majestic building. Tales of the temple’s grandeur had been passed down across generations, mentioned in historians’ scrolls and ancient poems. I could only imagine what it must’ve looked like in its heyday—but I was pretty sure it didn’t include the two dozen Cerixian cult members who walked toward us, a little too casually for my taste.

      Black silk robes and porcelain masks. Hands glowing green and white. They were borrowing elemental energy from Leb and Sebbi, this time. “I think Inalia cut them off,” I whispered to Raphael. “They can’t use fire on us anymore.”

      “Chances are they can’t use water, either,” Eira replied, glowering at the cult members, who stopped just twenty feet from us.

      “Yeah, well, the problem is that someone or something tampered with our invisibility spell, and they can see us!” Herakles snapped.

      Taeral raised the scythe again. We could all hear it, now. I recognized the hum as it resonated deep inside me. I didn’t need to be a Reaper to understand what it was saying. The thoughts grew in my head, until I knew, with the same certainty as Taeral himself when he said it. “Eirexis is somewhere below this temple.”

      “Sorry, you’re not allowed to go through,” one of the cultists replied, his voice skewed by the mask on his face. “Medina sends her regards, though.”

      Taeral smirked. “Yeah, figured she had to be in on it.”

      “Word of advice? You people really need to up your game,” Raphael said. “We could see through Medina’s lies from a mile away.”

      “I’ve had enough of this crap,” Riza spat, drawing her pulverizer weapon. “Let’s get this over with.”

      The cultists stilled. Something told me they hadn’t seen this coming. They had no idea what our weapons could do, and the mere thought filled me with so much self-confidence that my fingers were itching to pull the trigger. I took out my own pulverizer weapon and aimed it at the cultist who’d first spoken.

      “The Hermessi can keep sending their underlings after us. It won’t stop us,” I said. “You all need to get something through your thick, brainwashed heads.” I fired the first shot and turned the cultist into a cloud of ashes. It startled the others, prompting them to step back. “No amount of Hermessi crap will stop us now!”

      They tried to use their air and earth elemental abilities against us, but the crew and I were quick and merciless. Pop, pop, pop, it went, and they were all reduced to ashes, thanks to our pulverizer pellets. The mountaintop roared as the battle continued to rage between Inalia and Acquis, and Leb and Sebbi. But we’d just gotten ourselves one step closer to Eirexis. I could almost feel it within my reach.

      We moved past the gates, analyzing the tomb-like silence of the place. Yes, we’d just killed two dozen Cerixian cult members in less than a minute, but still… there was something else going on.

      “This feels too easy,” Raphael muttered, taking the blasted words right out of my mouth.

      “Dammit, don’t jinx it!” Herakles shot back with a low hiss.

      We moved between the stone blocks, looking for a way down. There had to be a tunnel opening or something. Varga used his True Sight to scan the ground, searching for it. Fallon gasped and cursed under his breath. That was enough to get my adrenaline pumping, because I knew it didn’t mean anything good, given his history thus far.

      “Hermessi…” he managed, the veins throbbing and bulging on his neck. He sucked in a breath and closed his eyes for a moment, working on his self-control. “She’s trying to come in.”

      “She?” I asked. “Oh, sh—”

      “I don’t really need to, these days, but I was hoping I’d make a more memorable statement if I tore you apart from the inside,” Brendel’s voice shot across the temple ruins. “Then again, I can still rip your limbs off like this, too.”

      A fiery figure emerged from behind a cluster of tall stone blocks. Brendel herself had come here to stop us from touching Eirexis, and we’d known this would happen. We’d naïvely hoped it wouldn’t, but this moment had been inevitable from the moment Death had put us on this path. I’d tried to avoid the thought as much as I could, but my brain had already prepared me for this encounter.

      The dread wasn’t as powerful as the determination I felt, knowing that Thieron’s handle was literally within our reach, now. Looking at the rest of my crew, I could tell that we all felt the same. A thousand Brendels could come here, and we’d still stop at nothing in order to get what we’d come for.
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      There was so much anger inside me, so much fury at how the world had been turning out, that I couldn’t even quiver in terror before Brendel. Not this time. Nethissis was paler than a sheet of paper and barely standing on her own. We’d had all kinds of monstrosities coming at us, from the moment we’d set foot on Cerix—Medina included. That was a bitch I looked forward to obliterating, provided we survived this.

      In a way, we’d come with our minds at peace. We understood what was at stake, and we more or less knew what to expect. Granted, those poisonous bugs had been a nasty surprise, but not entirely shocking. As long as they had access to the pink waters, the Hermessi could use them against us.

      Taeral stepped forward, pointing his scythe at Brendel. The blade sang, a gentle hum that fueled us to keep fighting and not back down. We were too close now. “I used this to hurt a Fire Hermessi on Hellym. I’m pretty sure I can use it to hurt you, as well,” he said, his voice smooth and calm.

      Varga and I exchanged glances, silently promising one another that we’d find a way to get through this, or at least die trying. Glancing around, I noticed the same determination on everyone else in our crew, including Fallon and Nethissis. Good. Strength of mind is greater than strength of elements.

      “The best you could do with that toothpick is scratch me, Taeral,” Brendel replied dryly. “That aside, did you really think I wouldn’t try and stop you? I’m frankly surprised you didn’t realize I’m the one who tampered with your invisibility just now. I’m the only one powerful enough to mess with swamp witch magic.”

      Well, at least we’d cleared up that little cloud.

      Taeral grinned. “Oh, I knew you were coming.”

      We stayed close to one another, ready to link hands at a moment’s notice. We’d gone through every possible scenario already, and, as the seconds went by, I felt better prepared than five minutes ago. Confidence was weird and sexy. A smile tried my lips.

      “And did you think I would only rely on those four stooges up there?” Brendel replied, pointing a fiery finger at the elemental war that had engulfed the top half of White Peak. If they didn’t stop soon, the entire mountain would eventually come down.

      More Hermessi shot down from the sky, landing with violent and flashy thuds. Their figures burned orange, white, blue, and green—elements from all over the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension. Dozens of them, bright and angry and equally determined to stop us from reaching Eirexis. We’d seen this coming, too, and despite the pang in my heart, I kept my chin up. We were ready for this.

      The air buzzed around us. The ground trembled beneath. The woods howled. The nearby ocean groaned. The whole of Cerix was reacting to this frightening gathering of Hermessi—elements of nature poised to commit the most horrifying and unnatural act. The destruction of all living things, simply because they could. How petty and insane…

      Taeral measured each of the Hermessi from head to toe and smiled again. “Is this what we’ve come to, Brendel? How is this, in any way, natural and normal?”

      “I say what’s natural, you fire-wielding worm,” Brendel said. There was irritation in her tone. She’d probably hoped to see us cowering and quivering before her. Tough luck, Flamey.

      “You bring shame upon this universe,” Lumi cut in. “The Word does not condone your actions, and neither does Death.”

      Brendel chuckled. “And yet, here we are, with Word and Death wholly out of the picture and unable to stop us. I care very little for the concept of ‘shame,’ swamp witch. It’s your construct, not ours.”

      “I’m getting Eirexis back, one way or another,” Taeral said.

      “For a moment, I was actually inclined to let you try it, but you’ve made a habit of surprising me in the least pleasant manner,” Brendel replied. “I’d rather not risk it. I’ve looked into you and your family line, worm. It’s an impressive heritage, I’ll admit. But it ends for you today.”

      Taeral scoffed. “I can’t die, Brendel. You can’t kill me.”

      I frowned, remembering Taeral’s account of his conversation with Death, and how she’d marked him, Eira and Lumi with indisputable immortality until they got Thieron back. It had left us somewhat vulnerable, but it didn’t stop us from wanting to do the right thing.

      Brendel didn’t immediately respond, leaving a tense silence between us, which thickened and became toxic, making it harder for me to stand still. I fought warily against the urge to point my pulverizer weapon at her. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t do anything against an elemental. But the idea did feel comforting, for the better part of a minute. I wondered if Brendel had known, as well, somehow—if she hadn’t, well, she certainly knew now, and it couldn’t possibly sit well with her.

      “I will wipe this entire place off the map,” Brendel finally said. “You will not touch Eirexis, I guarantee it.”

      “Don’t you see, Brendel? The universe is working in our favor. It doesn’t want you doing this!” Taeral replied. “Try all you want, but one way or another, I will find Eirexis, and I will take it.”

      Brendel dashed forward, reaching Taeral in the blink of an eye. My first instinct was to move back, but Varga’s hand gripped me tight, his fingers constricted around my wrist. He gave me a brief nod, as if telling me that we’d be okay. But Brendel was too close for me to believe that.

      She stood mere inches from Taeral, her big orange fire figure significantly taller, prompting Taeral to tilt his head back so he could look at her. “You’re slightly delusional, worm,” she said, her voice low and cold.

      Fallon chuckled by my side. “Actually, the kid’s on to something, and you know it,” he said, his voice rough and much louder than usual. He glanced at us as Brendel froze and recognized the emerald fires burning in his eyes.

      “Kabbah…” she murmured.

      Taeral looked back over his shoulder, gawking at Fallon, whose hands had begun to glow green, tiny threads of electricity sparkling across his body. It looked as though Kabbah was drawing energy from the air around him, increasing his elemental manifestation through Fallon. I wondered if the vampire-fae had summoned him or just let him in.

      “I’ve been on the sidelines for too long, sister. It’s time you and I had a chat. Heart-to-heart, family style,” Fallon-Kabbah said.

      “You’re actually going to do this?” Brendel asked, sounding incredulous.

      “It’s not like you’ve given me any other choice,” Fallon-Kabbah replied.

      Brendel cocked her flaming head to the side. “Are you sure, brother? You’re still using a fae conduit to manifest yourself. I’m starting to think you’re not as powerful as you made yourself out to be.”

      Fallon-Kabbah roared a hearty laugh. Brendel had probably said the greatest joke ever, by the sound of it. “You flaming nitwit. You have no idea what potential these fae hybrids have,” he said, pointing at himself and at Taeral. “Well, you might know a thing or two about the Fire Star prince, here, but you clearly don’t understand the perks of my temporary meatsuit.”

      “Is he seriously calling Fallon a meatsuit?” Varga murmured, genuinely appalled.

      “Here, let me explain a few things,” Fallon-Kabbah said and put his arms out. Green fire erupted from them, crackling hungrily, eager to devour.

      He released two streams of emerald flames, targeting the Hermessi closest to Brendel. I felt my eyes bulge as I watched the blaze cut through them, forcing the elemental figures to disintegrate. They spilled across the ground, struggling to regain their forms, but they had trouble recovering. Whatever the emerald fire had done, it rendered them weak.

      Brendel moved back, astonished by this development. I couldn’t believe it, either.

      Fallon-Kabbah gave us a sideways glance. “It’s not permanent,” he whispered. “Get your asses out of here so I can smite these scoundrels properly. I can’t do it now without hurting you, too.”

      Taeral nodded and stepped to the side, and we huddled closer together. “What about Fallon?”

      “He’ll be fine as long as he’s with me,” Fallon-Kabbah replied. “Now, go already!”

      Brendel shot a massive fireball at us, but Fallon-Kabbah intercepted it with his bare, green-glowing hand. “No you don’t, silly!” he grunted.

      “Take us straight down,” Varga murmured, his eyes glimmering gold as he looked past his boots. “Twenty feet.”

      Taeral caught Eira’s hand, and she grabbed mine. Brendel threw another flurry of fireballs at us, but Fallon-Kabbah stepped in, once more.

      “You’re not getting Eirexis!” Brendel shouted.

      “Let the boy try. Don’t be a sour puss!” Fallon-Kabbah replied.

      As soon as we were all linked, we vanished, leaving Fallon behind. I felt awful about it, but the mission came first. Taeral’s scythe zinged with excitement as we reappeared in the middle of a dark and narrow tunnel. In this quiet pitch-blackness, I could hear my heart beat, its rhythm undulating, matching the scythe’s hum.

      “We’re all feeling it,” I mumbled.

      “The scythe. It’s beckoning us closer to Eirexis,” Lumi replied.

      Taeral snapped his fingers, fire bursting in his palm. The light splashed against the gray walls, which had been polished to perfection. Not even dust had settled here. Either these tunnels were incredibly well sealed, or they were still used by resourceful and secretive Cerixians. It didn’t really matter, in the end.

      Fallon and Kabbah were literally above us, fighting Brendel and her horde of Hermessi. Inalia and Acquis were battling Leb and Sebbi, too. They’d all stuck their necks out for us, risking everything to get us as close to Eirexis as possible.

      The least we could do was find the damn thing and not disappoint.
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      This wasn’t a singular tunnel. It was an entire maze.

      “There are dozens of passageways down here,” Varga said, using his True Sight. “This is the widest and, I presume, the main one. Up ahead, it splits in two different directions, and from each side, in two more, and so on. It spreads out for more than a square mile.”

      “I don’t see any rosy fish here,” Amelia murmured. That was a good observation, to say the least, but I was certain we’d get an explanation, sooner or later. According to Brendel, she’d thrown Eirexis over a tall mountain, and the rosy fish had made a home of it. Granted, it could’ve been a figure of speech, more or less.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t take Brendel’s words literally all the time,” I suggested.

      My heart was racing. The scythe in my hand vibrated nervously, sensing Eirexis even closer. I took the lead, moving forward through the tunnel, while the crew followed close behind.

      “The main entrance must’ve been somewhere behind us, sealed off by fallen rocks or by the ancient Cerixians themselves, since we couldn’t see it from the surface,” Eira said, glancing back into the darkness. “It must’ve been close to those stone pillars above.”

      “I doubt that matters now,” Lumi said. “We’re here.”

      “The rosy fish sanctuary is farther away from the temple, though,” Eira replied. “According to the documents, anyway.”

      Varga raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it reaches all the way down here? Through an underwater stream?”

      Eira thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Laying their eggs underground would be a safer option.”

      The closer I got to the end of this main corridor, the brighter the scythe’s blade became. The differences in vibrations and lighting of the Reaper’s tool became even clearer when the path ahead split in two. “Yeah, so definitely not taking Brendel literally here,” I whispered. “The scythe is going nuts. Eirexis is down here somewhere, for sure.”

      “It could be the landscape changed since Brendel was last here,” Amelia suggested. “Maybe there was more water here four million years ago, and a greater rosy fish population. The water must’ve retreated since.”

      “And then the temple was built around Eirexis?” Eira replied, clearly confused. “Why?”

      “Who knows? Maybe they were in awe of it. Maybe the handful of early Cerixians that lived here saw it and were afraid to touch it? They could’ve felt its power, even building the underground tunnels to keep it out of sight, and the temple to… I guess worship it? It makes sense in my head,” Amelia said. It seemed reasonable enough.

      We stopped in the middle, and I first pointed the scythe to our left. It didn’t react any more than it already had. But when I pointed it to our right, it buzzed audibly.

      “Bingo!” Raphael said, the shadow of a smile fluttering across his face.

      I used fire from my left hand to light the way, while my right hand was busy gripping the scythe and feeling its increasing reaction.

      “Kabbah’s really laying into Brendel upstairs,” Riza commented from behind. We could all hear the violent thuds and crashes, the shrieks and the crackles of turbulent electricity. The elements were in an all-out war, as Kabbah, Inalia, and even Acquis struggled to keep the enemy at bay.

      “The faster we get this done, the easier it’ll be for our allies,” I said.

      We moved through the tunnels as my scythe continued to shine, brighter with every turn we made. Left and right, over and over, until we reached a long and extremely narrow corridor. I couldn’t put my arms out, and we were forced to advance through it, one by one.

      “I wonder if any of those early Cerixians knew what Eirexis was,” Amelia mumbled.

      “Doubt it,” I said. “They wouldn’t have even known that it was here. According to Kabbah’s memory, Eirexis would conceal itself from people.”

      “Then how will we see it?” Raphael scoffed, and I showed him my scythe.

      “I reckon this’ll be the key.”

      I stopped when I noticed the end. From here, it looked like a glowing, vertical rectangle. But that wasn’t what had made me still. Low hisses made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, goosebumps pricking my skin. “Varga?” I whispered.

      “Oh, crap,” he breathed. “Shills. About twenty of them, seated around a pond. I think it’s in the pond. Emphasis on ‘I think.’”

      “We’re too tight in here,” Lumi said. “And our invisibility spells were disabled.”

      “They’ll see us coming,” Acantha added.

      “We still have invisibility pellets. Just because Brendel screwed us up there, it doesn’t mean we can’t use what we have,” Nethissis suggested.

      “You’re right, Nethi,” Eva said slowly. “Everybody, take an invisibility pellet, red lenses on. Then, Taeral, you go in first and fast, give them all the fire you’ve got. The rest of us will spill out of the tunnel and shoot them with our pulverizer weapons.”

      “Got it,” I replied and ate another invisibility spell pellet.

      Seconds passed, and we vanished from sight, our red lenses on. Bracing myself for an aggressive encounter, I summoned my inner fire and darted ahead. By the time I reached the pond that Varga had seen, a powerful flame exploded from my hand. I hurled it at the Shills, who’d yet to see us. Their eyes, their many, creepy eyes, popped out as the fire rammed into them with the force of a massive concrete ball.

      They screeched in agony, writhing and flailing, desperate to reach the water, but the crew didn’t give them a shot to extinguish my flames. They fired their pulverizer weapons, hitting each of them until all that remained were loose clouds of ashes.

      I took a deep breath, setting my sights on the pond. It was perfectly round and bordered by neatly chiseled marble stones. The frame told me that it had been used by temple visitors a long time ago, and, for some unnatural reason, it had been preserved, despite the millions of years that had changed the world around it. Rosy fish swam in it—they were quite the sight, their strange pinkish scales making them look like wobbling rose blossoms. Weird, but beautiful.

      “I thought this place was sealed,” Varga said, putting his weapon away. “Where’d the Shills come from?”

      “From one of the other tunnels, perhaps,” Lumi replied. “Brendel would’ve made sure they’d be here to greet us, in case she didn’t get to us first.”

      Fresh air tickled my nostrils. I could feel the draft, but I wasn’t able to pinpoint its origin. “It must’ve all been sealed until the Shills were brought in. A hatch was left open, somewhere.”

      “Yeah, I can smell the fresh air, too,” Herakles said.

      “How’d it all stay so pristine for so long?” Acantha wondered, looking around. The walls were, indeed, as polished as the tunnels we’d come through. Time didn’t forgive anything, not even the hardest of stones. This was odd, though I had an idea why it was like this. In fact, it seemed pretty obvious, the more I thought about it.

      “It’s Eirexis,” I replied. “It’s got to be Eirexis. Crazy old magic.”

      “Older than time magic,” Amelia murmured, staring at my scythe. “Dude…”

      I followed her gaze and realized that it wasn’t vibrating anymore. Instead, it was fully incandescent white, its light pulsating softly as I faced the pond. “Oh, it’s definitely down there,” I mumbled.

      A similar glow flickered beneath the crystalline surface, the water rippling gently toward the stone border. Fear reared its ugly head, clutching my heart and gripping it tight. It became difficult to breathe, as I knew what I had to do next. The rosy fish swam along the edges in a circular pattern, and their eggs had been laid in clusters on the pond’s walls. Only then did I notice the crevices through which the water moved. The fish could easily come in and out of here.

      “Look,” I said, pointing at one of them. The crew followed my gaze. “Bet you it leads straight to the fresh water rosy fish sanctuary that’s near the temple.”

      “Probably. An underground stream… Yeah, I can see it,” Amelia concluded. “Then, this used to be an aquatic cave. The water must’ve withdrawn at some point, leaving this empty and accessible to the people.”

      “But the ancient Cerixians wouldn’t have seen Eirexis’s glow,” Lumi replied. “Just the pond. Do we know what the temple was for?”

      Eira smiled. “No, but I’m inclined to think it was built to care for and worship the rosy fish. It’s too old and worn down for us to tell, but these creatures have been precious to our culture since before our written history can remember it.”

      “So, they built the pond to help the rosy fish with laying their eggs, knowing it was linked to what later became a protected sanctuary,” Amelia said.

      “Enough about the fish.” I sighed, staring at the underwater glow. It was likely a reaction to my scythe. “We’ve got work to do.”

      “I can go fetch it,” Raphael said. “Technically, I’m the strongest and hardest to kill.”

      “No, Taeral should do it,” Eva replied, narrowing her eyes at me. “Remember, he can’t die.”

      Varga chuckled. “Oh, yeah, that’s right.”

      I’d told Brendel about my inability to die because I’d needed her off her game. Knowing that she couldn’t kill me must’ve pissed her off, and Kabbah could easily use that angle to mess with her.

      “We didn’t ask for it,” I said, sensing the soft jab in Varga’s chuckle. It was aimed at Lumi, Eira and me, the only ones in this group who couldn’t be killed until Thieron was retrieved. I knew that, deep down, it had made the rest of the crew feel uneasy and vulnerable. Varga’s chuckle had been tense, and I didn’t need his sentry abilities to know why. I wanted to reiterate this, though, to avoid the slightest pang of resentment further down the line—after all, Lumi, Eira and I were practically indestructible against a most powerful enemy, and the crew wanted to fight the Hermessi just as much. No one wanted to perish until the show was over. “We didn’t have a say in it.”

      Raphael nodded slowly and stepped forward, away from the group. He reached a hand out, and I shook it as he smiled. “It’s cool, Tae. We know that. We may not like the fact that only the three of you are immune to any kind of death, for now, but we understand that Death tapped you for this.” His expression shifted, his lips drawn into a straight line. “That being said, you’re getting your ass down in that pond.”

      I chuckled. “I thought you were the hardest to kill.”

      “You’re temporarily immortal. Now, get crackin’,” he replied dryly, but I did spot the flicker of amusement in his eyes.

      “Be careful,” Eira said.

      I exhaled. “I’ll do my best.”

      Turning around, I stared at the pond for a few seconds. Above, the war unraveled in the same thuds and bangs we’d been hearing. I couldn’t let my fear hold me back any longer. Whatever happened next, I’d have to figure my way out of it.

      I put the scythe back in my thigh pocket, the blade sticking out, and jumped over the stone border. The water welcomed me, fresh and cold, making my skin tingle. Below, the bright white light awaited. The rosy fish moved away from me, instinctively huddling around their egg clusters. My presence here was throwing them for a loop, but, hopefully, I’d be out quickly and with no interference in their precious environment.

      Swimming downward, I found myself listening to something—a distant song of sorts. It was hard for my brain to process or describe it, but the sound was delicate and fluid, as if made by the water itself. I wondered if it was addressed to me, or whether it was a mystical reaction to the scythe. Icy water tickled my skin whenever I passed by one of the crevices that likely led to the rosy fish sanctuary—small currents in perpetual motion, it seemed.

      It didn’t take long to reach the bottom, which had been handcrafted, as well, much like the rest of this place. Smooth tiles had been fitted across the entire surface, long and curved marble panels that spiraled toward the center of the surface, where a long handle rested.

      The closer I got, the better I could see the object. It had been beautifully carved from some kind of black bone… Stone dragon bone! It was as tall as me, vertically held in place by its embedded spell, most likely. Moving around it, I took all the details in. Symbols and geometric motifs had been engraved all over it, from top to bottom. I didn’t recognize any of them, but my soul quivered at the sight of them. Deep down, I understood their significance. This was the first piece of Death’s scythe, Thieron. This was Eirexis, and it held inside it a piece of Death herself.

      Of course it would have such an effect on anyone who beheld it. I didn’t even become aware that I was reaching out to touch it until I felt the uneven surface of the sculpted stone dragon bone beneath my fingertips.

      The white light that had been glowing around it exploded. It made everything disappear. I was blinded and rendered immobile, useless, even, as the energy stretched out and rammed into me with the intensity of a lightning bolt.
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      The white light didn’t behave like… well, light.

      It was a powerful energy blast. It viciously threw us against the wall. I heard my body hit the stone. My ears rang, the high pitch making it difficult for me to even process what was going on. I blacked out for a split second.

      When I came to, the high-frequency sound persisted in the back of my head. My body ached, as if every bone had been broken and every muscle had been twisted and strained. I sucked in a breath, realizing that it was, more or less, a sensory illusion. I could move, and I raised my head and saw the rest of our crew facedown on the stone floor. Grunting and moaning from the pain, they, too, began to move.

      But the truly fearsome sight was that of Taeral, his feet dangling in the air above the pond.

      “Oh, my Lord,” I gasped, recognizing the Reaper who’d gripped him by the throat, casually holding him suspended, at arm’s length.

      “Is that…” Eva whispered, pushing herself up into a kneeling position.

      “The Widow Maker,” Raphael said as he rushed to my side and pulled me upright. My knees were still weak, so I held on to him until some of the strength returned. Dread froze my blood, making it hard for me to do anything, let alone think any of this through.

      The Widow Maker stood, literally stood on the water’s surface, clad in black leather from head to toe. All I could see were his eyes, visible through a slit in the material—two clusters of microcosms, from which thousands of galaxies shimmered, swirling endlessly through the black abyss. He was tall, his shoulders broad and muscles bulging against the leather. A single white element adorned his strange suit, a tear-shaped pearl that had been embedded into his right shoulder.

      “Holy—” Varga didn’t get to finish his thought, as the Widow Maker spoke.

      “Congratulations. You’ve reached your end.”

      His voice boomed through us all. It made me shake like a leaf. Paralyzed, I could only watch as he stepped forward, basically walking on water until he reached the stone edge and tossed Taeral on the ground. Eira bolted toward him, sliding down on her knees as she reached him. Taeral was still alive, coughing and wheezing from the Widow Maker’s clearly herculean grip.

      “You’re the Widow Maker,” I said, my voice faltering.

      His eyes found me, and I felt as though he’d just stripped me bare to the bone. I’d never experienced something like this. It was as if Death herself was looking at me through his eyes. Oh, boy… Maybe she is looking at me right now.

      “Semper Telluris, Phoenix!” Eva whispered, trying to reach out to GASP. Good call, I thought. They definitely had to know where we were. The Widow Maker snapped his fingers and waved his hand. Immediately, sharp pain burned through my chest. It affected everyone. Painful whimpers left our throats, followed by a profound silence.

      “Nope, not gonna fly with me,” the Widow Maker replied. “I want total privacy for this. Speaking of which…” He muttered something under his breath, snapping his fingers three times. A pulse burst out of him and seeped through the walls, making the entire underground tremble for a couple of seconds. My breaths were labored and short as I tried to understand what was going on. “That’ll keep the Hermessi out, just in case,” he added.

      “You… You can do that?” Taeral croaked, rubbing his throat. He managed to get up, his bones cracking as he straightened his back. This ancient Reaper was already ahead of us, in more than one way.

      Suddenly, I was overwhelmed. Panic threatened to shut me down altogether, as I realized that there was no way we could possibly beat him. The Widow Maker had thrown us all against the wall without moving a muscle. With one snap of his fingers, he’d cut Telluris off completely. I couldn’t even feel our connection to Phoenix, or anyone else, for that matter. With three snaps, he’d blocked the Hermessi out, leaving us alone with him… his, to do with as he pleased.

      He reached out behind him, revealing Eirexis in his gloved hand. The symbols carved along its black bone length shimmered in shades of blue, as if speaking to us. I couldn’t make out a single message coming from it, but I could sense it had meaning. It was something profound, far beyond my supernatural comprehension.

      “I can do a lot of things,” the Widow Maker said. “I am one of the first Reapers in existence, after all. The job does come with some phenomenal perks. Now, seeing as you’ve made it this far, which one of you wants to die? I doubt you’re able to defeat me, so let’s just fast-forward to option B.”

      We looked at each other with genuine confusion, then back at him, hoping he’d give us more to go on. “For the moment, you’re the only one who knows the rules to getting Eirexis,” Taeral replied. “Would you at least elaborate?”

      “Ah, yes. Right. It’s been a while since I’ve had contact of any kind. My social skills are a tad rusty,” the Widow Maker said. “You want Eirexis, I presume. If you ask me, it’s a miracle you’ve made it this far, but you’re not the first. I doubt you’ll be the last, unless, unlike your predecessors, you go with option B, directly.”

      “What’s option A?” Taeral asked.

      “Fight me in physical combat. Defeat me, and you get Eirexis. I strongly advise against it,” he replied. “Others have tried, and they failed, miserably.”

      Taeral glanced at Eira, then Lumi. He took another second to look at us, as well, and I could feel the fear oozing out of him, thick and heavy. It didn’t take a scientist or a savvy witch to figure out that the Widow Maker was telling the truth. We’d already been told that much, since Death had mentioned to Taeral that all the previous knights who’d gone after Thieron had perished on their first try.

      “And what’s option B?” Taeral replied.

      The Widow Maker sighed, sounding as though he didn’t like any of this, either. I figured Death had set these mechanisms in place for a good reason. It was a shame she couldn’t undo them, just this once. Then again, when was saving the world ever easy?

      “One of you must offer yourself as a sacrifice to Eirexis,” the Widow Maker declared. “Die, and you shall have the first piece of Thieron.”

      His words were like a punch in the gut. In the blink of an eye, death for one of us became an idea—the kind that we couldn’t shake until we considered it. It made me want to scream with anger and frustration. It wasn’t fair, because I knew physical combat would get us all killed. There weren’t enough abilities and certainly not enough magic between us to stand up to an entity like the Widow Maker.

      He was giving us a choice: either we all died, or only one of us died. But how could we make such a choice to begin with? Yes, we’d talked about it. We’d always been conscious of the possibility that not all of us would come out of this alive. How could we choose, though? Which of us would go? And what would make the rest of us deserving of survival, then?

      Oh, Death, you timeless… heartless wraith.
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      “Kelara, even you have to admit that this is the one instance where it’s okay to bend the rules a little,” I said, unwilling to give up on my mission of convincing her to help us.

      She shook her head. “No. For the millionth time, no.”

      Ben and I had taken her aside for a more private conversation, while the rest of the Novak fae were keeping the other Reapers busy with a variety of topics—from saving Crane to their past lives, prior to becoming agents of Death. Not all of them were talkative, but Rudolph and Sidyan did most of the chattering and unknowingly diverted the others’ attention from us.

      “The living need to know that we’re buying them time, here. Most importantly, they definitely need to know that one of us is about to die!” I replied. “What if they’re caught in the middle of whatever’s about to unfold, and innocent people die before their time? It’s already an accepted fact that what’s happening here goes against every natural law in existence.”

      She scoffed. “Since when are you an expert on cosmic regulations?”

      “Since I woke up in this state with nothing but a flimsy chain keeping me tethered to my body,” I said. “It’s not right.”

      “I can’t let the others see you. If I do, the consequences will be dire for me, and I’ve got a potential eternity ahead of me. I’ll feel the pain. You, on the other hand, will die, eventually. You won’t care, and you certainly won’t get the brunt of it. I will.”

      “So you’re being stubborn solely for the purpose of self-preservation?” Ben asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Hey, man, you try being in my shoes for once, then talk. You don’t understand time and existence the way I do, so you can’t possibly understand the importance of self-preservation,” Kelara replied.

      “Does it matter?” I sighed. “What’s the worst that can happen to you, as opposed to what can happen to our friends and family if one of the affected fae dies before the Hermessi reach the five million they need? There’s nothing but death and misery in store for us. Will it be the same for you?”

      She didn’t answer, but I knew it was a clear no. If there was one thing I’d learned about Reapers, it was the fact that they were practically obsessed with obeying the rules. Few were as flexible as Seeley. Kelara had potential, but it wasn’t going to be easy—that much I knew. Still, I could break her. I had to, before it was too late.

      Crane was hanging by a thread. Despite our efforts, he simply couldn’t pull himself out of the slump. He could barely speak, his gaze always low as the last link on his life-chain slowly faded. Nothing we said had worked, and, if he lacked the will to live, regardless of the reason, then there wasn’t much hope left for him.

      “I can’t do it, Vesta,” Kelara said.

      “Are all Reapers this spineless?” Ben asked sharply.

      She shot him a cold glare. “Mind your words, buddy.”

      “Or what? You can’t do anything to hurt me… no more than I already am,” he replied.

      “I’m sorry it turned out this way for you, but—” Kelara was interrupted by a scream from across the hall. She stilled, then swiftly turned around and vanished. A second later, she reappeared on the other side, closer to the source of the scream.

      “What just happened?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Whatever it is, I doubt it bodes well for us,” Ben said. “I think we both know what happened, though.”

      We walked forward as far from our bodies as we could. We weren’t the only ones interested. Grace, Vita, Caia, Lucas, and Kailyn joined us as we tested the lengths of our life-chains in order to get a better look.

      About fifty crystal casings away, Crane stood, motionless and pale. He held his chest, but his life-chain had fallen to the floor, the last link blackened, no longer able to connect the soul to the body. The scream had come from him, I realized. His mouth was wide open, his face frozen in an expression of grief and horror. As hopeless as he’d been, he probably hadn’t understood the extent of the damage that dying would do to him.

      A black spot remained on his chest. He touched it with trembling fingers and yelped from the pain it caused him. “It hurts… It hurts so much…”

      Kelara was right next to him, staring at his chest. Malleus and Sidyan had joined her, equally concerned. They exchanged words, but none of us could hear them. “He died,” I said.

      Arwen heard the endless beep of his vitals monitoring system and rushed across the room. Upon reaching him, she gasped. Pressing her palms against the glass casing that had been protecting his body, she made it pop open, like a casket. Like an actual casket. Oh, man…

      “I don’t think she should touch him,” Ben murmured, suddenly alarmed.

      Crane’s body was glowing amber, still, but the intensity was stronger. Without a soul in it, the flesh had become a conduit for the Hermessi, and Arwen knew that. Why was she touching him, then?

      “She’s trying to resuscitate him,” Grace said.

      Indeed, Arwen was applying rhythmic pressure with both hands against Crane’s chest, trying to get his heart beating again. Mona ran over, downright horrified. “Arwen, no! Get away from him!” she shouted.

      “I can help him!” Arwen replied. “I can still help him!”

      “No…” Mona grabbed her by the waist and forcibly pulled her away.

      The crystal casing was still open. Crane’s soul watched helplessly as his body was overcome with violent convulsions. “What the hell is happening?!” he screamed, as his Reaper and Kelara held him back. Malleus and Sidyan jumped in to help.

      I didn’t even notice that Rudolph was still with us, on this side of the sanctuary, until he spoke to my left. “He’s dead.”

      All eyes, of spirits and living helpers alike, were on Crane’s body. Its glow shifted from soft orange to a sharp blue, the surface rippling as if it had been turned into water. A Crane-shaped blob of water that shone like a sapphire. The epitome of terrifyingly weird.

      “His body is open to the Hermessi, and one of them just went in, trying it on,” Rudolph added.

      “That’s just sick and disgusting,” I croaked.

      “It’s sad, but inevitable, I’m afraid.” He sighed, his lips crooked with what looked like genuine disappointment.

      The glow expanded from Crane’s body. My pulse quickened as I watched the light grow brighter until it pulsed. With every flicker, invisible energy was released in physical waves. It knocked a struggling Arwen down, and Mona fell with her.

      Gasps erupted from the crowd of spirits as the pulses grew in frequency, smacking into every physical barrier around Crane’s body. The crystal casings were toppled, falling to the sides like dominoes. The bodies inside slumped against the charmed shells, helpless against the laws of physics.

      The energy ripples got stronger, and no one in the world of the living seemed to be able to do anything about it. Mona and Arwen were still down, repeatedly hit by the ripples and unable to get back up. Bruises bloomed on their faces. Blood trickled from their noses.

      Other GASP agents tried to get closer, but the pulses continued their aggressive attack. Kailani teleported herself next to Crane’s body in a bid to work her Word magic and seal his casing back, but the blue glow flashed bright enough to temporarily blind us all. I heard Kailani’s grunt as she, too, hit the floor, her temple bleeding.

      “Somebody needs to do something!” I shouted. “This can’t be right! They’re all going to die!”

      The Reapers looked nervous. They definitely hadn’t known this would happen. They threw wary glances around, silently challenging one another to get involved. The fae spirits beckoned them as well, tugging their arms and desperately pleading for some kind of help.

      Kailani tried to get up, but the pulses knocked her back down, mercilessly. The air ripples reached our side of the sanctuary, bumping into our crystal casings. They all shuddered at every hit, threatening to fall over.

      “Dammit, you can’t let the Hermessi win here! Death doesn’t want them to have this!” I bawled, tears stinging my eyes. I felt the rivers tumbling down my cheeks, wet and hot and echoing my grief and desperation. “You have to do something.”

      Caia was quick to hold me, keeping her arms tight around my torso. Light burst golden between us, healing another link on our life-chains. Sometimes it didn’t work, but this time, it had. We’d bought ourselves another day, at least, on top of what we’d already gotten back since we’d been revealed to each other. Still, it didn’t do anything to calm me. I was watching the Hermessi force their way into one of the fae bodies, and it made me so angry, so helpless…

      “Dammit!” Kelara snarled and took out her scythe.

      Her lips moved as she walked over to Crane’s body, unaffected by the brutal ripples of energy. The handle of her scythe extended, and she scratched a circle around the crystal casing. Mona and Arwen were the first to see her, their eyes bulging and their mouths gaping.

      “Who… Who are you?” Kailani mouthed, gawking at Kelara.

      It didn’t take long for them to recognize the apparel and the scythe. Mona’s lips moved slowly. “Reaper…”

      We were all speechless and motionless, watching Kelara as she completed her spell. As soon as the circle was locked, the ripples stopped. The blue glow dimmed but didn’t leave Crane’s body. Silence settled across the sanctuary as the Hermessi’s access into the physical world was, once again, limited.

      Kelara scowled at Crane’s body, muttering something.

      “I can’t hear her. She’s too far away,” I said.

      Rudolph tapped his scythe with one finger. The blade zinged—a sound quickly followed by the amplified voices of Kelara, Mona, Arwen, and Kailani. The other living GASP agents picked themselves off the floor and spread out to get the fallen crystal casings back on their solid bases.

      “You’re a Reaper,” Mona repeated herself.

      “Whoa…” I gasped, looking at Rudolph. “What did you just do for me to hear them?”

      “I enhanced the sounds’ ability to travel across this space, that’s all,” Rudolph replied. “You said you couldn’t hear.”

      I smiled briefly, my tears already drying. “Thanks.”

      “You helped us,” Arwen said to Kelara. “Why?”

      “Because someone I know made a good point, and I was being too stubborn to accept it,” Kelara replied, eyeing me for a moment. “Crane is dead. His body was overtaken by the Hermessi. What I did is only a temporary fix, but, for everyone’s sake, I suggest you get him and his crystal casing as far away from here as possible.”

      Mona scoffed. “The bastards made it through…”

      “The ritual isn’t complete, though,” Arwen said, slightly confused.

      “The affected fae can die before that. Their bodies can still be used as conduits,” Kelara reminded her. “Once they hit five million, they’ll have enough power to wipe out everything that is living in this dimension and the next, at least.”

      Kailani made her way back to Arwen and Mona, her legs shaky and weak. “How do we get him out of here?” she asked. “I suppose that circle thing you made is what’s keeping the Hermessi contained.”

      “I’ll help you,” Kelara said. “I’m not supposed to intervene like this, but…”

      “What changed?” I wondered aloud.

      Rudolph chuckled. “She grew a conscience.”

      “She did the right thing,” Ben retorted.

      “How can they see Kelara? Why’d she reveal herself?” Caia asked.

      “It’s a complicated spell,” Rudolph said. “It required her physical form to be revealed.”

      “Can any of you Reapers do it?” I replied.

      He winced. “Not really, no. I mean, not all of us are strong or educated like that. I think Kelara speaks to Death. I think Death taught her.”

      I remembered that little-known fact about Death. She didn’t speak to all the Reapers telepathically, though they were all aware of her, and they were linked to her. No, she only spoke to Reapers in certain tiers, and I knew Seeley was one of them. If Rudolph was right, then Kelara was like Seeley. She had Death’s attention and support. I’d bet on the right horse, it seemed.

      “Are there more of you here?” Kailani asked Kelara, who nodded in return.

      “It’s time you know what’s going on in this sanctuary. In all the sanctuaries,” she said. “It’ll help you prepare for the worst that’s yet to come.”

      I breathed the heaviest sigh of relief. Finally, she was doing at least a part of what I’d been asking of her. She wasn’t going to reveal us—not yet, anyway, as I continued to hope I’d eventually convince her to do that, too. But she was about to tell Kailani about us, about the life-chains and the spiritual touches that helped heal some of the blackened links, and about the risks that some of the fae souls unwillingly posed to the living—like Crane. His Reaper stayed with him, and I knew it was only a matter of time before Crane would leave us, before he’d let go and allow himself to be reaped.

      The Hermessi’s power continued to grow, and we were all still scheduled to die, at least for now. But GASP had finally gotten a thread of help from another Reaper. Kelara was coming through for us, telling them everything they needed to know to up their game against the next stage of the ritual.

      All we could do was hang on for dear life. But GASP could do a bit more.
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      We were faced with impossible choices.

      The one time we’d fought a Reaper, we would’ve gotten ourselves killed, had it not been for that second Reaper’s intervention. And Yamani was infinitely younger than the Widow Maker standing before us. The guy’s name was a clear enough message on its own. It wasn’t even a proper name. It was a nickname. How would we ever fight him and win?

      None of our abilities or the magic at our disposal were any match for him. No matter what angle I looked at this from, it wouldn’t go well for us. Normally, we’d have gone ahead and fought him. We’d have given it our best shot. But we stood to lose our one and only shot at Eirexis—the first of three things that could save our worlds from the Hermessi’s ritual.

      As much as I hated even thinking about it, I knew that, deep down, we were all considering option B. One of us would have to willingly die as a sacrifice to Eirexis. It was our one chance to get it and continue our quest to complete Thieron. The glances we exchanged told me everything I needed to know, and it broke my heart, bit by bit, in slow motion, until tears made their way up to my eyes.

      The Widow Maker stood on the edge of the pond, his arms crossed over his broad chest.

      “I’m giving you a reasonable choice,” he said. “Those before you were naïve enough to think they could actually beat me, unwilling to let any of their companions go.”

      “They all came to you in groups?” Amelia asked, her voice weak.

      “A quest like this requires teamwork, Blondie.”

      “But Eirexis keeps itself hidden from people,” she said. “In our case, we had a scythe to guide us. How did the others before us see Eirexis, then?”

      “Once the challenge to retrieve the pieces of Thieron is accepted, it becomes an invisible mark, of sorts. Eirexis, Zetos and Phyla reveal themselves once the challengers are close enough to touch them. Twisted, I know…Knights from all corners of the world have tried to get here. Many died on the way, unable to elude the Hermessi,” the Widow Maker replied. “The few who did… and there were…” He paused, counting with his fingers. He made it up to three. “Three. They came in pairs and squads. First, two high-ranked soldiers from Philloria.”

      “Philloria?” I repeated, trying to remember whether it was known to GASP.

      The Widow Maker shrugged. “It doesn’t matter where it is. They managed to touch Eirexis and summoned me. I gave them the same choice I’m giving you. Whether it was pride or the strong bond between them, I’m not sure. But it got them both killed, when it could’ve been just one.”

      Lumi sighed. “And since they didn’t live to tell the tale, none of those who followed knew or understood what this entailed.”

      “Not until they met me. The second time, a group of five came in. They cheered and danced around the pool, first. I could hear them. They were so thrilled that they’d somehow gotten the drop on Brendel.” He chuckled.

      “Right, because Brendel was the only Hermessi fully awake after Death stopped the previous ritual,” I said slowly. Brendel had been too close to Death to be affected by the deep sleep. It had allowed the Fire Hermessi to snatch Thieron, in the first place, leaving Death without enough power to go out and get it back herself.

      The Widow Maker looked at me. “They all died. Equally brave and determined to do the right thing. By the time the third crew came in, I’ll be honest… I was bored. I tried to reason with them. I tried to explain the rules of the spell that has bound me to Eirexis. I warned them. In fact, I even refused to fight them, at first, though that wouldn’t have panned out, anyway, unless they backed down, which they didn’t. So, I killed them, too. One by one.”

      “Are those the terms of a proper defeat?” Varga asked. “All of us will die if we fight you?”

      “Yes. Once you engage me in combat, either one of you defeats me, or I kill you all.”

      My throat closed up. I knew Eira, Lumi, and I wouldn’t die, but everyone else on our crew were the Widow Maker’s certain victims, unless we opted for a single, individual sacrifice. That couldn’t be me, Eira, or Lumi. Suddenly, it dawned on me. “Wait. Death has waived the ability to die for three of us,” I said. “We could fight you until we defeat you.”

      The Widow Maker jumped off the stone border and walked over to me. My blood chilled as he reached me. “Interesting. But you still won’t be able to beat me. We can fight, if you wish. But I’ll kill those of you who can die, first, should you go with option A. And then, I’ll keep fighting the three of you until the end of time. And time, I imagine, is the one thing you don’t have. Or am I wrong?”

      Eva frowned. “How do you know what time we’ve got left?”

      “Because I felt the Blackout, silly goose. I knew that Brendel would try to complete the ritual again. Make no mistake, I might be tied to Eirexis, but that doesn’t mean I can’t sense the movements and happenings of cosmos,” the Widow Maker replied. “Now that I’m out again, I can hear my brothers and sisters. I’m old enough to sense them, to listen to their thoughts, even though they don’t know I’m listening. I am aware of exactly where you are on the timescale,” he added and shifted his focus to me once more. “And by the time the three of you unkillables run out of breath fighting me, the world as you know it will be over. The Hermessi will have won.”

      “Death doesn’t want that to happen. Will you disappoint her, then?” I asked, trying one last angle. The inevitable continued to lurk in the back of my head, poking at my conscious thoughts and stabbing my soul.

      He laughed again, the cold-hearted bastard. “She sent you here knowing that the spell she put on Eirexis and me cannot be broken, unless you fight me or give Eirexis a sacrifice. I’m pretty sure she warned you it would not be easy. You don’t strike me as reckless idiots.”

      “I just can’t believe Death would put so many traps in place for the one thing she needs to stop the ritual,” I said, unwilling to let go just yet.

      “You’re too fleeting to understand. You’re just a blip in the pool of time, Taeral, son of Sherus and Nuriya, Prince of the Fire Star,” the Widow Maker said. “Take it or leave it. If you take it, you get only two choices, which I’ve already explained. There is no easy way out of this one. No artifice or loophole to play on. I’m sure it’s how you’ve survived until now, slipping through the cracks and stumbling upon some fortuitous assistance. But that ends here. So, either you fight me, or you give Eirexis a sacrifice. I’m not going to entertain this debate much longer. Make up your minds.”

      How could we, though? I couldn’t bring myself to look at any of my friends and partners as potential sacrifices. And I had already accepted that fighting him would only end in failure. Tears welled up in my eyes.

      Death had put these protocols in place for a reason, before Thieron had been taken from her. I doubted she’d known that it would all happen like this—or maybe she had and hadn’t told us. Either way, there would be no singing or dancing for us once it was all over and done with. One of us dies, or all of us die.

      “We may need a moment to discuss this,” Lumi said. She sounded uneasy, and that was a collective sentiment.

      “I suppose I should be a tad more sympathetic and tell you to take your time, but let’s be honest here, Lumi. Time is the one thing you don’t have. I thought we’d made that clear.” The Widow Maker shook his head.

      “You can’t just ask us to speed it along, if one of us is about to die!” I snapped.

      The silence that followed resounded in all of us. It was a strange feeling to deal with—all of us knowing that we’d already decided on option B, without so much as a word. Then again, none of my friends here were virtuous imbeciles. They understood the situation. They knew what was at stake.

      “One of us must come forth as the sacrifice, then,” Riza murmured.

      I could see it in their eyes. The raw fear of death. The grief of reason. It broke me. It tore me down, and it kept kicking until I became numb. Until I could no longer think. Which one of them would go? Who would have the immeasurable courage to do such a thing?
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      It wasn’t going to be me, or Eira or Taeral. I wanted it to be me, though. I wished I could just get this over with. Not that I wanted to die, but it would’ve been better if I’d still had that option. I would’ve put an end to this. I’d lived for long enough to walk into the next world peacefully.

      With five apprentices, the Word would continue to exist at full strength, and it would be able to let go of me. More than ten thousand years of living was enough for me. I’d loved and laughed. I’d cried. I’d suffered. I’d also prevailed. Learned. Experienced. None of these younglings in my crew were even close to everything that I’d been through, and they deserved a chance to see tomorrow. It wasn’t fair that, out of all of us, I was the oldest but was unable to die.

      It put my girls at risk. Nethissis and Acantha were like daughters to me. And so were Kailani, my first witch; Ilne and Rovah, my Druid apprentices; and Kafei, Acantha’s sister and my sixth student. I loved them all to the moon and back. The thought of losing any of them filled me with crippling dread.

      “It isn’t fair,” I whispered.

      Looking around, the pained looks on everyone’s faces just shoved the knife even deeper into my heart. Tears streamed down Eira’s cheeks, her lips quivering and her gaze lowered. Oh, the shame of a survivor. What an awful thing to feel.

      Eyeing the Eirexis handle in the Widow Maker’s hand, I forced myself into a form of resignation. We were doing this for it. Eirexis was our first step to stopping the ritual and saving billions of innocent lives. One life, in exchange for a better chance of saving the many others still left. The moral conundrum didn’t escape me, but I understood that this had to be done. I just didn’t want it to be Acantha or Nethissis. Internally, I prayed to the Word to give them enough strength not to put themselves forward.

      But that just made me feel all the more awful. Why should any of my girls survive, as opposed to Eva or Varga, Riza or Herakles, Amelia or Raphael? What made my apprentices better, in the greater scheme of things? It wasn’t right of me to think this way, yet I couldn’t help it. I loved them all, but I loved my apprentices the most. It was a selfish part of me that I’d have to live with for a long time.

      “I’ll do it,” Riza said and instantly burst into tears.

      The Widow Maker watched her quietly. Herakles took her in his arms and held her tight. “Don’t be foolish, Riza,” he whispered in her ear. “Don’t. Just don’t.”

      “One of us has to,” she managed.

      “It doesn’t have to be you,” Varga cut in, equally devastated. “I can do it. It’ll be okay. You’ll keep fighting the good fight, and Nevertide will still have an heir—”

      “Varga!” Eva croaked, her eyes glassy with tears. “No…”

      Amelia sobbed. “Any one of us could do it, and the result will be the same. There’s no other way, we… we just need to figure out which one of us it is.”

      “Each of us is willing to do it,” Nethissis murmured. “The issue now is to decide on just one.”

      “This is impossible,” Amelia said. “How can we decide?”

      Acantha stilled by my side, her eyes wide and her head slightly tilted. She seemed to be listening to something. She exhaled sharply, tearing up. My insides stirred. I recognized that look, and I didn’t want to see it on her. I shook my head, unable to speak, though all I wanted was to tell her to keep quiet, to stop her from doing what I knew she was about to do.

      A myriad of words stormed through my head, but none seemed to stick. She stepped forward, her breathing ragged and her hands shaking. “I’ll do it,” she said, the certainty in her voice swiftly tearing me apart.

      “Acantha…” I murmured.

      “What? No… Not you,” Nethissis replied, terrified by the thought of losing her. The others were simply speechless. The tone of her voice had been so sharp and heavy, it didn’t leave room for any objection, despite Nethissis’s attempt.

      “You don’t have to decide. You don’t have to struggle anymore,” Acantha said. “I’ll do it, and that’s that.”

      “Acantha…” Again, that was all I could muster.

      She turned to face me, her lips straining into a soft smile. She was trying so hard to keep her composure, her chin up and her eyes dry. What character this girl had developed. Such strength and nobility. I was the fortunate one to have had her by my side.

      “Lumi, we both know there is no time left. One of us has to die, and I want it to be me. The Word’s legacy will live on, untouched and eternal,” she said. Nethissis reached her and hugged her, crying and shuddering and whispering pleas to stop her. “I love you all. I love my swamp witch sisters. Most importantly, I love you, Lumi, for taking me in and teaching me all this. I am a better person for it, and that is something that no one will ever be able to take away from you.”

      “Please, don’t,” I blurted and quickly covered my mouth with both hands. My selfishness was showing. My heart was tearing, heat consuming me like rampant wildfire. I couldn’t stand this.

      “I’ll go,” she said, glancing at each of us. “Thank you for being here. For showing me what true friendship is. For simply existing. I’m serious. Thank you. I’ve learned a lot from each and every one of you.”

      Taeral burst into tears, no longer able to hold them back. Poor Eira was an absolute mess, though I doubted she was anywhere near as destroyed as I was… or Nethissis, who could barely stand, at this point. The outcome was inevitable, yet none of us had truly been prepared for it.

      Acantha touched my face gently and moved back, away from the group. “I can’t prolong this any further. I might change my mind if I start hugging you guys.” She chuckled, but her laughter broke as she fully understood what came next. “Whatever happens, I’m doing this for you. Okay? Don’t let it be in vain. Don’t stop until you cancel the ritual, until Death restores everything to its natural balance. Whatever happens.”

      I nodded, though my vision blurred. Too many tears, not enough strength to even wipe them away. None of us could move as she turned to face the Widow Maker. “Option B, you stone-cold bastard,” she said, trembling like a blade of grass in the wind. “Take me as a sacrifice for Eirexis.”

      The Widow Maker didn’t respond straightaway, and I could swear I saw the air ripple, ever so slightly, close to his head. My mind must’ve been playing tricks on me. The grief I was already succumbing to had to have an impact on my reality. I was so distracted by that faint shimmer that I barely registered the Widow Maker’s reply.

      “Thank you, Acantha, for this sliver of wisdom you’re showing. I’ll let the insult pass, given your unfortunate circumstances.” He raised Eirexis in his hand, and only then did I notice its slightly different ends. The bottom was blunt and naked black stone dragon bone, but the top had a thick ring around it—that had to be where the blade, Zetos, would fit. “For what it’s worth, you’re doing the right thing.”

      “Will it hurt?” she asked, her back to us, her voice barely audible.

      He shook his head. “A willing sacrifice to Eirexis shall never know suffering ever again.”

      I wanted to scream, to drag her out of here myself, but every muscle in my body refused to move. Paralyzed, all I could do was watch as the Widow Maker gently tapped her on the forehead with Eirexis’s metallic ring end.

      A breath later, and Acantha fell to the ground, lifeless. The symbols carved into Eirexis lit up white, the entire thing humming in response to the sacrifice. The light expanded from within, swallowing the entire room.

      And I finally managed to cry out in motherly agony: “Acantha!”

      The whole universe had to hear me, this time. The Word had to listen, to understand my suffering, as the light wiped everything around me. In the silence that followed, in the nothing that enveloped me, I felt the cold arms of death… of Death herself, as if she were here, with me, embracing me.

      Was this how true grief was supposed to feel? I’d never experienced anything like this before. Was it an illusion? My mind playing tricks again? Or was this sensation real?

      Had Death felt my pain, giving me a telepathic hug, perhaps? My Acantha was gone, and the cold arms tightened around me as I let it all out, cry after cry… I unraveled, but they held me together. Death held me together.
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      We were speechless.

      As the white light faded and revealed us all, we could tell that this was a new low. The pain we felt would never go away. I’d have to learn to live with it. Acantha had sacrificed herself for us—our only choice, going forward, was to mourn her and make sure we kept the promise she’d asked of us. That we’d keep fighting until the ritual was stopped.

      Lumi was on her knees, holding Acantha in her arms and crying into her rich, straw-colored mane. I could only imagine her grief. She’d lost more than an apprentice. She’d lost a daughter, without the blood tie. She’d lost a friend. A soul she’d cherished.

      None of us could speak. We just stood upright, victims of fate and unbreakable Death magic, watching as Lumi shed tears for Acantha. The Widow Maker was quiet, and Eirexis was on the ground. It didn’t glow anymore.

      “Oh, honey…” Lumi sobbed, slowly rocking back and forth with Acantha in her arms. Nethissis dropped to her knees next to her and touched Acantha’s hair with a trembling hand.

      “This is so wrong… The Word should’ve…” Her voice trailed off as she shut her eyes tight, as if forcing herself to stay quiet. Maybe she didn’t want to say something she’d regret later.

      The Widow Maker cleared his throat. Given the leather covering his face, I couldn’t tell anything about his expression, but he sounded genuinely sad. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry for your loss,” he said. “But this is world-making-and-breaking magic that only Death herself can wield. The Word has no place to intervene, Nethissis.”

      Amelia scoffed, wiping her tears. “Well, it’s done. You got your sacrifice.”

      “It’s not my sacrifice. Eirexis demanded it,” the Widow Maker replied. “Acantha’s soul is forever tied to it, now.”

      He’d said it so matter-of-factly that I didn’t even realize what it meant until Lumi gasped. “Wait… What?”

      “She’s at peace, Lumi.” He sighed. “Her soul strengthens Eirexis, and, once Thieron is complete, it will fuel Death’s power even more. Personally, I’m impressed by what she did. It takes a hell of a lot of strength to sacrifice oneself like that.”

      Lumi stared at Acantha’s body for a while. I didn’t even dare to tell her that we needed to go. But something else struck me as odd. Eirexis was still on the ground, and the Widow Maker didn’t make a single move to pick it up.

      “What now?” I asked.

      The Widow Maker crouched by Acantha’s head and pressed a finger against her forehead. Her skin glowed softly beneath his touch. The light intensified and spread out, and Lumi sucked in a breath and moved back. Acantha’s body became liquid light, contracting until it was reduced to the size of a pearl. The Widow Maker scooped it up in his gloved hand, closing it tight.

      “What… What are you doing?” Nethissis asked, staring at his hand.

      He opened it, revealing a pure white pearl. The most beautiful I had ever seen. “Nobody wants to lug a body around, given what you’re supposed to do next,” the Widow Maker said. “Keep her close to your heart, and, once you lay her to rest, she will reveal herself once more.”

      Lumi took the white pearl and looked at it, her lips pressed into a small, thin line. She tucked it inside a hidden chest pocket and frowned at the Widow Maker. “I’ll never forgive Death for this.”

      “I know. Many have said this, over the eons. And many eventually understood that she doesn’t really care,” he replied. “There are bigger things to worry about, Lumi. Your quest is just beginning.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He stood up and pointed at Eirexis. “First of all, I’m no longer allowed to touch Eirexis. I’m not bound to it anymore. I’m free. You pick it up.”

      “You’re free…” I repeated after him, trying to process what he’d just said. My mind was still adjusting to the thought that Acantha was no longer with us.

      “Pick it up,” he insisted.

      I looked down at Eirexis. It seemed to be waiting for me, or so I felt, anyway. I reached down, and as soon as I touched it, I felt the cold rush of time itself bursting through me like a winter storm. I swallowed hard as I picked it up, gradually getting used to the sensation. This was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was as if it was alive, pulsating in my hand and telling me to ask the right questions.

      A voice was forming in the back of my head, but I’d yet to make out what it was saying.

      “Good. Don’t lose it,” the Widow Maker said. “It is now vulnerable, since I’m no longer inside it. If you drop it, if Brendel takes it away from you, we’re all screwed. Thieron can only be put together if the pieces’ protecting Reapers are released from them, just like you did with Eirexis. Until that moment, they are mere objects, easy for Brendel to grab. Of course, she doesn’t know that, and we want to keep it that way.”

      “We?” Amelia shot back, picking up on a nuance I’d actually missed.

      “Oh, I’m coming along,” he replied.

      I gawked at him, stunned by what he’d just declared. The Widow Maker was coming with us. Was that good? It had to be good. I wanted it to be good, but my instinct warned me not to get too excited. It didn’t mean he’d help us. By now, I’d learned not to trust Reapers with anything. One had tried to kill us, another had saved us, and this third one had cost us the life of one of our own.

      Nothing coming from him could be taken without a grain of salt.
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      I’d been with them since they’d reached the imperial palace. I’d seen and heard everything, but I hadn’t intervened until Death mandated it. Of course, I’d been itching to help since I’d first noticed Medina’s inconsistencies, and I’d seen the Shills coming long before Taeral and his crew had.

      However, I was bound by my duty to Death, helplessly watching them fight off all manner of evil as they tried to get to Eirexis. I’d cursed, inwardly, at the developments leading up to Acantha’s choice to sacrifice herself.

      But I cursed at myself, for I’d been the one to whisper in her ear. Unseen by the others, I’d heard Death’s telepathic message, telling me to help them without making myself visible. Gah, what a cruel mistress she was… I had to obey. Death was my patron, my maker, my only authority. I took a while to find the right way to help them—the most important thing was to keep them from choosing to fight the Widow Maker. I knew what he could do, and he’d spoken nothing but the truth, as far as the Eirexis challenge went.

      They never would’ve won in a fair fight. He even would’ve refrained from using his subtle form, to help them, and still… they would’ve lost.

      A sacrifice had been the only choice, and it hadn’t come as a shock to see them unable to pick one of their own to come forth as the offering to Eirexis. So, I’d analyzed their lives and their odds to live, as soon as Death had sent me her message. I wasn’t normally allowed to peer into someone’s possible futures, but, since Death didn’t stop me, I figured I could get away with it. The only thing I could do was single out the crew member with the highest chance of dying in the near future.

      I’d rummaged through billions of possible life threads, using a spell I wasn’t even supposed to know—but, then again, Death had implanted it into my head without me even knowing it, for reasons yet unknown to me. I’d found that, out of the entire crew, Acantha and Nethissis were the most likely to die prematurely, sooner or later. Despite their Word connection and their insane skills, their life threads were the shortest, in most of the possible outcomes. To me, that meant that either one of them was better off dying now, doing the right thing through sacrifice, than dying later at the hands of a cunning Hermessi or something much worse.

      As they’d all pondered this concept of self-sacrifice, their grief and fear tearing them down gradually, I’d tried to make a decision between Acantha and Nethissis. At first, I’d been inclined to get Nethissis on board, since she’d already offered—her possible-premature-death futures outnumbered Acantha’s by three. But there was something about her, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, that stopped me in my tracks.

      Maybe it had to do with her arresting looks, the white eyes with slim, yellow circles around the irises. Or maybe it was the way she’d thought of herself as a sacrifice before anyone else had. Nethissis had a certain flair about her, a fierceness I hadn’t seen in a long time, simmering just beneath the surface. Her flaws and her dreams made her precious, and she didn’t even know it. She had no idea of the greatness in store for her if she made the right choices in the future, for there were still possible future threads where she’d go on to live for a long time.

      Whatever it was, it affected me. It skewed my judgment, and I wasn’t proud of it. Without anyone knowing I was there, I’d walked over to Acantha… and I’d whispered in her ear. As a Reaper and a former sentry, my talents were unique, as I’d retained an ability to implant ideas and thoughts into the minds of the living. Acantha had wanted to sacrifice herself, of course. But she’d been nowhere near as determined as Nethissis.

      In the end, a sacrifice was made, as Acantha had stepped forward with impressive determination. I’d then whispered to the Widow Maker, who, by then, had already become aware of my presence. We’d spoken, telepathically, and I’d made him smooth things along. I’d asked him not to make her suffer, and to ease everything else for the crew. Death, in a way, had commanded it, once the Widow Maker was free of his bonds.

      “You’re coming with us?” Raphael asked the Widow Maker, still unable to process that statement. Not that I could blame him, as I myself was equally astonished by his decision.

      The Widow Maker nodded. “Yes. I’m a free Reaper now. I can do whatever I want,” he said. “And since Death wants Thieron back, I’m pretty sure I have final word as to how I’m going to assist you.”

      The crew was understandably shocked. Taeral, however, seemed uneasy, for all the right reasons. Their brushes with Reapers had been anything but pleasant, until now. The Widow Maker glanced my way for a moment but didn’t say a word. He knew we’d have a more in-depth conversation later. In the meantime, I was rather relieved to know they had two Reapers on their side, going forward, not one. The Widow Maker was powerful and practically timeless, and I couldn’t help but feel thrilled that he’d joined us. I had a lot to learn from the guy.

      “Why should we trust you?” Taeral asked. “You killed Acantha.”

      “No. Acantha sacrificed herself. I merely facilitated that,” the Widow Maker corrected him. “Two very different things, despite your moral code. You should be glad I’m coming with. You kids need all the help you can get.”

      Lumi sighed, finally getting up. I felt bad for her, but it had to be done. I felt worse for Acantha, because her soul had been absorbed into Eirexis. I hadn’t even had the chance to reap her and tell her how sorry I was…

      “Taeral, he’s right,” she said. “He’s one of Death’s first Reapers, and you’ve seen what he can do. He’ll come in handy in keeping the Hermessi away.”

      “Oh, that… That’s no longer all that possible anymore,” the Widow Maker replied. “I could keep the Hermessi away and cut off your Telluris links because I was powered by my link to Eirexis. We’re two different entities now.”

      “And that rendered you basically useless?” Raphael grumbled, his brow furrowed.

      “Not exactly,” the Widow Maker said. “I can still do those things, but for much shorter periods of time, at a lower intensity. The Reaper mojo is still there, just not as potent. It will wear me out, too, given its cosmic nature.”

      “Then what good are you?” Herakles shot back.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle lightly. They were so busy holding a grudge against the Widow Maker that they had a hard time accepting what a valuable asset he actually was. Naturally, I knew that would pass, but the Widow Maker needed to ease them into it a little bit more. I communicated that to him, mentally, and he took a deep breath, without antagonizing anyone in Taeral’s crew.

      “A Reaper is always useful when you’re looking for Thieron’s other pieces,” he said.

      I knew Death wouldn’t dare compel the Widow Maker back into a subtle form and away from this quest. I had my orders to stay quiet, but he had a bit more freedom now, after he’d spent millions of years hidden away inside Eirexis. He’d earned it.

      “You know where Zetos is, then?” Taeral asked. He put the scythe back into his thigh pocket and tied a leather string tight around Eirexis, keeping it safely tethered to his belt.

      The Widow Maker nodded. “I do.”

      A few seconds passed in tense silence.

      “Well, go on!” Herakles blurted.

      “The Fire Star,” the Widow Maker replied.

      Taeral’s eyes almost popped out of their orbits. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “The scythe reacted to its proximity to Eirexis,” Eira said, somewhat confused. “Why didn’t it do the same when we were on the Fire Star, prior to our departure to Cerix?”

      “Little-known fact about scythes and Death, in general… Nothing is ever a pattern with her. Not all three pieces of Thieron respond to a Reaper’s scythe the same way,” the Widow Maker explained.

      “With Eirexis, the scythe glowed and vibrated,” Taeral said.

      “It’s not the same with Zetos,” the Widow Maker replied. “Don’t ask me why. I don’t know. Death makes things in ways that don’t make sense to us. Just take it as it is, and, should you ever get the chance, ask Death yourself.”

      “But you know exactly where Zetos is,” Lumi said.

      He nodded. “I do. I’ll take you to it. First, however, we really need to get out of here.”

      The booms and thuds increased their intensity outside. The elemental fight was reaching a whole new level of viciousness.

      “Fallon is up there,” Taeral said.

      “He’s with Kabbah. He’ll probably find you later. Now, let’s go. The protections I put in place are no longer working,” the Widow Maker urged them.

      Amelia cursed under her breath. “Medina. We can’t leave without letting the emperor know, without settling the score with that wretched creature!”

      I actually agreed with her. Besides, after losing Acantha, I figured they needed to blow off some steam. Unmasking and beating the daylights out of a Hermessi cult member could easily qualify as therapy for these people.

      Taeral nodded. “Good point. We’re heading back to the palace, then.”

      “Link hands,” Riza said. “I’ll do the teleporting this time.”

      They huddled together, making sure they were all physically connected, while the Widow Maker stood to the side, his hands resting on his hips. Taeral gave him a cold stare. “Are you coming or what?”

      “I don’t need to cuddle with you to follow you around. Reaper, ancient type, remember?” he replied, pointing a thumb at himself. That was true. I’d been able to follow them with great ease. Once a Reaper locked on to someone, they were forever in the Reaper’s sight. Never lost. Never hidden.

      The crew vanished, leaving behind an empty room. The Shills’ ashes had settled across the floor. The pond’s crystalline water glimmered softly. For millions of years, this chamber had been the silent home of Eirexis. It seemed a little sad now, with Eirexis gone, without a purpose. Time would finally take care of it, though.

      Bit by bit, the stones would be turned to rubble. The water would dig its way through. The tunnel system would eventually collapse. Time didn’t spare anyone, regardless of the tricks used to stall it.
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      There was so much anger and grief bubbling inside me, I was itching to avenge Acantha’s sacrifice, somehow. Knocking Medina’s lights out was literally within my reach, and I was pretty sure everyone else in my crew felt the same way.

      Riza teleported us inside the emperor’s throne room. Given the time of the day, she’d likely known he’d be here. Emperor Tulla was, as expected, surprised to see us show up like this. His guards moved toward us, but he instantly waved them away.

      “Stand back,” he said firmly, and rose from his gilded throne. He smiled. “You’re back. Good! How was it?”

      “Oh, fantastic,” I said, my tone clipped and dripping with sarcasm. My gaze was fixed on Medina, who’d frozen on the spot, eyes round and filled with what I assumed was sheer horror. She hadn’t expected us to return, unlike the emperor, who frowned.

      “What happened?” he asked, glancing around at our crew. “Where’s Acantha? Fallon?”

      “Your Majesty, we got Eirexis,” Lumi said, unwilling to go into details. “And Medina here went to a lot of trouble to stop us.”

      The emperor shot Medina the single coldest stare I’d ever seen in a living creature. “Please, don’t tell me it’s true.”

      “You believe them?!” Medina gasped, feigning outrage. “Your Majesty, I would never—”

      “Lessie heffis!” Lumi shouted, putting a hand out. A golden spark shot from her palm and smacked Medina right in the throat. The light expanded into a tight collar that glowed amber and cut off the prime minister’s breathing. This was the first time I’d heard the spell—it was likely something that Lumi had recently uncovered from the Word. The entity never stopped teaching its swamp witches.

      Medina tried to take it off, but the solid light burned her fingers, making her squeal. Eva dashed forward and stung her with the truth serum she’d kept brewing. It acted fast, instantly relaxing her muscles. “You will tell the truth, now,” she hissed in Medina’s ear, her serpentine tongue slipping between her teeth.

      “She is a cult member, Your Majesty,” Taeral said. “We were attacked by Shills and Hermessi and Cerixian acolytes as well. One of them mentioned Medina, who had the audacity to send us her regards, probably thinking we’d never survive this quest.”

      The prime minister fell to her knees, choking, her lips turning blue. I had a feeling Lumi was perfectly okay with killing her, and, for the first time in this mission, I didn’t even think about intervening. No, there was no room for mercy here. Not after what Medina had done. Nethissis motioned for her to stop, and Medina was able to breathe again.

      “Tell the Emperor what you did!” she told Medina again.

      “It’s true,” she managed between gasps. “It’s… It’s true… I’ve been a cult member for months, now. Never revealed my markings. Kept my head down. I was a sleeper cell, activated before Brann started messing with the Ritual. I was ordered to get as close to you as possible, Your Grace. Luck pushed Figgen out of my way.”

      “We lost a few people, unfortunately,” Raphael added, ignoring Medina’s confession.

      “But we got Eirexis,” Taeral continued, patting the stone dragon bone handle tied to his belt.

      “I was ordered to get you as far away from BemHur as possible,” Medina continued, stunned by her own inability to stop talking. The serum was an absolute treat, though we already knew what she was telling us. We just needed the Emperor to hear it himself. “I told Cerix’s Hermessi that you were going to Mollyn. You weren’t supposed to come back alive.”

      “Well, you also got a new crew member,” the Widow Maker said, emerging from his subtle form and also ignoring Medina. The emperor was stunned, and the guards were speechless. They didn’t need to know who he was to understand exactly how fearsome he was. The leather gimp-suit and the galaxies in his eyes kind of did the trick.

      “Medina. I chose you because I trusted you wouldn’t be foolish enough to go against the empire,” the emperor said, scowling at her, as she continued her struggle to breathe.

      “Your Majesty… I… I did it for the empire…” she croaked, practically fighting the serum’s effect.

      “Nonsense!” the emperor shouted, his voice thundering across the throne room. “I knew there was something off about you the moment Taeral and his crew mentioned your sudden amnesia regarding rosy fish sanctuaries. Yet I decided I’d need more evidence before accusing you. I should’ve known better than to cling to the hope that you might not be a traitor, after all.”

      “Your… Majesty…”

      “You helped the Hermessi! You helped the very entities looking forward to destroying us all,” the emperor replied. “Spare me the lies about doing anything for the empire. I’m not a fool, and I certainly wasn’t born yesterday!”

      “You did it for yourself, Medina,” Lumi said, her extended hand clenching into a fist as she tightened her magic grip on the prime minister’s throat. “I bet Brendel promised you something. Probably the same thing she promised every other cult member… that you’d survive the ritual. That you’d be chosen to… I don’t know, repopulate these new worlds.”

      “Yes,” Medina managed. “She did. She promised me a place in the future world.”

      The Widow Maker laughed lightly. “Oh, honey… You’re all going to die if Brendel completes the ritual. Not a single one of you will be spared.”

      Medina stilled. It looked strange, as she no longer fought the glowing noose or the truth serum. Her eyes lit up orange, and flames erupted from her skin, covering her from head to toe.

      “There you are,” she said, her voice chillingly different. It wasn’t Medina speaking anymore. It was Brendel. She’d found us already. I’d hoped for a couple more minutes, at least, knowing that Kabbah was keeping her busy.

      “We need to go,” Taeral muttered.

      Medina-Brendel grinned as she pulled Lumi’s spell from her throat like it was nothing. The light ring snapped and vanished in a puff of smoke, and Medina-Brendel took a deep breath. “Did you really think you’d get to just walk off with Eirexis? My, my, aren’t you foolish.”

      I sensed movement behind us. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Nethissis drawing the spell for interplanetary travel. Brendel couldn’t see what she was doing because of us, as we’d positioned ourselves in a tight double line.

      The guards seemed to realize that Nethissis was trying to do something to help us, so they rushed around and flanked us on both sides, pointing their weapons at Brendel. The emperor cautiously moved back, putting some distance between him and the Fire Hermessi. We only needed a few minutes.

      “Now’s the time to make yourself useful,” Raphael said to the Widow Maker.

      “Why?” came his sharp reply.

      “Seriously?” I groaned.

      Medina-Brendel glowered at the Reaper. “Nothing you do will stop me.”

      “Oh, dear, you’re as deluded as you were four million years ago,” the Widow Maker replied, sounding quite amused.

      “I’ve been successful so far,” Medina-Brendel shot back, pointing an angry, fiery finger at him. “I will keep at it until the ritual is complete! I’ve proven myself, over and over! And Death… well, she can just sit back and watch,” she said, and shifted her focus to Taeral. “Now, hand Eirexis over, and I will let you walk out of here alive, Taeral. I’ve looked into you. I have to say, I appreciate your spunk. But you’re fighting against impossible odds. It’s time for you to give up and go spend what time you have left with your loved ones.”

      Taeral scoffed. “You’ve looked into me? I guess you didn’t look deep enough, since you clearly think I’d actually hand over Eirexis. That’s not going to happen. Not after what we’ve just been through.”

      “Okay. Then suffer the consequences,” Medina-Brendel said, bursting into her full fire figure.

      The flames spread out from her feet, rushing across the floor in all directions, looking to consume everyone and everything in their path. The emperor was dragged out of the room by several guards, while Lumi, Riza, and Eva threw all the magic they had at the fire, building an energy barrier around us.

      “How much longer?” Taeral asked, his eyes on Medina-Brendel.

      “A couple more minutes,” Nethissis replied from behind.

      The Widow Maker stepped forward and tapped the energy shield that Lumi, Riza, and Eva had built. Incandescent white tendrils spread out through it, strengthening its resistance to the devastating flames. He used his spare hand to push the remaining Cerixian guards as far away from us as possible. Flicking his wrist, he released a pulse that threw them backward. They scrambled back to their feet and left the throne room as the fire covered the entire floor—yet it was unable to get past the energy barrier.

      The Reaper’s intervention was definitely welcome.

      A loud bang made us all look back. The throne room’s double doors exploded into thousands of splinters. The smoke cleared quickly, revealing Fallon in the frame. His figure burned green, as he was still possessed by Kabbah.

      “Hey, sister! Why’d you run off like that?” he asked, mocking Brendel. “I wasn’t done yet!”

      “Stand back!” Brendel warned him. I had a feeling Medina was completely gone. Unlike Kabbah, Brendel had completely engulfed her body in orange fire. I could still see Fallon, and I knew Kabbah wouldn’t destroy him in the process. He’d said it himself. The vampire-fae hybrid was too precious to hurt.

      Nethissis completed the interplanetary spell chant, and the light bubble grew around us. We moved closer together, still vulnerable to Brendel’s attacks. The Widow Maker walked toward Brendel, joined by Fallon-Kabbah.

      “You won’t stop me!” Brendel screamed. There was something in the way she said it that made me think otherwise. She had not seen us coming like this. She had not expected us to be such a huge thorn in her side.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard that before,” Raphael retorted.

      “Sister, seriously. It’s rude to leave me on my own,” Fallon-Kabbah said, grinning at Brendel.

      The Widow Maker gave us a quick glance, as the light bubble was completed around us, the spell humming. It lifted us off the ground, beginning its ascension. “I’ll see you kiddos on the Fire Star.”

      Brendel tried to summon all her fire to come after us. The ground shook. The palace walls groaned from the strain of the natural elements. The whole place was about to go down, would soon be reduced to a pile of rubble—but it was too late.

      The interplanetary spell shot upward and pierced the palace roof.

      Clouds gathered, swirling around us. Lightning rushed across the sky, desperate to hit us. But nothing could be done, as enormous pillars of water and fire burst around us, marking a clear path for our spell bubble to rise.

      “Inalia… Acquis…” Taeral murmured.

      Two of Cerix’s Hermessi had resumed their roles as rebels, opposing the other two and helping us leave the planet in one piece. The interplanetary spell broke through the atmosphere, leaving all the chaos behind.

      Minutes passed in heavy silence, until Lumi settled on the ground, pressing a palm against her chest, where Acantha’s pearl was hidden. She sighed, glancing up at the universe unraveling around us with its myriads of stars and colorful planets.

      “We did it,” she said. “We actually did it.”

      Nethissis shuddered, wiping a rogue tear. “Acantha’s spirit must still be here and is quite strong.”

      “It most certainly is,” Taeral replied, looking down at Eirexis on his belt. “There’s definitely no turning back now. No matter what comes next… we’re getting Zetos and Phyla.”

      “Understatement of the day,” Varga said, a faint smile tugging the corner of his mouth. He put an arm around Eva and pulled her close, covering her face with warm kisses.

      Riza and Herakles were close, as well, holding each other, their foreheads pressed together and their eyes closed. Eira sought refuge in Taeral’s arms, and Nethissis held Lumi. Raphael’s arms slipped around my waist, and I felt his body warmth behind me, his head resting on my shoulder. We could all breathe a little easier, despite the ache in our hearts and the tears in our eyes.

      We’d lost Acantha, and Fallon was practically in the wind… but we had Eirexis. We were one step closer to a better end than what the Hermessi had planned for us. And I, for one, was thankful to have lived through another day, so I could feel Raphael’s embrace, his soft lips on my cheek, and his heart beating frantically next to mine.

      We made it this far…
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      The hours we spent traveling to the Fire Star were long and silent.

      Too much had happened. Our hearts had been broken. Our souls had been tested. There wasn’t much left for any of us to say. The truth was staring us in the face: we’d completed the first stage of our mission, but at such a terrible cost.

      I grieved Acantha’s death, and I was worried sick about Fallon. Holding Eira in my arms, I found a sliver of comfort in her presence. At least the rest of the crew had come out of this alive. On top of that, we’d made ourselves an unlikely ally. The Widow Maker would find us upon reaching the Fire Star.

      And so would Brendel. She, too, knew where Zetos was. I didn’t see her slowing down in her efforts to stop us, though I had to admit, my confidence had grown since the first time we’d encountered her. With Eirexis tied to my belt, I felt as though our odds were slightly better. Enough to get me to keep my head up and continue this pursuit.

      Telluris had been cut off by the Widow Maker, and we’d been so embroiled in the flurry of events that had led up to our escape that none of us had thought to use the earpieces instead. To our relief, the comms line was still open, with GASP anxiously waiting for us to say something.

      Amelia took it upon herself to update the senior officers on everything that had happened. Hearing Kailani’s tormented cry on the line broke my heart, all over again. But the news coming from the Calliope sanctuary wasn’t at all encouraging. The first affected fae had died, and a Reaper named Kelara had helped the witches take Crane’s body far away from the others.

      The worst was yet to come, we realized, as more fae would eventually die. We were thrilled to hear that their spirits were present and doing everything they could to slow the Hermessi’s process down, but all hopes rested with us. With bringing Thieron back to Death.

      Derek and Sofia were almost done with their plan to steal the Hermessi children from Yahwen, aided by Tebir and several key GASP seniors. The cults continued to spread, and the number of affected fae was slowly moving into the four million range. The ritual’s completion was closer now than ever.

      “No wonder Brendel is so desperate to stop us,” Lumi said after a while.

      The Fire Star grew ahead, beautiful and lush, blessed by the warm sun and billions of nearby stars. Our spell bubble shot through the stardust clouds, racing toward my home planet. My heart swelled with every minute that passed, knowing that I was closer to the endgame. To Zetos.

      “Remember what she said about you?” Raphael asked, looking at me. I frowned, not sure what he was referring to, specifically. “That she’d looked into you. What do you suppose that meant?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea, but I doubt it’s good.”

      It wasn’t. It troubled me deeply, because the implications were downright horrifying. Brendel looking into me meant that she not only knew who I was. She knew about my parents, my bloodline, my planet… where she’d hidden Zetos. I was in for a world of pain.

      “You stirred her interest,” Eva said. “That’s somewhat encouraging, despite how awful it sounds.”

      Varga nodded. “She’s scared of you, in particular. She even felt the need to mention that you got her attention. Eva’s right. I think there’s something here that we could… I don’t know, maybe look into.”

      “Where would we even start?” I sighed. “And what would we be looking for?”

      “Death did mention something,” Eira said thoughtfully. “That it’s all about you, in a way. Could this be what she meant?”

      “This what?” I replied, unable to follow.

      “This reason why Brendel is so fearful of you,” Lumi clarified.

      Thinking about it carefully, I realized it made sense. My crew was on to something. But the question remained: What exactly were we looking at? What was it about me that had Brendel so worried? It was tied to this mission of finding Thieron, sure… but there was more to it, I figured. Death had left a few things out, it seemed, and I was eager to ask her a few questions, provided I got the chance.

      I will, actually, when I see the Widow Maker again. He could be our direct link to her. Logic dictated that he’d have a way of reaching her without us going through all those Mortis hoops again.

      “Tae! Taeral, honey, are you there?” My mother’s voice came through the earpiece. I pressed the answer button, prompting everyone to look at me.

      “Mom? Yeah, I’m here,” I said. “I take it Derek told you what happened on Cerix?”

      “He did, and I cannot begin to describe how happy and relieved I am to know you’re out of there,” she replied. Her voice trembled. Something was wrong. “Tae, my darling…”

      “What happened?” I asked, bracing myself for unpleasant news of some kind.

      “Your father…”

      The worst thought hit me so hard, it cut off my air supply. “What… What about Dad?”

      “He’s missing,” Mom said, trying her best not to cry.

      My knees turned to dust, no longer able to support me. I dropped like a rag doll, startling everyone. They jumped to help me. “What do you mean he’s missing?” I asked, shaking. Cold sweat beaded my forehead, trickling down my burning cheeks.

      “Tae, I don’t know what happened,” Mom replied. “He’s just… gone.”

      

      Nethissis had used a piece of stone I’d collected from my palace, so the interplanetary spell brought us right in front of it. As soon as the light bubble faded away, I linked hands with the rest of the crew and teleported us inside the secret fae sanctuary, where my father had been held.

      “Tae, we’re with you all the way. You know that, right?” Varga said as we rushed across the main hall, moving past dozens of crystal casings.

      There were fae bodies glowing amber in all of them, except the one that had, until recently, held my father. My mom waited next to it, rubbing her palms together and nervously glancing around, not knowing what to do with herself. Her face was ashen, her lips pale. She hadn’t slept in a long time, and it was taking its toll on her.

      “Mom!” I said as I reached her. She’d been so distracted with her own thoughts that she didn’t even see us until we all stood in front of her. “Mom! Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded faintly, looking right through me. “I don’t know what happened,” she mumbled. “I came down a couple of hours ago, and… he was gone.”

      Raphael grunted. “What about the witches? Did no one here see anything?”

      Mom shook her head. “I asked. I interrogated everyone. They didn’t even notice he was gone until I cried out after him.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” I snapped, glancing around the sanctuary. Two witches came forward, looking as pale and as distraught as my mother. They couldn’t even look us in the eye. It made my blood boil. “What the hell happened?!”

      “We… We don’t know,” one of the witches said.

      I gave Varga a quick look, and his eyes glimmered gold as he read their auras. “They’re sincere. They really don’t know.”

      “We didn’t see anything!” the other witch replied. “One minute, we’d just left His Majesty in his crystal, resting, his vitals stable. The next, Queen Nuriya came in and saw that he was gone.”

      “Whatever took him, it was fast,” the first witch added. “We’ve done all the spells we could think of to find him, but there’s no trace… nothing.”

      “What about tracking magic?” Lumi asked.

      The witches’ shoulders dropped, almost simultaneously. “The spark wouldn’t go off. The personal items burned, but they never took us anywhere.”

      “What does this mean?” I replied, gritting my teeth.

      My entire world was coming down around me. This hit too close to home, and I didn’t know how to handle myself. My mom was devastated, numbed enough to seem calm, but I could see that she was barely hanging by a thread.

      The Widow Maker appeared, startling her and the two witches.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “He’s a—”

      “Friend,” he cut me off. “I’m a friend.”

      “Boy, I don’t think you understand the concept,” Amelia muttered.

      The Widow Maker could be anything he wanted, as long as he could help. In my mind, he was the only one who could know more about what had happened here. About where my father had gone.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      “Your father?” he replied as he looked at the crystal casing. Running his fingers along the side, he moved around it several times, saying nothing for the better part of a minute. My mom and the witches watched him carefully.

      “We checked the casing. It’s still sealed with our magic,” the first witch said.

      “Your spells alone aren’t enough to protect a fae from a Hermessi that wants them badly enough,” the Widow Maker replied.

      What he was suggesting was so horrifying, I felt the need to clutch my chest. It was as if he’d just punched me in the stomach, removing my ability to breathe. Eira’s hand gripped my upper arm, her fingers digging into my flesh—a move meant to comfort me, somehow. It wasn’t working. As much as I wanted it to, it wasn’t working.

      “You mean to tell me a Hermessi took my father?” I managed.

      The Widow Maker nodded. “Sherus’s spirit isn’t here, and I don’t see a single trace of his life-chain. It leads me to assume he’s still alive.”

      “Okay, what about the Reaper who’s supposed to be in charge of him?” Eva asked, remembering what we’d learned on the way here about the Reapers in our fae sanctuaries.

      “He isn’t here,” the Widow Maker said. “Which is actually strange.”

      “How so?” I replied, trying to contain the blaze that threatened to consume me from the inside out.

      The Widow Maker looked at me, and I could almost feel his mental wheels turning. “I’m not sure. But a fae missing along with his Reaper is suspicious, especially since this whole place reeks of Hermessi tampering.”

      “What kind of tampering?” I asked, increasingly exasperated.

      “The kind that Brendel would do,” Lumi said, getting to the terrifying conclusion first. I hadn’t even dared to consider the possibility, but now that she’d voiced it so clearly, I couldn’t avoid it anymore.

      “Brendel took my father.”

      Needless to say, that came with new and nasty implications. We’d taken Eirexis, bringing ourselves closer to completing Thieron. In return, Brendel had abducted my father. This had to fit what she’d said about looking into me. She must’ve had this as a backup option to maybe get me to back off. Brendel was using my father as leverage, and I was now faced with a double and deeply personal challenge.

      Finding Zetos and saving my father before Brendel took me and my crew out for good. Both sides of this conflict were thoroughly motivated. However, as the seconds passed and I adjusted to this new reality, I came to understand that I had something that Brendel lacked—a badass crew on my side, Death’s favor, and an indestructible desire not to let that flaming bitch win.
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        What’s next? Something cool!

      

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading A Piece of Scythe!

      See the details for the next Shade book, ASOV 75: A Blade of Thieron, right after the following announcement (in case you missed it in the previous book!):

      On April 29th, 2019, I will be releasing my first ever contemporary romance novel, called A Love that Endures!

      It’ll be a new and exciting experience, with plenty of emotions, and characters I think you’ll fall in love with.

      Below I have shared with you a special SNEAK PEEK of the first three chapters, so keep turning the pages!:
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        A Love that Endures

      

      
        
        Chapter 1: David

      

      

      
        
        Embankment, London

      

      

      From the shadows of a stone underpass, a man stepped out into a yellowing pool of old-fashioned lamplight, a round wooden clock clutched in both hands. Before him stretched a dark swathe of cardboard, dim torchlight, and hunched figures—a small colony of makeshift homes perched by the river. It was where the invisibles of Waterloo lived. The residents of the city that the brisk traders, excited tourists, and gallery-goers didn’t want to see.

      David’s clothes were as worn-down as those of the rest of the homeless, his hair and thick beard just as unkempt, his name unknown to most. Few Londoners ever stopped to look at him. But if they had, they might have paused for a moment—taken aback by his unusually upright posture. By the stark handsomeness of his face, an angular, arrogant jawline and Roman nose, and his youth, at odds with the rest of his shabby appearance. By the long, elegant fingers, better suited to the keys of a piano than riffling through waste bins.

      Eventually, though, the observer would have turned away. The most marked similarity between David and the rest of his kind was all too obvious: the same haunted and defeated look that shadowed his face.

      A roll of thunder echoed overhead, and David kept moving. He approached the colony, his eyes fixed on the far corner, where a group of four was huddled in front of a low wall.

      “Whoa. It’s…Clock Man?” One of the group—a wiry, plastic-swaddled male—rose from where he’d been crouched, his pale, grime-streaked face stretching into a broad grin.

      “Shut up,” David muttered, heading for the short wall.

      “Where did you find that?” the man asked as David passed. “And isn’t it for me?” His ginger eyebrows rose in offense.

      “Not tonight, Charles,” David replied, ignoring the first question. “Didn’t you hear the thunder?” He placed the large, old clock on the ground and leaned over the brick wall, where he had hidden the materials for his own shelter.

      Charles groaned. “Don’t care, mate. When it’s this bloody cold, it’ll be worth burning even if we only get five minutes from it.”

      “Don’t be daft,” a coarse female voice reprimanded. “That thing’ll last us a few hours. We’re not risking ruining it in the rain! Here, hand it to me, David, love—I’ll keep it with me. My box is always dry.”

      “I’ll bet it is...” Charles replied.

      “Oh shut it.”

      David sighed as he turned back around, his arms loaded with materials. “Help yourself, then, Tina,” he addressed the thirty-something-year-old woman. He nodded at the clock before proceeding toward the patch of empty ground next to Giles’s shelter.

      “Long day, eh?” the older man asked as David passed his tent.

      David paused to look the ex-businessman in the eyes. “Yeah,” he replied simply.

      The lines of Giles’ tired face deepened as he chuckled—then some more as he rasped out a heavy cough.

      David managed to return a faint smile. “You’d better get inside, old man. You’ve still got that fleece blanket, right?”

      Giles nodded slowly. “Yeah. Don’t worry about me.”

      David nodded and continued on his way. He had to get set up before the rain started.

      “Hey—wait, Tina!” Charles called out behind him. “Hand me that thing for a sec. It looks antique.”

      “Says the man who was about to burn it on sight,” Tina snapped.

      Letting the bickering of his neighbors fade into the background, David arranged his collection of plastics and cardboard and got to work on his pop-up home. He set up as quickly as he could in a race against the blackening sky, then pushed open the plastic flap leading to his shelter’s dark, musty interior and crawled inside.

      He fumbled in his pocket for his rusty light, switched it on, and began to organize himself for the night. He pushed his boots and coat to one end of the shelter while gathering some newspapers he had collected and smoothing them out over his coarse woolen blanket. They would provide extra warmth during the night, as well as help to absorb any water that seeped through the ceiling. He was almost done laying them out when rain began to batter the roof. The newspaper right in front of him crumpled, then began to stain under an onslaught of drops. 

      But the tent roof had held fast. This was not the rain. This water was spilling from his own eyes.

      For they’d caught a glimpse of a bold line of text. A headline that drove the cold already inhabiting his limbs straight to his heart. 

      Barely breathing, he clutched the sheet of paper and shook it straight with one hand, his other illuminating the text with his light. 

      “Princess in London for Grand Engagement at Palace” the headline blared.

      The princess in question was Princess Katerina De Courtes, touted by the media to be one of the most beautiful and eligible bachelorettes in the world. “A modern day Grace Kelly,” no less. 

      And at the sight of her picture, every memory David had fought to forget over the past five years came crashing back into him, ripping the breath from his lungs and crushing his windpipe.

      The shock. The pain. The grief. The anger. The disgrace.

      The injustice.

      Each one a searing bolt of emotion, hot-wired to his chest.

      Flashes of scenes lit up his mind like an unstoppable movie, forcing him to relive every second of it all.

      He tore his eyes away from the paper, gasping for breath.

      “You okay, David?” the muffled voice of Giles called from his left. 

      David swallowed hard, realizing his tears had been accompanied by sounds. Too loud sounds. He quickly cleared his throat. “Fine,” he grated out.

      Pushing the newspaper and the light to one corner, he swiped roughly at his eyes with the back of his sleeve and slowly leaned back in the gloom.

      What would he have told his friend, anyway, even if he had wanted to talk? 

      For who would have believed it…that an invisible like him could have ever held the heart of a princess?

      

      
        
        Chapter 2: Katy

      

      

      
        
        Cambridge, Massachusetts.

        Five years earlier.

      

      

      Katerina stared at the letter, her heart in her throat. Her eyes zoned in on the closing sentences.

      “Think about it, Katy. Please. I know I’ve been an absolute jerk but I am so, SO sorry for everything, and I’m paying for it now with each day we’re apart. I’m thinking about you all the time, remembering when you stayed with me here in our chalet. I’m missing you, gorgeous, so very much…From Russia with love, Alexei.”

      She scoffed in disgust, then finally tossed the letter aside and slid off the kitchen stool. The heady scent of fresh cupcakes filled the room, but her stomach was roiling.

      How dare the selfish prick contact her again! How dare he. After all he’d done. After all the hell he’d put her through. She always knew the guy had a pair of balls large enough for two, but she had never thought that he would stoop to this.

      “Has the rage-baking session been helping any?” her cousin Cassie murmured, eyeing Katy closely from where she was perched across the table, frosting cupcakes.

      Katy stopped by the counter and leaned against it. Exhaling heavily, she glanced over at the short, blonde-haired girl.

      “He’s already trying to convince me to get back together with him," she replied, struggling to keep her voice even. “Wants me to meet him in Paris over the winter break. We’ve barely started sophomore year, for crying out loud! He must think I’m completely stupid—or an utter narcissist. Like a bunch of smarmy declarations that I’m the center of his universe could erase the fact that he wasted three years of my life.”

      Cassie smiled. “I’ll take that as a no, then…”

      Katy dropped her head into her hands, giving another sigh. Usually, rage-filled baking with Cassie was the ultimate stress reliever. When her dad was being completely unreasonable and wouldn’t let her garden because the hobby was “beneath her”? They’d rage-baked coconut macaroons. When her mom snidely told her she ought to try starving herself once a week? They’d rage-baked a decadent chocolate cake slathered in ganache. When Alexei’s letter had arrived, Katy had immediately proposed making red velvet cupcakes with cream cheese frosting.

      But today, none of it was helping. Not even the bonus multicolored sprinkles Cassie had discovered in a drawer.

      Alexei had been her first boyfriend, and they’d been together for over three years. They’d explored the world together. Shared times that, even now, she would struggle to forget. Bonded in ways she’d thought had made them unbreakable. She had never felt so swept up by anyone in her life, and she had been so sure that he felt the same about her too.

      Then, last summer, she had caught him behind the sauna with his pants down, screwing the family housemaid.

      Not a good look, man!

      It had shaken her world to the core, given how unequivocally—and stupidly—she had trusted him. It was the reason she had moved to America and enrolled at Harvard in the first place: to escape his lying, cheating ways and move on with her life.

      Yet here he was, less than six months later, trying to lure her right back into it all—with a cheesy letter no less—even when he knew she wanted nothing more than to forget his face.

      The thought alone was enough to throw her into a dark, sugar-craving mood.

      Katy grabbed the letter and tore it to shreds over the trash can, then strode toward Cassie and started helping her with the frosting.

      “What I don’t get is how he even knows you’re here,” Cassie remarked, licking at a smudge of cream cheese on her wrist. “Maybe he hacked your phone’s location somehow.”

      Katy shook her head, more irritation bubbling to the surface. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I mean, I blocked his number, so he couldn’t have done it through a phone or text conversation.”

      Not even the paparazzi—or any of the girls who shared Cassie and Katy’s house—knew Katy’s true identity as the famed Princess of Lorria. Although the country was the smallest in Europe, it was still influential, and Katy had to be cautious.

      Katy groaned, realization suddenly dawning. “I’ll bet you anything my parents had a hand in it.”

      Of course they would have. It should have been the first thing she thought of. They hadn’t been pleased to find out he’d cheated on her, of course, but that hadn’t stopped them from asking her to give him a second chance. They had always believed that Alexei, being from a powerful Russian family, would be an ideal match in marriage.

      Ugh. The nerve of them, too.

      “Hey, don’t squish that cupcake so hard,” Cassie chided. “You’re making it crumble in two!”

      Katy loosened her grip begrudgingly and proceeded to frost, while Cassie made her way over to the sink.

      After washing her hands, she pulled up a stool and sat down, glancing at Katy tentatively.

      “What?” Katy mumbled, catching her cousin’s eye.

      Cassie’s gaze wandered across the table toward the envelope the letter had come in—along with a small box, which Katy had almost forgotten about with all the frantic baking.

      “You planning to open that thing or what?” Cassie asked.

      Katy stared at the box for a moment, narrowing her eyes as she considered the question. Then she blew out a sigh and dropped the cupcake, wiping her hands on her apron. “I guess,” she grumbled, slinking around the table toward it.

      As she picked it up and opened it, her frown turned into a grimace. She immediately regretted opening it at all.

      Inside lay a bracelet encrusted with sapphires and diamonds, alongside another damned piece of paper with Alexei’s handwriting on it. This one was much shorter, though no less vexatious.

      “Diamonds for my diamond.”

      Hurt and anger washed over her. She’d told him repeatedly when they were dating that expensive jewelry meant nothing to her, and yet here he went again, trying to win her back with that very thing. He didn’t know her at all. Or, more like, didn’t care to know her.

      “We’ll give it to charity,” Katy spat, dropping the bracelet back into its packaging and pushing the box away with such force it skidded across the table.

      Cassie lunged forward and grabbed it before it could reach the edge, and Katy paused from her tirade as she noticed the expression on her cousin’s face.

      Cassie gazed down at the box longingly. “You should’ve just let Alexei keep buying you expensive gifts,” she murmured. “After all’s said and done, you were lucky to have a guy who cared about you enough to try and woo you.”

      Katy immediately sensed the note of bitterness in her cousin’s voice, and her heart ached for Cassie. She realized then how insensitive she was probably being, dragging out this whole ex-boyfriend subject over an entire evening. After all, Cassie had been just as unlucky in the love department. Much more so, in fact. Katy knew her cousin’s scars ran far deeper than her own.

      She moved over to the smaller girl and took her by the shoulders, squeezing gently and giving her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Cass. You’ll capture the attention of a good man someday. There are guys out there much better than the likes of Alexei…or that douchebag, Jason.”

      Cassie’s hazel-brown eyes warmed at that, and though a tinge of bitterness still lingered there, the overriding emotion was hope, which was the effect Katy had been hoping to have.

      A creak sounded, and the two girls whirled toward the kitchen door to see a curvy brunette stride in. It was Michelle, one of the few upperclassmen who shared their building.

      “And what are we chatting about in here?” she asked. Her eyes widened as they passed over the rows of cupcakes. “Good grief, don’t let me near those. I feel like I’ve gained two pounds just looking!” She moved over to the sink for a glass of water.

      Cassie sighed. “We’re talking about men.”

      Michelle turned back around to lean against the counter with her glass, arching a manicured eyebrow. “Oh. Men. Well…you’ll both want to start flaunting your natural attributes more if you want to be attracting one of those.” At this, she flashed Katy a wry grin.

      The blood rose to Katy’s cheeks. “I would rather not attract a guy for the wrong reasons,” she replied, feeling suddenly flustered. She turned away from the older girl and reclaimed her seat around the table.

      Michelle’s grin widened. “Oh, I’m all for that, hon. But the way you dress, it’s like you’re actively trying to repel them.” She took another sip from her water, then giggled, placing a hand in front of her mouth to stop it from spurting out.

      “You in particular, Katy. I mean, girl, you know I say this with love, but that turtleneck thing the other night, at Jessica’s party…seriously? You’ll never earn your “Mrs.” degree going around dressed like that. If that was the first time I’d met you, I’d say you were a huge prude!”

      Ouch. That hurt Katy more than she would like to admit. Her gaze shot to her lap and she bit down hard on her lower lip to keep it still.

      Michelle, an overly talkative girl in general (per Katy’s tastes) and the oldest in the house, had a penchant for generously distributing unwanted advice. But she wasn’t the malicious type and didn’t really deserve a snappy response.

      Still, it hurt.

      Yes, that particular dress Katy had worn to Jessica’s had been a rather poor choice, in hindsight. But old habits die hard. Katy had spent her entire childhood and adolescence wrapped in traditional Lorellian clothing—as was expected of a member of the royal family—and for females, that boiled down to ankle-length dresses with high necklines.

      She and Cassie had gone on numerous shopping sprees to try to shake the conditioning since arriving in America, and while Cassie seemed to be embracing normal-people’s fashion fairly well, Katy still found herself subconsciously gravitating toward the most modest pieces. It was a work in progress.

      But as for being a “prude”…she swallowed hard at that.

      Truth be told, a little voice at the back of her head had accused her of being just that, on more than one occasion, over the past few years. It went back to another long-held tradition of Lorellian royalty: no lovemaking until marriage.

      Which was the whole reason Alexei had cheated on her.

      “Anyway,” Michelle went on, breezing past the girls as she headed back toward the door, “I wanted to let you know there’s a party on tonight at the Wolf Club. All the girls in this house are invited.” She turned once she reached the frame and winked at them. “I hear there are some real hotties in that house, so probably not one to miss. And if you want some wardrobe advice, just come to my room and I’ll fix you up.”

      With that, she padded out of the kitchen, leaving the girls staring after her.

      “Oh my God. We’ve got to go, Katy!” Cassie exclaimed after a split second. “Who knows who we’ll meet at the Wolfs’? I’ve heard so much gossip about their parties. It’ll be the perfect distraction!”

      Katy’s stomach churned. Meeting a houseful of horny drunk guys really wasn’t what she had planned for the evening. She’d been thinking more pajamas, Netflix, and an hour-long bubble bath.

      She looked between Cassie and the door…then shoved a whole cupcake into her mouth.

      

      
        
        Chapter 3: David

      

      

      Harvard would be the death of him.

      David rubbed at the swollen lump on his middle finger, formed by too many hours of holding a ballpoint, and looked back down at the spread of books scattered across his desk. It was late, and his brain was starting to feel less like an organ and more like a sack of Jell-O packed between his ears, but he wasn’t nearly prepared enough for his impending exams.

      He blew out a slow breath and slouched back over his copy of American Politics Through the Twentieth Century, willing his eyes to cooperate. Just a couple more hours, and he’d allow himself to hit the pillow. Just a couple. More. Hours…

      A pair of heavy hands clamped down on his shoulders. He jerked upright, but his chair tipped backwards, slamming him onto the floor with a painful thud. Before he could glimpse his attacker’s face, a second set of hands pulled him upright and came around his head with a blindfold.

      “What the—” He brought his hands up to bat it away, but then the hands grabbed his arms, pressed a knee sharply between his shoulder blades, and wrestled his wrists together behind his back. Another heavy grip joined his ankles; he felt the scrape of rope against his flesh there, too.

      “Are you ready for your true test of character?” a familiar voice boomed down from above in a tone so stupidly deep David would have laughed were he not so pissed off.

      “Get the hell off me, Seb!” David snapped, realizing his housemates were hog-tying him.

      He tried to lash out and break away from the rope-tiers, but although he was a large guy, two (or three?) against one was foul play, especially when they had the advantage of surprise.

      “Woohoo, we got the Brit!” another familiar voice announced.

      David felt the rope tighten into a painful knot around his ankles.

      “Not funny, Max,” Seb shot back, finishing the bind around David’s wrists.

      “Hey, David knows I didn’t mean it like—”

      “Just shut the hell up. We gotta get him outta here.”

      “No.” David grunted, writhing like a snake as the guys hoisted him into the air. But their grip held, and they lugged him across the dorm room. He heard his door clicking shut, and then the two boys were out in the hallway, breaking into a jog that jolted him uncomfortably from side to side.

      “Guys,” David said through gritted teeth. “I seriously do not have time for this.”

      “Everyone who joins the Wolf Club has time for this,” Max snorted.

      The ride grew suddenly bumpier as they descended a flight of stairs. Then there was the whine of a door, and chill evening air surrounded him.

      His skin prickled with alarm. Where were they going?

      Metal doors creaked open, and a moment later, David landed on a hard, metallic surface. Then the doors slammed shut, and he was engulfed by silence.

      Or, almost silence. He could hear someone else’s ragged breathing just opposite him, a couple feet away.

      “Who’s there?” he asked, trying to shift into a more comfortable, upright position.

      “David? Is that you?”

      David grimaced as he recognized the slight Iranian accent. They’d gotten Zeke, too.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” David muttered to his roommate. “Where did they find you?”

      “In the middle of the parking lot!” Zeke exhaled in frustration. “I was trying to get a better signal calling home.”

      The engine roared to life beneath them, and the vehicle jolted forward, sending them both skidding toward the front of the trunk. It was all David could do to avoid smashing his head against the wall. Judging by Zeke’s groan, he hadn’t been so lucky.

      “You blindfolded too?” David managed, shifting himself back upright.

      “Yes!” Zeke said. “God. I am an ignoramus. What the hell was I thinking when I joined this club?”

      David sighed. Zeke was right. They really only had themselves to blame. The Wolf Club was an unsanctioned social club, and even though hazing was supposed to be banned, everyone knew it still happened. They had both heard some absurd rumors regarding its rituals, but David had just assumed they were only that—rumors—especially because they’d made it so far without anything happening.

      “Clearly, we’re both a bit thick,” he said, wincing as he tried, and failed, to loosen his binds. He guessed they must have been biding their time, perhaps to make it all the more unpredictable. “What happened to your phone, Zeke? Do you still have it?”

      “No.” He huffed. “They snatched it, right in the middle of a conversation with my grandmother! She’s going to have a heart attack, I tell you. Bloody morons.”

      A smile twitched at David’s lips in spite of everything. His influence on Zeke’s vocabulary was quite noticeable already, and they’d only been roommates for a couple months. David secretly hoped Zeke would be calling guys blokes by the time they parted ways.

      “Well, I’m sure they’ll give the phone back.” David cleared his throat. “After they’ve done…whatever it is they’re going to do.”

      “And what do you think that is?” Zeke’s voice wavered a touch. “Make us rob a grocery store? Drop us in a lake? Bury us underground?”

      “Umm…I have no idea. But hopefully none of those,” David replied.

      At this point, he was down to hoping that the rumors were grossly exaggerated. That they’d just have to run a few laps around a field or something. Maybe butt naked. He wasn’t exactly an au naturel kind of guy, but even that would be better than doing something illegal.

      Uncomfortable silence fell between the two men while David’s mind continued to mull over what could possibly lie in store for them. He shoved himself up against the wall separating them from the front compartment of the vehicle, hoping to catch snippets of conversation. But try as he might, either the guys were being quiet or the engine was simply too loud, because he was still clueless when the van pulled to an abrupt stop what felt like ten minutes later.

      The engine quieted, and the back doors swung open. Hands grabbed David by the ankles and dragged him out. Then he was being carried again, the sound of twigs cracking and leaves crunching underfoot. They must be in some kind of forest.

      “Oi—watch what your hands are gripping, man!” Zeke yelled from several feet behind.

      “Sorry, bro,” one of the boys replied, sniggering. “It’s dark.”

      “The sooner your initiation is over, the sooner you’ll be back to base.” Seb’s voice rose up from somewhere on David’s left. “If you survive it, of course…”

      “What do you say, boys? Give these cubs the chant?” Max added.

      Jeers erupted from around David and quickly transformed into a bizarre chorus of words he couldn’t understand. Apparently, the whole club had been waiting on them out here. The chant sounded like Latin, though the intonation was guttural and downright tribal—effectively turning the creepiness dial up a notch. David had to wonder if they were going to roast them on a spit or something.

      The group began to slow, then came to a halt. David was lowered onto coarse grass. Hands on his wrists and ankles loosened the bindings and slipped them off. David immediately reached up to remove his blindfold.

      As he pushed himself upright, his eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness. He could hear a chorus of hurried footfalls disappearing into the distance. The guys had scampered already, leaving him with nothing but pale shafts of moonlight to guide his way.

      “Zeke?” David called tentatively, rising to unsteady feet. “You here?”

      He heard stumbling to his right and turned to see the dazed silhouette of his five-foot-seven friend staggering into the small clearing.

      “Yes,” Zeke sniped, swiping at his brow.

      David navigated a fallen tree trunk and moved closer. Whatever lay in store for them next—finding their way home, presumably—he figured it was wise to stay close to each other in the gloom.

      He’d almost reached his friend’s side when something hit the small of his back. He whirled to see a large white ball at his feet.

      “Ow.” Zeke jumped as an identical ball caught him in the shoulder, flying at him from the opposite direction.

      As David stooped down to pick his up, he realized it was less of a ball and more of a bundle. There was a white shirt and a pair of white pants rolled up tightly together. He unraveled them and furrowed his brow. Both were at least a size too small.

      “I’m not sure how much more nonsense I can take this evening,” Zeke grumbled, unravelling his own bundle. “What are we supposed to—”

      “Put them on.” Max’s voice suddenly crackled through the forest, amplified by some kind of loudspeaker. “And leave your old clothes in a pile on the ground. You’ll have no more need for them tonight.”

      David spun in the direction of the command, disoriented. So, the others were still in the forest. Where? At least two of them couldn’t be far away, to have aimed the clothes with such accuracy. As David squinted, trying to make out their forms lurking among the trees, Max added ominously, “I also suggest that you be quick. The gauntlet will begin in three minutes.”

      There was a sound of loud static, and his voice cut out.

      “Gauntlet?” Zeke whispered, his voice suddenly tense. “What is that?”

      “I don’t know,” David replied, wetting his lips. “But I think we should get these on.”

      Clutching the bundles, they separated, each moving behind a tree. David slipped off his trousers, still feeling paranoid about who was standing where, who might be watching. Tugging on the smaller pair over his boxers, he managed to get them up to his waist—though they looked ridiculous, the hems coming up several inches short around his ankles—then tore off his shirt and replaced it with the white one. Thankfully, it was made from slightly stretchy material, though he still felt like the Michelin Man.

      Conscious that their allotted three minutes must nearly be up, he ducked out from behind the tree to reunite with Zeke, who had also changed—into clothes that were clearly several sizes too big.

      David grimaced. Whoever had thrown the bundles had bollocksed it up.

      Before he could suggest switching clothes, something whooshed past his ear and splattered against the tree beside him. He turned to see a dark splotch.

      Then a barrage of tiny balls started shooting at them from all directions.

      “Oh, no,” Zeke said. “No, no, no—”

      David launched forward, grabbing Zeke by the arm and pulling him into motion. Paintball wasn’t something he knew much about by any stretch of the imagination, but he understood enough to know that people wore protective gear for a reason. He didn’t feel like discovering what it felt like to get hit.

      “Son of a—” Zeke staggered and swerved off course, coughing and wheezing. One quick glance over his shoulder told David he’d been caught in the ribs. The boy was on his knees, clutching at his sides.

      David slipped an arm beneath Zeke’s shoulder and hauled him back up. “We’ve got to keep moving.” He poured on the speed, dragging Zeke across the undergrowth as the boy struggled to recover from the hit.

      Then he heard the groan of stitching around his crotch and winced. Maybe tonight was going to be au naturel after all.

      Or close to it.

      He tried to do a better job of zigging and zagging through the forest, despite his physical constraints, to make them less easy targets as Zeke recovered. But they were outnumbered, and their stark white clothes didn’t help.

      Several rapid heartbeats later, pain exploded in his right shoulder as a paintball found its mark, though he didn’t have time to pause and catch his bearings like Zeke had. He could hear footsteps approaching swiftly, and flickers of light started to break through the brush around them. Their attackers were gaining on them, and the closer they got, the harder the hits were going to land.

      “Are you okay, David?” Zeke huffed. He was on his own two feet now, darting along a couple yards away and clutching at his pants to keep them up.

      David merely grunted, not having the breath to respond, and ducked beneath a thick branch, just as another ball came whizzing past his head. He was hit by a second ball two seconds later, and then by a third. He cursed, realizing his shirt was half soaked already. He was going to be black and blue by the time this was over.

      And he was going to have a flaming wedgie.

      “How long is this going to go on for?!” Zeke cried out, wincing as another bullet caught him in the leg.

      No response came back from the men behind them, other than a round of snickering.

      Until we somehow get out of here, David thought.

      He tried to stay focused on his breathing, rather than the discomfort radiating from his lower half (though he couldn’t help but think bitterly now that the outfit switch had been intentional). He had no idea how much farther they’d have to run; so he had to remain steady. David squinted, trying to see what was up ahead, whether there was any end in sight, or at least any sign of the trees thinning.

      Then his foot hit an unearthed root, and he almost tripped headfirst into a large pit. He caught his balance just in time and was about to continue darting ahead after Zeke when an idea struck him.

      “Zeke, stop!” he hissed.

      His friend halted and whirled around, and David immediately dropped into the hole, waving at Zeke to do the same. Zeke was quick to catch on and rushed back, leaping into the hole with David and hunkering down.

      David pressed a finger to his lips, trying to quiet his own heavy breathing. Their attackers were still a dozen feet or so behind and might not have been able to catch where David and Zeke had suddenly vanished to. If they could just lure a couple, or even one, this way…

      “Where did they go?” David heard one of the boys shout as the sound of crackling twigs grew closer.

      There was a brief pause before Max replied, “Spread out a bit. They might’ve ducked behind a bush or something.”

      David pushed his back harder against the damp soil as two sets of footsteps grew closer to their hole. He exchanged a glance with Zeke in the gloom, and they both nodded wordlessly, forming a silent understanding.

      They tucked their legs and feet as close as they could to their chests and waited until the footsteps reached the pit’s edge.

      They had the element of surprise, but only a split-second window to take advantage of it.

      David nudged Zeke in the arm. They sprang up as one, reaching for the two visible pairs of ankles and yanking them forward. The men and their weapons tumbled to the ground. They yelped and scrambled to sit up, but, leaping out from the pit, David and Zeke lunged for their weapons and managed to snatch them up first, pointing them straight at their former attackers. Dressed in black protective gear and masks with goggles, they weren’t exactly easy to identify, but it didn’t matter at this point. David was ready to make them pay.

      “Breathe a word, and we’ll fire,” David whispered tersely, tightening his grip around the gun. He cast a quick glance around to check if the others had noticed them go down, but it sounded like they were still trudging on through the woods, unaware of the boys’ takeover. David and Zeke had the opening they needed.

      Keeping the gun poised threateningly, David backed away around the hole, motioning for Zeke to follow, then broke into a run.

      The second the guns were turned away, the boys behind them shouted for their cohorts. An explosion of paintballs came hurtling toward them, but now they could fire back. And fire they did.

      Before long, the offending projectiles had reduced significantly as the other boys were forced to duck and dart for cover, allowing David and Zeke to better focus on gaining ground.

      “Is it just me, or does it look like the trees are getting thinner?” Zeke panted after a long minute, gazing around wildly as he struggled to hike up his pants with one hand.

      “I think you’re right,” David breathed back. It was becoming easier to run, with less low-hanging branches and fat trunks to dodge. He realized he could also hear the low zooming of vehicles. “Keep going,” he said with renewed strength in his voice. “We’re almost out.”

      A couple minutes and a few more rogue paintballs later, they were out of the trees and standing on the edge of a busy, brightly-lit road. David came to a halt, his chest heaving. He looked back into the forest, concerned the guys were going to follow them out and keep firing. But the trees behind them remained still. Their attackers seemed to have retreated.

      “Guess we passed the test,” David said, gingerly running a hand through his sticky hair. He glanced down at his trousers and was surprised to see they had survived the run. Mostly. Now he only hoped he hadn’t permanently injured himself.

      “And thank God for that.” Zeke gasped, reaching his side and bending over, hands on his knees.

      When he straightened, David finally got a proper look at his friend. Zeke’s short, black beard had turned fluorescent pink, courtesy of a ball that had exploded on his upper chest, and the rest of his face had been splattered a sickly green. His bowl-cut hair had tinges of both colors and was sticking up at all angles.

      “You look good,” David said.

      Zeke scoffed. “Oh. You are funny, David. For the record, I am sure I look just as good as you.”

      “Don’t give me the details,” David muttered, sliding a hand beneath his trousers to adjust his underwear.

      Then the memory of his upcoming exam came slamming into him like a sledgehammer. He had to get home—now.

      Looking left and right along the road, David realized he didn’t have a clue where they were. He hadn’t spent much time off-campus since he’d arrived in Cambridge, and he certainly didn’t recognize this area.

      He cast another glance over his shoulder at the forest, half tempted to venture back in to try to negotiate a ride with the boys if they hadn’t buggered off already. But the risk of getting them all riled up and trigger-happy again didn’t sit well, so he discarded the idea.

      “We need to go that way,” Zeke suddenly said.

      David turned to face him, surprised at the confident tone. “How do you…” His voice trailed off as he followed Zeke’s gaze to the other side of the road.

      Signboard. Genius.

      “Okay. Let’s get moving.”

      David started striding forward but halted again after three steps. He looked down at Zeke, who had stalled alongside him, and they shared a glance.

      “We should change first,” David said.

      Zeke nodded sullenly.

      They moved back to the forest border and ducked behind a row of bushes, where they stripped to their underwear and exchanged clothes. As sodden and sticky as Zeke’s were, they were infinitely more comfortable in size, and David emerged from the bushes a happier man.

      Happier—but not exactly happy.

      “Any guesses how long it’ll take to walk?” David asked, his voice tight, as they resumed their brisk pace along the sidewalk.

      Zeke let out a long breath, looking equally, if not more, stressed. “Um. I-I don’t know.” He dug a hand into his disheveled hair. “I think I have passed this area on a bus before, but walking…perhaps an hour.”

      David increased his pace. “I need to be back in half an hour—or less if we can manage it.” He’d been pressed for time even before his housemates had snatched him. It killed him to think how much this was setting him back.

      “You’re not the only one who needs to get back,” Zeke replied, his voice suddenly pitchy. “All this socializing is going to mess up my midterms. And if that happens, I swear, my parents will literally disown me.” He cursed, his breath becoming sharp and uneven. “You have no idea how hard they worked to get me here. All the after-school tuition. Practically their life savings—” His voice choked up, and David turned to stare at his friend in surprise.

      He’d known Zeke was under a lot of pressure. The guy had a large and highly ambitious family back home—and he often griped about the lofty expectations they had of him. David was used to his mood swings, too, and his habit of looking mournful and depressed almost every time he sat down to work.

      But he’d never seen Zeke looking quite this…flustered. Judging from the glisten at the corners of his eyes and the slight tremor of his lower lip, he was close to tears.

      David reached out to grip his shoulder. “Hey, man. It’s okay. You’ll pull through this. We both will.”

      Zeke bit down hard on his lip, his eyes fixing stoically ahead, and David tried to think of what more he could say—or even if he should say more, at this point.

      David wasn’t exactly in the same boat as Zeke, performance-wise. Because he had no family pressure. No family at all, actually…

      He’d been adopted by a middle-aged British-Israeli couple when he was only a month old and raised by them until his late teens. His mother had passed away after a stroke when David was seventeen, and his father had died of lung cancer a couple of years later.

      And he didn’t know who his birth parents were, because it had been a closed adoption. The only thing his adoptive parents knew was that he’d been born in Boston, where they had been living at the time. They’d brought David back to London when he was two, and England had been his home for the rest of his childhood and adolescence.

      That was one of the reasons David had worked so hard to get a scholarship at Harvard. He’d wanted to get back to America. He’d planned to take economics as his major, anyway, and he had never been one to settle for second best when a bit more effort would get him to first. His adoptive father had always encouraged him to push for greatness, and David had worked hard to make him proud. But more than that, now that the parents who’d raised him were gone, the UK no longer held enough for him.

      Once he got a better handle on his classes, David wanted to try to pick up his birth parents’ trail. He was profoundly grateful for the parents who’d raised him and the incredible start to life they’d given him, but now, he just…wanted to know who he was.

      His mother had always said he was probably Jewish, but he knew it had been out of affection, that she didn’t have any solid reason for assuming it. He’d been brought up in an ethnic Jewish background, but was that his culture? Who was David Rosen, actually?

      He wanted to understand. He wanted to know whose ocean-blue eyes he had. Why his skin was a pale shade of olive. Why his hair was a dark mocha brown, and where he got his height from—his mother, his father, both? At six feet, he’d towered over Mr. and Mrs. Rosen. Did he share any personality traits with his birth parents? Or was every little part that made him him solely a product of his environment?

      Why had his parents given him away? Had they ever wanted him, or had he been a burden from the start?

      As uncomfortable as the answers might be, they were his story. His truth, which he’d been deprived of for the past twenty-one-years.

      More than anything, he wanted to finally stop feeling secretly jealous of people like Zeke, who knew exactly where they came from and whose blood ran so clearly through their veins. And he wanted to fill the hole that had been growing steadily larger since he lost both his adoptive parents. They’d grounded him with a sense of belonging as a child, and while he’d never felt a true sense of identity, they’d loved him fiercely, and that had been enough.

      But now they were gone, and he felt like a bit of a drifter, honestly. He’d lost that grounding, and he wanted…needed…to find it again. Without knowing his roots, the people who had brought him into this world, he struggled to make sense of his place in it. A part of him would always be restless, forever wondering. Never feeling quite full.

      David rarely bothered to bring the subject up with anyone and kept things simple by sticking with the identity he’d inherited from his adoptive parents. It was hard to explain his conflicting feelings to someone who’d grown up surrounded by their birth family, knowing exactly who they were.

      Well, that, and he worried he’d sound melodramatic…

      “Maybe I’ll just drop out,” Zeke said after a long stretch of silence, his voice low and still a touch uneven. “It might be less painful for everyone than staying on and making a spectacle of myself…”

      David cast a glance at his friend, whose hands had clenched into balls of tension, and sighed. “Come on, Zeke. You’re not doing that badly. Like I said, we’ll both bitch about the stress, but we’ll get through it. Besides, you’ve got to stick around for Primal Scream. Nur would never forgive you if you don’t.”

      Zeke slanted him a coy look. “Shut up. She doesn’t like me.”

      David grinned at the rising flush in Zeke’s cheeks, glad that this tactic seemed to be working. “How are you so sure of that?” he wondered aloud. “I saw her checking you out yesterday when we were in the lunch line.”

      Zeke groaned. “Oh, stop it. She was probably looking at somebody else.”

      David shrugged. “Alright. If you insist. I’m just saying, there’s stuff to hang on for. Good times to come.”

      Zeke went quiet, once more turning his gaze to the road ahead, and after examining him for a couple more seconds, David took the opportunity to do the same. They’d made fairly good progress, and they were already back in familiar territory—which made it easier to travel faster.

      Fifteen minutes of speed-walking later, and they were only a block away from home.

      As they reached the end of their road, Zeke cleared his throat, and David looked over at him again. His expression wasn’t quite as ashen as before, to David’s relief, and when he caught David’s eye, a smile slowly unfurled on his lips, brightening his round face.

      “Anyway,” he mumbled, “if I do stay, and I do pass, I won’t be waiting for Primal Scream to show my naked ass. I’ll go streaking around the dorm rooms—through the whole bloody house!”

      David let out a surprised laugh. “Sounds brilliant. Just remind me to check into a hotel.”

      Zeke chuckled. “Now come on—my whole family is probably already on the phone to Interpol or something.” He picked up his pace to a jog, and David smirked, glad the guy’s spirits seemed to have cheered.

      Though he couldn’t fully shake how upset Zeke had seemed, and made a mental note to try to keep an eye on him.

      For now, David ran to catch up, and the two boys sprinted the rest of the way, egged on by the promise of a warm shower.

      When they reached their destination, however, David’s face fell.

      Music was blaring from within the house, florescent strobes pulsing through the windows, and the lawn was packed with people holding red Solo cups.

      So much for a quiet night of recovery…

      It was a struggle even to reach the front door, and when they did step through, it was even more crowded inside.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t crowded enough to evade the notice of Max, who was hovering at the edge of the hallway, a pretty redheaded girl hanging from one arm.

      “Yo!” he roared above the deafening beat. “The cubs made it back!”

      He rushed over to David and Zeke, quickly joined by Sebastien and four other housemates whom David suspected had been involved in the kidnapping. They swarmed around, slapping the two boys on the back.

      “Congratulations, man!” Max yelled into David’s ear. “You survived the initiation.”

      “Yeah,” David said dryly, trying to shrug Max off, as well as all the other hands that were pounding his bruised skin. Though he supposed he did feel a bit good about himself for surviving the ordeal. If he hadn’t had so much on his plate, he might even have been in the mood to celebrate. But as it stood…

      “Now I’d like to take a shower,” he finished firmly.

      “And get back to studying,” Zeke said irritably, ducking out from beneath Sebastien.

      “Whoa, what? Studying?” Seb gaped. “There’s no way you’re studying with this party goin’ on!”

      Without so much as a warning, Max dropped to his knees and rammed his shoulders into David’s legs, throwing him off balance. He was caught by three sets of hands behind him, lifting him horizontally into the air. They rushed him across the hallway and barged into the heaving living room. Before David could fight his way back to the ground, he was hoisted onto a screaming crowd and surfing across a sea of hands.

      David groaned. Now, he was going to have to escape this forest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ready to continue David and Katy’s story?

      

      

      If you’d like to keep reading, A Love that Endures releases on April 29th, 2019.

      Pre-order your copy now and have it delivered automatically to your device on release day!:

      Amazon US:  Tap here

      Amazon UK:  Tap here

      Amazon AU:  Tap here

      Any other store:  Tap here
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      I hope you enjoyed these sample chapters and will join me on this new journey!

      On the next page, I give details about your next Shade fix. :)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The next Shade book

          

        

      

    

    
      ASOV 75: A Blade of Thieron releases April 21st, 2019!

      Pre-order your copy now and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Australia: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here
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      Can’t wait to see you there!

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S.  Follow The Shade on Instagram: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/BellaForrestAuthor

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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