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      We’d come a long way since our first day on Strava.

      From the sporadic and violent encounters with rogue Faulties and devoted Perfects that had nearly killed us, we’d managed to forge a fragile but crucial alliance with some of them. Specifically, we had a handful of Draenir, another handful of rogue Faulties, and one Perfect on our side, while Douma was M.I.A. The Draenir were thought to be extinct, but thanks to Rakkhan, they’d survived in isolation. They could easily qualify as a critically endangered species, given their low numbers, and they were once again in danger of complete annihilation, since Ta’Zan would’ve most certainly been told about them by now.

      I could see the confidence on each of our crew’s faces. We were making progress, despite the multiple hiccups and setbacks. Elonora, Kailani and their team had successfully disabled Ta’Zan’s comms-blocking towers, and they’d also destroyed his flight plans by infiltrating the colosseum and blowing up his ships. They’d deleted the blueprints and kidnapped the five Faulty engineers involved, too, for good measure.

      Ben’s group had come back with Herakles and his merry band of rogue Faulties, all of them eager to fight by our side and stick it to the creature that had created, then abandoned them. It had taken a while for the rogue Faulties to understand that there was no room for them in this “magical” new world of Ta’Zan’s, but, from there on, their hearts were quick to change. Abandonment led to anger, then the thirst for revenge and the desire for freedom. Easy pickings for our cause, to say the least.

      Draven and Serena had led a productive collection mission throughout multiple Draenir bunkers, returning with two large containers filled with medical supplies, food rations, pulverizer weapons and pellets, and a bunch of devices we could later use in a new, stable base camp. They’d left them back by the blue rock meeting point, with the intention of later going back for them. They’d gotten no answer from me and my team, given the Perfects’ hounding, thus hiding the stuff by the blue rock had made more sense. Once we were at least partially safe, we could retrieve those resources. Taeral and Kailani teleported themselves and a couple Faulties to fetch the all-terrain carts. Twenty minutes later, they were all back on the winter isle, supplies included. Thank goodness.

      My parents and the rest of GASP’s founders, along with hundreds of fleet survivors, were still prisoners in Ta’Zan’s diamond dome, but we’d established a communication link, through an earpiece and through Jax, Hansa, Jovi, Anjani, and Heath’s Telluris connections, in case of emergency. It would take at least another week for Ta’Zan to rebuild his starships and to restore the blocking towers—time which we were going to take advantage of, to the fullest.

      Granted, our incursions into enemy territory had not been without consequences. We’d lost Douma in our escape from Merinos—Cassiel had snatched her. After catching up with our diamond dome people, I learned that Ta’Zan had taken my mother away from the other prisoners, sending Dad into a frenzy that resulted in him being shocked into unconsciousness again. I didn’t know what Ta’Zan’s plans were, as far as my mother was concerned, but I couldn’t think of anything good.

      The strangest and most surprising thing, however, was the involvement of the Hermessi. The natural elements had responded to Bogdana more than once. Ben and Vesta had chimed in on the last one, just as Cassiel and his army of five hundred Perfects were chasing down my people back on Merinos. I’d already relocated our group to another island. The earth had opened up and swallowed them whole, spitting them out right in front of us. What a strange thing to see—nature responding in ways that were sometimes impossible to describe.

      We’d found temporary shelter on this winter island, but we knew it wouldn’t last long. It was too cold and too far away from our main objective—the diamond dome. And, with the recent developments, we were in dire need of an action plan.

      I sat with Ben by the fire, its warmth softening my muscles and soothing my frayed nerves. Most of our recently enlarged crew was settled nearby, none of them fans of the blistering cold beyond the tall ice crystals that sheltered us. Some of our youngsters were outside, either exploring the snowy ridges or simply brooding. Dmitri, in particular, was taking Douma’s abduction quite hard.

      “So, at least we’ve got the comms back on,” Ben muttered, using his palms to gently amplify the fire so it could give more warmth. “We can talk to Dad and the GASP team, as well as Calliope.”

      “Yeah, we’re no longer isolated,” I replied. “At least for a few days, until Ta’Zan gets the blockers back on.”

      “I’m hoping he won’t get the chance to do that.” Ben sighed, then shook his head in dismay. “I still can’t believe that Bogdana didn’t tell us about her connection to him. It’s pretty friggin’ big!”

      “I know. Being his surrogate mother gives her an extraordinary advantage,” I said. “No matter how cold and calculating Ta’Zan is, he will definitely want to meet the creature who made his existence possible.”

      Ben shook his hands, then stuffed them in his pockets. I couldn’t help but frown, and he noticed my concern, giving me a half-smile in return.

      “Just shaky fingers, that’s all. I’m putting in a little bit more work to maintain the fire in this cold. It takes a toll on my extremities, I guess,” he said. “So, speaking of unpleasant tolls, what do we do with Kale? She lost control with the Word back by the colosseum. Four Draenir died in the process.”

      “And the Perfects, too. Permanently, for that matter. I admit, I’m equal parts intrigued and horrified by the incident,” I said. “I don’t know what to do with her. She’s essential to our mission, but she might become a liability if she doesn’t get that Word connection under control. I’m hoping that Lumi will help her. I’ll speak to the swamp witch about it. Under more peaceful circumstances, Kale would’ve had the time and space to carry on her apprenticeship without such issues. But we all have to adjust.”

      “Douma’s gone, too,” Ben added. “Gosh, it feels like we’ve taken two steps forward, then three steps back.”

      “No. We’ve made progress, but I think it’s too soon for us to claim a victory of any kind, that’s all,” I replied. “We’re not moving backward at all, Ben. It’s just that it’s a lot more complicated than we expected it to be. And the Perfects are insanely powerful, too. We do most of our work trying to avoid conflict with them altogether. Everything is harder when you’re working against the clock and the Perfects.”

      We didn’t say much else for another minute or so, simply watching the Draenir huddle closer together on the other side of the fire, in an attempt to keep each other warm. The wind howled outside, and it could easily bite into one’s skin without covers—which we lacked. There were only a couple dozen blankets being shared between small groups of people, all of them recovered from the strongholds.

      Elonora was dozing off in Nevis’s arms in a corner. The Dhaxanian was different than most of us. He handled subzero temperatures with no problem whatsoever. In fact, he thrived in them. Technically speaking, he cared very little for the increased warmth. As vampires, Elonora and I withstood the frosts, too, but we had physical limits of endurance, while the Dhaxanians didn’t. We welcomed the extra heat, and so did the others in our group.

      Hunter was on his own. Kailani was outside, most likely alone and contemplating the colosseum incident. Judging by the look on Hunter’s face, he, too, was worried about her. Hell, we were all concerned, not so much for our safety, but for hers. Kailani was a big part of our family, even though there wasn’t an actual blood tie to the Novaks. We looked out for our own, even if it meant protecting them from themselves.

      My stomach was tied up in knots as I tried to avoid considering any kind of worst-case scenario, as far as our beloved young witch was concerned. Instead, I focused on the new and puzzling element in our Stravian adventure.

      “I don’t understand Cassiel’s game, though,” I murmured. “Ta’Zan designed him as a superior Perfect. Stronger and faster, not to mention even more intelligent. He helped Elonora’s crew, but then he came after you all with an entire army. I must be missing something.”

      “Hm. Not necessarily. From what I understand, he’s incredibly self-aware and strategic. Maybe he’s testing the waters now. Trying a little bit of treason by helping us, to then switch back to his loyal, original self. Perhaps we can pull him to our side, eventually,” Ben replied.

      “I’m thinking he is just playing a more elaborate hunting game. He got Elonora’s team to think he was their friend so they would lead him to the bigger catch. He is clever. He was able to analyze how we work together. He saw what our weapons could do, too, which is more than what Araquiel and his clique ever learned.”

      “Hence why they kept failing.” Ben chuckled. “Yeah, you’re making a lot of sense. I suppose we’ll have to simply consider Cassiel an extremely capable enemy and avoid him at all costs.”

      I nodded. “We can’t let him find us again. He’s extraordinarily dangerous.”

      “Speaking of which, how is Araquiel?” Ben asked.

      “Amane is with him,” I replied, pointing to the far end of our icy shelter. “He’s fully recovered and learning the basics, much like Douma did. It’s been hours since we got here. He seems to have the same regeneration speed as she did.”

      “So, he’s calm and peaceful,” Ben said.

      I nodded again. “I’m telling you, the Perfects are not inherently bad. If we wipe all their memories, I’m willing to bet Ta’Zan will be finished. He’s had them under his control from the moment they were born and taught them only what would benefit his greater plan.”

      We both stared at Amane and Araquiel for a while. The Perfect was mostly quiet, flipping through videos on the glass tablet, his eyes moving rapidly across the screen as he digested all the information, flash by flash.

      He’d begun asking questions, too, so I’d left Ridan with him and Amane, to fill in the gaps about our worlds, our origins, and our cultures. This was a joint effort to reeducate a Perfect. If we used Douma and Araquiel as success markers, we could easily repeat the same operation until they were all given a broader view of the universe, completely shattering Ta’Zan’s doctrine.

      I didn’t want us to consider the more extreme solutions available. I didn’t want this whole world to burn, its life snuffed out by more, larger-scale violence. There had to be a peaceful and smart way out of this. In fact, my instincts told me to bank on two key elements we could use against Ta’Zan in order to stop him for good.

      First, his connection to Bogdana. She was his surrogate mother. She could get close enough to deliver the crippling or deadly blow, depending on the circumstances. She could even try to change his mind and thus prevent more bloodshed.

      Second, we could reform the Perfects. Disabling his army rendered him helpless before us. I had more faith in the second element than the first, though. I couldn’t exactly trust Bogdana to do anything against Ta’Zan, since she’d kept such a huge secret from us. I was quite angry with her, in fact.

      Angry enough to get up and push us all into the next stage of our Stravian mission.

      “Ben, I’m calling a group meeting. Gather everyone in here. We need to talk,” I said.

      My brother stood, then went out to get the rest of our team back inside. It was time to take it to the next level, in order to maintain our minor advantage against Ta’Zan. With the comms restored and his flight plans destroyed, we had a good opportunity to do more to save our people.

      And my parents had taught me to never let a good opportunity slip through my fingers.
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      I had to give Varga credit. He refused to let me be on my own for too long, and, despite my growling protests, he insisted and managed to get me out of my soul-crushing sulk. Douma was gone. I’d lost her to Cassiel, and I hated myself for it. Then again, there isn’t much a guy can do when the ground opens up and swallows him whole.

      The first couple of hours I spent on my own, freezing my ass off on a nearby ridge. It felt like some kind of self-punishment for letting Douma slip through my fingers. Until I could no longer feel my butt cheeks, and crafted a small fire with a bunch of twigs and my lighter. It was hard to keep it burning whenever the wind intensified, but for the most part it did a decent job, as I’d built it in a concave piece of earth and lined it with large rocks.

      Then, Varga showed up and refused to go away. He’d said it wasn’t healthy for me to be on my own at this point. He didn’t seem fazed by my growling, so eventually I caved in and let him stay with me. An hour passed in awkward silence, as he watched me staring out into the distance. The ocean was frozen by the shore, thick sheets of ice breaking farther away from the frosted edge. There was a snowstorm coming, too.

      The wind was bound to become unbearable, soon enough.

      “You must be a masochist,” Varga muttered, rubbing his shoulders by the crackling fire.

      “Or maybe you’re just a wuss,” I said with a smirk.

      “Dude, it’s probably twenty below zero. It’s a miracle I’m still talking. Stop being such a hard head and admit you can no longer feel the lower half of your body.”

      A few seconds passed before I replied. “More like the lower third,” I grumbled. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Come on, Dmitri, let’s go back inside the shelter. At least it’s warmer there,” Varga pleaded with me, but I shook my head in response. Varga rolled his eyes. “Ugh. Fine. Snow and freezing to death while you brood over Douma it is, then!”

      “I’m not brooding!”

      “Puh-lease. You know we’ll get her back, right?” Varga replied.

      I shrugged. “How? Cassiel probably took her back to Ta’Zan. He’ll chop her head off, wait for it to grow back, then shove the old memories back in, and my Douma will be gone. She’ll be hunting me again. And I can’t take that. We were getting along so well. She was looking forward to seeing me go through my first wolf shift, when the time was right.”

      “Dmitri, we’ll get her back. Even if it means catching her and cutting her head off and starting all over again,” Varga said, his tone firm. “Whatever it takes to cure this bleeding-heart syndrome you’re exhibiting.”

      That got a scoff out of me. “It’s not about that.”

      “Right,” Varga chuckled, further getting on my nerves—not because it wasn’t true.

      On the contrary. I was lying to him and, most likely, myself. I was absolutely heartbroken, and I needed Douma back in my life as soon as possible. Preferably before my heart became a physical nuisance.

      A crackle in my ear made me sit upright.

      “Dmitri, you there, brother?” Jovi’s voice came through.

      I could easily slap myself. I’d barely exchanged a few words with Jovi since the comms had come back on. And I’d been worried sick about him since the fleet attack, not knowing if he was still alive or not. Douma’s capture had taken such a toll on me that I’d neglected the best thing to come out of our dangerous missions: the confirmation that Jovi had, in fact, survived the fleet attack.

      “Yes! Yes, I am!” I said, feeling a smile stretching my probably-purplish lips. Varga raised a confused eyebrow, until I realized that Jovi was reaching out to me via our private channel. We all had that option on our earpieces, based on voice commands. “How’s it hanging, Jovi?”

      Varga smirked when he realized what was going on, then put his palms toward the fire while I caught up with my brother. As the winds grew stronger, the rocky edges no longer helped, and the flames eventually died out, leaving Varga pouting.

      “Well, the mood is slightly better than yesterday, if you ask me. From the moment the comms went back on, it’s like everyone came back to life in here,” Jovi said. “Man, it’s so good to hear your voice again.”

      “I know. Sorry that I’ve been a little quiet. I’m still reeling from that Cassiel episode,” I mumbled.

      “Yeah, five hundred Perfects coming after you is bound to have that effect.” Jovi chuckled. “But, for your peace of mind, you should know we’re all okay in here. Anjani, Jax, Hansa, Heath, the founders’ crew… The prisoners. We’re all good. They feed us, and they don’t torture us or anything. Amal comes in once a day to collect genetic samples, and that’s it.”

      “That’s good to hear. At least you’re not in peril of dying anytime soon,” I said.

      “Nah. We’re fine here. It’s the rest of the world we’re worried about. You, specifically,” Jovi replied. “Ta’Zan is beyond pissed off. Isda said he’s fuming and snapping at everybody. They haven’t seen him like this in a long time.”

      “That’s fantastic!” I said, gritting my teeth. “It means we’re finally getting to him!”

      “True. But he took Sofia.”

      “He won’t do anything to her. I’m willing to bet on it,” I replied. “From what we’ve learned so far, Ta’Zan’s got a bit of a soft spot for Derek. I think he took Sofia out of there just to annoy him, as some kind of payback for what we did. He’s not an idiot. He’ll soon realize that he’s not hurting us with that kind of behavior. He’s just coming across as a moody toddler, that’s all.”

      “You have a point there. Lucas was telling Derek the same thing, but he is livid right now,” Jovi said, lowering his voice. “I swear, if it weren’t for these shock collars, he would’ve slit Ta’Zan’s throat already.”

      “Oh… Right. How are you dealing with them?” I asked, trying to better understand the technology behind them.

      Out of the entire Shade, Jovi, Phoenix, and I were the top tech guys. We’d been around devices since we were kids, and we were quick to understand the principles of computer science, physics, and mechanics, not to mention astrophysics and chemistry. We’d all focused on these subjects in school, and we’d all become adept at tinkering with even the most complex forms of technology that our worlds had to offer.

      Jovi being in there was to our advantage. He could study the collars up close and get a better understanding of them—enough to help us later, since those things had to be taken off line before we could get our people out of there.

      “I’ve pretty much gotten the hang of what I can and cannot say, and specifically, of what I can say before it starts burning me. I rarely get a shock from words. It’s what we do or intend to do that really matters to these devices,” Jovi explained. “I would love to open one of these babies up, but, for the time being, all I can do is observe their reactions to our behavior and conversations.”

      “So, when you talk about getting out of there or killing Ta’Zan—”

      “They heat up to pretty uncomfortable levels,” Jovi cut in before I could finish my question.

      “But you can listen to us, for example, talking about the same?”

      “I can agree or disagree, and offer advice to a certain extent. As long as I don’t get too specific or aggressive,” Jovi said. “The temperature spikes serve as warnings. I’m guessing they may be monitoring collar activity in a different chamber; otherwise, I can’t explain why the Perfects scowl at some of us more than others in this dome. The founders’ group gets the biggest share of the frowns,” he added with a chuckle.

      “They don’t record your conversations, do they?” I asked, contemplating a potential hole in our future plans.

      “I don’t think so,” Jovi replied. “If so, I and at least a hundred people in this place would be put in glass boxes for sedition, or something. Our escape attempt was foiled by Amal, who’d been looped in on the plan, to begin with. And, given the conversations we’ve had so far with you guys, I think you’d have Perfects breathing down your necks already over there, if they were, in fact, recording our conversations through the collars.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” I murmured, nodding slowly.

      I heard murmurs in the background, as if Jovi were talking to someone else in a lower tone, before he shifted his focus back to me. “Hey, I’ve got some news for you,” he said. “Isda’s around. It’s feeding time. She said they brought Douma back into the colosseum. She’s with Ta’Zan and Amal as we speak.”

      I squirmed at the thought of Douma and Ta’Zan meeting again. Only one of them remembered the past, and I knew it was only a matter of time before Douma would once again become his loyal soldier.

      “Douma’s with Ta’Zan,” I said to Varga. “Just as I’d thought. Dammit.”

      “Hey, I told you. We’ll get her back, sooner or later,” Varga replied.

      “Dude, Douma is fair game as soon as she goes out again,” Jovi interjected. “Ta’Zan can wipe her memory all he wants. If you take her down again and reset her—Ouch!”

      His collar was burning. “End of the line?” I asked, slightly amused.

      “Yuk it up, Brother. I’ll bring one of these back as a souvenir and put it around your neck for a few days, and we’ll see how you handle it,” Jovi retorted.

      “You have a point, though,” I said. “Douma is fair game, now. She can come after us all she wants. I’ll just take her down and reset her, a million times over, if I have to, until it freakin’ sticks.”

      “Or, and it’s just a thought, we could just kill Ta’Zan and get it all over with,” Varga replied.

      “Yeah, even better,” I replied with a grin.

      Ben reached us, struggling to stand against the rising winter winds. My back was almost frozen, and I nearly fell sideways when a stronger gust smacked me. Varga gripped my wrist, then helped me up. Despite his earlier complaints, Varga had a higher resistance to subzero temperatures than me. I’d been toughing it out for a while now, and it was time to go back into the shelter.

      The look on Ben’s face, along with his words, confirmed it.

      “Rose called a meeting. We’re all needed inside,” he said, pointing a thumb over his shoulder.

      The shelter rose proudly about fifty yards back, its icy tips reaching for the gray sky. The snowstorm intensified, each flake feeling like a needle jammed into my skin. I was the first to dart toward the shelter, and Ben and Varga followed.

      “Say no more!” I quipped, grunting as I made my way back through the rising snow.

      My brief conversation with Jovi had certainly helped. I planned to speak to Aida the next chance I got. The Blackhalls worked better together than apart, and there was nothing better than the voice of family to guide me out of the darkness I’d allowed myself to sink into.

      This wasn’t the time to sulk! Douma was out there, and she needed me. Period.
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      Gathered around the campfire and nestled between the tall, icy spikes of our natural shelter, we were all ready for the next stage in our campaign to take out Ta’Zan and stop the destruction of our worlds—as well as his. Whether he liked it or not, Ta’Zan’s mass production of Perfects would soon have a negative impact on the environment. No matter how ethical Ta’Zan thought he could be, the math didn’t lie.

      Too many Perfects in too little time equaled a natural disaster for Strava. I’d been carrying this thought in my head for days now, especially after I’d seen how quickly their diamond colosseums had spread.

      Half of my mind, however, was occupied by Nevis’s kiss. I’d yet to wrap my head around that, but my heart and my soul sure didn’t mind what had happened. His taste lingered on my lips, and I had to work overtime to stifle the occasional smile whenever I remembered that incredible moment. I was head over heels for the guy. I had no idea where we were going with this, but it felt so good and soothing to be around him that I didn’t want to let go. On top of that, Nevis had a way of stirring me, of making me want to do more, to be better at everything I endeavored to try.

      We kept stealing glances at each other, and he refused to let go of my hand, even when we sat next to Rose and Ben by the fire. Hunter was sitting next to us. Kailani had settled on Ben’s left side, putting distance between her and the white werewolf. She was still mad at him for not telling her the whole truth about her last Word-mode incident. I hoped they’d kiss and make up, though. They belonged together, whether they knew it or not.

      Dmitri looked a little better, a glimmer of iron resolve settling in his greenish eyes. He’d stopped moping over Douma and seemed more focused on the solution, rather than the problem. Varga was my rock, giving me an occasional wink and smile, as if telling me, “I can’t wait for us to go out and kick some Perfect ass, Sis!” in his own, boyish way. Varga was older than me, but, somehow, I’d gotten the adult part better than he had.

      I stared at the fire for a while, watching the air ripple as the heat of its flames spread outward. The ice spikes of our shelter were too big and thick to suffer any damage. Granted, some drops were falling from the top, but the fire wasn’t nearly big enough to compromise this beautiful, natural structure made solely out of frozen water. The spikes formed a wall around us, sheltering us from the crippling winter winds outside. The exterior was cold enough to keep the structure intact, despite the bundle of warmth inside it.

      “We’ve made it this far,” Rose said as Araquiel and Amane were the last to join the large circle around the fire, which had been started inside a carved hole in the frozen ground. We could see each other clearly from one side to the other, one big band of creatures from all walks of life, coming together for a common reason: preventing Ta’Zan from wreaking havoc throughout the universe. “It’s time we take things further,” she added. “The first part of our developing plan was successfully completed. While it wasn’t flawless in execution, and we lost some good people along the way, we’ve managed something here. But it’s not over. It’s nowhere near over.”

      “Well said, sister,” Raphael replied, stifling a chuckle.

      “We have a week or so as a window for us to get closer to the center of Ta’Zan’s empire and deliver the crippling blow,” Rose continued. “We’re not going to be able to pull the same trick twice on his ships and his comms blockers. This is our only shot to end this before it gets out of hand.”

      “Before Ta’Zan truly becomes unstoppable,” Ben added, looking at each of us, his brow furrowed with concern and determination. Not once, since he’d been here, had he lost sight of the main goal. The man was like a rock, unmoved and unbroken, no matter what came at him.

      “Our biggest problem, right now, is the Perfects,” Rose said. “There are too many of them, and their numbers continue to grow, every day. We cannot reset them like we did with Douma or… Araquiel.” She sighed, nodding toward the Perfect, who was quiet. But his eyes, one blue and one green, glimmered with curiosity. “It’s a complicated process, and we cannot possibly perform the memory chip removal surgery on thousands of them at once.”

      “No, but we can do something else, instead,” Amane interjected. “I’ve been thinking about a solution over the past couple of days. I feel like I’m close to a resolution, but I need to stimulate my brain into processing everything at a higher speed. I may have a solution for a mass reset of the Perfects, non-surgical and effective. But I don’t have a detailed plan, just some good theories.”

      “That’s fantastic!” Lumi replied. “What do you need? We’ll get it for you.”

      Amane blinked several times. “My sister.”

      “Ah, the phenomenal Faulty twins,” Kallisto muttered, rolling her eyes. “She needs Amal to be closer. Amal and Amane are infinitely more intelligent than Ta’Zan himself when put together.”

      “Together they’re unstoppable,” Raphael chimed in with a lazy grin. “They could even stop the planet from spinning, if they wanted to.”

      Amane offered a meek smile in return, her tanned cheeks turning dark pink. It offered a strong contrast against her long, snow-white hair and her bright orange eyes—an exotic gem that made me wonder what she and Amal would look like together. Perfect doubles with the cumulative mind of a genius.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she murmured. “But I am positive I’d be able to devise a mass reset technology to permanently disable the Perfects.”

      “Disable?” Araquiel asked, both eyebrows raised.

      “Make them like you,” Amane replied. “Clear head, no memories of the life before. A fresh start, without any of Ta’Zan’s poison seeping through. A chance to make up their own minds about this world, the universe, and their place in it.”

      Araquiel nodded slowly. “I think they all deserve that shot. I, for one, feel fortunate.”

      “Up until a day ago, you were a monstrous pain in our—” Dmitri retorted, but Rose cut him off.

      “That’s a good mindset to have, Araquiel. Frankly, I’d prefer it if we all got along. We have absolutely no intention of conquering Strava or taking anyone’s liberties away,” Rose said.

      “We thought the place was deserted when we built that resort on Noagh,” I added. “Had we known there were creatures still living here, we would’ve looked for another planet. We’ve made it our core purpose to help others protect their lands; we sure as hell wouldn’t become oppressors in any way.”

      “I understand. I don’t know any of you as well as I maybe should, but my instincts tell me you will not harm me,” Araquiel said. “I suppose instincts are more important than anything else.”

      “They are. So, back to business,” Taeral interjected, still on edge from his five-hundred-Perfect chase. He hadn’t experienced anything similar before. He hadn’t been around them as much as us. I understood why he’d been left in that tense state. “How do we get Amane close to Amal?”

      “We also need to keep reaching out to the Hermessi,” Kailani said. “They’ve done something incredible for us, more than once. Clearly, they’re open to conversation. We can’t let this slip to the bottom of the pile. They could very well be the force we need to subdue the Perfects, whether or not we manage to wipe their minds.”

      “A dialogue must take place. And another infiltration mission is necessary,” Rose replied. “We’re down to a three-pronged approach, again, because we also need to find another place to set up our base camp. It’s far too cold and inhospitable here.”

      “I agree,” Lumi said. “I’d help make it more comfortable, but this island isn’t close enough to where we need to be. While I appreciate the hostile weather keeping the enemy away, I doubt it’ll help us in the long run.”

      Bogdana listened to each of us carefully but said nothing. She avoided looking us in the eyes, and her aura burned with shame. She felt terrible for having kept her Ta’Zan secret from us. Part of her was probably annoyed we’d found her out, but she really shouldn’t have underestimated us like this. With Heron, we had ten Maras in our crew—ten creatures powerful and skilled enough to get anyone to say anything. She should’ve seen this coming.

      Avril, Heron, Serena, Draven, and Bijarki were quite seasoned in this kind of covert warfare. They’d snuck around and blown stuff up before. They’d slit throats and stolen things just to survive. There was an air of confidence about them, on which I, too, fed. Some of us were still new to this kind of action—the Draenir included. They looked pretty shaken but didn’t let that get in the way of business. They followed us closely and complied with our demands, acknowledging Rose, Ben, and Lumi’s experience.

      The wards were silent, their jade eyes measuring each of us from head to toe, as if studying our body language and learning everything they could about us, simply from the way we moved and spoke to each other. They seemed especially interested in the Faulties, led by Herakles, who wasn’t at all intimidated. He kept his chin high, unwilling to compromise and ready to rip anyone to shreds to ensure the survival of his people. These were the kind of fighters we wanted on our side.

      “A three-pronged approach,” I murmured, frowning. “Okay. How do we do it, then?”

      “Three teams,” Rose replied with a smile. “Elonora, Nevis, and Raphael, you three worked well together before. Take Kallisto, Varga, Ridan, Amane, and Dmitri with you, and handle the colosseum again. There are several tasks on your to-do list, and a small, invisible crew like yours will cut it. First, find out where Ta’Zan is keeping devil-vipers. That pulverizer mist he’s using is almost, if not the same, as ours from how Derek described it—and it’s made with their venom. We need some for ourselves, and the sanctuary he once kept was destroyed.”

      “We harvest the venom without killing the vipers, right?” I asked. I wasn’t comfortable with killing animals to make weapons. I understood feeding and nourishment, where essential, but animals dying so we could wage war wasn’t acceptable to me.

      “Yes. They produce a lot of venom in their glands,” Kallisto said. “We could milk them once an hour.”

      “So, what, a handful of devil-vipers would ensure enough venom to make… how much pulverizer?” Raphael asked, pursing his lips as he tried to do the math in his head and miserably failed.

      Rakkhan cleared his throat. “Ten milliliters will generate fifty pulverizer capsules. We can obtain about thirty milliliters every hour.”

      “Okay, so… task one, devil-vipers. Got it. What else?” I replied, looking at Rose.

      She smiled. “Task two, get Douma. She’s one of us, whether she still remembers it now or not. Do whatever you can without exposing yourselves inside the colosseum. You may be invisible in there, but it’s not enough with the Perfects if they catch your scent, and you know it,” she said, and I gave her a brief nod. “Task three, get Amane close to Amal. That is, in fact, the prime objective. The pulverizers would serve as deterrents, but they shouldn’t be our first choice when engaging the Perfects. Therefore, Amane’s plan to reset their memories en masse is a key objective here.”

      “That makes sense,” Ridan replied. “We’ll plan accordingly to tick all three off the list. We’ll have to be careful with Amal, though. The sisters sense one another. It’ll have to be a blitz attack to get her.”

      “Good thinking,” Rose said, then looked at Kailani. “You’re right about the Hermessi. We need to start a dialogue and spell out what we need from them. Then, we need to get them to help us. To me, those are two different things, given the little we know about the Hermessi. I mean, sure, they’ve helped us before, but we can’t simply expect them to keep doing it.”

      “Most of the time, a price must be paid, too.” Lumi sighed. “At least, that is what I’ve come across, throughout my millennia in this world. Most of you are but a mere flicker, compared to my experience.”

      “Well, then there’s Bogdana,” Taeral replied with a grin.

      “Bogdana still has a lot to think about, for the remainder of this mission,” Lumi said, a muscle twitching angrily in her jaw. “Specifically, about the things she’s held back from us.”

      “How long will you punish me for that?!” Bogdana groaned.

      Lumi stilled, narrowing her bluish-white eyes at the old fae. “You haven’t seen punishment yet.”

      “Enough,” Rose cut in, then shifted her focus back to Kailani. “Kale, take Lumi, Hunter, Vesta, Zeriel, Ben, Taeral, Bogdana, Bijarki, Draven, and Serena. Your team will seek out the Hermessi and initiate a conversation.”

      Kailani nodded briefly, then exchanged quick glances with Hunter before letting a deep sigh roll out of her chest. She didn’t seem too happy with Rose’s nominations but, hey, tough luck. Hunter had the best intentions in mind, and he loved her. If anyone could watch her back and stop her from hurting others or herself, it was him, whether she liked it or not. Well, she did, but she was still mad at him… at least for now.

      Rose did something very smart when she asked Kailani to take this team and reach out to the Hermessi, instead of assigning the leadership role to Ben. It gave Kailani a sense of purpose, a feeling that she wasn’t a liability at all. It was an opportunity for her to focus and to deliver, to put the Word incident behind her and get to the Hermessi, instead.

      “The water and the earth Hermessi were the most responsive,” Ben said. “So, we should seek out a virgin island where they could be most present.”

      “We’ll check the maps,” Draven replied. “I think our best shot might be on the southern border of Ta’Zan’s archipelagos. There were no Draenir settlements ever erected there. With two witches and three and a half fae on our side, we’re more than likely to start a conversation with these entities.”

      Bijarki chuckled, then gave Taeral a playful elbow nudge in the ribs. “Halfling.”

      “I will stuff an apple in your mouth and roast you,” Taeral retorted, making Bijarki laugh even harder.

      “We want the Hermessi to materialize into some kind of anthropomorphic figures in order for them to communicate with us,” Rose said, drawing our attention back to the mission. “We want them to manifest properly, like they did with Harper, not just as arms made of water and earth-splitting tremors.”

      Draven nodded. “We’ll get them to talk to us, one way or another, don’t worry. They’ve been surprisingly responsive so far. The only way from here is up.”

      “What about us?” Heron asked. “What do we do?”

      Rose sighed. “The rest of us will find a new location for a proper base camp. It has to be close enough to Ta’Zan’s colosseum for us to move in and out as easily as possible. The last thing we need right now is hours or days of traveling. That’s when Perfects stumble upon us and attack us. At the same time, it should be secluded enough for them not to spot us. We’ll have to analyze the maps for this.”

      “And get Phoenix to give up some updates on the populated areas,” Dmitri replied. “If the Perfects are spreading, we should make sure we don’t bump into them. Previously unpopulated islands could now be… well, busy.”

      Rakkhan raised a hand, politely demanding our attention. “We’ll require a certain temperature, in the double digits, in order for us to manufacture more pulverizer pellets. If Elonora’s team comes back with devil-vipers, precise environmental conditions must be met. First, the snakes themselves are sensitive and require heat and humidity to thrive, thus producing the venom we require. Second, the pulverizer production process also requires higher temperatures.”

      “So, tropical or subtropical heat,” Dmitri muttered, frowning as he borrowed my tablet and started marking specific regions on the screen. “I’ve got a few suggestions for you, then, but we still need to double check with Phoenix. They’ve got the telescope imagery on Calliope. They’ll be able to tell us how far the diamond colosseums have spread.”

      “I’ll be able to send a message out to the other rogue Faulties still struggling in the woods by themselves,” Herakles chimed in. “Once we settle somewhere, I’ll summon the others. I know there are more who want to join my ranks, but they don’t know I’ve joined forces with you outsiders.”

      “Bet you their jaws will drop when they see us all together,” Kallisto said, grinning.

      “Some might not like it, but their other options are crappy,” Herakles said. “It’s either this, or loneliness out in the wild, or being a punching bag for Perfects. Say what you will, but I’ll take my chances with this group. At least you people stand for something.”

      Pride filled my chest. Herakles wasn’t wrong, and it was nice to see someone like him acknowledge us in such a manner. It felt as though we weren’t at all crazy for doing this. He understood the method to our madness, and it meant the world to me, because a confident ally was much more valuable than one who could run out on us or, worse, turn against us at the first sign of trouble.

      Like Cassiel.

      Oh, Cassiel could sure get my blood boiling. He’d let me down the worst. I’d actually believed him when he’d said that our way was the righteous way. I’d even dared hope that he might help us take down Ta’Zan. Having someone like him on the inside would’ve been an absolute gamechanger, since Cassiel was cunning enough to pull off pretty much anything.

      But no, he decided to bail, then came after us with five hundred Perfects to hunt us down like animals. That kind of treachery could never be forgotten, nor forgiven. I comforted myself with the thought that the tables would soon turn. That I, too, would get to see a look of despair and disappointment on his face, as a direct result of my duplicity. Paying someone in kind had become my specialty since I’d set foot on Strava, and there wasn’t anyone who deserved it more than Cassiel. We’d lost Douma because of him, along with several Draenir and Faulty fighters. There was blood on his hands.

      “The goals are to set up a functional base in a relatively safe area, to rally more rogue Faulties, and to start reaching out to the ones inside the colosseum. Some have learned to infiltrate, to sneak in and out of the colosseum, so we can get them to pass messages around and form an inside rebellion,” Herakles added.

      “Agreed. We could easily stir up some trouble inside the colosseum,” Leah said.

      Samael nodded. “I know at least a dozen Faulties who’d be more than happy to help us in there.”

      “We need to focus on Isda,” Varga said. “She’s the heart of this quiet rebellion. She’s managed to stay alive after our first attempt to escape from the colosseum. Granted, we’re pretty sure that Amal helped her, even though she betrayed us, but we’re not sure why.”

      “That’s cool. I’ll ask her myself when we get her,” Amane said. “She and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Our tasks were more than clear. With two field teams tackling two different angles of our ridiculously complicated problem, we certainly had our work cut out for us. Nevis and I exchanged glances, and my heart sang when he smiled.

      It was as if there was a part of him whispering in my ear, telling me that everything was going to be okay. That he was right there, with me, ready and eager for us to face everything together.

      “After we complete this next part of the mission, we’ll move on to the… grand finale,” Rose reminded us. “A diversion attack with one crew, during which time a second team can do some more damage by destroying Ta’Zan’s labs and releasing the prisoners. Once we get our people out of there, Ta’Zan will lack the resources he needs to build more Perfects.”

      “Good grief, you’re coming at him from every possible angle!” Raphael gasped, his eyes wide with sheer awe.

      “We kind of have to. You’ve met Ta’Zan, right?” I asked, rhetorically.

      “No, no, no, don’t get me wrong! I’m genuinely impressed and all for it!” Raphael said. “I look forward to burning it all down to the ground for him. He’s done too much damage already.”

      “Besides, we’re doing this multiple-angle approach in case one of our avenues turns into a dead end,” Ben said. “For example, assuming that Amane will get Amal to work with her, they may not succeed in devising the technology needed to do a mass memory wipe on the Perfects. And so on. You get my point, I’m sure.”

      Raphael chuckled. “Yes, it’s called covering your asses. Yours are elegant and downright righteous methods, but effective, nonetheless.”

      “Well, they do have the finest allies on their side, don’t they?” Herakles said, beaming with pride and excitement. “Man, I can’t wait to piss Father off to the point of a stroke. I’d love to see a vein pop on that self-absorbed temple of his,” he added with a grumble.

      “Oh, wow, talk about daddy issues,” I murmured.

      Herakles shrugged. “What can I say, Lenny? A father who doesn’t think I’m good enough to be a part of his future is no father at all. The Draenir had more decent family structures. Ta’Zan never should’ve taught us about them.”

      “Anthropologically speaking, your Draenir instincts were preserved in the genes he used to make you. Which is why you retained this need for affection and tight social circles, strong family bonds and so on,” Lumi explained. “Ta’Zan may be a brilliant genetic engineer, but he cannot simply erase eons of collective history. It’s perfectly normal for the Faulties and even the Perfects to long for family ties and friendship.”

      “Which brings us back to the Perfects’ nature, full circle,” Rose replied. “No matter what Ta’Zan tries to teach them, their instincts won’t function properly with skewed information and half-truths. Once we show the Perfects their true nature, untarnished by Ta’Zan’s dogma, we’ll all see the difference.”

      With our teams and tasks established, we proceeded to gear up and prepare for the journeys ahead. My brother and I syphoned from those willing to give us some of their energy—Raphael had plenty, as did Ridan and Amane. Theirs was enough to load our sentry “batteries” for at least a couple of days. Of course, once Rose’s group found the perfect campsite, all we had to do was use our tracking spells to find her. Hopefully, there wasn’t going to be another instance of Cassiel showing up with a throng of Perfects and ruining everything.

      I’d had enough of that. We needed a good, solid win, and we needed it fast.
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      Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, and Deena were incredible to watch as they learned about our worlds. They went through thousands of terabytes of information over the course of a few hours—history books, mission reports, video footage, sound files. Everything they could get their hands on. Their cognitive abilities were inconceivable.

      Ten hours since our last conversation, and they’d already learned twenty languages, both modern and ancient, from Earth, Eritopia, and Neraka. Arwen and Shayla had a hard time keeping up with them, but Phoenix and the Daughters were quick to supplement any gaps in their knowledge with additional scrolls and manuscripts. They’d been particularly fascinated by the Druids’ archives—a treasure trove of travel journals from all over the In-Between.

      Even we were still trying to wrap our heads around the many places that the Druids had visited and explored before Azazel took over and almost destroyed everything.

      The best part about this sped-up learning program was the fact that all it did was reinforce our theories: the Perfects were not inherently evil. On the contrary, they were kind and righteous, curious and willing to understand both sides of each issue before deliberating and drawing conclusions. They consulted with each other, too, always asking for a second or third opinion where necessary.

      In the end, their judgment was the same as ours.

      “What Ta’Zan is doing is truly horrific,” Nathaniel said, putting yet another Druid manuscript aside. He and his three siblings were seated around an oval table in one of our study rooms on Mount Zur, with a pile of books and journals in front of them. Computer screens covered the walls, constantly playing a variety of documentary videos and recordings from our field missions. “There’s no other word for it.”

      I’d stopped by to check in on them, slightly amused by Arwen and Shayla, who were half asleep in their swivel chairs. I knew they’d need to go to sleep soon, but they couldn’t bring themselves to leave the Perfects alone. Not because they were worried that they might wreak havoc or something—we were way past that stage in our relationship with these four creatures. No, the witches were simply in perpetual awe of how fast they were learning. It was a pleasure to watch.

      “It’s good that you feel this way,” I replied, smiling. “We’ve been saying this for a while, now.”

      “I’m sorry for what our people are doing.” Uriel sighed, wearing a pained expression. “But I promise you that, even if he’s mass-producing Perfects like this, it won’t be enough to build his empire like he wants it. It takes more than that to change the universe. All the history books confirm it.”

      I nodded slowly. “Have you seen the footage from your memory chips yet?”

      “Yes. And it wasn’t a pretty sight,” Deena replied.

      “But we have learned a great deal about ourselves, about how Ta’Zan ensnares us in his bloody ‘utopia.’ We’ve been talking about it, actually,” Angelica added.

      “Oh?” I asked, curiosity making my skin tingle.

      Caspian was with Field and Aida, back in the main operations room. Bastien had come around again, accompanied by Caleb and River. We were due to have another meeting and discuss the next steps in our mission to stop Ta’Zan. Ben and Rose’s crew had secured immense advantages for our side by buying us a little more time and by restoring the comms systems.

      “Well, we would like to help,” Nathaniel said. “We can’t sit idly by.”

      An idea shot through my head. “We’re about to have a meeting about Strava soon,” I said. “Would the four of you like to participate?”

      They all nodded enthusiastically.

      “Absolutely,” Deena replied. “We’ve read all about your missions and your quests. You’ve done incredible things, despite the many obstacles you encountered. Personally, I’m fascinated by your problem-solving skills when dealing with creatures that are, biologically speaking, superior to yourselves, one way or another.”

      “Ah, yes. Your mission on Neraka, in particular, was quite interesting,” Uriel chimed in. “The daemons had the upper hand in terms of size and their use of swamp witch magic, yet you still managed to gather an alliance and take them on. In fact, you were dealing with two groups of enemies. The Maras and the daemons.”

      “And you personally took down the daemon king,” Deena said, smiling. “Based on Avril’s description in the field report, he was the size of a mountain, and he used swamp witch tricks, too. Nevertheless, here you are, living to tell the story.”

      My cheeks were flushed; I could feel them burning. I didn’t want to toot my own horn, but I couldn’t help but feel proud about what we’d accomplished back on Neraka. In hindsight, it was, in fact, quite the feat to take on a monster like Shaytan.

      “Well, thank you. But I didn’t exactly do it on my own,” I muttered, stifling a grin.

      “No. A Hermessi helped you, right?” Nathaniel asked.

      “Yeah. It was rather unexpected, but I do see a pattern emerging. I don’t know what’s been happening or why, but these entities seem to be coming back to the surface, in a way. They seem to be reacting to unnatural behavior on our part. Shaytan was going against the laws of nature with what he was doing to the Imen, and the Hermessi wanted to do something about it. However, they lacked the strength, since so few people still believed in them.”

      The Perfects looked at each other, then back at me.

      “There’s not much known about them,” Angelica said.

      I shook my head. “For some reason, they went off the grid about ten thousand years ago. It’s like people just stopped believing in them. But they seem to be making a comeback now, as evidenced by their activity on Strava.”

      “With everything that Ta’Zan is doing, it doesn’t come as a surprise.” Uriel sighed. “The Perfects are multiplying at an alarmingly high rate. I don’t think Strava’s environment is equipped to adapt to such a change, so quickly.”

      “We’re on the same page here,” I replied.

      Arwen was close to dozing off, and Shayla was quietly watching us. I gave her a wink, then motioned for the door. “We’re meeting up in about ten minutes. See you and our new friends in there?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Let me get Arwen back to a functioning state.” She chuckled.

      Even witches needed sleep. Fortunately, they still had their secret little artifices to give them temporary spurts of energy, enough to keep them from dropping like logs due to physical exhaustion.

      I left the Perfects with Shayla and Arwen, then headed back to the main meeting room, where half of our executive team had already assembled. With everything that had been happening, particularly after the recent minor victories, we had to draw up an action plan—one that wouldn’t end with more of our fleets going down in flames.

      

      Once everyone was gathered around the massive meeting table, Perfects and revigorated Shayla and Arwen included, we started a discussion about the thing I’d been eager to get into: making the next move against Ta’Zan.

      Mona and Kiev, Eli and Shayla, Arwen and Brock, Scarlett and Patrik, Caia and Blaze, River and Caleb, Field and Aida, and Caspian and I were present, along with Bastien, Phoenix and Viola, and the other Daughters. We had eyes on Strava through both telescopes. One gave us a view of Ta’Zan’s occupied archipelagos, while the other was set up with a blood spell to stay focused on Rose and Ben’s crew.

      The image wasn’t clear on the latter, mainly because of the snowstorm raging above them, but we caught glimpses of the icy refuge in which they’d taken shelter, and we didn’t see any signs of hostiles flying around. So far, so good.

      “Do we know what they’re planning to do next?” Bastien asked, wearing a permanent frown. He wasn’t going to rest until he got his family and the rest of GASP back home safely.

      “Ben and Rose?” I replied. “Not yet. They’ll be coming online soon, though. We’ll ask them.”

      As if summoned, Rose’s voice came through our earpieces.

      “Everyone there? Caleb? River?” she asked.

      “Yes, we’re all here,” Caleb replied, then gave River a soft nudge and a smile.

      “Me too,” she said. “Ben? Are you with us?”

      “He’s busy with Lumi and Kale,” Rose replied. “We’re getting ready to deploy again.”

      “Am I late?” Derek asked, jumping in on the group’s comms channel.

      I couldn’t stop a grin from stretching my lips as I heard my great-grandfather’s voice again. It wasn’t the first time since the blockers went down, but, after not knowing how they were and with no way of reaching them for so long, every time he spoke was a marvel.

      “Nope, you’re right on time,” Bastien replied. “How is everyone there?”

      “As well as expected.” Derek sighed. “I’m waiting for Isda to give me some updates about Sofia. I haven’t seen her since Ta’Zan took her.”

      “She’ll be okay,” Arwen interjected. “She’s a tough cookie. Plus, Ta’Zan won’t risk alienating you by hurting your wife. It wouldn’t make sense. He’s not exactly a textbook sadist.”

      “I agree. But I’m still uneasy,” Derek replied. “Let’s focus on what’s coming next. Rose, honey? What’s the plan here? Share with the whole class.”

      Rose chuckled softly. “We’re splitting into three teams again. We need to find a better shelter, to establish a central base for other Faulties to find us. Lumi and Kailani will lead the fae on a little trip to reach out to the Hermessi again. And Elonora’s crew will sneak back into the colosseum. They’ve still got work to do.”

      She went on to explain the to-do list of each team, until we were all up to speed. It brought us to the next topic of our discussion.

      “So, what do we do?” Mona asked, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not kicking back while our people on Strava do all the hard work.”

      “About that. I actually have an idea,” I said, then nodded at the four Perfects. “I think they can help us. The Perfects, I mean,” I added, for Rose and Derek’s benefit.

      “What do you mean?” Patrik replied.

      Nathaniel stood up, looking around at the table. “We’ve gathered enough intel from our recorded memories to infiltrate the colosseum. We could sabotage it from the inside without arousing any suspicion.”

      “Ta’Zan wouldn’t immediately realize that we were missing in the first place,” Deena added. “There were thousands of us out there. We could’ve simply drifted into space. We could’ve reentered the atmosphere later. We regenerated, and here we are, back in the colosseum.”

      “And Ta’Zan wouldn’t know to get to us with his wireless memory restore system, either, because he won’t even remember us,” Uriel said. “The system doesn’t just restore memories willy-nilly. It needs someone to give it a target. With Douma or Raphael it’s different, because Ta’Zan knows them, he knows what happened to them, he knows they’re still alive, he can set them as targets—though that endeavor would be useless, since they have blockers on. Once we get inside the colosseum, we’ll steer clear of Ta’Zan. Even if we do bump into him, he wouldn’t realize we’re foreign agents now. Like I said, he doesn’t keep track of us like he does with Douma or Raphael. Those two are important to him, for some reason.”

      “Therefore, you wouldn’t need blockers, like Douma and Raphael?” Rose asked.

      “For the amount of time we’re going to be in there, no,” Nathaniel replied. “Think about it this way. It’s an in-and-out thing. Our goal is to just plant and detonate the devices. Ta’Zan and the others won’t even know. We’ll just be four Perfects in a sea of Perfects. We’re inconspicuous.”

      “That makes sense. It does spare us the trouble of having to put serium blockers on you. That would be a logistical nightmare.” Rose sighed.

      “I agree,” Caleb said.

      Everyone else was quiet, their eyes wide as they took it all in. Judging by the auras I could read, they seemed curious, maybe even open to the possibility of Perfects helping us. There were still slivers of doubt here and there, but I couldn’t exactly blame them, not after the fleet disaster.

      Uriel took a deep breath. “We could destroy certain sections without arousing suspicion. We could do pretty much whatever you want us to do—even talk to other Perfects and see if we can sway them away from Ta’Zan.”

      Silence settled across the table. We all looked at each other, as if waiting for one of us to take the lead and say something in response. Unsurprisingly, Mona, ever the firecracker, was the first to speak up.

      “Why would you help us? I mean, I get that you don’t agree with what Ta’Zan is doing and whatever, but he created you. His destruction may be the only thing standing between him and the end of this world—for us, not for you. You’d be fine, because you’re Perfects. So, why?”

      “We don’t want to perpetuate mass murder and genocide. While we are, of course, grateful to Ta’Zan that we are alive, it doesn’t mean we’re fine with just turning a blind eye or, worse, killing in his name. He doesn’t own us. We can make our own paths in life, without his influence. All of us can do that, including the many brothers and sisters who cannot yet see things the way we do,” Nathaniel said.

      “As long as you can guarantee that Strava will be our home, and that we will be left alone once Ta’Zan is gone and peace is restored, we’re okay with doing whatever it takes to help you,” Angelica added. “We’re more than fine with sharing our world with Faulties and the Draenir. I’m sure we’ll do our best to make reparations to both species, for what Ta’Zan did to them.”

      Bastien got up from his chair and casually walked toward one of the wall screens, which had an aerial view of the winter island where Ben and Rose’s crew had settled temporarily. He thought about it for a while, then gave Nathaniel a glance over the shoulder.

      “Will you die for our people to succeed?” he asked, his tone low and cold.

      Nathaniel blinked several times. “I understand we’re quite difficult to kill.”

      “Nevertheless, a pulverizer weapon could turn you to ashes. Will you be okay with that, as long as it secures the survival of others in this camp?” Bastien replied.

      I had to admit, that was a good question. The answer wasn’t easy, though. And there could hardly be a wrong answer, to begin with. Self-sacrifice wasn’t a requirement in an alliance, in a partnership, even in a temporary team-up meant to help us survive. No one was required to die, when such a moment arrived. It was a deeply personal choice, and there was nothing stronger, in all the creatures I’d met, than the will to survive.

      Therefore, I wouldn’t have blamed Nathaniel if he’d said no. Maybe it would’ve made me a little wary, but I wouldn’t have held it against him.

      “In the absence of other options, maybe,” Nathaniel replied, surprising us all. “I cannot guarantee it, though. It would depend on the circumstances, on my psyche in the moment. The one thing I can commit to, without batting an eye, is loyalty. I want your side to succeed.”

      “You people are driven by love and by freedom,” Deena added. “Ta’Zan is leading our people under a lie, and he’s damaging the planet in the process.”

      Patrik frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Phoenix scoffed, amused, as he pulled up an image of Strava’s atmosphere on one of the screens. “This really shouldn’t have come as a surprise. They were bound to notice the weather patterns and geographical changes that the planet has been going through. They’re brilliant Perfects, after all. It took us days to figure it out, and they did it in hours.”

      “Again, what are you… Oh, wow,” Patrik gasped, finally noticing the changes on Strava.

      The terrain was changing. The Perfect population was expanding too fast for the planet’s environment to keep up and adapt. Forests were coming down at an alarming rate, to make room for more colosseums. Black smoke rose from recently built production centers—probably where they were refining the black oils required for Ta’Zan’s ships to function.

      He’d yet to figure out our combination of magic and technology, so he’d copied our backup fuel tanks from the downed fleet. We only used those in case of emergency, if the magic ever failed, regardless of the reason.

      Ta’Zan was forcing Strava into an industrial revolution, for which it simply wasn’t prepared. Phoenix outlined certain ocean areas with red.

      “These are fishing areas. Tons of ocean creatures, especially the big ones, are hunted and killed every day,” Phoenix said. “We don’t know what they’re doing with them, but the Perfects have clearly become a threat to their environment.”

      “The trees will keep getting cut. The weather will change. The chimneys will continue to spill noxious gases into the atmosphere,” Patrik breathed.

      “It will get worse, and fast,” Nathaniel said. “So, I’m not surprised that the Hermessi showed willingness to help stop him. I wouldn’t want to live in a derelict world, devoid of its natural beauties, either.”

      “Frankly, we’re not at all comfortable with the idea of killing, but, you know… if we’re to kill, we might as well do it for the right reasons,” Uriel said.

      He had a point there, and I found myself nodding in agreement.

      “What do you think?” I asked, looking at Bastien, Field, Aida, River, and Caleb. Their opinions mattered first, since they were at the top of the chain of command in GASP for the time being.

      Bastien exhaled. “I think we’ll have to talk about it. Alone.”

      We weren’t going to get much more out of him at this point in time. I gave the Perfects a sympathetic smile and a polite nod. It was all I could do. They seemed genuine in their desire to help. And, if we had four Perfects to infiltrate the colosseum undetected, then that could give us one hell of an advantage.

      One that could forever turn the tide in our favor.

      One that could help us defeat Ta’Zan.
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      When Ta’Zan tore me from Derek’s side, I felt the world unravel before me.

      I ended up trying to fight him, and the collar shocked me out of consciousness. I lost track of time. When my eyes peeled open, I found myself inside a glass box with a ventilation system—much like the one I’d been in when Ta’Zan first abducted us.

      To my surprise, however, I wasn’t inside some dark cave. From what I could tell, I was still inside the colosseum, as diamond walls rose proudly around me. This was a private hall, complete with a sleeping area and a dining space, lounge furniture, and a terrace that opened out to the jungle below.

      The sunlight filtered through, broken on the color spectrum and casting rainbow flakes across the room. I spent hours in absolute silence, wondering where I was and how I could get back to my husband and my friends. I did know that this whole situation had been created by Ta’Zan purely out of spite and in a moment of anger.

      Derek had made him snap, and for good reason, too. There was no way that Ta’Zan would’ve ever seen this coming. We knew too much, and so did our people out there. They’d used that information against him, and they’d set him back by a week or more. It had to sting, and Ta’Zan had to retaliate in order to not lose face in front of his Perfects. With powerful weapons or not, a weak leader was no leader at all, not when he ruled over a nation as powerful and as raw as the Perfects.

      On a coat rack, not far from my glass box, there hung dozens of gray silken tunics, all clean and perfectly smooth. Judging by the diamond embroidery on the chest and sleeves, they could only belong to one person. On the other side of the room, just inches from the terrace archway, was a writing desk with a chair. A computer system was mounted on top, its glowing blue cables going into the diamond walls and rushing somewhere else in the colosseum. Next to it were notes and a quill, the feather from one of the multicolored birds I’d seen out in the wild.

      I was alone for hours, and I spent each second taking in every single detail that the room had to offer. When he finally came through the door, I already knew I’d been brought into his home. Ta’Zan ignored me that morning as he crossed the room and took a seat in front of his computer system. He said nothing for a while, working.

      It was as if I were invisible. Or maybe a goldfish inside an aquarium bowl. A mere decorative mouth-breather. Nothing more, nothing less. Normally, that would’ve made me feel insulted, but, after the kick in the nuts he’d gotten from my Ben and Rose’s operations, I was grateful.

      After he was done, he walked past my glass box to pick up another silk tunic. He changed behind a decorative screen, emerging in a new outfit—this time, riddled with diamond embroidery. His usual choice of tunic was much simpler, but, for some reason, he’d chosen the most bejeweled outfit in his wardrobe. That had to have a purpose. Ta’Zan was not a slave to vanity.

      He gave me a sideways glance as he moved toward the sliding double doors leading into the hallway. Suddenly, heat burst through me. I never liked his attention. It always bordered on creepy, and, given the circumstances, it could be a signal of something worse headed my way.

      I was practically helpless here, and I still had the collar around my neck. I couldn’t talk to anyone, since I’d left the earpiece with Derek before Ta’Zan came to the dome, all storms and thunder. He’d isolated me from the rest of the pack, basically, and it had the intended effect on me. I was on edge and working hard not to give him the satisfaction of seeing my discomfort.

      Instead, I took a seat on the ground and watched as the doors closed behind him.

      

      A couple of hours later, as the sun moved to a higher point in the sky, Amal came in. She carried a syringe on a silver tray, her face straight and her orange eyes filled with secrets—some she’d probably never even shared with Ta’Zan. I’d met enough creatures in my lifetime to recognize the vibe of someone who kept secrets.

      She stopped in front of my glass box. I narrowed my eyes at her and slowly got up.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I need some blood samples from you,” Amal replied.

      “Why?”

      “The usual, Sofia. Your vampire genes are the backbone of Perfects. Just because you were separated from the group doesn’t mean you’re any less important.”

      I rolled my eyes, crossing my arms.

      “When am I going back?” I retorted.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. When he’s less angry, I suppose. He’s doing this to punish you and Derek. He knows how close you are to one another, and he’s using it against you.”

      “That’s more than obvious, thank you,” I said.

      Amal sighed, clearly disappointed with my replies. I couldn’t care less. She’d screwed us before; I had no reason to trust her or take her at her word, anyway.

      “I’m telling you so you don’t let it happen again,” Amal said. “Be a little wiser, Sofia. It’s not how you’ll get ahead in this world.”

      “Sorry, I don’t take advice from Ta’Zan’s minions.”

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she focused on her task and placed a hand on the glass. An opening formed, leaving room for her to put her hand through, the syringe ready to draw my blood. I pursed my lips, staring at it for a while.

      “I don’t see why I should make it easier for you,” I muttered.

      “Protocol Bell, five, seven, two, three,” she said.

      It didn’t make sense, until a mild electrical current zapped through me and startled me. I froze, realizing what she’d just done.

      “Vocal commands for the collar? Seriously?” I breathed.

      Amal smirked. “I know all the codes, all the tricks and loopholes. If you want to make this harder on me, I’ll gladly reciprocate.”

      I didn’t have much to say in return. Once more, I was at the mercy of my captors, and I hated it. I also had to comply, since I knew the shocks would only get worse if I resisted. At the same time, I was curious about what other so-called tricks and loopholes she knew—and whether she was disclosing them on purpose.

      I put my arm out for her to draw the blood she needed from my wrist. She could’ve picked any other, better length of vein, but she seemed to prefer the wrist. It stung, and I bit my lower lip to stifle a gasp. She drew about two hundred milliliters, then moved back. The glass opening was sealed, and I was isolated once more.

      Amal placed the syringe back on the tray, then walked away. She stopped in front of the doors but didn’t turn to look at me.

      “I’ve put Isda in charge of your care. She’ll bring you blood soon,” she said. “Ta’Zan wanted to starve you, but I convinced him not to.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I mumbled.

      I had a hard time being friendly at this point, especially with Amal. Her kind of treachery was the worst, because she poisoned me with hope before stabbing me and my people in the back. The Faulties had obvious reasons not to trust her, even though she was one of their own. Amal was too devoted to Ta’Zan to think clearly. She’d saved Isda from getting destroyed like Monos and the other rebels who’d helped us, but I wasn’t sure she’d done it out of the kindness of her heart.

      “I don’t need your thanks,” Amal replied. “I don’t need your judgment, either. I know exactly what I’m doing, and your irritating sense of righteousness won’t change that. In the meantime, I strongly advise you not to annoy Father anymore. He’s already on edge, and your people have tripled my workload since the ships were destroyed. Neither of us has any patience left for snark or threats.”

      “What is he planning next?” I asked, though I was pretty sure that I wasn’t going to get an answer. Amal wasn’t the sharing kind. “Our people screwed up his flight plans pretty good.”

      Amal didn’t move. I would’ve killed to see the look on her face, but I resigned myself to hearing the bitterness and irritation in her voice, instead.

      “You didn’t screw anything up. You merely postponed the ships’ construction. We’ll start from scratch,” she said. “He only has me to rely on, as far as the blueprints and the ship mechanics are concerned. I’m training other Faulties to assist me. All you did was buy yourselves some time, but it won’t do you much good. Even with the towers down. You can chat amongst yourselves all you want, but it won’t change what’s coming. Our ships will rise, and our people will conquer the universe.”

      “You continue to underestimate us.”

      “No, I know exactly what you’re like, and, most importantly, I know what you’re up against. These little gimmicks that your people have managed to pull aren’t nearly enough to bring my father down. Up your game, or spend the rest of your lives inside the dome, like animals in an enclosure.”

      Amal left the room. I listened to the hiss of the doors closing behind her, wondering if there was any hidden meaning in her words. Was she actually encouraging us to try harder and take heavier measures against Ta’Zan, perhaps? Or was she just droning on about how undefeatable he was?

      Without Amal’s honesty, I didn’t really have an answer. I only had enough patience to settle back on the floor and wait for Isda. She was going to help me. I didn’t expect her to get me out or anything, but she was capable of passing messages along between Derek and me.

      Suddenly, I was baffled, left with a question I hadn’t thought of asking. Out of all the Faulties in this colosseum, why had Amal chosen Isda, specifically? She knew our history. She knew that Isda had helped us. What was the point?
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      I didn’t immediately open my eyes when I woke up. My instincts had warned me against it, since I remembered everything that had happened. I knew I was being watched, and, judging by the straps I’d felt tightened around my neck, waist, wrists, and ankles, I was heavily immobilized.

      For a while, I just listened to the sounds around me. Computerized systems beeping, metal tools clanking, the sound of rushing water in a nearby basin, and footsteps. There weren’t that many of those. Judging by their pattern and sound, I counted two Faulties and one Perfect. The latter I instantly recognized by scent alone. Cassiel smelled of oceans crashing against the rocky shores and fragrant musk from the tops of desert cliffs.

      When the ground had split open before us, back on Merinos, I’d had every intention of following Dmitri down the hole. Cassiel, however, had other plans. I hadn’t even seen it coming. One moment I was rushing to jump in, and the next, I’d been snatched like a small animal by a winged predator.

      My heart ached. I didn’t like being away from Dmitri. From the moment I’d become aware of my existence, and in the absence of memories, I’d only had his face and his warm smile to comfort me. His sharp features and curious green eyes sent tingling sensations through my body, and his snappy comebacks made me smile a lot. Dmitri was my guide through this world, and despite my clearly superior physical abilities, I found myself in awe of him.

      What he lacked in supernatural prowess, he certainly made up for with his intellect and sense of humor. He came from a happy family. He’d been a happy kid. He’d experienced the ups and downs of life already. He’d fallen, and he’d had to pick himself up, more than once. And to think I’d tried to snuff out his dreams and help Ta’Zan destroy his life by imprisoning him.

      When I finally opened my eyes, I prayed to all the stars that they wouldn’t wipe my memories. I was terrified of the prospect, actually. I didn’t want to forget anything—I didn’t want to forget myself. Ta’Zan had no right to dictate what I could do or say, what I could forget or remember. I was not his tool.

      I was inside a lab of some kind, with white crystal walls and a multitude of computer screens and large circuit blocks. Probably processing units, if I remembered correctly. Dmitri was really good with the tech stuff. I got most of it, but he was the crew’s genius. From what he’d told me, he, Phoenix, and Jovi formed the Techy Trinity of The Shade. That title always made me chuckle. I missed him already.

      Two Faulties were monitoring my vitals on one of the screens. Wires were connected to the backs of my hands and my temples. I instantly recognized Amal, since she was a perfect copy of Amane, with her long white hair, her amber scales, and her bright orange eyes. She briefly glanced over and noticed that I was awake.

      “Watch her,” she said to Cassiel, who was standing next to me, uncomfortably close to my head. I looked up at him and narrowed my eyes, wishing he could feel the hatred I harbored toward him.

      He didn’t. He just grinned. “Morning, sunshine.”

      “I swear, as soon as I get out of here, I will tear you apart and feed you to the turquoise tigers,” I snapped, suddenly furious enough to fight against my restraints. It was useless, but I’d managed to at least startle him.

      “Easy on the aggression, Douma. Amal devised a new tranquilizer, and it knocks the living daylights out of you,” Cassiel replied.

      “At least I won’t have to put up with your smug face!” I said.

      “True, but the aftereffects are horrible, like hammers repeatedly bashing your head in.” Cassiel chuckled. “So simmer down, Douma. What comes next is inevitable.”

      “You betrayed us all!” I said. “Elonora, Raphael, Nevis. They all trusted you! You helped them, even! How could you do all that? How could you turn on us the way you did?”

      Cassiel lowered his head, his lips inches from my ears. “Bringing Ta’Zan down isn’t as easy as one, two, three. Breaking a couple of towers and burning down some ships won’t stop him. I’m not stupid, Douma. I know where I’m better off right now, and it’s not the losing side,” he whispered, as if not wanting the Faulties to hear him. Part of me told me not to give him away, in case he was, in fact, secretive toward them. He could be useful later, and I could eventually hold it as leverage against him. “That being said,” he added, then raised his voice for the others to hear, too, “you’re lucky that you’re wanted back here, Douma. Take advantage of this opportunity. Consider it a new beginning.”

      “You’ve already stolen my new beginning,” I hissed.

      “Listen, I’m not proud of all the lying and backstabbing I’ve had to do,” Cassiel replied, straightening his back. “It’s for the greater good, though. Our people deserve the best future, and we all have to pitch in. You included.”

      “I want freedom. Nothing more, nothing less,” I retorted, struggling more against the restraints. I could feel the thick and harsh textile bands digging into my skin.

      Cassiel placed a hand on my shoulder. “Stop struggling. You’re heavily medicated, anyway. You wouldn’t even be able to stand up.”

      I immediately understood what he meant. Despite my ability to move and react against my restraints, there wasn’t much strength in my limbs. My muscles felt soft, like jelly. My head was pretty light, and the room started spinning as soon as I moved my head left and right. They’d drugged me to keep me under control.

      “I’ll never forgive you for this,” I muttered.

      “You don’t know me well enough to forgive anything,” Cassiel replied, smiling. “We’ve only just met.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re the same people. We should be fighting together, not against each other.”

      “Which is why you were brought back here,” he said.

      “Dammit, it’s not what I meant!” I growled, rolling my eyes.

      He knew what I’d meant, but he’d chosen to irk me, instead. Amal moved away from the monitor and came to my side. She motioned for Cassiel to step back. He did as instructed, while she pressed a button under the mattress I’d been lying on. The bed’s upper half bent upward, giving me a better, more upright view of this world.

      The place was beautiful and pristine, and it smelled of wildflowers and sanitizing substances. It felt eerily familiar, as if I’d been here before. Technically speaking, I came from here, but I didn’t have any memories of the place. Dmitri was right, it seemed. One’s olfactory sense could trigger memories thought lost. I was definitely experiencing a bit of déjà vu here.

      “Stop agitating her,” Amal said to Cassiel. “Father isn’t too happy with how you conducted yourself on this mission. Don’t make it any worse.”

      Cassiel sighed. “Good grief, you’re aspiring to become a Ta’Zan yourself, huh?”

      Amal blinked several times, then shifted her focus back to me. “Father will want to talk to you,” she said.

      “He can talk all he wants. I’m not really the listening type,” I replied, prompting Cassiel to laugh lightly.

      Amal shot him a deadly glance, then looked at the other Faulty. “Bring Father in. Douma is ready to see him.”

      The Faulty didn’t wait to be told twice. She scuttled out of the room, leaving me with Amal and Cassiel. I took advantage of the temporary silence to think about Dmitri and the others. Even without my memories, I could still be useful, and there was a part of me that ached to be with them, to guide and protect them. They needed me. And I needed them.

      When the doors opened again, my stomach churned at the sight before me. Ta’Zan was tall and handsome, but there was a coldness about him that I couldn’t overlook. He made my blood curdle without even speaking. This wasn’t a feeling that a parent was supposed to inspire, especially in his children. No, he felt clinical. Dead inside.

      “My darling, you’re back,” Ta’Zan said, the shadow of a smile fluttering across his face.

      It didn’t do much for me. He still freaked me out, but I kept myself calm, quietly observing his every feature, trying to assess whatever I could at this first glance. He came closer, his eyes—strange, like Cassiel’s and Raphael’s, one blue and one green—fixed on me. Shivers ran down my spine.

      “Cassiel, you’re no longer needed here,” Ta’Zan added, without looking away from my face. “Meet me in the ruby hall. We will talk some more.”

      The sound of his voice wasn’t exactly encouraging, and Cassiel didn’t seem excited with the prospect of meeting him later. Nevertheless, he nodded, then left the room, leaving me with Amal and Ta’Zan. I was now more vulnerable than ever, and I hated it. All I could think of were ways of escaping, so I could get back to Dmitri. I couldn’t bear to be away from him. It wasn’t just the urge to protect him, though. There was something else that was calling to me, pulling me toward him. I just couldn’t figure out what it was, exactly.

      Silence settled for a minute or so, while Amal checked something on a glass tablet—a computer I’d seen Amane use, as well. Ta’Zan gave me a warm smile, but it only made me more anxious.

      “Douma, what do you remember?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?” I replied, frowning.

      Amal shook her head. “Just looking through Cassiel’s notes. According to him, Douma’s memory chip was extracted, and she’s got a serium blocker implanted in her spine, instead.”

      “So she doesn’t remember anything. They reset her by force,” Ta’Zan muttered, his gaze settled on me. I could almost hear the wheels in his head turning. “Whatever shall I do with you, then, my child? After all, you’re one of my brightest.”

      “You could always just let me go,” I said.

      “Then again, you did get yourself captured by inferior outsiders. I’m not sure how bright you might be, after all,” he said.

      “Is that how you plan on bringing me back to your side?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He inhaled deeply, putting his hands behind his back. A muscle kept ticking in his jaw. “What are her options?” he asked Amal.

      “I can implant her old memories again and see how she deals with them. Or I can just cut her head off, download the backup onto a new chip, and simply reset her. Have her pick up where she left off,” Amal explained.

      “You will not touch me!” I snarled. “I like myself the way I am. I don’t want you in my head. I don’t want any of you telling me what I can or cannot do!”

      “Hm,” Ta’Zan murmured. “I think the latter may be necessary, though I frankly dislike it when we’re violent against our own people.”

      I let out a mocking chortle. “You’re kidding, right? Everything you do is violent against your people. The way you control us. The way you mess with our heads and lie to us. All the crap you shove down our throats serves you and you alone. The rest of us are left to wallow in your delusion, to lead miserable existences while you make us kill innocent people. I don’t want anything to do with you. Hell, right now, you’re better off killing me. I don’t want you to turn me against my friends.”

      He looked stunned, his eyes wide as he stared at me. Then, disappointment and anger settled on his face. Amal didn’t seem comfortable at all, discreetly taking a step to the side and putting a little more distance between them as she pretended to fiddle with her glass tablet.

      “Amal,” he said.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Do a complete wipe and reset. Remove that ridiculous serium blocker and get a copy of her original memories back inside. Use one of the new chips you designed,” he replied. “I do appreciate your sister’s handiwork,” he added, pointing at me, “but I don’t like it when it hinders my enterprise.”

      I shook my head vehemently as he smiled once more.

      “You’re not going to erase me!” I shouted.

      “You’ll be restored to your former glory, that’s all,” he replied.

      “No, I’ll be reset back to brainwashed-obedient-animal mode!”

      “Enough, Douma,” he said sharply. “It’s for your own good. I will see you soon.”

      Ta’Zan turned around and headed for the doors. The farther he got from me, the more terrified I felt, the prospect of getting my memories erased again clutching my throat. Amal prepared a series of sharp instruments on a table, which she wheeled closer to my bedside.

      Once we were left alone, I had no choice but to try and plead with her not to destroy my life. I’d barely gotten the hang of it.

      “Amal, please. Don’t do this,” I said, my voice trembling. “You can’t do this to me.”

      “I’m not comfortable with it, but if Father ordered it, it must be done,” she replied, then drew a red liquid through a slim syringe. That needle was going to pierce my skin soon, and I could feel my heartrate spiking. I wasn’t fond of needles, apparently.

      I broke into a cold sweat, and desperation quickly turned to anger. “Dammit, Amal, you’re supposed to be smarter than this. Amane can’t be so horribly wrong about you!”

      Upon hearing her sister’s name, Amal stilled, her expression firm and impossible to read.

      “I take it Amane talks about me,” she mumbled, then flicked the syringe and pushed out the air bubbles before injecting the red liquid into my vein.

      “She does, and she never stops praising your intelligence. Which is why I can’t, for the life of me, understand why you’re doing this to me, to your siblings, to the rest of the world.”

      As soon as the needle went in, I held my breath. Fluid heat spread through my arm, then quickly seemed to swallow me whole, as if I’d just been dumped in a volcanic lake.

      “She doesn’t know me as well as she thinks, then.” Amal replied.

      “She’s your twin. Of course she knows you!” I said.

      “Amane betrayed me and ran away! I don’t care about the opinions of cowards!” Amal snapped.

      “You’re wrong. She is anything but a coward. All she did was pick the right reason to fight. She’s out there, putting her life at risk, trying to find a way to stop Ta’Zan from hurting more people, from dragging us down with him. From dragging you down with him, in particular,” I said. “If there’s anything in this world that truly terrifies Amane, it’s the thought of losing you.”

      Amal shook her head slowly. “She lost me the day she walked out of here.”

      I wanted to respond, but my brain went into overdrive, reacting to the red liquid. It had a strange effect on me, like billions of hot little strings tied up around my body and pulling me down. Dragging me out of the conscious universe.

      “Please. Don’t do this. Don’t take away my memories. They’re all I have,” I managed, my tongue feeling heavy and swollen.

      I was seconds away from passing out, and despite my strength, my abilities, and my resolve, I was destined to become a thread of dust in the wind, at the mercy of my circumstances. Unfortunately, my body was too numb for me to feel any form of outrage. I could no longer move at all.

      “I’m sorry for what I’m about to do, Douma.” She sighed. “But you will thank me later. I promise you.”

      “Screw… you…” I whispered.

      That was everything I could muster before my eyes rolled into my head and darkness enveloped me like a blanket.
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      I felt like a lion in a cage, stalking about and growling under my breath as I thought about Sofia. Isda had assured me that she’d be okay, that Ta’Zan wouldn’t hurt her, that he’d only separated us to hurt me.

      Well, he’d certainly succeeded. But I couldn’t show him that.

      I had to do my best to focus on what lay ahead. I occasionally handed the earpiece around to the others in my crew, giving them, including Jax and Jovi, a chance to catch up with their brothers and their families. It felt nice to be able to talk to them, at least. It made being stuck in this dome slightly more palatable.

      I’d listened in on both teams’ conversations—Ben and Rose’s, here on Strava, and Caleb and River’s, back on Calliope. One thing was clear to me now: the pulverizer pellets that Rose and Ben’s crew used to destroy the Perfects were pretty much the same chemical makeup as what Ta’Zan had unleashed upon Monos and his fellow rebels. There was a slight difference in consistency and release, but the effect was immediate and permanent—destruction. We’d all agreed that Ta’Zan had clearly stolen a lot more than just infrastructure and technology from the Draenir. We’d also understood that it was this pulverizer toxin that kept the Perfects in check. Whenever Ta’Zan had threatened to take one of them back to the drawing board, that’s what he’d meant. Wiping them out completely.

      Even so, things were looking pretty good for us, provided we all did our part. Our Stravian troops had done a stellar job so far, and I trusted them to do the same going forward. As far as GASP’s alliance with the four Perfects they’d brought back was concerned, I was genuinely curious.

      With the right amount of knowledge and information, they could certainly pull off a proper infiltration. Four Perfect agents on our side could inflict tremendous amounts of damage. We might’ve bought some time here, but it still flowed, and not in our favor. We had to play all the cards we had, and I definitely thought of Nathaniel, Uriel, Angelica, and Deena as aces up our sleeves.

      “How are you doing?” Lucas asked, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Sore,” I grumbled, rubbing the back of my neck an inch above the collar’s entry point. Those shocks could disable an elephant, not to mention me. My whole body ached. “You?”

      He shrugged. “Same. But I couldn’t stand by and just watch him take Sofia away,” he replied. Lucas was one of many who’d gotten themselves electrocuted when Ta’Zan grabbed my wife. We’d all reacted on pure instinct at the time. Now, Lucas, Yuri, Claudia, Vivienne, Xavier, Cameron, Corrine, and I were heavy in our steps, our muscles hurting and our egos bruised.

      But our resolve was stronger than ever.

      Ta’Zan’s empire was coming down, one way or another. The upside to our condition was that we’d trained our minds to work with the collars, carefully thinking and speaking, constantly testing its limits and computerized intelligence. They were pretty basic devices, and we’d developed an impressive tolerance to their temperature spikes—the warnings before the electric shocks.

      It allowed us to discuss certain things before we had to stop.

      It wasn’t enough to make us active participants in the planning process of GASP regarding our situation, but we were able to agree or disagree on different proposals, and to even make suggestions of our own, where possible.

      “Thank you,” I said to Lucas. “Sofia and I are fortunate to have you all with us.”

      “Meh. Brotherly love and all that mushy stuff,” he replied with a half-smile. “Back to business, though. What do we do next?”

      I motioned for Vivienne and Xavier, Cameron and Liana, Corrine and Ibrahim, Aiden and Kailyn, Claudia and Yuri, Jax and Hansa, and Jovi and Anjani to come closer. Marion and Heath were quick to join them, and we huddled together in a tight circle.

      “We can’t just sit on our hinds here,” I said. “I certainly don’t intend to give Ta’Zan any kind of satisfaction. He may have taken Sofia, but he hasn’t won anything. On the contrary, we’re finally moving on the offensive. We have some momentum here.”

      “It would be a shame to miss our opportunity to strike,” Xavier muttered, pursing his lips.

      “Since when have we ever missed out on an opportunity to screw our enemies, huh?” Corrine replied, chuckling softly.

      “We have prime intel on Ta’Zan now. We know, for a fact, that he created and released the plague that killed the Draenir,” I said. “The Faulties and the Perfects think it was the work of nature. We should let them know otherwise.”

      My collar was warming up already.

      “It wouldn’t be us working against Ta’Zan,” Lucas replied, grinning like the devil himself. “It would simply be dissemination of truth. His people deserve to know what kind of leader they have.”

      Claudia scoffed. “They must understand that if he did it to the Draenir, he could do it to them, too,” she said. “Isda will surely put the word out among the Faulties.”

      “They just need to be more careful, if they plan to rebel again,” Cameron replied.

      “Amal betrayed them the last time,” I said. “I doubt they’ll inform her of anything the second time around.”

      The double doors opened. The Perfect guards stationed outside allowed a group of Faulties to come in, led by Isda. They pushed the food carts, loaded with pitchers of fresh blood and servings of cooked food, fresh fruits, and water bottles. We did our usual routine, mingling with the rest of the prisoners and grouping ourselves in large clusters as we allowed the Faulties to move between with the carts.

      Perfects were watching from the door, supposedly making sure the Faulties didn’t fraternize with the prisoners. That never worked for them, but they didn’t need to know that. Isda snuck through to our group, dispensing blood and food as needed.

      “Sofia is fine,” she said, looking at me. “She’s kept in a glass box in Ta’Zan’s private quarters.”

      “Oh, that is so creepy,” Claudia breathed, looking as if she’d smelled a putrid pair of socks.

      I took the blood I was offered and gulped it down. I needed my strength—it was the one constant in my life here. At any moment’s notice, things could change dramatically, and none of us were to be caught unprepared. We’d trained for situations like this, and we knew that it was only a matter of time before we had to put it into practice.

      “She’s well taken care of,” Isda added. “I was put in charge of looking after her.”

      I found myself frowning, surprised by such a decision. “How so?” I asked.

      “Amal insisted, apparently,” Isda replied. “I don’t understand why, but at least I get to keep an eye on her. So, if there’s anything you’d like me to tell her, please let me know, and I will make sure she hears it.”

      Aiden shook his head slowly. “Something’s off here. Is this some ploy of Amal’s to screw you over?” he asked Isda.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “She already knows enough about my recent actions to get me destroyed. She could’ve done it by now, too. But she hasn’t. I’m not sure what to think, to be honest.”

      “Well, she doesn’t strike me as a sadist interested in simply prolonging your agony,” Kailyn replied, then looked at me. “What do you think, Derek?”

      “I’m as baffled as anyone else. I don’t know what game Amal is playing. If I’m to follow the simplest rationale, I’d say that, despite her loyalty to Ta’Zan, Amal has some kind of soft spot for Isda. Maybe she doesn’t want to see her get hurt.” I sighed.

      “She could be playing a long con,” Claudia offered.

      “How? By getting Faulties killed and turned to ashes?” Vivienne asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Speaking of things that don’t make sense, I had the dream again,” Kailyn interjected. “The one where the world pretty much ends.”

      Lucas groaned. “Me too. What about you, Viv? Any more visions about the earth opening wide and eating us, bones and all?”

      Vivienne shook her head once. “Nothing. Just this constant feeling of dread, somewhere at the bottom of my consciousness. Like things are about to get crazy and deadly for everyone involved.”

      “That’s sort of redundant at this point,” Corrine replied.

      “The dreams are recurring, it seems,” I concluded. “I suppose the Hermessi are trying to tell you something.”

      “They’ve certainly told Ben’s crew quite a lot lately, haven’t they?” Jax chimed in. “The waterworks, the ground splitting open and moving them to another island altogether… They’re definitely reaching out, in their own weird, ancient way.”

      I nodded slowly, scratching my growing stubble. By my standards, I was in desperate need of a shave. Sofia liked it scratchy, but she wasn’t near me now, and it had once again become a nuisance. It was the least of my worries, obviously, but a good pause to make in my line of thought.

      My right hand lingered in my pants’ pocket, where Amal’s medallion was still hidden. She’d asked me to give it to Amane when I saw her next—what a cruel joke that had been, since she’d sold us out minutes later… However, I didn’t toss it, though I should’ve. I had a feeling I might still give it to Amane. Whether it was optimism or not, it didn’t matter. The thought of seeing Amane, which was synonymous to freedom in my head, was enough to keep me going.

      Once I got back to the issue at hand, I had a clearer picture.

      “So, Amal worries me,” I said. “I’m not sure where her allegiance to Ta’Zan ends, and that’s a scary thought to have. Granted, she made sure Sofia is well taken care of, but still. I’m uneasy. On top of that, we have recurring fae visions, like some sort of subliminal message, from the Hermessi. And a scientist-emperor who’s been keeping secrets from his people. Of these three issues, I’d place my bets on the last as an avenue to work.”

      Isda nodded. “Ta’Zan created the plague. I know. I overheard Amal and Ta’Zan talking earlier. She knew about it already.”

      “Of course she did. She and her sister helped design it,” Claudia said.

      Isda seemed sad, lowering her head. “I didn’t know. And I feel terrible. My father is a monster. What does that make me?”

      “Ta’Zan chose to be this way. It’s a question of character, not genetics,” I replied, feeling the need to comfort her. “You, Isda, can be whoever you want to be, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. There are consequences for all our actions in life, but the key here is to aim for the positive ones. We cannot get those without doing good in return. The universe works like that, and Ta’Zan will soon learn that the hard way.”

      Isda thought about it for a while, then raised her chin, her eyes glimmering with determination. “What do you need me to do, Derek?” she asked.

      I smiled, amazed by how far she’d come in such a short time. From the meek and perpetually scared creature we’d first met, blindly devoted to Ta’Zan, to the quiet and cunning revolutionary, driven by her desire to live and love freely, more than anything in the world. I didn’t know when she’d fallen for Marku, exactly, but I did recognize the impact that he had on her. With him out of the colosseum, Isda seemed more determined than ever to overthrow Ta’Zan’s growing empire. And we were all right there with her on this one.

      “Tell Sofia I love her, and that we’ll be back together soon enough,” I replied. “Since she’s in Ta’Zan’s most private space, I do urge her to analyze everything she sees, hears, and even smells. The more we know about him, including his personal habits, the better. We’ve got everything else covered here.”

      My collar was hot enough to bother me, now, so I gave Lucas an elbow nudge. We’d been through these motions before. He knew when to pick up where I’d left off.

      “And we need you to spread the word among the Faulties and even the Perfects about Ta’Zan’s role in the plague. Your people need to know and understand,” he added. “I doubt they’ll be okay with such a lie.”

      “Shall we consider this their character test?” Ibrahim asked.

      “I suppose so,” Isda said, smiling.

      She then gave me a soft nod and moved deeper into the crowd to finish dispensing the food for the prisoners. We were ready to go into the next stage of this nightmare—the smart offensive. The deviousness, the lies and the sneaking around, the sabotage and the theft were not in our nature, but we were experts at employing such measures when the situation called for it.

      In fact, we would’ve made some kickass villains ourselves, if we wanted to.

      But we chose the righteous path, mainly because of Sofia. I couldn’t wait to hold her in my arms again. Right after I beat Ta’Zan into a bloody pulp for taking her away from me in the first place.
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      We let Raphael and Kallisto lead the way up north after we reached the border islands of the crazy weather cluster. Dmitri, Ridan, Amane, Varga, Nevis, and I followed in pairs, constantly looking around and making sure we weren’t spotted or followed by anyone.

      Varga did most of the True Sight scanning for the better part of an hour, before I took over. The islands grew bigger the farther we got. Even through my smoky goggles, I could see the splendor of daylight, the sun casting its golden rays across the archipelago, making the turquoise ocean glimmer like the most beautiful, endless gem.

      Until not too long ago, I’d begun to hate this place. It was the root of a lot of pain and misery for me. This was during a time when I didn’t know whether my brother was still alive or not. Now, however, Strava’s charm seemed renewed. Hope was riding the ocean breeze and the crisp, northern winds, as if beckoning us to keep going, to never give up until the world was no longer threatened by Ta’Zan.

      “We’re dangerously close to the Perfect colosseums,” Raphael said, looking to his right, into the distance.

      The horizon shimmered here and there—diamond structures rising from faraway islands. Above, flashes crisscrossed the sky in an irregular pattern. Sonic booms echoed overhead, like thunder.

      “We’re still at least fifty miles from the nearest one,” I replied. “It should be enough to not draw any unwanted attention.”

      “I’m still uneasy. My stomach’s upset. I think it’s some kind of bad feeling,” Raphael muttered.

      “We’re going farther north, anyway. We’re putting more distance between us and them,” Nevis said, as if trying to reassure him. I hadn’t even spotted the change in his demeanor toward Raphael, but I was willing to bet it had to do with our kiss. It had shifted everything in its path, and my lips were still tingling, many hours later.

      Dmitri checked the map on his tablet. “According to our scans, there should be a former Draenir city not far from here,” he said.

      Nevis took my hand in his, squeezing gently. I was surprised by the warmth of his physical gestures, especially as they were coming from the prince of a literally frozen kingdom. Briefly glancing around, I noticed Varga’s raised eyebrow. Uh-oh.

      My brother was incredibly protective of me—for good reason. The last time I’d given my heart to someone, I got it back in pieces. Karma was sweet, even so. Connor was bussing tables and experiencing the misery of an unemployed writer, while I was out here saving the entire universe (or, at least, trying to) and falling for Nevis, a most extraordinary creature. Varga just didn’t want me to get hurt again.

      I gave him a soft smile and a wink, hoping it would be enough to stop him from going into attack-dog mode. Once his jaw was locked, he didn’t let go. This time, however, it didn’t work. Varga was still determined to watch over me. Given our circumstances, he was extra protective, and it was adorable.

      “We can draw up an action plan when we get there,” Varga said, keeping a hilariously close eye on Nevis and me. I had a hard time not laughing.

      Raphael chuckled. “Provided there’s still a ‘there’ for us to get to.”

      “There should be. During the last telescope scan, the structures were still visible,” Dmitri replied.

      “Ta’Zan wouldn’t care for them, in any way,” Amane interjected. “He’s building his first, then tearing the old ones down. He used to say that if there was such a thing as spirits, those of the Draenir would be watching from those ruins as he builds a new world on top of theirs.”

      “Jeez, he’s tormenting them beyond the grave.” Ridan sighed, shaking his head in dismay.

      “Let’s give the bastard credit,” Varga replied. “He sure knows how to hold on to a grudge.”

      We advanced through the woods of one of the smaller islands that were part of a northern string, taking advantage of the tree cover to move freely and unfettered. The air was crisp and salty in these parts. This wasn’t a jungle, though. It had the feel and appearance of an ancient rainforest, with giant trees and stony hills rising here and there, the floor covered in moss and tall grass.

      Animals moved with us, large, bear-like predators watching us from dozens of yards away. They were smart enough to know that, if they weren’t careful, they could easily become dinner, despite their impressive size. Birds squawked above. The songs weren’t soft and melodious, but rather reminiscent of the magpies of Earth. Even so, this place was incredible. The perfect spot for a romantic cabin in the woods.

      “We will have to be extra careful the second time around,” Raphael said as we kept moving. “Ta’Zan will have strengthened security by now. While we may have that nifty invisibility spell of yours, it doesn’t make us invincible. They could still figure out a way to expose us.”

      “Agreed. Which is why I presume you’re taking us toward the northern entrance of the colosseum,” I replied. “Maintain the element of unpredictability?”

      “You could say that. Technically speaking, they won’t know which way we came in the first time,” Raphael said. “To be honest, I’m taking you through the north side because I have a feeling we’ll find Amal a lot faster from there. Ta’Zan’s private quarters are in the northern section, and I know Amal will be close to him.”

      “Like a loyal little lapdog,” Dmitri grumbled.

      “Whoa…” Raphael stopped on the edge of the woods, just as we reached the white sand beach. “That is… beautiful.”

      Beyond the beach and the strip of turquoise water was another island, significantly wider than this one. It followed a similar terrain pattern, with a wide sandy shore, thick forest skirting the base of the stony mountain, and rivers pouring down from the top. Only, this time, there wasn’t a peak. It had been cut off—or so it looked, anyway—and its insides scooped out to make room for a city.

      The Draenir had once lived here. Using my True Sight, I was able to ascertain the size of this settlement. It could’ve easily housed about five thousand Draenir, having been built on multiple levels along the inside of the mountain walls.

      We had to get closer, though, for me to fully comprehend its architectural splendor and the logic of its infrastructure. “We should go in,” I said. “The coast is clear. No hostiles of any kind nearby. The mountain itself seems abandoned, and not just by the Draenir, a hundred and fifty years ago,” I murmured.

      Nevis nodded, then took the lead and walked over to the shore. He gave me a sideways wink, then allowed his frost to spread out and form a narrow, but sturdy bridge across the water. It stretched all the way to the scooped-out mountain.

      We dashed toward the other end, the non-slip ice a thrill to run on. Knowing that Nevis could make it extremely slippery with the mere blink of an eye made me smile, wondering what Varga would look like once he lost his footing.

      It felt nice to have that kind of mischievous thought. The world itself was no longer dark and grim and filled with pain. Whether it had to do with my brother’s return, Nevis’s kiss, or both, it didn’t matter. It added a spring to my step, and I intended to take advantage of that.

      Once we reached the mountain, Varga and I searched its southern ridge for a way in. The area was naturally sealed and secured, protecting the city from intruders and even some weather nuisances, given the tall limestone walls surrounding it. We found a small door covered in ivy-like greenery, probably unkempt after a century and a half of neglect.

      Raphael pulled it open, breaking whatever lock it had had on the other side. We went through the unlit tunnel, its walls covered in a different, strange-smelling type of dark moss. Kallisto instantly covered her nose.

      “Move quickly, and don’t breathe in,” she whispered, then darted forward.

      We followed, doing as we were told. Once we reached the city, we all took deep breaths, leaving the tunnel behind.

      “What’s wrong with the tunnel?” I asked.

      “That’s evil-weed growing on the walls,” Kallisto explained. “Its spores are extremely toxic. It loves dark and damp spaces.”

      “Toxic as in deadly?” Ridan replied.

      Amane smirked. “More like, toxic as in it’ll turn your stomach inside out for a week or two.”

      Mine churned at the mere thought of it. I shook the feeling away and focused on the stunning view before us. This Draenir city must’ve been quite the treasure in its heyday. It was built on the walls, using a combination of stairs, narrow slopes, and solid limestone platforms to hold its houses and public spaces. Its structure resembled that of a colosseum, ironically, and at the bottom, in the very middle, was a pool of crystal-clear water with large pipes opening in four different directions.

      This was a water system that resembled the one where our people had found Herakles. It seemed to function on the same natural principle. Water gushed out from below, forming the pond, then streamed outward through the carved pipes. The rivers thus formed, then trickled down the mountain, toward the ocean.

      The buildings were mostly intact, though covered in all kinds of greenery and wildflowers. Nature had taken over in the absence of Draenir. Trees grew in the most peculiar places, pushing their way through paved alleyways and the town square, their branches reaching out, curling and invading nearby homes through the broken windows.

      It was quiet. I didn’t ignore the goosebumps it caused. We were looking at a ghost town.

      “They died here,” Varga murmured, frowning as he looked around.

      I followed his gaze and instantly understood what he’d meant. The houses closest to us had strange decorative elements outside. Some were reaching toward the edge, perhaps the water, while others were headed for the doors. To our dismay, the decorations were the skeletons of Draenir, killed by a blood thirsty Ta’Zan. Dozens were sprinkled throughout the town, most of them entwined with rogue ferns, bushes, and colorful flowers.

      It was sad and beautiful at the same time.

      “This is heartbreaking,” Amane said, holding back tears as she walked down an alley to our right. She stopped in front of a trio of skeletons, one of them smaller. “This must’ve been a family. They didn’t stand a chance.”

      Ridan was quick to put an arm around her shoulders to console her. She didn’t push him away. Instead, she shuddered and caved in, crying her heart out. He held her tight, as she hid her face in his chest.

      “Ta’Zan did this,” Kallisto mumbled, staring at the same family. “He’s got so much blood on his hands. It’s beyond unforgivable.”

      “The sad part is that the Draenir weren’t really looking to overpopulate the planet,” Raphael said, his hands resting on his hips. “During my early days in the colosseum, I snuck around and read some of the data Ta’Zan had stored about the Draenir. It added to my desire to break free of him, in the end. From what I gathered, most of the Draenir in the big cities were quite heavy on population control. This is more of a rural settlement, a middle-sized town. I’m seeing more than one child who died here.”

      Varga cleared his throat. “I counted twenty just on this level.”

      Above, the giant trees stretched out, covering most of the open space and giving us plenty of shade—enough for Varga and me to take off our masks, hoods, and goggles. We couldn’t let the thought of dead Draenir children bring us down. As depressing as it was, we were on a mission.

      “Okay, let’s focus,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention, including Amane’s. She was in the process of wiping her tears. “This was a town, right?”

      Raphael nodded. “Pretty advanced settlement, too,” he replied, then pointed at a tower structure built on the lip of the mountain wall. It was made from metal and powered by still-glowing serium cables, even though it, too, had been covered in greenery. “That’s a communications tower, for example.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet you there’s a power generator somewhere,” Kallisto said.

      “Okay, let’s find it!” I exclaimed, eager to get away from the flowery skeletons.

      We searched the bottom level first, where the Draenir had built a series of storage units. Inside most of them, there were the rotten remains of grains, degraded by the passage of time. Moss and wild shrubs grew in patches of dirt, where vegetables had probably been kept. The wooden floors were decayed and riddled with holes. Behind a large metal door, however, marked with a series of different symbols, was the power generator. Dmitri and Raphael fiddled with its circuit entrails for a while, until they managed to find and flip a series of switches.

      The generator roared to life, humming and coughing, as if clearly indisposed by our meddling. Nevertheless, its revival’s effects were immediately visible. Lights went on around us and inside all the house and public buildings, as the system gradually resumed its previous life.

      Incandescent lightbulbs twinkled between the branches of trees. Some popped, but many remained, giving off a warm glow and making the flowers look alive, somehow.

      “Well, consider me impressed,” Raphael said. “This is old-school technology, serium-powered electricity supply, enough to feed the entire town.”

      Dmitri looked at the wall to his left, where several tall canisters were lined up. Thin pipes came out and moved along the bottom edge, vanishing into the opposite walls. He touched one, then quickly withdrew his hand with a hiss.

      “Hot!” he croaked.

      “So, what, central heating?” I replied, slightly amused and equally impressed.

      He nodded. “They had a pretty decent life here. The cool part about serium, from what I can tell, is that it’s not a polluter, like the fossil fuels they use back on Earth.”

      I looked down, using my True Sight to scan the underground. I couldn’t see much except strips of shimmering blue crystals. “There’s a massive serium deposit under the mountain. Unlimited energy for these folks.”

      We went back to the first level, where we’d first arrived, and found ourselves astonished by the overall view. There was a rainforest growing over a Draenir town, in the heart of a limestone mountain. And up in the crowns of the oldest trees, thousands of lightbulbs were lit up, making it look like any traveler’s dream. The lights flickered here and there, many reflected in the pond below.

      “This will look gorgeous later tonight,” I breathed.

      “Provided that Perfects don’t find us here, I wouldn’t mind going out for a walk to further explore this town,” Nevis said, mostly to me.

      My heart was wrestling my ribcage already. I took a deep breath to calm the little pumping demon down, then offered a quick smile. “I wouldn’t mind, either.”

      “Geez, get a room, you two,” Varga groaned.

      Nevis shot him an icy glare. “You do realize this town is filled with rooms, right?”

      My lips pressed into a thin line, barely stifling a laugh.

      Raphael, however, didn’t hold back. “Good grief, Lenny, I don’t think your brother likes your lover!”

      The statement made both Varga and me blurt out the same reply.

      “He’s not her—”

      “He’s not my—”

      “Varga can dislike me all he wants,” Nevis cut us both off. My face and ears were burning at this point. “We can always talk about it.”

      Awkward silence engulfed us. Kallisto, Ridan, Amane, and Dmitri stared at us, their eyes nearly popping out like ice cubes from a silicone mold. Varga and Nevis glowered at one another for a while, with Raphael looking so delighted, as if he were watching some scandalous reality TV show.

      I, on the other hand, was just about choked up by embarrassment. And I’d had enough already.

      I hooked my arm around Nevis’s, then pulled him away from the group and toward the nearest set of stairs leading to upper levels. “We’ll take the west side. You guys check the rest!” I announced.

      Without waiting for a reply, and without looking over my shoulder to see my brother’s perplexed expression, I guided Nevis up the stairs, fueled by adrenaline. I didn’t even realize how close my body was to his until he stopped me at the top of the stairs and wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight for a moment.

      “You seem to crave your brother’s approval of me,” Nevis said, almost knocking the air out of my lungs.

      I exhaled. “What exactly would he approve, anyway?” I asked. “Also, how would you know? I’m the sentry in this relationship, not you.”

      “Regarding the former question, my presence in your life. There’s clearly something going on between us, whether you want to admit it or not,” he replied. “And as a side note to your latter question, you’re referring to it as a relationship, so I’m inclined to believe you admit it. I don’t have to be a sentry to read your body language and understand how important family is to you. If I had any living relatives, I, too, would want them to accept you in my life.”

      I blinked several times, trying to process his complicated, yet bafflingly simple response. He lowered his head, his lips just inches from mine, then glanced to his right and below, where, much to my exasperation, Varga was still standing, watching us, while the others had dispersed to explore the rest of the town.

      Nevis was doing this on purpose. He seemed to enjoy riling my brother up.

      “You and he will either become best friends or kill each other,” I breathed, looking away from Varga and back to Nevis, whose icy blue eyes never stopped sending delightful little shivers down my spine.

      He smiled, then pressed his lips against my forehead. I instantly sank into him, relaxing in his arms. But it didn’t last long. He politely stepped back, then took my hand and pulled me down the narrow alleyway. To our right, there were houses with stone-paved streets. To our left, open space, and the pond rippling below.

      “I’d prefer friendship,” Nevis finally replied. “I would hate to cause you grief by killing your brother.”

      I giggled, almost not recognizing myself in that sound. “I like how you think my brother wouldn’t be able to kill you. He totally could, you know. Varga is one of the best fighters I’ve ever come across, and I’m not saying it because he’s family. I’ve seen him in action, during training. That boy can totally kill a Dhaxanian prince.”

      “Then I would hate for your brother to cause you grief by killing me,” Nevis shot back, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      “You’re pulling my leg,” I said.

      “It was just too easy,” he replied, then gave me a gentle squeeze of the hand.

      We walked around for a while, headed for the north side, where a town hall was still present, albeit covered in weeds and more wildflowers. This place was eerily beautiful, and I could almost see the Draenir living here, carrying water from the pond in large brass pitchers, plucking fruits from the trees growing in their yards, meeting up in the public squares, talking and laughing…

      I stopped imagining when thoughts of the plague snuck through and nearly ruined the picture for me. I preferred thinking of them as they had been, not as the flowery skeletons they’d become. The irony of beauty in death did not escape me. I just wasn’t ready to deal with it, choosing to deal with Nevis’s presence in my life, as he’d put it, instead.

      “What is going on between us?” I blurted, my mouth taking the lead before I could stop it.

      He didn’t answer right away, and, when he did, he offered another question. “What do you want it to be, Elonora?”

      “Why are you asking me?” I replied. “I asked you a simple question. I would like to know what you want it to be.”

      He smiled again. “It’s funny. When it comes to fighting Perfects, you’re as vicious and relentless as they come. Yet, when it comes to admitting your feelings toward someone, you hide behind a wall, as if your own feelings could eat you alive.”

      “I do have a history of—wait, hold on.” I stopped halfway through, my train of thought disrupted by a strange sight less than twenty yards away from us.

      I let go of his hand and rushed forward, reaching a small altar in the middle of the town square. It was shaped like a pyramid, with its top cut off and replaced by an artesian fountain, both elements made from a pale blue crystal.

      “I think it’s pure sapphire,” I said, then reached out and touched the front side. It felt cool against my fingertips, the water trickling down from the fountain and spreading like a sheet over all four sides. Beneath, engraved in the crystal, were a series of stylized symbols. One I partially recognized: three wavy lines, one on top of the other. “This looks familiar.”

      “I believe it’s a symbol of water. We’ve seen it around Strava before. It was in the pod cave, as well, along with symbols of the other three elements. But I think it has a different significance out here,” Nevis said slowly, leaning forward to get a better look.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, slightly confused.

      “I think we’re looking at a Hermessi altar,” he replied.

      “Whoa. How’d you jump to that conclusion?”

      “Logic. This city is blessed with natural, clean water. In the middle of its town square, its most ceremonial spot, is an altar,” he said, then pointed to the stone slabs surrounding the pyramid’s base. Plants grew between the slabs. “They brought offerings here,” he added.

      He was right. And it wasn’t just food they’d offered. There were jewels scattered through the dirt, home objects and personal trinkets, all of them damaged by time. I recognized a little mirror, a set of combs, several rings, and a gemstone bracelet. They weren’t just dropped there. They’d been carefully deposited, and more symbols had been carved into the stone beneath. The ceremonial ensemble was impossible to ignore.

      “The Draenir worshipped the Hermessi?” I managed, trying to wrap my head around the realization.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. The only possibility that gives this altar any kind of sense,” Nevis replied. “I doubt this faith would’ve spread into the bigger cities, though, or Rakkhan would’ve known something. Maybe it stayed in the small towns, like this one. Should we ask him, perhaps?”

      I nodded, then pressed a button on my earpiece. “Rose, are you there? Can you talk?”

      A second later, her voice came through. “Hey, Lenny. Yeah, I can talk. What’s going on? Where are you?”

      “We found the Draenir town we’d talked about,” I said. “I’ll send you a full report later, once we’re done exploring it, but, for now, here’s a gem. Apparently, there’s a Hermessi altar here, smack in the middle of the town square. I mean, we think it is, anyway. It looks like an altar, and I think we found the Draenir symbol for water engraved on it.”

      “Oh, wow,” Rose murmured. “Is there anything else to confirm your assumption?”

      “Just the rotten offerings left behind, at this point,” I replied. “Do you think Rakkhan knows something about it?”

      “No. I spoke to him already. He’s not aware of temples or any kind of Hermessi worship,” Rose replied. “It came up before Kale took her team out to try and reach out to them.”

      Nevis looked at me for a moment, his lips slowly parting. He couldn’t hear what Rose was saying, since I’d contacted her on our private line, but he was watching my expression shift. However, there was a strange intensity in his eyes.

      Time interrupted its linear flow, allowing us to linger like that for a while. I just lost myself in his gaze, wondering if he’d kiss me again, and hoping he’d do it on the lips this time. I was too much of a coward to kiss him myself. How long is that going to last, though, you little chicken?

      I even forgot that I had Rose on the line. She’d been talking, but I hadn’t heard a single word.

      “Lenny, are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yes, yes. Sorry. You were saying?” I mumbled, heat spreading through my cheeks as I looked away from the Dhaxanian prince, worried I’d slip into another trance.

      “It’s worth checking out their records. They might have something,” Rose replied.

      “Okay. I’ll let you know. Thanks,” I said, then ended the conversation.

      “There’s one way we could make sure we’re making the correct assumptions here,” Nevis said, as soon as I pressed the second small button on my earpiece. “Check out their archives. They must keep records somewhere.”

      I smiled. “Rose said the same thing.”

      Before I could say anything else, Nevis gripped my hand and led us toward the town hall, a pantheon-like building overlooking the structure we presumed was a Hermessi altar.

      I had to admit, the Draenir’s culture was fascinating, especially since we knew very little about it. But finding out that some of them believed in the Hermessi shouldn’t have come as too much of a shock—the natural elements were clearly powerful here on Strava. That had to stem from somewhere.

      Otherwise, they never would’ve been able to reach out to Ben, Vesta, or Kailani. If the records confirmed a belief in the Hermessi, then we were definitely on to something. Given that most of the Draenir stored their archives on magi-tech drives, chances were we’d find some videos, too.

      I kept my fingers crossed.
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      Plants with white and yellow blossoms, each curled petal the size of my palm, climbed over the town hall’s outer walls. It was a stunning display of nature taking over Draenir structures. Inside, it was just as wild.

      Vines loaded with large, waxy leaves and multicolored flowers stretched over the floor. The yellow and white blossoms reigned over the inner walls, too, and small trees grew here and there, having made their way through the small gaps between the floor slabs. It was as if different species of plants had come to an agreement here—some took the ground, others took the floor, and a few even ventured up on the ceiling.

      The end result was an accidental indoor garden, loaded with wonderful fragrances that tickled my senses. The shapes and some parts of the furniture were still visible. We spent some time looking around, checking shelves and storage closets, until we found the archive hall right behind what must’ve been the reception desk.

      It was huge, its ceiling tall and its atmosphere cool and humid. The walls were covered with shelves, and serium cables traveled from one corner to the other, connecting each wall storage system to a large table in the middle. On top, it had dusty screens, while below were the processing units. Despite their humble living, compared to the city Draenir, these people employed the same technology.

      All their records were stored on glass tablets, much like the ones we’d found in the strongholds. We’d learned how to connect them, but we weren’t yet sure about how to read their contents. Amane, Kallisto, and Raphael were the only ones who could possibly help us, at this point.

      “We should get the others in here,” I said, as we continued to check the metal plates mounted on each shelf. We were looking for the water symbol—well, hoping to find it, anyway, assuming it was going to be this easy.

      “The locals will know the language,” Nevis replied, standing several feet away as he looked at another shelf.

      “Amane will probably know more. I mean, they could be storing everything here.” I sighed. “Names, dates, historical records, wedding parties. Everything.”

      A few moments passed quietly. Neither of us moved to call the others through our earpieces. Instead, we ended up gazing at each other without saying anything.

      “You should call Amane in here,” Nevis finally said, his expression blank, impossible to read. His aura, on the other hand, was a jumble of shades of amber and gold. My heart squeaked a little.

      “Yeah. I will,” I whispered.

      “Why don’t you do it now?” he asked.

      A sigh left my chest. “I’m kind of enjoying this right now.”

      His gaze softened on me, and my heart proceeded to sing like a manic soprano. Good grief, this Dhaxanian prince was going to make or break me… and I was okay with both, for some masochistic reason.

      “This… what, exactly?” he muttered.

      “You, me, a bunch of records we can’t read. If this isn’t romantic in this day and age, I don’t know what is,” I said.

      A split second later, Nevis stood before me, his knuckles gently tracing my cheek. “Whatever will I do with you, Elonora?” he asked, his voice low and husky.

      “I have no idea,” I managed, near hypnotized by his touch. Then, a very reasonable question smacked me in the back of the head. It was past time to ask it. “Why haven’t you found someone?”

      He stilled, clearly surprised. He’d probably thought I didn’t have it in me to ask. Hah. In your face, Nevis, you gorgeous creature.

      “What do you mean?” he replied.

      “I mean, why is this happening?” I asked, pointing at him, then at me. “How come you’re not married and whatever?”

      “Who says I’m not?” he retorted, and I nearly braced for the ceiling to come crashing down on me, until I spotted the shadow of a smile fluttering across his face. He chuckled softly—a sight I’d rarely seen since we’d arrived on Strava, though, knowing him, it was rare on any planet that he set foot on. I didn’t respond, giving him the opportunity to explain himself. He knew what I’d meant, anyway. “Elonora, I stopped looking a long time ago.”

      “But why? Don’t you want heirs?”

      He offered a shrug. “Frankly, I’m more interested in the soul. In melding mine with someone else’s. I believe there must be a spark of sorts, when two people meet. As if the instinct points your soulmate out before you even utter a word,” he said. “For a while, I did look among the people in my kingdom. I’ve met Dhaxanian ladies, most of them quite nice, but there was no spark. No will to move forward. Just this feeling of obligation to produce an heir. Frankly, given all the time I’ve got left to live—which, mind you, is a lot—I just don’t want to spend it with someone who only wants to have my child. As cold as I may seem, I do believe in love, Elonora. It fuels everything.”

      Well, that was unexpected. I was speechless, looking at a whole new side of Nevis, a part of him I’d never had access to before. And to think that, less than two months ago, we’d met at the Shade party, and I’d immediately labeled him as a heartless mug.

      I nodded slowly, trying to find the right words, because my mind was already getting strangled by my heartstrings. Nevis had so expertly pulled and plucked them that I could no longer function properly. Never mind the Draenir archives. I’d completely forgotten about those, and the fact that we needed Amane to help us.

      “Okay, so, you haven’t found a Dhaxanian wife,” I replied. “What does that mean for me? For me and you, specifically?”

      He smiled, as if he knew something I didn’t. It irked me a little, because I was about to open my heart to him, and I feared he’d stomp on it and crush it. I wasn’t sure I’d recover if he did. “Ask what you really want to ask, Elonora, and I will be truthful in my answer.”

      I scowled. “Fine! Do you like me?”

      He leaned forward suddenly and kissed me. Deeply. Until the world stopped spinning. Until the ground vanished from beneath my feet.

      Then he pulled his head back, his icy blue eyes turning dark, like a rumbling arctic ocean.

      “That’s not an answer,” I croaked, my knees threatening to divorce me.

      “I don’t like you, Elonora,” he replied. “I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love with you.”

      My chest hurt, and I suddenly had a hard time breathing. I recognized the golden threads in his aura. Nevis was telling me the truth, and I could see and understand it, clearly, for the first time—without a shred of doubt.

      “You… Oh. Okay,” I mumbled.

      He smiled again, and my insides melted further.

      “There was a spark,” he went on. “At the party. When I met you and deemed you insufficient to be my wife.”

      “Wow, you do not mince words, do you?” I replied, genuinely astonished by his bluntness.

      He laughed, and it was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. It was a constant surprise to be around Nevis these days, I had to admit. Ever since that first kiss, it was as if I’d been granted access to the real him, and not the sharp block of ice I’d first dealt with.

      “I admit, from a Dhaxanian point of view, we should never be together,” he said. “It’s why, despite the spark I felt, I forced myself to consider you insufficient. Traditions are important to my people, and I try to think the same way.”

      “And yet, here we are,” I murmured.

      “You’re not insufficient, Elonora. You’re more than I could possibly ask for,” he replied, further demolishing me on the inside. “I would like to be able to bring you back to Neraka and introduce you to my people. I doubt they’d hate you.”

      “Whoa. Okay. Hold on. You’ve already thought about introducing me to your kingdom?”

      My heart was racing a hundred miles a minute, and I couldn’t for the life of me slow it down.

      “You are royalty,” he said. “By all forms of protocol, including those in my kingdom, I could easily arrange our marriage. I thought—”

      “Oh, damn!” I blurted, my eyes bulging.

      “I haven’t made a plan. I’ve simply thought about it,” Nevis replied quickly. “I wouldn’t want to rush you, since, given our circumstances, there might not be much of a future ahead of us anyway. Please, do not think I’ve been preparing for marriage. It’s not what I’m trying to get at.”

      “Then what is it you’re trying to get at?!” I asked.

      I’d suffered enough with Connor to last me a lifetime. I sure as hell wasn’t ready to address the concept of marriage. I was still stuck on opening up to someone for the first time in a few years! Though, I had to admit… had it not been for the scars on my soul, I probably would’ve jumped in Nevis’s arms already. This guy was perfect, astonishing, and incredible, all rolled into one and encased in a thick layer of ice—my favorite kind of challenge.

      “That I’ve thought about it. That I look at you, and I wonder what my life would be like with you in it for more than a week or two,” Nevis said, calming my nerves. “There was a spark, Elonora. I’ve never felt the spark before. For a while, I didn’t even think it existed. That it was just my delusion. Then you showed up and, well, I froze.”

      I burst into laughter.

      “You froze?” I managed, struggling to stop myself from doubling over.

      He tried not to laugh, but the corners of his mouth kept twitching. “Yes. And now, I… I am at a loss, because I don’t like being away from you for more than a second, I don’t like how Raphael keeps flirting and dropping hints, even when you don’t catch on, and I certainly don’t like how there’s an evil overlord out there who wants to keep us apart forever and put us in glass boxes. In contrast, I do like being around you, I like the taste of your kiss, and I love how I feel when you look at me.”

      I was finally floored, no longer able to contain myself. His confession had brought out something new in me, something I’d never thought possible.

      Without saying anything, I put my arms around him and lifted my heels.

      He didn’t hesitate. He caught my mouth in a kiss just as I was about to do the same. Our lips touched, and the world disappeared, thread by thread. Before I could even realize it, he lifted me off the ground and pushed me onto the nearest table. My back ended up glued against it, with Nevis on top, working my lips so hard I could barely breathe.

      In my mind, the wheels were turning at supersonic speeds. When had this happened? How come I didn’t see it coming? Was Nevis such a stellar thespian that I’d missed the signs? Or had I been too busy swooning over him and fearing heartbreak at the same time, so that I simply didn’t pay attention?

      When he slowed down just enough to gently nip at my lower lip, a gasp escaped my throat. Nevis tightened his hold on me and dove back for more, merciless in his caress. We were both equally hungry for one another, but he was decisive and relentless, his tongue exploring my mouth while I reveled in the sharp, cool taste of him. His hands moved up and down my sides, then stopped to squeeze my hips before moving back up. I was out of breath, and yet I couldn’t get enough of him. My sentry senses exploded, amplifying everything as his fingers dug into my flesh, demanding that I surrendered everything unto him, the Dhaxanian prince. He was ruthless in his conquest, and I didn’t mind it one bit. It offered me a thrill I’d never experienced before, and, by the stars, it was incredible…

      Nevis was the most unexpected thing to happen to me, and the single most decisive shift in my life. To think that Ta’Zan and his plan to destroy my world didn’t even come close to that spoke volumes. And as the ice king deepened our kiss, I had to admit… I was hooked.

      Fire bloomed in my veins as my soul almost reached out to touch his, fueled by this otherworldly feeling between us—a feeling for which I was ready to kill a thousand Ta’Zans, just so I’d never be deprived of it ever again.
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      Varga, Kallisto, and I searched the town’s upper levels for a while, as Amane, Ridan, and Raphael went ahead and did a full roundabout tour of the place. There wasn’t much to explore. It was a ghost town. Most of the Draenir elements were dead or covered in weeds. Wildflowers grew over tables, twisting through pieces of jewelry and candlestick holders. Ivy-like greenery dressed the walls, both in and out. In some of the houses, trees grew in the middle of the room, having spread across the ceiling before breaking out and upward through the windows.

      Nature didn’t care about who lived here. After all, it had no problem decorating the skeletons and turning this whole place into a saddening botanical wonder.

      We spent the better part of the afternoon here as the sun went down somewhere in the west. The sky darkened, taking on a reddish hue before it plunged into purple. The outdoor lights looked even more beautiful now, on the brink of evening. They were hung in the lower crowns and nearly impossible to spot from above—the thought gave me a drop of comfort, as I was able to enjoy their beauty without worrying about Perfects flying overhead and noticing.

      The Draenir used some of the magi-tech we’d come to know them for, but they were quite conservative with it in this town. They only employed the essentials, such as heating and electricity, communications, and a variety of tools to make their lives easier. At some point, Amane was called into the town hall by Elonora—they’d found some archives there, recorded on glass tablets.

      From what I could tell, the town hall was the only building equipped with computer systems of any kind. The people here had been closer to nature than their advanced technology. I’d heard talk over the comms line about a Hermessi altar out in the town square. If the Draenir here had, in fact, worshipped these entities, then it made even more sense as to why the elements were so powerful and clearly present here.

      I let Kallisto and Varga go ahead. They went inside what looked like a cultural center of sorts. Now that the power was on, we could see the illuminated posters outside, mounted on thin glass panels. The images were still visible and colorful, despite the blotches of moss and the layer of dirt that covered the surface. There were chairs and tables outside, some still intact, others knocked over and enveloped by wilderness, or eaten down by time.

      The wide entrance allowed me to glimpse inside as Varga and Kallisto explored the first hall. I saw musical and artistic instruments, piles of journals and books, floor pillows and stools organized in small circles. This had to be a place of cultural and artistic enrichment for the Draenir, and it was nice to know that this civilization took pleasure from things and events similar to ours.

      “I bet they used to come here every Sunday to paint and dance and play instruments,” I heard Varga say.

      “Why?” Kallisto asked.

      I couldn’t help but smile, finding Varga downright endearing as he proceeded to explain the basics of cultural activities to a Faulty who’d known nothing but service to Ta’Zan and survival in the wild, up to this point. There was an interesting friendship forming between the Nevertide prince and the rogue Faulty. It wasn’t romance or anything of that sort, though. They weren’t interested in each other like that. I would’ve caught a scent, a change in their hormones, and Elonora would’ve said something, for sure.

      No, what Varga and Kallisto were developing was simpler, as they got to know each other better and realized they liked similar things—with an emphasis on exploring and eating food. These two could easily become travel buddies, provided we managed to survive this horror show.

      I left them to their own devices and went up the alley to another level. As I wandered around and checked each house and backyard, my mind wandered back to Douma. This happened on a regular basis, once every five to ten minutes, tops. She’d burrowed so deep into my soul that I couldn’t get her out anymore.

      My heart ached. I wanted her back. Hell, I needed her back. Most importantly, I didn’t want them to change her. I didn’t want her to forget about our time together without her prowling around, looking to hunt me down. There was already a resolution settled in the back of my head, though. Even if Ta’Zan did implant her old memories, I was willing to start her over again, like we’d done before. I could do it over and over, still, and not get enough of it.

      While it might’ve seemed tedious, Douma and I gradually getting to know each other was one of the best experiences in my life. No matter how she saw me, she was a true wonder.

      Something clawed at my stomach as I settled on the doorstep of a small townhouse—close enough to the edge to give me a decent view of the other side of the bowl-shaped mountain settlement. I wondered what Douma was doing. Had they brought her in already? Had they already “fixed” her, or was she resisting in a glass box, somewhere? The uncertainty was too much to take, so I did the only thing I could.

      I pressed the direct line button on my earpiece and reached out to my great-uncle. “Hey, Derek, are you there?” I asked.

      His voice came through, crystal clear, as I settled on a bench outside one of the houses overlooking the town. “Dmitri? Are you okay?” he replied.

      “Yeah, we’re just exploring this old Draenir town before we make our way down there. It was on the route we initially agreed on,” I said. “How are you holding up?”

      “As well as I can, considering,” Derek grumbled.

      “Any word on Sofia?”

      “Ta’Zan is keeping her close, but she’s okay. Isda is looking after her. Amal insisted that it be so, which came as a surprise,” Derek explained.

      “What in the world is Amal playing at, then?” I sighed. “One minute she’s helping, the next she’s selling you out, and now, what, she’s helping again?!”

      “Pretty much. We’ve got our guard up this time, though. She fooled us once; we’re not letting her do it a second time around,” he said.

      A few moments passed in silence, until I summoned the courage to ask my most burning question. “Have you heard anything about Douma?”

      There was a crackling sound in my ear, before Grandpa Xavier’s voice replaced Derek’s. “Dmitri, it’s Grandpa,” he replied. “Listen, we haven’t heard anything about Douma yet, but I want you to know we’re doing the best we can to find out. Isda will keep us posted once she learns something.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the sound of his voice. “Grandpa. How are you? How’s Grandma?”

      “Meh. We’ve had better days, I suppose,” he said. “I wanted to tell you something about her, actually. I just realized that with all the kerfuffle and running around and everything else that’s been going on, we didn’t share a pretty important piece of information,” he added, lowering his voice.

      “What’s that?”

      I got back up, feeling restless, and walked over to the fenced edge of the alley. Looking down, I felt my breath leave my chest at the speed of light. The view before me was stunning. Flowering trees glimmered with amber, incandescent lightbulbs all around and below. Then, at the very bottom and smack in the middle, the reddish sky with magenta clouds was reflected in the pond. Colorful blossoms trembled everywhere, caressed by the afternoon breeze.

      How could a place so beautiful be responsible for this much grief and anguish?

      “I heard that Ben, Vesta, and Kailani have all had dreams about the world sort of… ending. About the Hermessi,” Grandpa Xavier said. “We’ve had a similar phenomenon here. Lucas, Kailyn, all the other fae that survived the fleet attack. They’ve all dreamed about the same thing. The earth opening up and collapsing in on itself, swallowing everyone we know, destroying everything.”

      I nodded slowly. “That doesn’t come as a surprise. We’re assuming that it’s the Hermessi trying to make contact, and we know they’re particularly linked to the fae. Recently, it hasn’t been just Ben and Vesta. Bogdana and Taeral have experienced the same thing. What’s weird is that Kailani and Lumi have each had a vision. The same scene. The same destruction. The same ending. It’s what made us conclude that it’s definitely a message from these entities.”

      “Yeah, your grandmother had a dream-vision, too,” Grandpa Xavier replied.

      “Whoa… She hasn’t had one of those in years!” I gasped. “Same layout? Same outcome?”

      “Mm-hm. But, just like Lumi and Kailani, she’s only seen it once. It’s not recurring, like with the fae, who now dream about it every night,” he explained.

      “Huh. That’s interesting. I suppose it has something to do with the natural connection to the elements. Grandma, Lumi, and Kailani aren’t fueled by them, like the fae, which is why the Hermessi only managed to make contact with them once,” I said. “It’s a shame our oracles aren’t functional anymore. I sure could’ve used one of Vita’s visions by now.”

      Grandpa Xavier sighed. “You know, Viv and I have wondered about this, too. Aida hasn’t had a clear vision since she gave birth, and even during her pregnancy, there was barely a flicker of the present, here and there, random and completely unrelated to what was happening in her life. Vita, too, hasn’t had a vision since she got pregnant.”

      “Maybe they’re related. Maybe… I don’t know, what if they’re losing their oracle powers because of the kids?” I asked.

      “That’s a possibility. Would Phoenix lose his, too, if Viola gets pregnant? Or does it only apply to the female oracles?”

      I chuckled softly. “I don’t know, Grandpa. It’s not like we know much about oracle abilities to begin with. But Phoenix hasn’t had any past visions of Strava, either. I’m thinking they would need to be here, anyway, to have their visions on this topic. Proximity might be essential. Regardless, we shouldn’t rely on oracle visions. We all know what’s coming, don’t we?”

      I heard him sigh again. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. “What’s the town like? The one you’re in now?”

      Glancing around, I felt a smile stretching my lips, while grief flooded my heart in a peculiar contrast. “It’s beautiful, and it’s sad at the same time. The skeletons remain, but vegetation is taking over this place. These people were happy here. They bothered no one.”

      I went on to tell him about the flowery skeletons and the serium-powered generator. We exchanged thoughts about the Draenir’s infrastructure, and I described some of the devices and pipes I’d seen on different levels.

      It felt good to talk to my grandpa, especially at this turning point of our trial. He got my mind off Douma for a few minutes, and I needed that—desperately. I figured he needed to talk about something else besides the diamond dome and the painful routine that he and Grandma had been forced into.

      I comforted myself with the thought that I would stop at nothing until we were all together again, and free. I wanted my brother back, too. Ta’Zan had taken a lot of people that I loved. To my surprise, Douma’s name came up in that group.

      Yeah, I’m in love. And I’m getting her back. I’m getting all of them back.
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      We took the south side of Ta’Zan’s cluster of occupied archipelagos, maintaining a distance of at least fifty miles from the border colosseums. Ben, Lumi, and I led the way, while Hunter stayed right behind us, along with Vesta, Zeriel, Bogdana, Bijarki, Taeral, Draven, and Serena.

      The trip across the string of small islands was relatively easy. I may have had a difficult relationship with the Word, but I could still use my natural abilities, flawlessly. So, I teleported everyone from one island to the next. We took our time to explore each patch of dry land, while the fae in our group carefully monitored their bodies’ reactions to the environment.

      We were operating on the assumption that our fae would literally feel it if the Hermessi were stronger and more present in some places. Lumi spearheaded this endeavor, since she’d been the one to first sense them upon landing back on Merinos.

      I didn’t have much time to think about the storm brewing inside me—the Draenir deaths I’d caused, the fact that Hunter had lied to me about it. I was too busy keeping a look out and making sure we weren’t seen or followed. Every noise, every branch breaking nearby, every flutter of wings kept me on edge.

      We stopped on the beach of one of these small islands to survey the lands ahead. The turquoise ocean glimmered beneath the sunny skies. Across the water was a deep jungle, spanning several square miles and most likely hiding a secret. My instincts told me so, urging me to go check it out. I took Lumi’s and Ben’s hands, and they then locked hands with the others.

      I briefly glanced at Hunter, who was frowning as he looked at me. He’d definitely noticed the fact that I’d stopped holding his hand during teleportation. I figured he knew I was mad at him, but neither of us had the time or the energy to address this issue right now.

      We vanished, then reappeared on the edge of the dark jungle.

      “What’s this place?” Taeral asked.

      Ben checked the tablet map. His eyebrows popped upward. “Oh. There’s a lagoon on the other side,” he said. “We marked some Draenir settlements in these parts.”

      “Is there a reason why we’re here, Kale?” Lumi asked me.

      “I think so,” I replied. “It’s… I don’t know, I guess it’s calling to me.”

      “Then let’s check it out,” she said with a smile.

      I had to admit, I was deeply fond of Lumi. Sure, she scared the hell out of me sometimes, since she could be extremely cold and clinical at times when most of us would be overrun by compassion and grief, but I knew she cared about me. She was the only one who understood my rocky relationship with the Word. She was probably the only one who truly knew the pain I was experiencing. Everywhere I looked, I saw the charred bodies of the Draenir I’d killed. I was going to live with that for the rest of my life, and I didn’t know how to process it. Granted, I’d had no control over my body at the time, but still… I couldn’t help but feel responsible.

      We moved through the woods, paying attention to any strange or unfamiliar sounds. The air was dry and cool in these parts of the island, and I welcomed it with deep breaths, tired of the humidity and temperature fluctuations we’d walked and teleported through since the winter isle.

      Giant trees with thick trunks rose around us, twisting and turning until their branches were entangled overhead. Each was big enough for someone to live in, much like the treehouses of The Shade. Purple, pear-shaped fruits hung from some of them, while others boasted strings of pale yellow blossoms the size of my head.

      “Look at that,” Vesta whispered, pointing at a swarm of blue, white, and black butterflies that had settled over one such flowery string. Their wing patterns were peculiar, mimicking tiger coats. They, too, were huge, with each wing spanning the length of my palm. They moved them gently, as if congregating over a sip of sweet nectar.

      We walked past them, and they didn’t seem bothered at all. Farther ahead, basking in a single ray of sunshine that had managed to pierce through the rich foliage of the woods, was a turquoise tiger. It, too, was uninterested in us, stretching its limbs and purring as it enjoyed the natural warmth. It was close enough to be in danger, but it didn’t care.

      These were just some of the first signs that this place was not like anything that we’d encountered before. It was as if nature was calm and pleased to see us here. Well, not nature, but rather the natural elements, which all creatures needed in order to survive.

      “Damn, this is beautiful,” Zeriel muttered.

      “It’s slightly different from what we’ve seen so far,” Draven said, looking around.

      Serena used her True Sight to explore the rest of the woods. She smiled often during the scan. “All the animals here… the insects, the birds… They’re all so calm. It’s a little weird. Cute, but weird.”

      “Notice the trees, too,” Bijarki replied, pointing up.

      We followed his gaze, growing breathless when thousands of branches moved back at once, like arms untangling and making room for the sun to shine. There was sense in it, though. The crowns only parted to let a thick line of light come down, shining a path for us.

      “Follow the sun,” I whispered, my entire being humming.

      Something drew me forward. I rushed down the lit path, while the others followed. I could feel their eyes on me, but I couldn’t explain why I was so keen to get to the end of this narrow road. It was calling me.

      We darted through the woods, and the sun and the trees continued to point the way. Within minutes, the entire jungle opened up, revealing the lagoon. I came to a screeching halt, forcing Lumi and Ben to bump into me, shortly followed by the others.

      We all stilled, trying to take it all in and wrap our heads around the ethereal beauty unraveling before us. The lagoon itself was narrow and long, its white sand beach sprinkled with what had to be coral dust or crystals in billions of different colors. On the other side of the lagoon, still standing on artificial platforms made of bamboo-like wood interconnected by stairs, were approximately two dozen cottages. Shrubs and vines had grown over them, but we could still make out the general shape.

      “A Draenir settlement,” I murmured.

      “It matches our scans,” Ben said.

      Lumi stepped forward, then placed her hand on the grassy ground, her fingers combing through the green blades as she closed her eyes. Looking at the rest of my crew, I noticed that Bogdana, too, had her eyes closed. Taeral seemed drowsy, while Ben and Vesta took deep breaths, their eyes darting all over the place.

      We all had different reactions to this place, and I wondered why.

      “I can feel them,” Lumi replied, her voice raspy. “They’re strong here. As if they’re magnets pulling me closer to them.”

      “Is anyone else’s chest buzzing and humming, or is it just me?” Taeral asked.

      “Okay, we’re officially in the territory of weird, then!” Serena quipped.

      “It means we’re on to something,” Ben replied. “Notice how each of us reacts to the Hermessi’s presence. Taeral looks like he’s about to take a nap. Bogdana’s in the throes of ecstasy, and Vesta and I seem to have a hard time focusing.”

      “Yeah, it feels like the air is moving, and I’m trying to figure out whether I’m just imagining it or not,” Vesta said.

      Ben gave her a nod and a half-smile. “Me too. What about you, Kale?”

      I had to think about it before I formulated a response. How did this feel?

      “I… It’s like there’s about a thousand strings tied to my skin,” I explained, “each tugging in a different direction. It doesn’t hurt or anything, but it’s strange.”

      “I, for one, can’t feel a thing.” Bijarki sighed, his hands resting on his hips.

      “We’re not fae, nor swamp witches,” Serena said. “The Hermessi probably don’t have the same effect on us. Whatever they’re doing to us isn’t something we can sense, or even describe or quantify.”

      “So you think that we’re reacting, too?” Draven asked.

      Serena smiled. “I’m positive. We’re all living beings. We’re all still here because we depend on the natural elements. Surely, they have an impact on us, but for the fae, who actually use their powers, it’s different. And I think the same goes for the swamp witches, though maybe at a different level.”

      “Okay, so what do we do now?” Hunter replied, looking at me.

      “There’s nothing but dust and weeds and sadness on the other side of the lagoon,” Lumi said, staring at the cabins. “Nothing there for us to use, in any way. But the lagoon itself, well, that’s a different story.”

      The best part about this place was that it was almost completely isolated from the rest of the world, bordered by the lush and quiet jungle. I could still hear the echo of a sonic boom here and there, coming from far away. It distracted me. For a moment, I stood there, listening. Before I even realized it, a whisper slithered into the back of my head.

      Come midnight.

      Was that me, or some foreign entity? Maybe the Hermessi?

      Come midnight.

      “Anyone else hear that?” I asked, frowning.

      They all shook their heads. Either I was losing my mind, or someone was trying to talk to me. I exhaled, then closed my eyes and allowed my consciousness to open up. I was hoping I’d hear more. Once more, my instincts prevailed, because I did hear more.

      It was a soft and feminine voice, low and purring softly. If I could put a face to it, it would’ve been a cat. She was saying the same sentence, over and over. I listened carefully, ignoring the gasps around me.

      Come midnight, I am stronger. We should talk.

      “Oh, wow,” I heard Vesta mumble. “Come midnight.”

      My eyes popped open. “So you heard it, too.”

      “Yeah, just now,” she replied.

      “Me too,” Ben said.

      Bogdana grinned in a way that sent shivers down my spine, though I wasn’t sure why. “Come midnight, I am stronger.”

      “We should talk,” Taeral added.

      “Yep. That’s the Hermessi,” Lumi concluded.

      “So, what, we wait until midnight, then?” Hunter replied. He didn’t seem happy about that, but I wasn’t sure why. Off the top of my head, I could assume it had to do with the passage of time. Every moment we spent waiting was a moment that his parents, my grandparents, and our friends lived in captivity, stuck inside the diamond dome, while Ta’Zan plotted the end of the world.

      Then again, I could think of a few ways for the two of us to kill time.

      “Yes,” I said firmly. “Can we please go talk somewhere private, now?”

      Hunter blinked rapidly, as if trying to decide on an answer. In the end, he nodded, and I braced myself for a conversation that would either make or break us. My heart was in a lot of pain, my mind suffocated by guilt and grief. The anger I felt toward him was minor, because, deep down, I knew he’d lied in order to spare my feelings.

      But this Word connection of mine was blowing everything out of proportion. I felt as though I were in charge of steering a runaway train. Whichever way it went, I was still going to crash, having no control over the beast that amplified my emotions. The best I could do was crash with a minimum amount of damage and casualties.
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      Hunter and I walked in silence for a while, moving along the shore toward the abandoned Draenir settlements. I wasn’t sure how I wanted to start this conversation, but I knew what message I wanted to get across. I just didn’t want to drive a wedge between us, especially since my temper felt like a tinder box ready to explode.

      “I know I should’ve—”

      “You told Elonora about what I did before you told me,” I cut him off, just as he attempted to start this discussion for me. I didn’t like that. It spoke of impatience, and I had enough of that on my own, already.

      Hunter stilled, then turned to look at me. His brows furrowed, and his eyes twinkled with a variety of emotions I couldn’t exactly read. Once more, I would’ve loved some of Elonora’s sentry abilities.

      “I didn’t want you to suffer,” he said.

      “Hunter, I lost control, and I killed four innocent creatures in the process. And you kept it from me!” I retorted. “I’m not sure you understand how much that hurt! You told someone else before you told me. Me! The one who did it!”

      “And I’m sorry, but that was the best judgment I could make at the time!” Hunter said, raising his voice. “You were dazed and shaken, basically out of it! You were terrified when you realized you’d gone into that Word-mode again. I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. Hell, I still don’t think you should’ve learned about it. Damn that Cassiel…”

      I scoffed. “Oh, so keeping me in the dark is a better idea? What the hell, Hunter? How am I going to trust you if you lie to me?!”

      That seemed to hit him right in the chest. I could almost feel his pain, too, but my blood was boiling, and my lips were moving without my consent at this point. I’d tapped into something dark and powerful here, and it was driven by anger, not by hope or determination, or even the will to survive. I loved Hunter, more than anything, but how could I ever build a relationship with him if there was no trust?

      “I know you feel betrayed, and you have every reason to feel that way, but, please, try to look at it from my point of view,” Hunter replied. “You can’t see yourself through my eyes. You can’t possibly understand the dread I felt when you lit up like a star and obliterated all those creatures.”

      “So what are you trying to say? That you’re afraid of me? I’m only going to get stronger!”

      “No, Kale, I’m terrified that it will eat you alive, that I will lose you,” he snapped. “I love you, dammit! We’ve only just… you know, found each other, and I’m horrified at the thought of this Word thing destroying you.”

      My heart ached, but I couldn’t let go. I would’ve wanted nothing more than to hold him tight and kiss him at this point. However, my anger was determined not to subside.

      “You think so little of me,” I said, “if you think I’ll succumb to this. It’s part of the process, Hunter. I will get back to the surface eventually, but I need people I can trust to be around me. Not someone who chickens out at the first bump and decides it’s better to lie to me. If you’re more worried about hurting my feelings than you are about being truthful with me, what does that say about you?”

      Hunter groaned with exasperation, rubbing his face. “I said I was sorry.”

      “But you’re still missing the point! I’m strong, Hunter. I can take some truth, just like I can take the fact that I accidentally killed those Draenir,” I replied. “I’m going to have to live with this for the rest of my life, and I’m working through it. I can’t be angry with you for not telling me, on top of that. It’s not helping!”

      Silence fell between us for what had to be the longest minute, during which time Hunter didn’t take his eyes off me, his jaw locked and twitching.

      “How do I help you, Kale? How can I support you, going forward? How can I ease your transition so that, when it’s all done, you’re still alive and sane and an essential part of my life?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      That should’ve been enough to soften me up, but there was a part of me that was relentless and eager to poke back, as painfully as possible. I could barely recognize myself in that moment, as if someone else was doing the talking for me. The runaway train analogy made even more sense now.

      A crash was imminent.

      “You can start by trusting me to handle myself. I’m not made of porcelain. I’m not some damsel whose feelings need protecting. I’m a witch, and I’m becoming a swamp witch, too. So maybe start there!” I said.

      “You have to tell me more about what you’re going through, Kale. You can’t leave me in the dark here. It’s not fair. These are dire circumstances. I’m sure your oath can bend a little,” he replied.

      I shook my head, unable to even think of such an option. “No. I can’t tell anyone about the process. I’ve said it before. It’s imperative to my development. The Word will never fully accept me unless I prove myself worthy. Once it opens up to me and gives me its secrets, I’ll have to be trusted not to share them with anyone. How the hell do you think that’ll work if I can’t even keep my mouth shut about this transition phase?”

      Hunter wasn’t at all satisfied by my response. In fact, he was getting more aggravated and, as a result, he was riling me up some more, too.

      “Kale… What kind of a transition phase is this, if you lose control like that? If I don’t know what’s happening, how do I stop it the next time you slip into one of those trances?” he asked.

      “You don’t. You tell me what I missed, and I deal with it,” I said, keeping my chin up in defiance. Hunter had the makings of an alpha male, and sometimes he manifested that side of himself without even realizing it. This was one such instance, as he towered above me, with a permanent low growl in his throat. “If I can’t trust you to tell me the truth, what makes you think I’ll trust you enough to tell you how the Word’s connection is impacting me?”

      “Kale, you almost killed us, too, you know,” he fired back. “Had we not ducked when we did, we would’ve been charred corpses, too.”

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. I hadn’t thought about that, but, still, there wasn’t much I could do at this point. The process was irreversible, and I had to see it through. I’d already spoken to Lumi about it. Her induction was smoother, back when she first started. Then again, she was home, on Calliope, not at war against a ruthless megalomaniac and his Perfect killing machines.

      “You take me as I am, or you don’t. I’m well aware that I’m a possible liability, that I’m bordering the monster side of things. But I can’t help it, nor can I stop it. And you knowing more about it won’t help. It’ll simply jeopardize my induction, and I’ve been through enough already to not want to back down or lose the Word connection, in any way,” I said. “I’m strong enough to keep it together, and I’ll figure it out on my own, soon enough. All you have to do is tell me the truth. Stop treating me like I’m some weak damsel.”

      He exhaled, then stared at the lagoon for a while. I crossed my arms, mentally preparing myself for another assault on my swamp witch principles. I knew Hunter well enough to know he wasn’t going to give up so easily. He wanted me to make a concession, and I couldn’t. Not now.

      “Kale. I don’t give a rat’s ass about your swamp witch future,” he said firmly. “It’s nothing if you kill yourself in the process, if you lose yourself altogether. I love you, and I will keep loving you until I give my last breath. That much isn’t going to change. But if you don’t let me in, even a little, I don’t know how I’ll be able to just sit back and watch you destroy yourself.”

      My heart stopped for a moment. I burst into a cold sweat, as the meaning of his words came through to my tired mind.

      “What are you trying to say, Hunter?” I murmured.

      “That I don’t want to lose you. But you’ve killed innocent people, and you refuse to accept any kind of help. It’s true, I should’ve told you about what happened, and for that, again, I am sorry. However, I’m worried that you’re headed down a darker path, and that one of us will get hurt the next time. If you won’t talk to me about it, could you at least tell Lumi?”

      Rage burned through me. My ego was a tad too much, and I knew it. But, in this moment, I couldn’t stop it.

      “Stop talking to me like I’m a little girl,” I replied. “You’re in way over your head, Hunter.”

      He nodded slowly, but not as a form of agreement. His nostrils flared with anger.

      “You know what, Kale? You do whatever the hell you want. Just be careful. Find a way to control it. And remember that there are people around you who love you,” he snapped, then walked back to the others, leaving me by the cabins.

      I watched him go, until my vision got blurry and my eyes started to sting. The wedge had definitely driven itself between us, and it hurt like hell—much like an axe to the roots of a tree. It splintered my core and it made me cry.

      The friendzone would’ve been safer now. I would’ve hurt less. But there was no going back to that. Not anymore. All I could do was swallow the hurt, wipe my tears, and keep going. No matter what lay ahead, my only certainty was that the Word would eventually guide me and teach me everything. People came and went, according to Lumi. Even the ones we loved the most, the ones we thought we’d never be able to live without. The only constant in a swamp witch’s life was the Word.

      Then, if that was the case, why was I in so much pain? Why did it feel like I’d just pushed the only good thing in my life away? Why was doubt chipping away at my resolve?

      I turned toward the abandoned cabins, just to get Hunter off my retinas. It didn’t work. The image of him was forever imprinted in my mind and in my soul. Maybe there was a middle path. Maybe he was right. Maybe I could talk to Lumi some more about the Word, even though she was quite prohibitive about it.

      Sure, people came and went. But Hunter wasn’t just any “people.” He was the love of my life.
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      Night fell quietly over the lagoon. I lay down on a slab of stone poking out from the shore, listening to the sound of low waves lapping at its base. The sky above was dark blue, almost black, covered in stars, with a bluish half-moon. The jungle around us chirped and squawked with the many creatures who sought shelter in it.

      My heart felt at ease, as if it was directly connected to the lagoon. As if its tranquility filled me to the brim, pushing me into a state of complete relaxation. The others were somewhere nearby, also waiting for midnight, when we’d try to make contact with the Hermessi that had reached out to us.

      I wondered if it was watching me now, or maybe listening to my heartbeat the way I listened to the water. I rolled onto my back to get a better look at the sky, thinking about everything that had happened so far. Dmitri had told us about the potential Hermessi cult in the mountain town they’d found, and about Vivienne’s vision. From what I’d been told, she hadn’t experienced one in a very long time, and it depicted the same dream that I and the other fae had been having for days now, whenever we closed our eyes.

      Everything seemed connected somehow, but I couldn’t find the right thread to pull. It was there, somewhere, probably right under my nose. I just couldn’t see it. Not yet, at least. I sensed that it was only a matter of time before Strava would reveal all of its secrets to me, one at a time.

      A silhouette emerged in my field of vision—tall, with broad shoulders and long hair. The smell of Calliope’s seas tickled my nostrils, and I instantly recognized him.

      “Zeriel,” I whispered, my heart already racing.

      He came to an abrupt stop a few feet away, and stood there, simply looking at me. It was too dark for me to see his face from where I was lying, but somehow I knew he was smiling. My skin tingled as I remembered our kiss in Herakles’s camp. My reaction to the Faulty females coming on to Zeriel still baffled me. I was so possessive, so daring, so unlike myself.

      And we hadn’t addressed that episode yet. I had a feeling we’d have to talk about it now, though I didn’t even know what to say. What had driven me to kiss him? I liked him. A lot. Could I tell him that? Nope. I was too much of a coward in the romance department because I had never been with anyone, ever. I’d spent most of my life running from or fighting daemons and Exiled Maras.

      The little I knew about romance came from my parents, and that came with some pretty harsh life lessons, given that we were separated at a most crucial time in my life. I could deal with war, fear, grief and anger, survival and the natural elements, easily. Love? Not so much.

      “You’ve been here for a while,” Zeriel announced.

      “I’m just killing time,” I replied primly, trying to keep my tone cool and steady. “Waiting for midnight.”

      I sat up, feeling too vulnerable in front of him, as if he were a predator bird, ready to swoop down and grip me in his talons.

      “Ah, I see. We should talk. Though unrelated.”

      I paused for a long moment, staring at him. “About what?” I finally dared ask.

      He dropped to his knees suddenly, his body uncomfortably close to mine. My heart jumped into my throat and my stomach knotted.

      “I think you know,” he remarked.

      The moon shone from behind him, and I cursed inwardly because I couldn’t see his face properly, because I wasn’t sure if he was still smiling. I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a better look.

      And then it didn’t matter anymore, because his face was moving toward me, and before I could even process what was happening, his full, firm lips were brushing against mine, leaving a soft, tickling trail in their wake.

      “What… Um, no. No, I don’t,” I gasped, grasping at his chest and pushing him back.

      “Why did you kiss me, back at Herakles’s camp?” he asked, refusing to budge. His breath was hot against my face, and I had no idea what to do with myself anymore.

      “No reason!” I snapped.

      “That’s nonsense,” he retorted. “Be honest.”

      “Why?” I fired back, even though I was aware that I was only digging myself deeper into this hole. A hole that I, truthfully, wasn’t even sure I wanted to climb out of.

      “Because I want to kiss you again,” he replied. “Because you’re dangerously addictive, and I can’t get enough of you.”

      I paused, desperately attempting to process what he’d just said.

      And then I replied with the only honest thing I could.

      “I… I think I want that, too,” I managed.

      “And why is that?” he asked, suddenly switching to the role of interrogator.

      “Huh? I don’t know! Do you always know why you do stuff?” I retorted, more than a little bit exasperated. He was way too close for me to think straight, and all I could focus on was the taste of his lips. My whole being wanted that experience again—this time in full, with no one watching.

      I briefly glanced around, spotting the silhouettes of the rest of our crew about a hundred yards down the shoreline, resting in front of a small campfire.

      “I do know why I want to kiss you again. Didn’t you hear me, just now?” Zeriel asked. The undercurrent of amusement in his voice didn’t go unnoticed. He was enjoying this more than he had any right to.

      That triggered something in me—the same fire that had pushed me to kiss him in the first place.

      “So what’s stopping you?” I shot back.

      He shifted closer again, and suddenly I could see his eyes clearly, as if a veil had just been removed from mine. The moon, which had been hiding behind a small cloud, was now once again illuminating the stone slab. Desire burned in his blue irises, and his lips were slightly parted, his breath heavier than usual.

      “Absolutely nothing,” he remarked. “I would’ve liked to know why you kissed me, but since you won’t tell me yourself, I’ll just have to find another way to get it out of you.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to reply this time. He lowered his head and captured my mouth in a full-on kiss, one arm sneaking around my waist and pulling me flush against his muscled frame. He nudged me back down, and laid on top of me. I was but a feather beneath him, cloaked in heat and darkness.

      “You’re quite the firecracker, you know that, Vesta?” he whispered.

      “Takes one to know one,” I gasped, my lips moving instinctively against his.

      Something was happening to me, something extraordinary and impossible to control. I didn’t know what it was or where it would lead; all I knew was that I didn’t want it to stop. His hands moved up to the small of my back, then ran upward, and I arched my spine, inviting him to explore. One hand traced its way all the way up to my neck, then settled at the back of my head, as he immersed us both deeper into the kiss.

      I was starting to lose my senses, acting on nothing but pure instinct and delight, my fingers buzzing from the feel of his smooth, bare skin and the taut muscles beneath. Leave it to Vesta to fall for the shirtless king.

      “Like I said, addictive,” he breathed, lifting his lips from mine to press a kiss against my neck.

      I was just about to grab his head and plant his lips back where they belonged, when I realized with a start that I had to stop this. Even if I didn’t want to. This was the break I needed, that we both needed, before this got too out of control.

      What in Neraka were we doing? Now wasn’t the time for this. Not when we were in the middle of such a crucial—and dangerous—mission, with no idea what tomorrow would bring for either of us.

      I stilled, my gaze fixed on the Tritone’s.

      “Vesta, why did you kiss me?” he demanded again, his voice husky and low, pulling at the hem of my self-restraint.

      Another second, and I probably would’ve reneged on my resolve, surrendered myself back into his arms. But instead, I managed to find enough strength to push myself up and climb off the stone. Barely able to breathe—or walk—properly, I staggered back toward the small fire, even as I felt Zeriel’s eyes following me.

      “We’re not going to address that tonight,” I announced.

      “Huh? Well, then, what about tomorrow night?” he called after me, stifling a chuckle.

      “Nope!”

      “Okay, when?” He laughed outright.

      “When I feel like it!” I snapped back.

      I realized then that I was both excited and terrified. The way he made me feel was not something I could adequately put into words. My heart was singing and dancing, giddy like a hyperactive little girl, while my lips were still tender from his passion. I loved every little reaction that Zeriel brought about in me, and I wanted more.

      But I also worried that if I let myself fall too much deeper into this, he was going to break my heart, even if he didn’t intend to. Given our circumstances, falling in love was dangerous. And I wasn’t interested in experiencing the painful part of love just yet. Or even ever, for that matter. I’d cried enough during the daemon occupation, without losing a soulmate.

      “That’s no way to treat a king!” he called out.

      I chuckled softly but ignored him. I was still in awe of what had just happened. This guy was a literal king among his people, and he’d just kissed me like I was the only girl in the world. I was struggling to regain my composure, but I had to. Because there were Perfects out there looking for us, and this was bad timing, to say the least.

      That didn’t have to stop me from enjoying this little thread of power I now seemed to have over Zeriel, however…
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      The midnight moon was at its high point in the sky. We put the fire out, since we couldn’t let it burn for too long to avoid Perfects detecting us from afar. We gathered on the lagoon’s shore, each of us mentally preparing to talk to the Hermessi. The voice had promised.

      I took a quick look at my team and noticed the subtle shifts between them. They tried hard to keep a straight face, but I was seasoned enough to recognize the body language. Zeriel and Vesta were stealing glances from each other—the Nerakian fae’s cheeks were constantly flushed. These two had gotten closer at some point. Hunter and Kailani seemed to be at an impasse. There was anger and grief in their eyes, whenever they looked at each other.

      Lumi was almost permanently watching Bogdana. After the old fae had revealed her role in Ta’Zan’s birth, Lumi became even more alert about her, unable to fully trust her. I had to agree with the swamp witch on this one. Bogdana could be a liability, a weak spot in our armor, if Ta’Zan got a hold of her.

      Draven and Serena were more in love with each other than ever. They were practically glowing, even in times as dire as these. Taeral had just spoken to his parents, and I could see the look of concern on his face. He, like the rest of us, worried about the outcome of this battle of ours. Part of him probably wondered if he’d ever see Sherus and Nuriya again. I couldn’t blame him. I thought the same of River…

      “I love you,” Bijarki said, smiling, then took a deep breath and looked at us. He’d been talking to Vita using their Telluris connection. We all took advantage of all the means of communication available, since we didn’t know how long until they’d go back down—we estimated up to a week or so.

      “How is she?” I asked him.

      The incubus was shimmering silver like the Earth’s moon. He was going to be a father, soon, and I completely understood the joy bursting through him. “Her due date is just around the corner. She’s worried about me, of course, but I promised I would come back to her and our baby. I plan on doing whatever it takes to keep my word.”

      “But she’s feeling okay, I suppose,” I replied, always worried about my granddaughter.

      He nodded. “Heavy, she says,” he chuckled. “She can feel it coming, if that makes sense. She’s even given herself a deadline. If the baby doesn’t come out in a week, they’re going to have words.”

      We all laughed this time. Vita had this adorable way about her—petite and lovely and beautiful, yet fierce and determined, ready to move mountains if needed. No wonder Bijarki had fallen so hopelessly in love with her. I was curious as to what their child would be like. How much fae, and how much incubus? Or would he or she be one or the other?

      “She’s in good hands,” Serena said. “Auntie Victoria is looking after her and Voss. We just need to focus on what’s going on here, so we can get back to what’s going on over there.”

      In conclusion, nobody was really 100% here. We all had inner thoughts, ardent hopes and crippling fears to deal with. None of us wanted to do this, but we still picked ourselves up and moved forward.

      I took a deep breath, then looked at Bogdana and Lumi. “Okay. So, the Hermessi said midnight. Here we are. What now?” I asked.

      “Perhaps I should go in the water again,” Bogdana suggested. “Like I did the last time, with Rose.”

      “Oh, you mean shortly before we found out that you were holding out on us in terms of crucial, Ta’Zan-related information?” Lumi retorted, unwilling to forgive yet. “I don’t think so. No. You’ve done your part, and you don’t belong at the front of the fae line here. I’m not trusting you with any relationship we may be able to build with these entities.”

      Bogdana took offense but chose the diplomatic route. “But I—”

      “Ben should do it,” Lumi cut her off. “Out of all the fae in our group, besides you, Ben is the most experienced. He should give it a shot.”

      Bogdana sighed, then nodded briefly. She gave me a weak smile. “Just let yourself float, then shut your mind off. Imagine the Hermessi as a thread. Visualize it in your head and follow it… You’ll find it.”

      “We’re going for the water Hermessi, right?” I replied.

      “It’s the most responsive one, so far, so, yes,” Lumi said.

      “I’m more of a fire fae,” I sighed. “Are you sure we’ll make a connection?”

      “We belong to all four elements,” Bogdana reminded me. “I, too, am more of a fire fae, just like you. However, it didn’t stop the water Hermessi from reacting to me. Give it a try. See what happens.”

      “Okay… Cool,” I muttered, then took several deep breaths in order to calm myself down. My heart was already racing, dragging me into a state of hyperventilation. Ever since I’d gotten my fae body, I’d been afraid of losing it, somehow. There was a part of me that worried the Hermessi might not see me as one of their own, but rather as someone living off borrowed time, an impostor of sorts.

      Nevertheless, I braced myself. I left my backpack, my weapons and earpiece behind, mentally preparing myself for a full disconnection. The crew waited on the shore, while I went into the water, first walking, then swimming toward the center of the lagoon.

      Once I reached it, I looked back, noticing my people watching. I wasn’t close enough to see their expressions, but I could almost feel the hope pouring out of them. My stomach churned. I’d never done anything like this before, and doubt was often a killer of great endeavors.

      I allowed myself to float, as I stared at the sky for a while. My eyes felt heavy, all of a sudden, so I closed them and envisioned the thread that Bogdana had mentioned. I imagined it blue, to symbolize water.

      Time seemed to stand still, as darkness enveloped me. The blue thread materialized before me, so I caught its end and wrapped it around my finger, so I wouldn’t lose it. I followed it, unsure as to how I was moving—was I floating? Swimming? Walking? I couldn’t tell, because I could no longer see my body. It was as if I didn’t exist anymore.

      I kept tracing the blue thread back to its origin, whatever that was, only… at some point, the thread turned into a stream. I could still grip it with my bare hands—hands I couldn’t see. The paradox was mindboggling, to say the least. But I stayed focused on the stream, now. Whatever else was happening around me, it didn’t matter. Only the Hermessi mattered.

      The stream became a river, and I felt like I could still hold on to it, as if I was infinitely bigger. A titan following the water. Once more, without even realizing, I found myself in the middle of the river. My feet felt cold—the feet I couldn’t see.

      The sound of rushing water got louder. The trickling had a rhythm, which I managed to catch. I played it back in my head, until it made sense. Until words were formed. Spoken words.

      Midnight is here.

      I stilled, looking around. “Who’s there?” I asked, raising my voice.

      I’m the one you’ve been waiting for.

      The feminine whisper sounded so close, that I was compelled to glance over my shoulder. No one was there, just the river flowing into eternity.

      “And who’s that, exactly?” I replied, hoping to get a name from this entity.

      You know my name.

      “Uh, no, I don’t.”

      You all do. My name has been the same for eons, in any possible language.

      I took a not-so-wild guess. “Water?”

      She smiled. I could feel it in the pit of my stomach, somehow.

      Water. The source of life in any corner of this universe and the next. I make my way through anything and everything. Nothing stops me. Yet, here I am, Ben. I’ve stopped for you.

      My heart was fluttering, but it also felt heavy. Like a boulder with wings. I figured this wasn’t the first nor the last weird thing I’d experience in this meditative state.

      “You said you were stronger at midnight. How so?” I asked.

      Her voice sounded so close, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. This was quickly beginning to border on creepy.

      When the sun sleeps and the moon awakens, the tides rise, and I rise with them.

      “We need to talk to you,” I said. “We need your help.”

      Silence lingered for a while. I waited, patiently, hoping that she was contemplating whether to come forward or not. She’d reacted for a reason. She’d helped us with Douma, back by Amane’s cave, and she’d helped Rose by the river on Merinos, too. Water had a role to play in this vanquishing this nightmare, I knew it.

      My help? How so?

      “You should manifest yourself, first. We need to see you’re strong enough to show your presence in the real world, too, not just in our fae subconscious,” I replied. “Otherwise, there’s no point in this conversation going forward.”

      Ben. You cannot ask water to manifest itself. It’s water. All it does is pour and nourish and… drown.

      “Then why’d you help us before?”

      Because you looked like you needed a hand.

      “We need more than that. Come talk to us. The fate of your planet is at stake here.”

      Ben… I can’t just come out, willy-nilly. I demand a favor in return. Accept, and I shall make myself known in the physical plain, too.

      I sighed. This particular episode reminded me of Harper’s account from Neraka, when Ramin demanded a favor in return for his help to destroy Shaytan. In this case, however, I was being asked for a favor to get a Hermessi to simply show up. It sounded like a pretty steep price. Then again, these were desperate times, calling for equally desperate measures.

      “What favor?” I asked.

      Oh, I don’t know yet. I’ll let you know when I do, I promise.

      I rolled my eyes. Or at least I thought I did. I couldn’t really feel my body in this darkness. “Fine. I accept. Now, please, show yourself. We need to talk.”

      Once more, I could sense her smiling. She was satisfied—maybe a little too much, but it was too late to turn back now. I didn’t fully trust the Hermessi, mainly because I had zero knowledge of their history, of their powers and their limits. All I knew was that they were entities of natural elements, responsible for bringing life into the many worlds out there, including this one.

      But there wasn’t any lore on them, not that we knew of, anyway.

      Follow the stream back to where you came from, Ben. I shall see you there.

      I turned around, watching the stream flow endlessly into pure blackness. I walked, or swam… or floated, until the water turned back into the blue thread I’d imagined. I stayed on track, eager to get to the end. It seemed to be taking forever, and I was beginning to lose my patience.

      Until it hit me. I looked down and saw my hand again. The end of that blue thread was still wrapped around my index finger. I chuckled softly, then unraveled it and let it loose. Darkness swallowed me again.

      I was nowhere and everywhere at the same time, trying to wake up.

      For a moment, I feared that nowhere and everywhere would be all I’d ever get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of water was all around me. I opened my eyes and saw the starry sky.

      Within seconds, I remembered where I was, as if having just come out of the longest dream state. My body was as light as a feather—granted, I was floating, but it was more than that.

      I resumed a normal position in the water, taking in my surroundings once more. The lagoon was simply breathtaking at night. Firefly-like insects hovered above the shore, like the tiniest stars that had gotten lost from their flock in the sky. My team waited on the edge, where I’d left them, but there was something else.

      Or, better said, someone else. A female figure emerged from the water, approximately fifty feet from the shore. I instantly knew who she was and tapped into my fae ability to get the water to help me swim faster toward her.

      Within seconds, I was right by her side, both of us walking out of the lagoon. But she… she was strange. Pale as a sheet of paper, her eyes glassy and white, her lips purple and peeling. Her skin was bruised and scratched. The soft fabric of the dress she wore was rotten. This creature had Draenir features, including the pointy ears, but she looked as though she’d been submerged for a very long time.

      She looked like a corpse.

      “Is… Is that you?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      We kept walking until we reached the shore. Lumi and the others were astonished, their eyes wide and their mouths gaping. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one seeing her. She was real, and also extremely dead, though moving.

      I heard her joints crack whenever she took a step forward.

      “What the hell is that?” Taeral croaked.

      “A zombie?” Hunter replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “This is not a graphic novel!” I said, slightly frustrated, then shifted my focus back to the strange creature. “Are you the water Hermessi?”

      She stilled, slowly moving her head to look at me. Those eyes, as literally dead as they were, seemed to glimmer at the sight of me—the slightest flicker of light, as if she recognized me.

      “Out here, you may call me Aya,” she said. Water poured from her mouth when she spoke, and her voice was cold and raspy.

      “That’s not her body,” Lumi concluded, unable to take her eyes off her.

      “What the…” Taeral gasped, taking a couple of steps back.

      “Well… I don’t… I don’t have a body of… of my own,” Aya tried to speak again. She seemed to be having trouble with the body, specifically with its motor functions. This Draenir must’ve died a long time ago, and she was as stiff as any corpse would be, hence Aya’s difficulties controlling her.

      “Wait, where’d you get this body from, then?” Vesta asked. “The Draenir from these parts have been dead for more than a hundred and fifty years. There’s no way they’d be so well-preserved. We would’ve spotted them.”

      Aya was now having a hard time with the upright position. I offered her a hand, trying to wrap my head around what we were all witnessing: a water Hermessi possessing a Draenir body. Cross that one off the bucket list.

      “This… This body fell in the lagoon,” Aya managed, water constantly trickling out not just from her mouth, but also from her nose and ears. “It’s a deep bottom… Subzero…”

      “Holy crap, this Draenir body was preserved at freezing temperature on the bottom of the lagoon,” Kailani concluded. “How deep is it to allow such a cold environment?!”

      “Hundreds of feet, for sure,” I said. “Is this how you manifest in reality, Aya? You take over bodies?”

      “Sort of... Yes. But only the willing,” she whispered, then dropped to one knee. Several bones broke in the process, making all of us cringe. “This girl… She was a believer… before the plague. She would’ve allowed me in… but she’s dead… hence the… stiffness.”

      “Oh, wow,” Bijarki murmured.

      “Night of the living dead, anyone?” Serena blurted.

      “You can’t even stand anymore. What’s happening?” Lumi asked Aya.

      “I… pulled the body from ice. It’s thawing and decomposing unexpectedly… fast,” the Hermessi replied. “Its muscles are too stiff.”

      “Ah, I get it,” Bogdana said, nodding slowly. “A Hermessi needs a living body to manifest itself properly. Otherwise, it struggles. Case in point.”

      “This is as creepy as the Sluaghs, I kid you not,” Bijarki replied, then joined Taeral behind the rest of the crew. These two were not at all comfortable in Aya’s presence, and she noticed.

      “I am sorry. This was… the best I could do,” she gurgled, then collapsed on her side.

      Vesta dropped to her knees to try and care for her, but there wasn’t much she could do. After all, she was dealing with an animated corpse.

      “Don’t you have other options? Other means of manifesting?” she asked Aya.

      “I… I need permission,” Aya managed.

      Vesta frowned, slightly confused. “For what?”

      “To… use you, for a moment.”

      “Vesta, don’t,” Zeriel warned her, his hand clutching his sword already.

      Lumi motioned for him to stand down. “Relax. Our weapons are useless against her. She’s water. She could drown you in an instant, Tritone king.”

      “Okay,” Vesta replied, incredibly brave and determined.

      I caught a glimpse of Aya’s faint smile, before the light faded from her eyes. Water gushed out from the body, through the pores of her skin, her mouth, her eyes, her ears and nostrils. It quickly formed a puddle in the white sand, from which a thin stream emerged, slithering like a snake.

      A split second later, it rushed up Vesta’s nose. The young fae fell backward, coughing and choking—practically drowning. I moved to help her, but both Lumi and Bogdana put their hands out, keeping us back.

      “Don’t. She’s adjusting,” Bogdana said.

      “How do you know?!” Zeriel demanded, shaking with anger, desperate to get to Vesta.

      “I just do,” Bogdana retorted.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to fly for much longer,” Lumi muttered. “You will tell us, whether you want to or not, sooner or later,” she added, then looked at Zeriel. “Leave her be. Look.”

      Indeed, Vesta was calm now, her body no longer twitching. Her eyes were white, though, sending shivers down my spine. We all waited for her to speak. My nerves were stretched, dangerously close to their breaking point. Vesta, like everybody else on my team, was my responsibility. I didn’t want anything to happen to her, but I was aware of the risks here. Despite my attempts to keep a clear head, I worried.

      “This is much better,” Aya spoke through Vesta. There was no water coming out, no difficulty in moving. She had good control over the fae’s body.

      “Aya,” I replied. “I hope you won’t hurt Vesta, in any way.”

      She shook her head. “I would never. She trusted me with her body. It is my temple. Rest assured that it’s only temporary. I do not like dwelling in bodies. I am water. I am limitless.”

      “So this is how you manifest,” Lumi murmured, trying to get accustomed to the idea that she wasn’t talking to Vesta anymore. Zeriel, on the other hand, was livid. Quiet, but certainly not happy to see Vesta being possessed like this.

      “I need a vessel, yes,” Aya explained. “I could take over a Draenir body, but it is much easier with the fae. Their cells are connected to the elements, in ways in which the Draenir will never be.”

      “You said that the girl you brought out was a believer,” I said, pointing at the corpse. “Did the Draenir believe in you?”

      Aya smiled. “I think you know the answer to that, Ben.”

      “Not really, no. I might have an idea. I could assume, at best, that they did, based on our findings so far. But I cannot be sure until you confirm,” I replied.

      “There was a secret cult of the Draenir, yes,” Aya said. “In the towns and villages, mostly, but never in the cities. The Draenir were creatures of science, basing their work and their existence on the combination of their ancient magic and their technological advances. They didn’t encourage belief in the Hermessi, and we didn’t really mind, you know. Fire still burns. Water still flows. The world goes on.”

      “You are stronger when more people believe in you, right?” Lumi asked.

      “Indeed. But you should ask yourself, how many of us wish for more power? I, for one, was always content with what I had. As long as I exist, as long as water trickles down the mountain, I am free and happy. I need nothing more,” Aya replied.

      “There’s a problem here, on Strava,” I said, switching to the main subject, the only reason why we’d reached out to her in the first place. “Ta’Zan is doing something awful. He’s defying the laws of nature; he’s making his Perfects at a rate that the planet cannot sustain. He plans to go out and destroy the other worlds, and it’s not fair. We cannot let him do that, but we need help. We need your help.”

      Aya didn’t respond. Instead, she measured each of us from head to toe.

      “Ta’Zan thinks he’s better than nature because of the creatures he’s designed. He thinks he’s above nature, but he’s taken it to a horrifying extreme. He wants to kill everyone who isn’t as strong or as powerful as his Perfects. Billions of lives hang in the balance,” Draven added.

      “He’s going to—” Serena tried to add to the conversation, but Aya cut her off.

      “I know exactly what he’s doing. We all do,” she said.

      “All?” I asked.

      “All four of us,” Aya replied with a smile. “Water, fire, earth, and wind. We can see it. We can feel it. We know where this is going.”

      “And where do you think it’s going?” Lumi asked.

      “Death and destruction. Strava will be suffocated. It cannot keep up with the numbers,” Aya said. “Which is why I’m here, talking to you.”

      Lumi frowned. “Why just you, though? Where are the others?”

      “They’re not sure you can do anything, even if we help. They’re not sure if they can trust you with their power, their essence. If the Hermessi help, you will have the raw power of the elements at your fingertips. That is more than any fae could even dream of.” Aya sighed.

      “They don’t know us well enough,” Bijarki said. “But still, earth helped us, not just water. I suppose there is willingness, right?”

      Aya nodded. “I can talk to them. If you get more fae to Strava, the Hermessi will have more conduits through which to run their power. It doesn’t work seamlessly with other species. It might kill you, for example, incubus.”

      “Wait, you need more fae?” I breathed. “That’s it?”

      “Yes, Ben. We need the fae. They’re the ones we’re bonded to, on a molecular level. You see, the Perfects have become aggressive toward us, violently extracting earth’s resources. It’s why she helped you. She’s had enough, just like me. She just needs a little more convincing, much like the other two. We’ve been alone for so long, unknown to all, that we’re not used to people, to talking, to trusting others. We are timeless, but we do suffer,” Aya explained, then looked at Lumi. “I feel you differently. I suppose it’s your magic. It’s peculiar, but I like it.”

      Lumi shrugged. “Yeah, I said the same thing when I became an apprentice, a long time ago. So, Aya, if we manage to bring more fae to Strava, do you think the Hermessi will help us?”

      “I will convince them,” she replied. “Something must be done here. And the fae will be our conduits.”

      I scratched the back of my head, trying to think of a way to do what Aya was asking. The last time we’d brought more people to Strava, the Perfects had shot down our ships.

      “Bringing fae over here will be quite the mission,” I said. “The Perfects’ numbers are nearly doubled, compared to last week. And even then, they were able to destroy an entire fleet and take hundreds of our people prisoners. We’ll have to figure out a way to land the fae safely, without the Perfects intercepting them.”

      “We would have to distract all the Perfects with something big enough to draw their attention from an incoming ship,” Lumi replied, frowning. “We’ll find something to keep the bastards busy.”

      Aya nodded. “You do that. You make your plans. By the time you agree on something, I will return with the Hermessi’s decision.”

      “I really hope you’re coming back with a yes, though,” Taeral said. “Otherwise we won’t risk bringing my people here, only to get them imprisoned.”

      “Fair enough,” Aya said with a smile. “I must leave now. We will speak soon.”

      Before any of us got a chance to say anything else, the water gushed out of Vesta’s mouth, as if she’d been drowning this whole time. Aya was gone, and Vesta had fallen down on all fours, coughing and wheezing as she tried to catch her breath.

      “Holy hell. That… That was so… weird!” Vesta croaked.

      Zeriel dashed to her side, putting an arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay. She’s gone.”

      “What… What did she say?” Vesta asked, while we all stared at her, still wrapping our heads around the whole possession process. It made me nervous, reminding me of the Elders. I knew this wasn’t the case, but, still, after what I’d seen, I was well within my rights to at least be concerned.

      “You don’t remember anything?” Bogdana asked her.

      Vesta shook her head. “It’s all fractured and jumbled around, not making much sense. It’s like I was gagged and blindfolded, then tossed in the trunk while she took the wheel. I heard bits and pieces, but that’s about it.”

      “You had no control over your body whatsoever, huh?” Serena replied.

      “It wasn’t mine anymore. From the moment I gave Aya consent, I couldn’t move or breathe anymore. So, what did she say?” Vesta asked.

      “Well, she’s going to talk to the other Hermessi for us. And we need to bring a lot more fae to Strava. I think they’re like amplifiers for them. It’s the only way in which they can do something against Ta’Zan and the Perfects,” Lumi explained.

      “How many more?” Vesta murmured, blinking several times.

      “Hundreds, at least. My guess is, the more the merrier,” I said. “While they might’ve established fragile links with the swamp witches and Vivienne, it’s only through the fae that they can truly make a difference. So, the Hermessi will be like the endless and insanely powerful ammo to our guns, in a way.”

      We all looked at each other, knowing the magnitude of the incoming challenges. Bringing more fae to Strava was going to be one hell of a mission. The Perfects had their eyes on the sky at all times—part of the reason why we stayed on the ground. And after what they’d done to our fleet, we definitely weren’t going to do that again.

      We needed a good diversion, enough to draw them all out and away from the fae’s entry point. That meant orchestrating something that was on a scale large enough to really matter. Something big and noisy. Looking at the two witches in our crew, I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be enough to do the trick.

      One way or another, we were going to get more fae on Strava, so the Hermessi would help us reign the Perfects in and stop them from destroying their world and ours.
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      Amane spent some time checking as many glass storage tablets as possible inside the town hall. Just as we’d suspected, most of them were historical and census records, but none mentioned the Hermessi.

      “We’ll have to look somewhere else if we’re to learn anything about the Hermessi faith. Though I wouldn’t know where,” Amane said as we left the town hall behind and met with the rest of our crew outside, by the monument.

      We all stared at it for a while, each of us wondering whether they’d believed in the natural elements here. According to Ben’s briefing, after his group’s encounter with Aya, chances were that the Draenir here had, in fact, worshipped the Hermessi. Setting aside the morbid weirdness of the Hermessi possessing bodies, we’d already made some incredible progress, and we were mere steps from cutting a deal with the universe’s most powerful entities.

      “I think I’ll just go ahead and follow my gut here,” I replied, looking at Amane. “That the Draenir here worshipped the Hermessi. Whether the big city peeps liked it or not, it doesn’t really matter anymore. At least we have confirmation from the Hermessi themselves that the Draenir believed in them.”

      “This begs a different question,” Nevis said. “If people used to believe in the Hermessi, throughout the universe, why did they stop? I understand that here, for example, the believers became extinct. But what about the other planets, especially the fae stars? What made them stop?”

      “We don’t know. Ramin, the fire Hermessi of Neraka, told Harper that people’s belief in them simply died out. That they moved on,” Varga replied.

      “Bogdana said the same thing,” I said. “Lumi had barely heard anything about them, and she’s as old as time, basically.”

      “Why would anyone stop worshipping the elements, though, when they’re clearly insanely powerful?” Raphael chimed in, equally intrigued. “Something must’ve happened.”

      “Universally? That’s quite a stretch, don’t you think?” I replied. “Nah. I think people just moved on, they evolved. Maybe the Hermessi weren’t as present then as they were before. We could ask them the next time one of them takes over Vesta’s body,” I added, chuckling.

      “Gah, still creepy!” Dmitri said, shaking his head. “That poor girl.”

      “Hey, she consented. Apparently, they can’t take over without your consent,” I replied.

      Dmitri smirked. “Like I said. Creepy.”

      Ridan, Amane, and Kallisto looked up at the same time. It was well past midnight, and the lightbulbs bathed the mountain town in a warm amber light, the wind causing the leaves to tremble and the lights to flicker.

      “We’ll have to turn these off before we go,” Ridan said. “We don’t want anyone with wings and an obsession with genetic superiority to come down here and eventually spot the lights on. They’ll realize someone was around. Best not to risk it.”

      “Agreed. They may not see them from above, but they definitely would upon descending, for whatever reason,” Dmitri replied, then darted downstairs.

      A minute later, the town was swallowed by darkness. Faint lights glimmered in the sky—distant Perfects flashing around, many miles away. We gathered by the poisonous tunnel entrance, then held our breaths and ran through.

      “Okay. Now, we all know what we have to do,” Raphael said, staring at the jungle unraveling before us. “It’s time to pay Ta’Zan’s colosseum another visit.”

      “Oh, we’re going sightseeing again? Yay!” Varga quipped, sounding like a little boy excited to go to the zoo again. It made me laugh.

      We left the mountain town behind and rushed across the ocean water, thanks to Nevis’s frost. It was the fastest way for us to move around, in the absence of the fae and the witches in our crew—they’d been sorely needed for the Hermessi, and, based on the results of that encounter, it had paid off. I was more than okay with just running on Dhaxanian ice, since we didn’t have underwater pockets and teleporting, It was an agreeable trade off for getting the Hermessi involved.

      We’d spent the whole evening planning the entire infiltration, while Amane looked over the Draenir’s townhall records. We all had our parts to play, each of us essential to achieving our final objective: getting Amane close enough to Amal for her to figure out a mass memory wipe method against the Perfects, then getting Douma and a bunch of devil-vipers out, provided none of them, Amal and Douma included, came back to bite us in our collective ass. At least we knew what to expect with the snakes.

      “We’ll go invisible about five hundred yards from the colosseum,” I said. “After our last visit, they’ll have increased and improved security.”

      “Cassiel will have told them about the invisibility spell,” Nevis warned.

      I nodded. “That’s fine. They still can’t see us. None of them know how to counteract it, as Cassiel doesn’t know about the red garnet lenses,” I replied. “We’ll be extra careful not to get any weird liquid on us or whatever they might think of to spot us. Varga and I will keep our True Sight on at all times.”

      “They’ll just use logic and physics to try and catch us,” Amane added. “Granted, we’d have to be crazy to go in again. They might not expect us.”

      “Then again, we’ve constantly surprised Ta’Zan. He might actually think we have it in us to do it again,” Varga retorted, grinning.

      “We’ll be—”

      I was interrupted by a powerful explosion behind us. We all froze in the middle of the dark jungle. Varga and I looked back, using our True Sight to scan the area and find the origin of that bloodcurdling cluster of bangs.

      “Oh, no…” Varga breathed.

      “What?” Raphael replied, his eyes wide with anticipation.

      “Big trouble,” I said. “Cassiel and a dozen Perfects.”

      They’d just destroyed the entire mountain with a plethora of massive fireballs. The town was torn to shreds, splinters of limestone exploding outward. The trees, the homes, the glass, and the pipes, all of them blown to pieces and engulfed by flowering, bright orange flames.

      A giant, oval-shaped hole was left on the side of the mountain, the rest of the town spilling out like broken entrails. It was all gone. The town hall, the alleys and the stairs, the blossoming skeletons… the Hermessi monument. Everything. Blown away.

      Thirteen flashes of light shot above it, going in different directions before they reunited by the beach and darted toward our location.

      “Crap!” I managed, then fumbled through my pockets and took out one of my invisibility spell pouches. I downed the whole thing, motioning for the others to do the same, and slipped the red garnet lens over my eye. “They’re coming.”

      The rest of the crew took their invisibility paste and put on their lenses. Raphael pointed ahead. “Head south. Stay quiet and go as fast as you can.”

      We nodded, then ran. My feet were light, my chest constricted, as I could hear the swooshing of Perfects flying at high speed over the water. How the hell did they find us? Was it because of the lights? It shouldn’t have been. The tree crowns were thick enough to stop the light from being visible beyond the mountain walls.

      From a certain height, however, we could’ve been spotted. But what were the odds that the Perfects had been looking specifically in this direction? No, there was something fishy here, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it.

      Trees broke behind us. I instinctively shifted farther to the right, my legs moving faster than my mind in that instant. I wasn’t sure who was still with me. I only knew that I couldn’t confront a Perfect or twelve under these circumstances. We were too close to Ta’Zan’s archipelago, and we couldn’t afford to make any noise and draw more Perfects out here.

      I managed to hide behind a tree, then stilled, listening to the sound of footsteps in the grass—the rest of my crew, running and dispersing, then also stopping. All of a sudden, it was quiet.

      I could see the others, despite the darkness. Nevis was a couple of trees away, while Raphael, Kallisto, Varga, Dmitri, Ridan, and Amane were farther to our left. The Perfects landed like small comets, crashing through the woods and ripping the ground apart as they came to a halt, separating Nevis and me from the others.

      Raphael put his index finger up to his lips as he looked at me. I nodded, then set my weapon to pulverizer mode. I stopped moving when Cassiel reached my tree, sniffing the air and smirking with too much satisfaction. The other twelve Perfects quickly got up and looked around, trying to spot us. Our scents weren’t masked, but they couldn’t see us. It was clearly frustrating for at least one of them, who cursed under his breath.

      “Where the hell are they?” he asked. “I can smell the little rats!”

      “Shush,” Cassiel said, stopping right next to me. “I know you’re here, Lenny,” he added, raising his voice. “Come out and surrender, princess. Otherwise, I’ll cut you up and deliver you to Father in pieces.”

      Nevis was burning with rage and despair, staring at me. He was not comfortable with Cassiel being so dangerously close to me. I heard the clicks of other weapons going into pulverizer mode, then the crackle of frost spreading.

      I looked past Cassiel and saw Nevis’s palm on the ground. The ice stretched out extremely fast. It caught the Perfects and Cassiel, covering their lower bodies. They didn’t have time to react. My crew shot the dozen and turned them to ashes, while I put the muzzle of my weapon against Cassiel’s forehead.

      “You’ve got a simple choice now,” I said. “Surrender and have your memory surgically wiped, or die right here.”

      Cassiel chuckled softly. “You all need to teach me the recipe for this invisibility spell. I’d love to have it in my arsenal.”

      “You betrayed us,” Raphael hissed, coming closer. He, too, had his weapon pointed at Cassiel. “You don’t get anything other than your head cut off. And that’s your best-case scenario.”

      “Morfuris,” I whispered, turning visible again. Technically, the chant was “Mor Fu Ris, three words of swamp witch magic designed to switch the invisibility spell on and off. But it worked when all three were pronounced in one go, so we’d stuck with it. It rolled off the tongue better. Cassiel’s eyes glimmered at the sight of me. “What’s it going to be, you backstabbing snake?”

      “Hey!” Cassiel said. “The only reason I’m here is because one of the twelve idiots I was with actually noticed the lights! I wouldn’t have come around, otherwise. We were just patrolling the outskirts of the archipelago, that’s all.”

      Dmitri groaned. “Ugh… I’d have thought the crowns thicker...”

      “They are,” Varga replied. “We just got unlucky with one of the flying stooges being extra vigilant, I guess.”

      One by one, the rest of my crew whispered Morfuris and turned visible. Cassiel looked around, offering an appreciative nod. “I do like the trick. It’ll take you places.”

      “What’ll it be, Cassiel? Lenny asked you a question,” Raphael replied, gritting his teeth.

      Cassiel looked at me. “I’m planning to fly out of here, my head and my memory intact,” he said.

      “Yeah, not gonna happen,” I retorted, pressing the muzzle harder against his forehead. I would’ve destroyed him after the losses he’d caused. We no longer had Douma because of him, and I knew we might not get another shot with him at our mercy. One way or another, Cassiel was going to help us. “Where’s Douma?”

      “Back home, where she belongs,” Cassiel replied bluntly.

      “Did they do something to her?” Dmitri asked, his hands gripping his weapon with such strength that his knuckles and the tips of his fingers were white.

      “What do you think?” Cassiel asked, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      “You are making it incredibly hard not to kill you right now.” I sighed.

      “Say what you will, Lenny, but believe me when I say this: I’m not fighting on Ta’Zan’s side,” Cassiel said. “I’m on yours.”

      “Screw you!” I snapped. “You came after us with a small army! What kind of long con involves getting us imprisoned or killed?”

      “A very good one,” Cassiel replied. “Ta’Zan is doubtful, and I had to make sure I covered my hind first. He trusts me more, thanks to that small army. He’s worried about the Hermessi now, but he doesn’t know how to stop them. He just wants to catch you all and rebuild his ships so he can start conquering the universe. Lenny, we’re on the same page here. As you can see, I’m providing you with crucial intel.”

      “Wait, he knows about the Hermessi?” Amane asked.

      “He remembers something from the Draenir. It’s the only explanation that makes sense to him, and he doesn’t like it. He hates anything and anyone that he doesn’t have control over,” Cassiel explained. “He doesn’t know enough about the Hermessi to understand that they’ll be wherever he goes, but I won’t tell him. Like I said, let me go, and I’ll help you.”

      Raphael shook his head. “Nah. I think I’d rather just kill you and not risk it.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Raphael. You weren’t Ta’Zan’s brightest because of your looks,” Cassiel hissed. “I had to reassess my position and pretend to play on his side when I saw the damage he can still do. You people have a limited supply of pulverizer pellets. He’s got the motherlode with his smoke version. Hell, he can create it in capsule form, too, if he wants. I need to find a way to disable that, first, and you can help me. Seeing the bunch of you here, I’m inclined to assume you’re looking to go back into the colosseum. Right?”

      Dmitri exhaled sharply. “Seriously, Lenny, why is he still breathing?”

      I didn’t have an answer. But there was a thread of doubt working its way through my head. What if Cassiel could be useful? He did look honest, but I had no way of telling for sure. Honesty wasn’t an emotion, and all I could read was anger and determination. There wasn’t any fear. It was hard to determine his truthfulness.

      “We don’t want to risk another Merinos debacle,” Nevis advised me.

      They all wanted me to do it. To pull the trigger and obliterate Cassiel. But doubt grew stronger inside me, a voice in the back of my head telling me that, despite his obvious shortcomings, Cassiel had the potential to be an absolute gamechanger in anything we endeavored to do—especially where the colosseum infiltration was concerned.

      “What’s the best access route now, after our last incursion?” I asked. “I suppose Ta’Zan strengthened security, and then some.”

      Cassiel smirked. “I knew you were a smart cookie. And you’re on the right track. There is a service entrance on the north side, fifty yards from the main gates. It’s obscured by trees and bushes, and the Faulties sometimes use it to run out and talk to the exiled ones.”

      That was good information to have—not the service entrance, necessarily, but the fact that the Faulties communicated with the rogue ones. It meant we could spread the seed of dissent farther. We could talk to them, get more of the inside Faulties to rally against Ta’Zan.

      “Thanks. So, again, what’ll it be? Head off, or pulverizer?” I replied, unwilling to play his game.

      The others were right. Cassiel was too much of a risk at this point, with his memories intact. No way I was going to let him walk or fly out of here knowing what he knew. But I wasn’t ready to permanently destroy him. An amnesiac Cassiel was worth more than a pile of ashes.

      “Seriously?” Dmitri grunted, then brought the muzzle of his weapon closer to Cassiel’s head. “Enough, Lenny. He betrayed us. He’s playing with us. We’ve got the right allies, already. He’s not necessary.”

      “I don’t know. He’s one more fighter on our side, if we chop his head off and remove that memory chip,” I replied.

      Dmitri was too angry to think clearly. He was seconds from shooting.

      “Listen to Lenny, wolf-boy. I can get you your girlfriend back,” Cassiel said, keeping his eyes on me, as if not bothered by the many weapons pointed at his head.

      “Or I could just end you here, and get Douma back on my own,” Dmitri growled.

      He didn’t get to do or say anything else. The ground simply caved in, and Cassiel disappeared through a hole. We were all breathless, gawking at how the earth then filled the hole back in. We all knew what this was, and it made everything even more confusing.

      “What in the ever-living—”

      “The Hermessi,” Raphael interrupted my exclamation.

      “The Hermessi took Cassiel?” Nevis asked, both eyebrows arched with astonishment.

      Amane nodded, staring at the empty space that Cassiel had just left behind. “I think so,” she said. “What else would’ve caused this?”

      “Maybe he’s got some earth elemental abilities from whatever fae genes he was made with,” I replied.

      The ground shook beneath us, as if urging us to keep moving. We did. We turned invisible again, then walked away, going deeper into the woods and farther south, toward Ta’Zan’s colosseum. As soon as we left the mystery area, everything just seemed to… relax.

      The air felt lighter, though I hadn’t even noticed the pressure until it was gone. The jungle was quiet and dark again, but for the occasional cackle and croak of nocturnal birds, and the purring of tiger-like predators.

      “This is getting weirder with every minute that goes by,” Raphael mumbled.

      “Why would the Hermessi help Cassiel?!” Dmitri wondered, clearly annoyed that he’d missed his shot. Not that I could blame him. The poor guy was in shambles after losing Douma. Retribution was the sweetest thing he could get to help mend his broken heart, especially after Cassiel had suggested that Douma had been reintegrated into the Perfect society.

      “We’ll find out the next time we hear from them,” I said.

      It was the only thing we could do. Wait.

      In the meantime, we had a mission to get on with, hoping that Cassiel wasn’t going to bother us or try to capture us again. He could be quite a liability. Thankfully, he couldn’t see us, and we could evade his sharp nose inside, especially with Amane on our side.

      Most importantly, he knew what kind of weapons we carried. Even with a limited supply of pulverizer pellets, he certainly understood that I was saving one especially for him. Hell, each of us had one pellet with his name on it, justice for his betrayal.
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      With Cassiel gone, mysteriously taken away by the Hermessi, we had nothing left to do in those woods. Cassiel didn’t have earth elemental abilities—at least not that we knew of. Besides, he’d looked as shocked as the rest of us when the ground opened up and swallowed him whole.

      We did decide to check the validity of the information he’d given us, and thus made our way toward the northern service entrance. With our invisibility spell still on, we settled on the edge of the jungle surrounding the colosseum, keeping still whenever Perfect guards came around. Something had definitely changed since our last visit.

      “No ambush to take us down, so far. I take it Cassiel’s intel was accurate. But look, they doubled the guards,” I whispered from a branch, overlooking the colosseum.

      The outer diamond walls were loaded on each level with at least two dozen guards, at all times. Along with the ones by the main gate, the handful near the service door, and the guards patrolling our side of the woods, we were looking at approximately three hundred Perfects within our vicinity.

      That made it harder for us to move. The secret was to keep quiet, but with crunching dirt and crackling twigs and leaves covering the jungle floor, that was quite the challenge—so we kept to the trees. Those were easier to use, as we jumped from one gnarly old giant to the next.

      “That’s a lot of them,” Raphael murmured once he reached Nevis and me, all three of us now settled on the same branch. Dmitri and the others were in the neighboring tree, keeping a close eye on the guards’ movements.

      “How do we do this?” I replied.

      We went quiet for a moment, as a group of Perfects passed by beneath us. Amane and Raphael had given us what was left of their black mineral dust to rub on our skin, prior to reactivating the invisibility spell. It helped smother our scent, preventing the Perfects from sensing us. For herself, Amane had already devised a tiny serium blocker, which she wore around her neck at all times. It had been charged with the electrical energy caused by the flow of a river, and it helped her stay hidden from Perfects and Faulties.

      After all, she’d always had this weird connection to them, where they could sense each other—not all of them, but enough to be a cause for concern if we brought her to the colosseum with us. Normally, they couldn’t sense her at all whenever she was near a body of water, but the serium blocker she’d devised was pretty much the next best thing. She hadn’t been detected yet, and plenty of Perfects had gotten dangerously close.

      “There are six of them by the service entrance,” I murmured.

      Two were right by the door, while the other four moved around, never beyond a thirty-yard radius. None of them carried weapons, but they’d been equipped with metallic armor—a new addition to their silken tunics. The metal was beautifully worked, though sturdy and heavy. It was designed to protect their torsos, their necks, and their arms, strapped with slim leather belts. The armor was significantly bigger than the cuffs and plates we’d seen before. To me, it looked as though they were only now beginning to dress up for proper war, having simply used us as training material until now.

      “We have an immutable advantage here,” Nevis said, his gaze fixed on the six guards. They were our closest issue. If we played our cards right, all we had to do was slip past them and get in. That, of course, was our best shot at infiltrating the colosseum again. “If we draw attention to them, we won’t get in without a fight.”

      “Ice-boy here has a point,” Raphael replied. “We need to distract them.”

      Kallisto grinned from the neighboring tree. “Let me show you how it’s done, then,” she whispered, then took out a handful of marbles filled with a reddish liquid.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      “A distraction,” she replied, then threw the marbles onto the ground beneath the tree that was closest to the service entrance.

      They landed and broke into thousands of little shards, releasing the fluid inside. The six Perfects noticed them, then cautiously approached the tree. They narrowed their eyes as they tried to figure out what they were dealing with. Several breaths later, they were all blinking rapidly, coughing and wheezing, as if they’d just been pepper-sprayed.

      We didn’t miss our opportunity, while the Perfects dealt with the temporary discomfort. We jumped through the rest of the trees on the jungle border and reached the service door. Raphael punched a code into the access panel on the right side of the door, but the screen lit up red. The code wasn’t good anymore.

      “Dammit,” he cursed under his breath. “They changed the locks around here.”

      “Not surprised,” I murmured.

      We froze when one of the six Perfects came running back. “Hold on, I’ll get some water,” he said to his colleagues, then pressed a different code on the access panel and rushed inside. He was too out of it from the stinky marbles to even think about anyone else being there in that moment.

      Raphael grinned, then stuck his foot through the door to stop it from closing. We followed him inside, then made our way through a series of narrow corridors until we got to a blind spot—a darker corner, close enough to the main ground-floor hallway to give us a good visual of our next route.

      “We need to find the animal sanctuary,” Amane said, looking around. “Ta’Zan is definitely keeping them here, somewhere.”

      “It would be on the ground floor,” Kallisto replied. “For ease of access. In case of a disaster or something, he’d need it to have easy access to the outside world, to make evacuation swifter.”

      Amane stilled at the sight of a Faulty male about to pass by us. The glimmer of recognition in her orange eyes made me realize she knew him. “I can’t believe it,” she mumbled. “Athos.”

      “Friend of yours?” Dmitri asked, only half-jokingly.

      “He’s in love with Amal. Stupidly in love. He’ll probably kill Ta’Zan himself if she asks him,” Amane replied. A devilish grin stretched her lips as she looked at the unsuspecting Faulty. “We need him.”

      She didn’t wait for any of us to respond. She rushed toward him, instead, forcing us all to follow him around. We moved through the main hallway, dodging Perfects and Faulties along the way as we tried to stay close to each other and right behind Athos.

      I wasn’t sure where this move was going to take us, but I did have faith in Amane’s instincts. She’d saved our asses more than once. She deserved the lead on this one. The universe seemed to work in our favor, as we ended up inside a small service chamber filled with cleaning tools and a plethora of bleach-like chemicals.

      Athos, from what we could see, was part of the cleaning staff, and not happy about it. He was trying to prepare a wheeled bucket and a mop for a cleanup, when Amane intervened.

      “Morfuris,” she said, making herself visible.

      Athos yelped at the sudden sight of her, then moved backward in a defensive reaction. Amane was quick to reach him. She slammed him against the wall, covered his mouth, and brought one of her diamond knives up to his throat.

      “Oh, wow,” Ridan breathed, surprised by her agility in this particular circumstance. “The girl does not play.”

      “Make a single sound, and I will slit your throat,” Amane hissed.

      Athos didn’t move but for a faint nod to show his immediate compliance. His eyes darted around as he tried to figure out what was going on. He’d heard Ridan, but he couldn’t see him anywhere.

      “Morfuris,” Amane added, vanishing again. She didn’t let go of Athos, who looked horrified and squirmed in her hold, to no avail. “Don’t move, Athos. You know the damage that a diamond blade causes to Perfects, so imagine the pain it’ll give you.”

      He nodded again, this time with more conviction. We moved closer.

      “You can’t see us, Athos, but we can see you,” Amane continued. “Now, I need you to tell me where I can find the animal sanctuary and my sister. My mind is already working at an insane speed I haven’t felt in days. I know she’s close.”

      “There are more of us in here,” I said, noticing Athos’s reserve. “All perfectly capable of slitting your throat if you don’t comply with our request.”

      The Faulty was stunned, but it wore off quickly. He mumbled something against the palm of her hand.

      “I’m going to remove my hand. Don’t scream,” she warned him.

      As soon as his lips were uncovered, Athos smiled. “Amane. It’s good to see you alive. Well, sort of see you.”

      “Where’s the animal sanctuary?” she asked again, in absolutely no mood for chitchat.

      “Hold on, hold on,” Athos replied, pursing his lips. “You’re here with the outsiders, aren’t you?” he asked, then let out a mocking cackle. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

      “You seem to be cleaning floors for a living. If I were you, I’d tone down the snark,” Ridan retorted.

      Athos sighed. “Yes, well, I’m not good for much else.”

      “I’m not going to ask you again, Athos,” Amane said, gritting her teeth.

      “The sanctuary is here, on the ground floor. And so is Amal, for the rest of the day, but I’m not allowed to talk to her anymore, so I’m not sure where she is, exactly. I could ask,” the Faulty replied, his gaze lowered and his aura flaring red from the grief.

      “Why aren’t you allowed to talk to her anymore?” I asked.

      “She’s too precious to Father,” he said. “He makes sure no one bothers her with trivial matters. Imagine that. After all these years of loyal service and friendship to her, I’m considered trivial.”

      “You don’t sound happy about that,” Varga said, somewhat amused.

      “Of course not,” Athos replied. “I’m a cleaner now! I wipe up after snooty Perfects! My father has forgotten about me! Amal can’t see me. No, I’m not happy at all.”

      “Athos, focus.” Amal pressed the diamond blade deeper against his throat, drawing a droplet of blood. He gasped from the pain but didn’t give in straightaway.

      Using my True Sight, I was relieved to see that no one was in any way interested in the closet room we’d ambushed Athos in. There was no sign of Amal.

      “I don’t see her anywhere,” I muttered. “And I can’t see the sanctuary.”

      “Ta’Zan had us mount a mirror system around it,” Athos replied. “I don’t know why. He never told us.”

      “Oh, I think I know.” I sighed, wanting nothing more than to tear Ta’Zan’s head off with my bare hands. After what Abaddon and Araquiel had pulled during their hunts, I was more than accustomed to the concept of mirrors to throw off a sentry’s True Sight. Ta’Zan was not an idiot, though. That much credit was due. He knew I’d be coming, and he clearly knew what I could do. He also seemed to be aware of what we’d try to take from him, which must’ve been why he’d chosen to secure his animal sanctuary like that. “Take us to the sanctuary, Athos.”

      I was getting that devil-viper venom, one way or another.

      “It’s not going to work like that. You people don’t scare me more than Father. Take me with you when you go, and I will show you where the sanctuary is. I’ll find out where Amal is working today,” Athos said. “Just don’t leave me here. I can’t take it anymore.”

      Silence settled in the chamber as we looked at each other. A minute later, we all nodded in agreement. Amane took out a small pouch with a red garnet lens tied to it—it became visible the moment it left her hand, prompting Athos’s eyes to bulge.

      “When I tell you, you’ll swallow this paste,” she said to him. “Now, show us the sanctuary.”

      He nodded slowly, while Amane shifted back, giving him room to move.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Varga added, his tone firm. “Or you will lose your head. From what I know, you Faulties can’t regenerate like the Perfects. There will be no coming back from the chop-chop.”

      “I won’t,” Athos said. “Chill. I want to get out of here, safely, just like you.”

      “But why? Is it because you’re a cleaning Faulty?” Raphael asked, stifling a chuckle.

      “I was promised the future, the land of tomorrow. Now look at me,” Athos replied, then walked back to the door.

      We followed him outside and down the hallway.

      “Keep quiet. Don’t waste any time,” Amane instructed him.

      Athos led us through a few corridors and wide halls, as we headed farther to the west side of the diamond colosseum. We were like ghosts in there, unseen and unheard, almost floating behind him, glancing around and hoping to find salvation inside an animal sanctuary.

      Once we reached its entrance, however, I got my confirmation as to why I hadn’t been able to spot it with my True Sight. Thousands of small mirrors were mounted on the walls, both out and in, on every single inch of floor and ceiling. The reflective surfaces created the illusion of invisibility from whichever angle, until we were close enough to see the mirrors as they slowly tilted left, right, up, and down, functioning on an automated system of sorts.

      Whenever motion sensors around the sanctuary were triggered, the mirrors moved a little, enough to bend light a little more on one side than the next, keeping the place invisible. Athos pressed a code into the access panel, and the doors opened inward.

      “This is incredible,” Nevis muttered, looking around as we entered.

      The doors closed between us. An entire tropical paradise unraveled before us, guarded by mirrored diamond walls. It looked strange and superb at the same time. Trees, palm shrubs, and a variety of colorful flowers grew from a thick layer of soil in this massive hall, fitted with UV lights and sprinklers to help boost the fauna and the natural growth of things.

      “He keeps a lot of poisonous things in here,” Athos replied, unwilling to come closer to the greenery.

      Amane sighed, then nodded and stayed with him. “Kallisto, help our friends collect some devil-vipers,” she said. “You know where they’d hide in any kind of wilderness, natural or colosseum-made, and you know what they look like.”

      Dmitri, Varga, Ridan, Nevis, Raphael, and I stayed close to Kallisto while she guided us deeper into the mini-jungle. The air was horribly humid, making it harder for me to breathe. It was also too hot, and it didn’t take long for my nerves to stretch beyond their limits.

      I took deep breaths and took out one of the storage boxes that Amane had made just for this occasion. It was designed with holes and a sealed top to stop any critter from dying or escaping. We spent the better part of an hour inside the sanctuary. About ten minutes in, Kallisto snuck through the green shrubs and came out grinning, with a devil-viper wrapped around her arm.

      The snake itself wasn’t big, but its venom was incredibly potent.

      “It could kill a giant whale, all on its own,” Kallisto said, slipping the snake into Dmitri’s box. “One drop of venom will kill someone your size, wolf-boy.”

      That was enough to make Dmitri quiver a little as he stared at the creature inside the transparent box. We spent the next forty minutes or so searching and finding more in the humid greenery. My True Sight helped a lot, since we couldn’t exactly spend half the day in this place, with enemies swarming outside.

      The invisibility spell made the boxes invisible, as they were a part of what we’d worn upon ingestion. It also made the devil-vipers vanish upon entering the boxes, making it easier for us to sneak out with about twenty snakes in total.

      “These will be enough to generate a healthy amount of pulverizer pellets per day,” Amane concluded, counting the devil-vipers from Athos’s side.

      “Okay, so part one of the mission is practically done,” Varga replied once we all gathered in front of the double doors. “Amal is next on the list, right?”

      “Yeah. So far, so good,” Nevis murmured, frowning. “I don’t like it. It’s too smooth. We are never this lucky.”

      “First of all, the job’s not done yet, so don’t jinx it,” I retorted. “Second, we deserve some luck, don’t you think? After everything? Come on.”

      He threw me a half-smile, then shoved the box in his backpack.

      “Where is my sister?” Amane asked Athos.

      “I’ll need to ask around,” he replied. “Your patience is needed here.”

      “Ugh. Just do it quickly. We don’t have much time,” Amane said, then looked at me and stilled, dread freezing her features. “Oh, no.”

      “What?” I asked, confused by the gawking.

      Nevis followed her gaze, then looked down at himself, and groaned, rolling his eyes.

      “The spell is wearing off,” he replied.

      “Ah. Dammit,” I grunted, then fumbled through my backpack for another dose. “Reload. Reload, quickly!”

      We all shoved our hands deep into our bags for this. We’d had to use the first dose a lot earlier than expected, with Cassiel. The time had already run out on what we’d ingested, and we needed a new batch before someone came in to find us literally standing in Ta’Zan’s most precious sanctuary.

      Athos smiled at the sight of Raphael. “I knew that voice sounded familiar.”

      “Guys, she’s coming,” Amane murmured, seeming transfixed.

      “Whoop-tee-doo,” Raphael retorted, and clicked his teeth as he found his dose of invisibility paste. He frowned, then shot her a cold look. “Wait, what?”

      The sanctuary doors opened.

      “Ah, seriously?!” I moaned, not believing the horrific timing. All I could think was, Great, now we’re gonna have to fight them!

      “What… What is the meaning of this?” A female voice echoed in the sanctuary, just as we all turned around to face the doors.

      She was only ten feet away from Amane and Athos, and the resemblance was simply astonishing. But for the white silken tunic, everything else was identical to Amane—the position of every amber scale, the shape of her lips, her long white hair, and her almond, orange eyes.

      By some unexpected twist of fate, Amal was standing right in front of us.

      And no one was shocked more than Amane, whose knife dropped on the floor with a spine-tingling clang.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ridan

          

        

      

    

    
      No one saw this coming.

      We’d gotten the devil-vipers we needed for our pulverizer weapons, and we were going to get Athos to help us find Amal. But Amal had accidentally found us first, and, frankly, I wasn’t prepared for it. My brain stopped functioning for a moment.

      The doors were shut behind Amal. Beyond, Perfects moved up and down the hallway. I wondered how long it would take until one of them came in. The problem was that we couldn’t be seen if that happened—otherwise, all hell would break loose.

      We were all stunned and motionless, the sanctuary blossoming behind us in shades of green, red, and white, the ground and the trees riddled with a multitude of insects and animals—each of them poisonous or toxic. We knew that Ta’Zan harvested a variety of venoms and chemicals from these creatures. Some he used for medication, others he turned into deadly weapons, including his version of the Perfect pulverizer.

      “Amal,” Amane managed, her eyes wide as she stared at her twin sister.

      “What the hell are you doing here?!” Amal replied, her tone clipped and her hands balled into fists. Her frame was tense, and a vein throbbed along her temple.

      They were superb, two droplets of water. Identical in every single physical feature, Amal and Amane were perfect copies of one another. Every amber scale, every line and curve, every strand of white hair. If one had it, so did the other. Yet, as far as temperament and character went, they couldn’t be farther apart.

      Amane was determined, rebellious, and quite aggressive when she had to be. But she was also honest, warm, and loyal to a cause. Amal, on the other hand, and from what Amane had told me, was calm and calculated, quiet and introverted, stubborn and, worst of all, she loved Ta’Zan too much. She was blinded by her fealty to her creator. That made her a liability, but she was also essential to Amane’s plan to devise a mass memory wiper for the Perfects.

      “I was looking for you, actually,” Amane said, pursing her lips. “What are you doing here?”

      “Father wants some toxins. In case you forgot, that’s what we do here. We serve him. We help him achieve the dream, the evolved society,” Amal replied.

      Amane chuckled, bitterness dripping from her voice. “That sounds pretty sad, if you ask me. I roam freely and do whatever the hell I want. I protect those you and Ta’Zan keep persecuting and hunting. I get to sleep at night.”

      “You don’t get to come in here and lecture me about anything!” Amal spat, pointing an angry finger at her. “You lost that privilege a long time ago, Sister!”

      Amane gave me a brief sideways glance. “Stand back, let me do this,” she muttered. All I could do was nod, noticing that the rest of my team was equally still and intrigued. We swallowed our reserves of invisibility paste, leaving Amane to take hers when she was ready. That moment wasn’t too far away, judging by the look on her face. As soon as we vanished, Amal seemed befuddled, but not shocked. I gathered she’d figured that we had magic on our side.

      Amane shifted her focus back to Amal. “That’s the sad part about this life you’ve chosen,” she said. “You quiver with joy for every little so-called privilege, while I enjoy nothing but freedom.”

      “You’ve yet to answer my question,” Amal replied. “What are you doing here?”

      Amane chuckled. “I would’ve expected a hug, at least. It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other.”

      “Don’t be dramatic. Only days have passed,” Amal said.

      “I like how you still fail to capture the nuance of sarcasm,” Amane replied, grinning like the sly, white-haired fox that she could be, when she set her mind to it. She was aiming to set her sister off, though I wasn’t sure why. The purpose was to get the two of them in the same room, then keep them there while their brilliant minds worked together to help us against the Perfects.

      Of course, the challenge was Amal. She was still loyal to Ta’Zan and would never willingly help us. So, I wondered what Amane had in mind to make sure our plan worked. She’d only told us to trust her, that she knew how to handle her sister. She’d been around us long enough for us to do that, but still, I was curious.

      “At least I’m still by Father’s side, doing what needs to be done. I don’t need your biting sense of humor for that,” Amal said. “And you… you were brave to sneak into the colosseum the last time, I’ll give you that. But the second time around? Darling, you should’ve known you’d get caught.”

      “Who caught me?” Amane asked.

      Amal smirked. “You’re definitely dumb, even when you’re next to me, if you think that I’m letting you out now.”

      “You do realize I knew exactly what I was doing when I came here, right? That I could’ve stayed back, right? That I knew you’d sense your own mind expanding, the moment I set foot in this place. Right?”

      The realization made Amal’s forehead smooth, her jaw nearly dropping. Since they both got significantly smarter the closer they were to one another, it made sense that they’d feel each other as the distance between them shortened. Amal must’ve felt that her sister was around, yet there were no guards coming. No ambush. No Perfects surrounding us.

      “Amane… She knew you were coming,” Elonora said, her voice low and her gaze fixed on Amal. “But no one’s here to take us away.”

      Amane nodded. “I know. She thinks I’m an idiot. She hasn’t seen me in two weeks, and she’s already forgotten how my mind works, I guess.”

      “What makes you think there aren’t Perfects ready to lock you up as soon as you leave the sanctuary?” Amal asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Amal, you have to stop this,” Athos interjected. “You don’t want to hurt your sister. At least admit it. You’re just angry she came here.”

      “You shut up!” Amal hissed.

      “Amal. Why are you still in this place, working for Ta’Zan?” Amane asked, crossing her arms.

      “Because you left!” Amal replied. “You left me behind!”

      “You know why I did that. You should’ve come with me,” Amane said, her brow furrowed. “We’re sisters. Our bond is stronger than anything.”

      “No, you broke that!” Amal spat. “You! I did nothing!”

      “And that’s the problem, Sister. You did nothing, while innocent people died. You said nothing, while our Faulty brethren died. And you continue to do nothing, while Ta’Zan builds more Perfects and prepares to infect the entire universe with his spite,” Amane replied, shaking her head slowly. “But this ends now.”

      “You know nothing, Amane. You have no idea what I’ve been doing.” Amal sighed.

      “I need you, Sister. We have to stop them.”

      “You’re a little too late for that,” Amal replied.

      “Hm. So you’re going to do this the hard way, then,” Amane murmured.

      Amal looked confused. But her sister didn’t give her a chance to reply. Amane dashed forward and drove her fist into Amal’s stomach. The move startled us all, and we prepared to intervene. Amal extended her claws and slashed at her sister’s abdomen, but Amane jumped back, then swerved to the side and pushed two fingers into Amal’s neck. The hit was swift and shockingly effective.

      Amal’s eyes rolled into her head, and she passed out.

      Amane adjusted the red lens over her eye and motioned for me to help. “We’re taking her with us,” she said, breathing heavily.

      “What the hell just happened?” Elonora croaked, her eyes wide. “I swear, my brother and I occasionally fight, but nothing like this.”

      “Hey, remember the night I came back from military training?” Varga replied, chuckling softly. “We took our playfighting to a pretty aggressive level.”

      “Oh. Right. Mom and Dad had to summon the guards to split us up. Right…” Elonora mumbled, her cheeks burning pink.

      Nevis blinked several times, clearly surprised. “It got that rough?”

      “She nearly broke my arm!” Varga replied, shrugging.

      “You made my nose bleed!” Elonora retorted.

      “Ah, so this isn’t the first sibling scuffle you’ve seen,” Amane cut in, smirking.

      “Hold on, we’re taking her with us?” Dmitri asked.

      “Yep,” I replied, then picked Amal up and put her over my shoulder, as if she were a sack of potatoes. She was light, her flesh toned, yet soft. In more than one way, it felt as though I were carrying Amane. It was weird, but it also made me stifle a grin, as I looked at Amane and noticed the glimmer of jealousy in her orange eyes.

      “What about Douma?” Dmitri asked. “We came here for Douma, too!”

      “We’ll get there, hold on,” Amane replied, then shoved an invisibility spell pouch in Amal’s mouth, forcing her to swallow. A few seconds later, Amal vanished.

      Amane took hers as well. Once we were all unseen, we could breathe a little better. However, I was still wrapping my head around Amal and Amane’s obviously complicated relationship. We knew that it was strained, but we had no idea it could go to such extremes.

      “You were always planning to bring her back with us, huh?” I asked.

      Amane nodded. “Nothing I say or do will convince her to help me,” she said. “But if she’s my prisoner, she can’t do anything. I can build the device by myself. I just need her close to me for my brain to operate at the speed and level necessary for such a design.”

      “Hey, whatever works,” Elonora replied. “But Dmitri’s right. We need to find Douma.”

      “We will. And I know where to take both Douma and Amal,” Amane said. “There’s a Draenir lab not far from here. I can do my work from there, and it’s a good hideout. Rest assured that, as soon as they start looking for Amal, they will track us back to base camp.”

      “But they won’t track us to this lab?” I asked.

      Amane shook her head. “It’s extremely well hidden, surrounded by running water. Remember, the Perfects can sense me and Amal. We’re lucky in here because they can’t tell us apart when they feel us nearby. But, once we walk out of here, we’re bait. We’re about to leave with one of Ta’Zan’s most prized possessions.”

      “We should get going now,” Dmitri said.

      “Agreed,” Raphael replied. “Let’s go find Douma. I think I know where she’ll be.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “I know this place, remember?” Raphael said, smiling.

      He led us out of the natural sanctuary. Elonora and Nevis followed, with Dmitri and Varga behind them. Amane and I were last, with Amal on my shoulder. Kallisto stayed close to Athos in front of us, keeping a blade to his throat. That seemed to annoy him.

      “I’m not doing anything,” Athos mumbled. “I’ve got Amal here. I am not running away.”

      “Maybe. But I don’t trust you, and, frankly, I find the way you look at Amal a tad creepy,” Kallisto replied.

      That part was true. I’d seen him light up at the sight of Amal, but his gaze then darkened and became irritatingly persistent, much like that of a predator stalking its prey. We knew he had quite a crush on her, but we couldn’t exactly quantify it until we saw him with her.

      I was going to ask Elonora about him, later, but I was willing to bet that Athos had the potential to become quite a stalker, if left unattended. Nevertheless, he wasn’t a problem. For now, he was an ally, a Faulty who wanted to get out of here as much as the rest of us.

      “Hold,” Raphael whispered, his arm shooting out to his side.

      We froze once more, this time faced with something that none of us had expected. We’d stopped in the middle of the hallway, Perfects and Faulties passing us by. Ta’Zan was coming toward the sanctuary, accompanied by four guards. He was headed straight for us.

      “Oh, damn,” Varga mumbled.

      I could almost feel his dread—it echoed mine. We knew it was him from the moment we saw him. The long gray hair, the bejeweled tunic, the bodyguards, and the overall air of doom that seemed to follow him. The descriptions we’d heard were true. One could feel the end simply by looking into his strange eyes. One blue, one green, like his Perfects’.

      “Do not move,” Raphael breathed.

      “We’re invisible,” Elonora replied.

      “Just don’t risk it. Wait,” Raphael hissed.

      We didn’t move a muscle, watching with horror as Ta’Zan came closer, stalking through the hallway. He wore a permanent frown, and his Perfect guards looked equally worried. They all stopped in front of the sanctuary, several feet away from us.

      “Wait here,” Ta’Zan said to his guards.

      He went inside the sanctuary. I exhaled slowly, watching his tall figure behind the double diamond doors. He stood in front of the greenery, his head moving around. Was he looking for Amal, maybe? She had, after all, come down here to collect toxins for him. I didn’t peg him as a micro-manager, though. He could’ve just waited for her.

      The doors opened again, and Ta’Zan came out. He was livid, his nostrils flaring.

      I instinctively caught Amane’s hand in mine, as if to comfort her, or maybe myself. We were standing in front of our greatest enemy, and we couldn’t do anything against him. Too many Perfects followed him, willing to kill us all and more, in order to further their maker’s agenda. This wasn’t the right time to launch an offensive.

      No, we had Amal and devil-vipers with us, and we had to get Douma out. For now, however, we were frozen in the middle of a hallway, surrounded by an enemy that was unaware of our presence.

      Ta’Zan raised his right hand and pressed a small button on a slick white bracelet that was tight around his wrist. We were all forced to wait, now, until Ta’Zan moved again. My stomach was the size of a marble, while rage flowed red hot through my veins. But my torment was nothing compared to the look on Elonora’s face.

      She had her gaze fixed on Ta’Zan, her hands shaking on her pulverizer weapon. Her index finger moved gently over the trigger. I knew what she was thinking about, but it wasn’t going to do anything unless we swayed the Perfects in our favor. We’d already talked about this. We knew what we could or couldn’t do in the event of bumping into Ta’Zan.

      But this was about to get much worse. Cassiel emerged from a side corridor, all muddy and covered in blood. By the way he was panting, I could tell that he’d really rushed to get here as soon as possible. I figured the button that Ta’Zan had pushed was meant for Cassiel.

      As Cassiel walked toward Ta’Zan and his Perfect guards, I couldn’t help but look at my people. They were all stunned and paralyzed by dread, yet burning on the inside with anger and a scorching desire for revenge. These people had taken so much from us, and they were getting ready to take even more.

      In this case, however, we, too, had taken something important. And she was unconscious, slumped over my shoulder. One of Ta’Zan’s most prized possessions.
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      “Give me a status update,” Ta’Zan demanded. “You look like hell.”

      His voice alone was enough to make my blood curdle, my spine tingle in the most unpleasant way, and my stomach churn. This creature was my nightmare, the personification of doom and destruction. He had my grandparents and family friends prisoners in his diamond dome, using their genes to create beautiful monsters. Ta’Zan was the end of days, and I was looking right at him.

      Cassiel glanced around, pursing his lips. “I got in a scuffle with some Faulties, but I’ve yet to find the outsiders in the winter-summer cluster. I will, though. We’re almost there,” he said. “I’ll catch them, worry not.”

      “Abaddon said the same, and, if I’m not mistaken, he’s been turned into a pile of dust. Otherwise, I cannot explain why he hasn’t come back yet,” Ta’Zan replied. “Araquiel also promised me he’d catch them, and… well, he’s somewhere out there, while the outsiders continue to soil my world. So don’t tell me not to worry, Cassiel. Deliver.”

      His tone was clipped, and I knew, from his aura alone, that he was boiling. Anger flared red, but so did concern. He feared us, though he never would’ve admitted it out loud. Had we not been capable of destroying him, he never would’ve bothered with our capture. It was the one thought that helped me retain my sanity and composure as I stood there, motionless and invisible, just several feet away from Ta’Zan himself.

      Cassiel wasn’t comfortable, either, but he’d put himself in this position. He could’ve stayed with us and fought, yet he’d chosen to betray us. We’d left him behind. Well, the ground had opened up and swallowed him, which explained most of the dirt on him—but not the blood. The Hermessi had helped him, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why.

      If this was a double game he was playing, I wasn’t sure if he’d survive. At this point, however, I wasn’t rooting for him. Just the opposite.

      “Father, I am doing my best. You know how close I got back on Merinos. Had it not been for the Hermessi, I would’ve taken them all,” Cassiel said.

      “Do not mention the Hermessi ever again,” Ta’Zan growled. “This is a house of science, not nature gods. I made you an Arch-Perfect for a reason. Please stop talking like a Faulty.”

      Cassiel nodded slowly, biting his tongue. He would’ve said more, but he didn’t. He even neglected to mention having met us back in the woods, outside the mountain town. That, I found extremely odd, reinforcing the idea that Cassiel was, in fact, helping us, in his own, twisted way. It didn’t give me any sense of relief, though. He was still dangerous, because he was extremely unpredictable.

      “I will make you proud, Father, I promise,” Cassiel replied. “How are we coming along with the ships?”

      “As you know, we’ve had to start over because of those vermin. But we’ll rebuild them and launch them. We’ll load them up with an army of Arch-Perfects to lead the way,” Ta’Zan said. “The nearest inhabited world is Asturia, in this galaxy. We’ll start with that, as a warmup session. The Perfects will handle colonization, but your superior brethren will lead the attack. I don’t need millions, now that I have you.”

      Bile threatened to rise, irritating my throat. Ta’Zan was using our genes to destroy us. It was such a slap in our collective face, it was damn unforgivable, and it took an unexpected amount of self-control not to pulverize him right then and there.

      I knew of Asturia. We’d yet to study it, but it was on the far edge of the galaxy. We’d only made it as far as Strava’s solar system in our explorations, in our search for a tropical haven. And what hell we’d come across, instead…

      “That sounds good. How many Arch-Perfects will I have by my side?” Cassiel asked.

      “At least a thousand, by the end of the week. It’ll be more than enough, with your capabilities,” Ta’Zan replied. “In the meantime, however, we may have a problem.”

      Cassiel’s eyebrows went up. “How can I help?”

      “I sent Amal down here to fetch me specific toxins,” Ta’Zan said. “She isn’t in the sanctuary.”

      “Perhaps she’s in the hangar, working on the ships,” Cassiel suggested.

      “She never does anything other than what she was instructed to do, Cassiel. Amal is missing,” Ta’Zan said, a vein twitching in his temple. “And her kidnappers are still with us.”

      When he said that, he seemed to be looking in our direction. Ice swallowed my heart and constricted it. Flashbacks of Harper’s stories from Neraka came flooding in. I couldn’t have this turn into another Infernis bonanza. Shaytan had seen them then, even with their invisibility spell, because of his red garnet. This… This had to be different.

      Ta’Zan couldn’t see us, but the certainty with which he referred to our presence made me shiver. “They’re here, Cassiel. I can almost smell them. I don’t know where, but they’re in the colosseum, and they most likely have Amal. She cannot leave this place. Do you understand me?”

      Cassiel nodded firmly. “I’ll put the colosseum on high alert,” he said. “We’ll do a top-to-bottom search.”

      “Use thermal scanners,” Ta’Zan suggested. “There aren’t many, but they might help.”

      Oh, no, I thought to myself, horror gripping my joints.

      If they had thermal imaging technology, they could possibly spot us, even if we were invisible. The invisibility spell worked on a visual level, mutating our cells and everything we touched, to the point where they could deflect light. It was a highly intelligent optical illusion, but it had no guarantee against thermal scanners. The spell hid what could be seen. Our body temperatures, on the other hand, were something else entirely.

      I caught Nevis’s wrist.

      “We’ll find her, Father,” Cassiel said to Ta’Zan.

      “Stop telling me what you will do. Just do it. Lock down the colosseum. No one comes in or out until the outsiders are found. Check this level first,” he replied. “The scent is stronger here.”

      Cassiel didn’t wait to be told twice. He took out a small device from his ripped tunic, then pressed a button on its side and started barking orders. “Code Black. Code Black. Our house is on lockdown. Intruders are here. Meet me outside the natural sanctuary in sector six, now. All hands on deck!”

      Soon enough, more Perfects would come here. It was getting too hot, too fast. We had to do something. A sense of urgency surged through me, making my fingers and toes tingle.

      “We need to go, now,” I breathed, looking at Nevis, then Raphael.

      They both nodded. We were in boiling water now. The colosseum was about to become a powder keg and a deadly trap. We still had to find Douma, but I had a feeling we wouldn’t be able to keep our promise to Dmitri this time around. We had to get out with the devil-vipers and Amal, our two most important weapons against Ta’Zan.

      We all wanted Douma back, too, but none of us could have foretold Ta’Zan’s intervention, or the fact that he could somehow smell us! This was one of those unexpected hurdles we’d considered, though, and we knew that the protocols would have to change if there was a risk of exposing us. Douma would have to wait.

      Judging by the look on his face, Dmitri knew it, too.
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      After miles and miles of searching along the southern border of Ta’Zan’s occupied archipelagos, we finally came across a perfectly round island with a tall mountain rising from its very center. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was something about this island that felt perfect for what we needed to do.

      The winter-summer cluster was far too hostile and not close enough to where we needed to be, given the complexity of our operations. This place, however, simply seemed right.

      We reached its wide beach long after midnight. The sky was made up of black and blue strips sprinkled with trillions of bright stars. The moon rose to its highest point, and the tide was high. The sound of waves splashing against the shore had a soothing effect on my nerves. I was still waiting for Elonora’s team to reach out after their colosseum infiltration.

      It was supposed to be an in-and-out operation, but we all knew it would always be more complicated than that. They were dangerously deep in enemy territory, and we had to be close enough to provide support if they needed it.

      “There’s no one around,” Rakkhan, the Draenir Elder, said as the rest of our group got off the boats.

      The Draenir and Herakles’s Faulties had worked tirelessly to recover all the boats and rafts that Rakkhan had had stashed around Merinos. That had been our first pitstop, since all our fae and witches were out in the field. There were about five dozen of us left, in total, including Avril, Heron, and the nine wards. Six longboats and two rafts were enough, most of them recovered from the northern shore of Merinos.

      Given that we’d already left that island, there was no reason for any Perfects to linger in that area. They never would’ve expected us to be crazy enough to go back. That was the benefit of our collective experiences—we’d all been through the most insane trials and tribulations, and we knew how to be unpredictable enough to fool hundreds of week-old Perfects.

      “It’s as quiet as the entire trip here,” Herakles muttered, looking around with a furrowed brow. “Doesn’t anyone find that the least bit suspicious?”

      Leah shrugged. “Not necessarily. This is the southern swatch. The Perfects are expanding mostly east and west, taking over the tropics first. The south and the north are a little too cold for their taste.”

      “The temperatures are, indeed, lower here,” Avril said. “I can feel it.”

      “That won’t last long, though,” I replied. “They’ll come here, too, within weeks, given the speed with which they’re expanding.”

      “Until then, this might work as a base camp,” Samael chimed in, pointing at the mountain. “I’m willing to bet that’ll be a good spot.”

      Surrounded by thick woods, the mountain did, indeed, look pretty good. Based on the width of its base, along with the numerous little holes I could see farther up, I was tempted to assume we’d find a cavern or two in there.

      Herakles and I led the way through the jungle after we hid the boats beneath the shoreline shrubs, their wide and waxy leaves big enough to cover them. There was nothing but darkness, along with the chirps and jingles of various nocturnal birds and insects that roamed these woods.

      There wasn’t a certain path we could follow. No one had stepped through these parts of Strava in a long time. I could feel the eyes of small animals watching us from the trees, but, whenever I looked, I only caught glimmers and shadows darting around. Still, we managed to advance toward the mountain base, then worked our way up the stony ridge.

      “I don’t think this was ever inhabited,” Heron said.

      “Look up there,” Leah replied, pointing up ahead.

      There was an opening, a large, gaping hole smack in the middle of the stone wall, staring back at us. “That might work,” I muttered.

      “We need a good cover,” Herakles said. “That could do the trick.”

      “Unless there’s some big-ass beast waiting to have us for dinner in there,” Heron replied.

      “Babe, we’ve dealt with Death Claws and Pit Wolves, remember?” Avril chuckled. “Whatever is in there can’t possibly be worse.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, as we continued to climb up the ridge. Once we reached the cave opening, we realized how big it really was. The mountain was sculpted into a wide platform on this side, allowing us all to gather in front of the cave before going in.

      We turned on some of our long-distance flashlights—one of many small gadgets we’d brought with us from Calliope, in case we needed them. Some of us had excellent eyesight, but the same couldn’t be said for the Draenir. In many ways, despite their diaphanous appearance, they reminded me of the humans of Earth and the Imen of Neraka.

      “Okay. Let’s see what this place is about,” I murmured, then went in.

      The cold air hit me straightaway.

      “Ooh, chilly,” Herakles grumbled as he joined me, followed by Avril, Heron, the wards, Leah, and Samael. Rakkhan and the rest of the Draenir and Faulties stayed back, waiting for us to explore the cave first before we decided to settle here.

      The cave itself was shaped like a deformed bubble, its ceiling covered in black stalactites, each reaching down to ten, maybe twelve feet in length. The walls were a luscious black, a mineral of some kind that shimmered whenever the lamp lights hit it.

      Straight ahead, there was a tunnel opening.

      “It’s getting colder,” Avril remarked as we went through the tunnel. “Dhaxanian mountain colder.”

      Indeed, the temperatures were dropping at an alarming rate. The tunnel was relatively wide and cylindrical, with multiple holes on both sides. I stopped to sneak a light into one of them, then found my jaw on the floor.

      “This is a network,” I said. “There is another chamber at the end of it.”

      “Yeah, here, too,” Herakles replied, pointing at another tunnel opening.

      We took some time exploring some of the chambers, and noticed that they were all interconnected somehow, through various tunnels. The temperature didn’t drop to an uncomfortable level—at least not anywhere near the harsh winter levels we’d experienced back in the summer-winter cluster near Merinos.

      The air felt clean and fresh, and the humidity levels were acceptable. We went around, from one chamber to the next, and checked each from top to bottom. There weren’t any wild animals living here, and there was a stream of sweet water running through the cave floor, before it vanished through a hole on the other side of the mountain.

      The cave structure spanned at least two miles, occupying the entire width of the mountain. Once we got back to the plateau, we were able to tell our people that it was safe to live here, at least for a while.

      “This will definitely work as a command center,” I said. “The tunnel maze is intricate and big enough to throw invaders for a loop, should we deal with such a scenario. There are multiple escape routes, as well, some masked by trees and shrubs on the other side.”

      “I can send a message out to the other rogue Faulties from here,” Herakles added. “I could bring them here. There’s enough room for all of us, right?”

      I nodded. “We’ll use the main cave chamber for all the tech we’ve got, as well as what we’ve gathered from the strongholds.”

      “Dmitri and Rakkhan could easily help us connect our gear to the Draenir magi-tech,” Avril replied. “I’m sure they could find a way to make it work.”

      “Magi-tech is quite friendly, once you understand the Draenir symbols,” Rakkhan said.

      “User-friendly, huh?” Avril chuckled.

      I looked at the platform, taking in its smooth stone floor. “This could also be a landing spot for the fae,” I added. “Provided we find a safe way to get them on the planet, without the Perfects shooting them down.”

      “Let’s wait for the Hermessi’s response,” Heron said. “You heard Ben. Unless the elements help us, bringing the fae here would be pointless.”

      “If they need the fae as conduits to amplify their powers, wouldn’t the Hermessi want to scrounge up a storm or do something powerful enough to confuse the Perfects while we bring our elemental conduits over?” Avril asked.

      “I have no idea. We’ll have to talk to them, once they agree to help us,” I said. “Either way, we must keep a diversion in mind. Not a storm, but something GASP-made, enough to keep the enemy busy.”

      “Listen, let’s all settle in, first,” Herakles suggested. “Let’s unpack and do whatever needs to be done while we wait for the others to get back.”

      I was totally okay with that, so I took my bag and claimed one of the chambers closest to the main cave. I emptied the bag on the floor, quietly doing an inventory of what I had left, as I thought about everything we’d been through, and everything before that.

      Long before Strava, Neraka, and Eritopia, I’d had my own challenges to deal with. I’d lost my brother and, on more than one occasion, I’d nearly lost Caleb. My mom and dad had dodged a bullet more than once, too, not to mention the rest of our extended family and our closest friends.

      Everyone’s experiences, on top of mine, had brought me to a point in life I’d never thought possible. I’d grown a lot, because, had this whole Stravian mess happened years ago, I never would’ve had the patience to wait for Elonora to get back in touch while infiltrating the colosseum.

      I was worried about her. More than an hour had passed since I’d last heard from her, and I had a feeling that their mission wasn’t going as smoothly as we’d hoped. Years ago, I would’ve been the first to drop everything and go after them.

      However, now, everything was different. I was able to look past the concern and the dread, and I could focus on what we could do, while our agents and allies were out there in the field, risking their lives for Strava’s liberation. I sat on the cold floor, quietly contemplating the choices that had brought me up to this point.

      Surprisingly, I didn’t regret a single thing. Not the mistakes I’d made, and not the things I’d failed to do. No, there was a soft balance in my heart, and my head was clear. Every single thing that I’d said and done had brought me here, to Strava, in this beautiful but heartbreaking paradise. As much as I hated it, I belonged here, in this moment. I was meant to be here, to help my people, to save my parents and the entire universe, and to give the Perfects, the Faulties, and the Draenir a good world to live in, without anyone needing to invade mine.

      

      Leah came to me about an hour later, smiling.

      “What’s up?” I asked, pleased to see her in a good mood.

      Morale was essential to our survival, given the size and skill of our enemy. A happy Faulty was a valuable ally, and Leah’s enthusiasm had a way of rubbing off on the others. She didn’t have many words, in general, but her expression was often enough to cure anyone’s depression. She didn’t dwell on the deaths of those close to her, either—that, too, helped.

      “Araquiel is training with Samael,” she said. “You should see them. Araquiel is quite a sight to behold.”

      “I think we saw enough of his fighting skills while he was hunting us down,” I replied, offering a bitter smile on top.

      “I know, but it’s different. He’s laughing; he’s enjoying himself. You were right. You were all right, even though, at one point, I refused to believe it. There is good in these Perfects, and lots of it.”

      I nodded. “Yes. No one is truly born evil, Leah. We are the result of our circumstances, our environments, and our choices. If you remove all that and delete everything we’ve learned, we start from zero, and, with the right influences, we change,” I said. “So, yes, I have all the faith in Araquiel. He’ll make a good ally.”

      Leah’s smile faded, suddenly replaced by gut-wrenching grief. “What about Douma? Will we ever get her back? I actually liked her.”

      “I know. We all like her, and we all want her with us, Leah. It’s why Dmitri went out there with Lenny and the others, to get her back. She’ll return, one way or another,” I replied.

      “Have you heard from them?”

      “Not yet,” I said, shaking my head. “Thing is, if they’re infiltrating the colosseum, I can’t really bother them. They’ll reach out when they’re ready. I can’t risk distracting them, in any way.”

      “I get it. Okay. I’ll go stay with Araquiel and Samael. I’m telling you, they’re fun to watch while we wait for the others to get back. There isn’t much else we can do, at this point,” Leah said.

      I smiled. “It’s cool. I’ll be out there in a bit. I just need to clear my head for a little while longer.”

      Leah mirrored my expression, then left. Once again, I was alone in my small, dark chamber. I didn’t need a light in there, since I could easily handle the darkness. Looking around, I was tempted to slide back down memory lane. I missed Caleb to the point where I could barely breathe sometimes, so I wanted to just close my eyes and think back on the moment we’d first met. I hoped it would soothe me, even a little bit.

      But a crevice I hadn’t seen before caught my eye. It was about six feet tall and just four feet wide—big enough for me to go through, if I wanted to. I got up and moved closer, feeling the chilly air brush against my cheeks. There was a draft coming from the crevice. There was something in there, for sure.

      I slipped through and found myself inside a hidden and extremely narrow corridor. It swirled downward, like a naturally carved staircase, all black mineral stone with jagged edges on every step. Only, it didn’t strike me as a natural event. The steps were too even. No, someone had made this.

      Curiosity took me all the way down to the bottom, where the air was cool and dry. The pressure gave me a mild headache, but nothing I couldn’t handle. The bottom, however, was not the end. A hole opened up, from which a bluish light flickered. I stood there, on its edge, for a while, listening to the murmurs of flowing water. The sound of pressure jets made my heart jump.

      I poked my head through, first, just to be sure. I stilled at the sight below.

      A huge underground pool stretched beneath, in a chamber the shape of a dome, with the same black mineral stone walls. The water was insanely deep, but light was reflected from somewhere, somehow. It glimmered like the pool of a luxury hotel, the kind with spotlights underwater.

      Despite the lighting mystery, I was thrilled to be able to see so well, since I had a full view of the sources of the pressure jets I’d just heard. This pool wasn’t empty. Several large, whale-like creatures swam through it, reaching the surface and releasing jets of water through the multiple holes on their backs.

      “Pashmiri,” I murmured, recognizing the creatures we’d seen in the ocean during our many underwater trips between the Stravian islands.

      They rumbled around, twisting and wiggling as if they were playful dolphins, with their bellies up, before they turned over and released more water through their back-holes. I found myself smiling and lying on my belly, as I peered down and admired the pashmiri.

      Despite the violence on the surface, these animals had found solace in here. Maybe we could, too.
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      I’d never seen them so close before.

      The pashmiri were truly majestic animals, with long and slender bodies, like a mix between dolphins and humpback whales. Their skin was thick and in strips of turquoise, white, and dark blue, allowing them to blend in, whenever they needed to break through a bank of unsuspecting fish.

      Their heads were oval, their eyes bright blue, and their fangs small, but sharp. Most noticeably, their song was as mesmerizing as Kallisto had described it. It was a melodious moan, but I was becoming more and more convinced that it was extremely complex.

      My heart beat louder, the pulse echoing in my ears and joining the pashmiri song. It was as if my body was responding to them in ways I wouldn’t have thought possible. Needless to say, I loved it.

      But something happened. I didn’t even realize it until I lost complete control over my body and slipped through the hole. I fell smack in the middle of the pool, and everything turned white. Time and space warped around me. I was hurled through the pristine nothingness, then broke through the water and held my breath for a moment.

      I wasn’t in the cave anymore. The pool was gone.

      An endless, turquoise ocean replaced it, sprinkled with thousands of islands. This was Strava, but I wasn’t looking at it through my eyes. The image was distorted, significantly sharper and brighter, as if my body was used to darkness underwater. Then again, this wasn’t my body.

      I went back under and swam for a few miles, and I, too, sang the pashmiri song. There were dozens like me, swirling through the water, as we headed toward the biggest island ahead. I could see its root, wide and loaded with coral reefs… It was the upper half of an underwater mountain.

      Once my head broke through the surface again, I nearly froze, recognizing the colosseum rising in the middle, surrounded by lush jungles and Perfects flashing above like comets. This was Ta’Zan’s island, and, for some reason, I’d been brought here in the form of a pashmiri. I didn’t know why, nor could I explain what had happened to my body, but, for the time being, I was here, watching.

      The pashmiri-me swam closer to the southern shore, where a massive pier had been built. Perfects and Faulties were there, doing the most horrible thing. The Perfects threw out huge metallic spears—the projectiles went into the backs of my fellow pashmiri, who were swimming out in the deep waters. The Perfects were skilled and strong enough to hunt from the shore, effortlessly.

      Blood spread through the water, and I caught its scent. It broke my heart, and I wanted to cry. But something much worse followed, as the Perfects then flew out and caught the injured pashmiri, dragging them back to dry land. Once their giant bodies flopped into the white sand, the Faulties and the Perfects proceeded to cut them open and harvest everything they needed.

      From dozens of pashmiri, they collected tubs of blood, countless chunks of meat and fat, dozens of square feet of skin and sawed-off bones. It was an organized process. They’d done this before, more than once. Their skills in slicing, cutting, and dicing were obvious. They moved like ants, functioning at a higher speed as they dismembered the pashmiri and carried them, in pieces, back to the colosseum.

      They left the carcasses behind for the carrion birds to feed on. Those, there were plenty of, with that much death on the shore. It was devastating to watch. Just behind that fancy diamond colosseum, Ta’Zan’s Perfects were destroying the wildlife.

      I didn’t need a biology degree to understand what they were doing. The pashmiri were big enough to feed entire colosseums. The blood could be used for biomedical and chemical purposes, maybe even to feed the vampire and Mara prisoners, and the bones could serve as a raw material in jewelry-making, or, powdered, for medication. The lard could be processed into oil and fuel. The Perfects were acting like a plague, destroying their and all their fellow creatures’ environment.

      My eyes stung. The pashmiri songs tore me apart on the inside, as the survivors swam around me, crying. I knew they were crying. The grief transcended everything, even the barriers of animal language. What was happening here was downright horrific, and it was no wonder the Hermessi were getting tired. This kind of brutality couldn’t be tolerated. They had to be stopped.

      I was pulled underwater, and I wanted to go back up, but the current was too strong.

      Everything went white again. Seconds later, I could feel my body.

      Cold and wet.

      My eyes popped open. I was back in the underground pool, the water lapping at my neck. The pashmiri surrounded me but kept a few feet’s worth of distance. My heart stopped for a moment, as I tried to assess my unexpected situation.

      I’d been overwhelmed by the pashmiri song. Kallisto was right about their effect on us, but she’d failed to mention anything about their ability to induce out-of-body experiences. I’d left this place completely, my consciousness projected into the body of a pashmiri, out there in the ocean. I’d witnessed the mass hunting, the carnage and the atrocities that the Perfects committed for Ta’Zan.

      In my transient state, I’d slipped through the hole and fallen into the pool. And now, I was surrounded by massive pashmiri whales. I didn’t know anything about their behavior. I had no idea whether they were responsible for my visions. But I did know that, with their jaws and rows of sharp teeth, they could easily chomp me into bits and pieces.

      I floated in the pool for a while, carefully watching the pashmiri swim around me. Careful not to irk them in any way, while trying to keep my wits about me after what I’d just seen, I slowly moved toward the edge of the pool.

      Something bumped me in the back. I gasped, then stilled.

      A second bump followed, this time a little bolder. I held my breath.

      The third pushed me forward. I yelped as one of the pashmiri nudged me onto the stony edge of the pool. A few seconds later, I rolled onto the floor, breathing heavily and crying my heart out. The pashmiri had helped me out.

      Their song made me bawl like a little girl, with hiccups and endless streams of tears pouring down my cheeks, like a late-August rain. I didn’t even see Araquiel join me until I felt his hands gently squeezing my shoulders.

      I looked up and noticed the concerned look on his face.

      “Ara… Araquiel, what… what are you doing down here?” I managed between sobs.

      “I wanted to talk to you, but I couldn’t find you anywhere,” he said. “I followed your scent through the hole in your room, then I heard you down here. Are you okay, Rose?”

      I stared at him for a while. Eventually, I nodded and burst into another round of tears. I told him everything I’d seen through the pashmiri’s eyes. He could definitely feel my pain. It was written all over his face.

      “They showed me,” I croaked. “Araquiel, the animals of Strava are showing me the truth… And the others need to know. It needs to stop. We have to stop him. We have to stop Ta’Zan.”

      “We will, I promise. They’re destroying the natural balance here. Overfishing will affect the ocean life. It’ll destroy entire habitats. It will cause a devastating chain reaction,” he replied gently, then used his thumbs to wipe the tears from my cheeks.

      I looked into his strange eyes—one blue and one green, like the monster that had created him—and couldn’t believe what a gentle and noble creature he’d turned into, in the absence of his memories. I had a feeling that, much like Douma, Araquiel would prove himself to be crucial to our mission. He could lead the Perfects, later on, and usher in a better “new age.”

      “They’re multiplying and expanding too fast for nature to keep up. We’ve already established that,” I said. “This damage they’re doing to the pashmiri is worse; it goes beyond the need to feed all these Perfects. Ta’Zan is deliberately hurting Strava, and not for the sake of survival. He’s doing it because he can. Because he doesn’t think the pashmiri are important enough to live and thrive. To him, unless you’re useful alive, you must be killed and chopped up, like livestock.”

      “And that will stop,” Araquiel said. “I understand what I did in his name, and I plan to do everything in my power to fix it. We’ll take him down, Rose.”

      I gave him a soft nod, then looked at the pashmiri again. They poked their heads through the water, elevating themselves high enough to be able to get a glimpse of me. I exhaled, the grief settling in my bones.

      Then and there, I made them a promise. I made a promise I intended to go to hell and back to actually keep, if needed. These creatures deserved better. We all did.

      “We’ll take him down, all right.”
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      As the night went by, and as we all waited by the lagoon for the Hermessi’s response, I tried to get over my experience with Aya. She’d basically possessed me. She took over my body, and I lost control. For the first time in my life, I felt as though I was drowning. Flickers of my life passed before my eyes, as the water filled me and blocked my airways. Then, everything went black.

      It would take a long time for me to get over this insanity.

      Despite the possession, something good had come out of this trip. We knew, for a fact, that the Hermessi were displeased with what Ta’Zan and his Perfects were doing to Strava. The planet was taking the brunt of it all. Its trees were coming down, its mineral resources were being violently extracted, and, given their increasing numbers, it was safe to assume that the Perfects were also hunting and fishing beyond the ecosystem’s limits. Their existence applied painful pressure on the environment, and the Hermessi were tired.

      Aya, the water Hermessi, had helped us more than once. She’d drowned Douma, and she’d also tackled the Perfects on Merinos, by the river. Even the earth Hermessi had intervened, providing us with a safe, albeit bumpy escape from Cassiel and his Perfects. But I wasn’t sure what the earth elemental was up to. Prior to infiltrating the colosseum, Elonora had told us about their encounter with Cassiel, and the earth opening up and taking him away—if the earth Hermessi had decided to help Cassiel, we had every right to be doubtful, even concerned.

      Cassiel insisted that he was playing a long con on Ta’Zan, that he needed his maker’s trust in order to truly defeat him. He’d betrayed us, though, and it was extremely hard to take him at his word. But a part of me was tempted to trust the Hermessi. The earth must’ve had a reason to help him. After all, the Hermessi were the entities of this planet, the natural elements, its guardians. Maybe Cassiel was being truthful.

      “How are you feeling?” Zeriel asked me, breaking my train of thought.

      I’d settled on the narrow beach, a few yards from the rest of our crew, letting the water gently lap at my bare feet. I didn’t even see or hear Zeriel until he was seated next to me. I gave him a weak smile.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “I think we’re past the stage where we can tell each other such insignificant lies,” he replied, then put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. “How are you feeling, Vesta?”

      We had our back-and-forths, and we were also deeply drawn to each other, well beyond the physical attraction. I gave him the hot-and-cold treatment because I seemed to enjoy the power it gave me over the Tritone king, but I couldn’t reject his affection. Not now. Aya’s possession had freaked me out, and the only one who could soothe my stretched nerves was Zeriel.

      I leaned into him, welcoming his embrace and his oceanic scent, which filled my nostrils with each deep breath. His muscles were firm and toned, but soft enough to provide my heavy head with much-needed comfort. His fingers drew invisible lines up and down my arm, while his lips pressed a soft kiss on the top of my head.

      “Like crap,” I murmured. “My body hurts, and I nearly drowned without even being in water. Which, by the way, is impossible. I can’t drown.”

      “The possession, right?”

      I nodded. “I’ve never experienced anything like that before. It was scary.”

      “And you’re never really scared, are you?” he replied. I could sense him smirking down at me, but I was getting softer with each second that passed, practically melting in his hold. “You fierce little thing.”

      “I do what I can with what I’ve got,” I said, feeling my cheeks blush hot. “I may not be as tall as Lenny or as fierce as Douma, but—”

      “You’re more than all of them combined, my darling fae,” Zeriel replied, his voice low.

      I looked up to find his blue eyes peering into my very soul, his gaze darkening as it found my lips. Zeriel had this way about him of canceling everything around us, whenever he looked at me and whenever he spoke to me. The whole world disappeared when his skin touched mine. The past, the present, and the future became mere abstract concepts when our lips met.

      I couldn’t help myself. I craned my neck and kissed him.

      His lips were soft, and he tasted of summer and spices. It was a welcome reprieve, and the cure for what had been ailing me since Aya’s possession. Who would’ve thought that all it took was for Zeriel to kiss me, to fix everything that was suddenly wrong with me?

      “You are strong, and you are fierce. Vesta, you’re the four elements combined in one compact and gorgeous body. Granted, it’s tiny, but come on, we all know that the best things come in small packages,” Zeriel added, chuckling softly.

      “I’m not tiny. I’m petite. Big difference,” I shot back, my lips brushing against his.

      He pulled himself back and firmly gripped my shoulders, the shadow of a frown settling between his eyebrows. “Vesta, I cannot promise that I will be able to stop Aya from possessing you again. I am nothing compared to the Hermessi. But the one thing I can do is make sure you’re okay, that you recover from it, and that you are always protected.”

      I blinked several times, finally realizing why it didn’t come as a surprise that I was falling in love with Zeriel. He was a grinning charmer, most of the time, but he wasn’t the Tritone king by accident. Despite his airy nature, he was still strong and determined, noble and caring, and, most importantly, just and realistic. He didn’t promise anything that he couldn’t deliver, and he’d stuck his neck out for his people more than once. I’d seen it often during our missions on Strava.

      So, when Zeriel said he’d look after me, I knew he meant it. While I’d grown accustomed to being on my own, to fighting tooth and nail for what I wanted, it did feel nice to have Zeriel so close to me. Granted, his spine-tingling magnetism was a delicious bonus.

      “You are quite the character, you know that?” I whispered, smiling at him.

      “Only with those I deem necessary to my existence, Vesta. And I’m afraid you’re one of them.”

      He said it with such ease that I didn’t even register it at once. I almost chuckled, then stilled when I understood the implications of his statement. I needed him to say more. My heart ached for clarifications.

      “What… Um, what do you mean?” I asked.

      He cupped my face with both hands, and I lost myself in the deep blue pools of his eyes.

      “Vesta, have I not made it obvious enough? Do I need to spell it out?” he replied.

      “You could draw me some pictures, too. I’m slow like that sometimes,” I retorted.

      “From the moment you set foot in my kingdom, I was never the same again,” he said. “Vesta, I have fallen in love with you, and I can’t undo that, I’m afraid. Is that what you needed me to spell out? That I love you?”

      My eyes stung, tears glazing them and clouding my vision. My heart exploded in my chest, and butterflies swarmed in my stomach. He pulled me closer and kissed me deeply, putting everything he had into this simple, yet perfect gesture.

      The Tritone king was in love with me. Me! This little—no, petite—fae that had, until not long ago, been lost on Neraka. He loved me! That was good, because I was head over heels for him, and I didn’t know what to do with that, for days on end.

      “Yeah, just say it again,” I murmured against his lips. “I’m a bit of a hard-head.”

      He laughed, then kissed me with ravenous passion. “I’m in love with you. Happy?”

      “Maybe,” I said, then pursed my lips, pretending to think about it. “Mostly. Yes.”

      “Mostly?” he asked, both eyebrows raised. “What else must I do to make you happy?”

      I pressed my index finger on the tip of his nose. “I’m kidding. I’m already happy. Of course, I’ll be happier when we get out of here.”

      Zeriel smirked, then wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed me a third time. His tongue slipped through, as he demanded everything. I gave it to him, then let my head fall back as his lips moved down the side of my neck, his teeth nipping and grazing along the way. I shivered in his arms, astonished by his effect on me.

      Heat rose up to my neck, followed by chills. The latter got more intense, to the point where I felt uncomfortable. It was as if I’d just been swallowed by Dhaxanian frost.

      I stilled.

      I felt him pull back and look at me, but I couldn’t see anything anymore. Something was happening. Something I had absolutely no control over.

      “Vesta… are you okay?” he asked, his voice trembling and echoing somewhere in the distance.

      My lungs filled with water. Panic smashed into me like a violent tide. My airways closed. I was drowning again. I thought I was flailing and struggling to get back to the surface, but I couldn’t feel my body anymore. A plug had been pulled. My brain and my body were no longer connected.

      A black ocean swallowed me, and I seemed to be no more.
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      When Zeriel called out to us, my instincts immediately kicked in.

      “Help me! Somebody help me!” he yelled from yards away.

      We all sprang to our feet and rushed over to him, fueled by a terrifying sense of urgency. I froze at the sight of Vesta lying in the sand and convulsing, while Zeriel tried to hold her down. Her eyes were white, rolled into her head. Every muscle in her body twitched, her limbs flailing as she struggled to breathe.

      “What the hell is going on?!” Lumi croaked, then dropped to her knees and helped pin Vesta down.

      I joined her on the other side, holding Vesta’s legs. Our young fae was completely out of it, shaking and squirming as we tried to keep her from hurting herself.

      “Whoa… What’s wrong with her?” Taeral breathed.

      “We don’t know,” I replied, “but I need to keep her down until it stops.”

      Taeral nodded, and joined her on the ground to help her hold Vesta down.

      Kailani kneeled by Vesta’s head, gently pressing her fingers against her temples. She muttered a spell under her breath, but it didn’t have any effect on her. She and Lumi exchanged glances, then they both whispered another spell, closing their eyes as they helped keep Vesta down.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” Zeriel said, his voice trembling. “She was okay, we were talking… Then, the next minute, her eyes rolled up and she started convulsing.”

      “There’s water coming out of her,” Serena murmured, her eyes wide.

      Draven joined me in holding Vesta’s legs, and we all looked at the fae. Water was trickling out from her mouth, her nose, her eyes, and her ears, much like during Aya’s possession. But this crisis was nothing like that particular episode.

      Something was happening to Vesta, and we didn’t know what. The swamp witch spells weren’t helping, no matter how many times Kailani and Lumi uttered them. Taeral and Zeriel held her down, while Kailani and Lumi kept trying to cure her of whatever it was that ailed her.

      Bogdana, Bijarki, and Serena were stunned, unable to take their eyes off her. The worst part about this was that, without knowing what exactly had triggered these convulsions, we couldn’t do anything to help her.

      “Is this the Hermessi’s doing?” Bijarki asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It could be. It would explain the water that keeps coming out of her, but we should see Aya emerging at some point. This feels… different.”

      “It is. She’s drowning,” Lumi replied. “Quite literally.”

      “She’s a water fae; that can’t be right!” Bogdana gasped. “How can she drown?!”

      “She’s more than a water fae,” I said. “Most of us have a connection to all the elements, but master one, in particular. Vesta has a near-perfect command over all of them.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that fae cannot drown!” Taeral chimed in.

      The lagoon water began to bubble, as if it was boiling. Steam rolled from the surface, rising in the air, scattered by the swelling winds.

      “Speaking of the elements,” Bijarki murmured, looking around.

      The ground started to shake. Storm clouds gathered overhead, swirling around like black ink over the starry sky. They swallowed the stars and the moon before they ripped open and unleashed a powerful storm. The winds grew stronger, making it harder for us to stay upright and also keep Vesta down.

      Her fingers twitched, and her chest hummed in the strangest fashion.

      Bogdana looked terrified. “I’ve seen this kind of seizure before,” she said. “This is Vesta’s doing.”

      “How?! She’s completely out of it!” Zeriel replied, utterly befuddled, like the rest of us.

      “It’s her connection to the elements. It’s glitching, in a way,” the old fae explained. “It’s rare, but this… this is definitely her.”

      Lightning struck on the other side of the lagoon. The thunderous bang nearly pierced our eardrums. The waters grew and angrily smacked against the shore, foaming and bubbling. The air became hot and almost unbreathable, as the storm continued to rage on around us.

      “What do we do? We have to do something!” Zeriel snapped. “We can’t just sit here and hold her down and watch her die!”

      The Tritone king was beside himself, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Hell, I could definitely feel his pain. Watching someone you love suffer like this wasn’t easy. It hit you hard, like thousands of knives in your solar plexus, piercing through bone and muscle.

      But there wasn’t much we could do. Without knowing the source of the problem, we couldn’t fix the damn problem. And, with this natural disaster gradually unraveling around us, it was getting harder to focus with each minute that went by.

      “Lumi, Kale, can you do something more?” I asked. It was a shot in the dark, since they clearly would’ve tried something, if they had it.

      Lumi shook her head. “A coma might keep her heart from snapping. But it won’t guarantee a resolution. We may not find what’s wrong.”

      “But it will stop her from dying, right?!” Zeriel asked, the color gone from his face.

      “I think so,” Lumi replied.

      “Do it then. Whatever it takes!” Zeriel snarled.

      “Dude, we’re all trying to help here. Keep it together,” Taeral advised him.

      But the Tritone king couldn’t be bothered. He was too worried about Vesta, and I knew then that he’d fallen in love with her so deeply, that if Vesta died, a part of him would die, too. I recognized that look in his eyes. I’d seen it on myself. I’d almost lost River before. I understood the dread, the pain.

      Bogdana put her hands out, closing her eyes as she tried to temper the elements. Whatever Vesta was subconsciously doing, the old fae was trying to undo, inserting her own fae powers into the mix to counteract Vesta’s. It seemed to take its toll on Bogdana, who began to wobble and cough.

      “Good grief, this girl is strong,” Bogdana croaked.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing!” I said, too busy trying to hold a surprisingly strong Vesta down.

      Taeral joined the old fae and helped her, putting in his own elemental connection to help. It killed the fires that had begun eating away at the jungle on the other side—had they done nothing, the blaze would’ve spread to our side, putting us all in danger.

      “Hold on! Look,” Bogdana said, pointing at Vesta.

      Our fae’s eyes glowed blue. Her lids closed, and she stilled, her muscles finally relaxing. We all looked at each other, as if hoping that one of us might have an answer.

      Unexpectedly, the storm dissipated. The ground stopped shaking. The skies cleared, and the twinkling and tranquil night came back in the blink of an eye. Silence fell over the lagoon. The night moved forward with its dark skies and glowing sapphire moon. It was almost as if nothing had happened at all, though the lagoon did bear new scars. Dozens of trees were charred. Glass tentacles twisted outward from the sand where lightning had struck. The smell of burnt wood tickled our nostrils.

      But whatever Vesta was going through, it seemed to have subsided. Her convulsions had stopped, but she wasn’t waking up.

      Zeriel caressed her face, gently wiping the water and the sweat from her forehead and cheeks. Whatever this was, it had to be related to the Hermessi. All those qualified to assist on the matter were with us, but none knew how to fix it or how to get Vesta back.

      “All we can do right now is wait,” I said, miserable with my own assessment.

      “I’ll try to reach out to the Hermessi, if that’s okay,” Bogdana replied. “They might answer. They might tell us what’s wrong with her.”

      Lumi nodded, letting a deep sigh roll out of her chest as she made herself comfortable by Vesta’s side. She and Kailani stayed close, keeping one hand on the fae at all times as they continued to whisper various healing spells. What she had wasn’t exactly physical, so the potions we carried with us had no effect on her condition.

      No, this had to be connected to the elements.

      “We’ll wait,” Zeriel muttered, his gaze fixed on Vesta. “You do whatever you need to do, until we get her back.”

      “We will, Tritone king,” I replied. “Sooner or later, we’ll get her back.” I rested a hand on Zeriel’s shoulder, while trying to believe my own words.
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      From nothingness, I gradually became everything.

      My body was gone, but my consciousness persisted, permeating through everything, as if I were air, water, earth, and fire all at once. I could see and hear everything loudly, at first—voices, chirps and roars, squeals and mating calls, trees breaking, rivers flowing, oceans crashing against the shore, and the wind blowing through the woods.

      It gradually died down, devolving to a soft background noise, much like my existence.

      I was a fly on the wall of the cosmos.

      Instinctively, I followed the flow of water. The stream took me everywhere on Strava—from the deepest mountain caves to the lush deltas of the southern hemisphere. I followed it through the ocean, darting from island to island until I reached a strip of thin ice. For a moment there, I thought it had been made by Nevis. It twinkled beautifully under the moonlight, but it didn’t carry that specific Dhaxanian shimmer.

      The water climbed on top, droplets moving around and merging with one another, until one large blob was created. It seemed to turn and twist, as if looking for someone. Or something.

      After a while, a tree pierced through the ice and blossomed on the surface, its branches stretching outward. Green leaves popped open, crowning the beautiful white flowers. It made me feel as though spring was coming, but I’d never seen a tree bloom in the middle of the night.

      The sight before me became even stranger, as a tornado cut across the turquoise ocean water and anchored itself to this sheet of ice. It kept twisting, as if plugged in, constantly moving the air in an unnatural fashion.

      I didn’t have a body, but I could’ve sworn I’d just felt my stomach churn, as I realized what I was looking at. What I was witnessing.

      Lightning struck out of nowhere, ripping a hole in the ice. From inside, fire began to burn and crackle. Everybody’s here, now.

      Deep down, I knew. These were the four elements. The Hermessi. Fire, water, air, and earth, gathering on a remote patch of ice in the middle of the ocean. Looking up, I couldn’t tell exactly where we were. I hadn’t learned the constellations yet, and I couldn’t use the stars to navigate or to ascertain my position. I was somewhere. At least I wasn’t everywhere, anymore.

      This moment made more sense than anything else I’d witnessed before.

      The fire blazed with anger. The tree trembled, losing some of its blossoms. The tornado swelled, as if threatening the other elements. Water, however, seemed calm, its surface rippling here and there. Voices emerged from the silence. At first, they were mere whispers that didn’t make sense.

      Whether I was really there, or I was simply dreaming, it didn’t matter anymore. Nothing was purely coincidental on Strava, and everything I saw involving the Hermessi made sense, one way or another. I belonged here, in this blink of an eye, where the natural elements converged and seemed to have a conversation.

      Before I knew it, I was listening in. I could understand what they were saying.

      “We must do something,” water said. Aya, as we knew her in the real world, was the one who pushed the others toward a course of action, from what I could tell. “They’re out of control. They’re polluting my waters. They’re killing our animals.”

      “There are too many of them,” earth replied. The Hermessi’s voices echoed within me. The tree, the water blob, the flame, and the tornado did not have mouths to speak, but I could definitely hear them. “We’re not made for such a sudden growth. They’ve become toxic and aggressive.”

      “Let them destroy themselves,” fire grumbled. “We have no business mingling with these creatures. You saw them. You know how difficult they are to destroy.”

      “We are the life of this planet, aren’t we?” the tornado asked. “We should have a say in what’s happening in the world we’ve built.”

      From what I could tell, the fire Hermessi was the unconvinced one. Water led the way toward an alliance, followed by earth and even air. They’d yet to agree on something, but I was clearly listening in on an important conversation. How I’d gotten here, I had no idea. The last thing I remembered was Zeriel’s lips on mine.

      “We must not meddle!” fire shouted, the flames bursting and licking at the night sky. It was angry. The water Hermessi, however, seemed unaffected.

      “For how long will we let them trample our creation? Until it’s too late for us to do anything? You’ve seen the outsiders. You know what they can do. They reached out to us. They know we exist. They believe in us!” water said.

      “We are useless,” fire replied. “We don’t have the strength we once had.”

      “They can bring us fae. As many as we want,” water retorted.

      “Conduits?” air chimed in, clearly interested. My heart filled with hope. Maybe we could get them to help us, after all.

      “Yes!” water said.

      “All the fae bodies we want…” fire replied, sounding more interested by the minute. “This could change everything. You should’ve led with that, Aya.”

      “We must stop the Perfects!” earth cut in, slightly irritated. “I’ve had enough. I cannot keep up with them, and they have no respect for what they take from me. Fire and air might not care as much, but earth and water are the first to suffer when certain creatures turn from wonders to pests.”

      “And we’ve got an infection growing,” water replied. “The outsiders can defeat them, but they need our help. They will provide us with the fae bodies. All we have to do is use them, lend them our power, and make ourselves known.”

      “This could be our chance to come back into the world’s consciousness,” air said. “This might be the way to our awakening. The fire star is burning brighter with faith. The water and earth stars are thriving, now, too. The planets are rejuvenating, the Hermessi growing in strength, while we linger here, suffering at the hands of Perfects. I must say, we can do better.”

      Silence settled for a moment. I watched the elements linger on top of the ice, in the middle of this strange ocean.

      “They’re expecting an answer,” water spoke up.

      “Who?” fire asked.

      “The outsiders. They’re struggling. I feel pity for them,” water replied.

      I had to agree. I felt pity for us, too.

      “What do we have to lose?” earth asked. “We’re letting these vermin hurt us, and for what? They don’t even belong here. They’re made in vials, inside Ta’Zan’s laboratory. He’s taken creatures from different worlds, manipulating their threads of life to weave these Perfects. He’s making too many of them. They’re expanding at a toxic rate.”

      “They’re killing my pashmiri,” water added. “They’re soiling my oceans with their blood.”

      “Their industrial chimneys make me sick,” air replied. “I agree. It’s time we put an end to them.”

      “Tell the outsiders we’ll help,” fire concluded. “Bring us as many fae bodies as you can. We’ll need them.”

      “I will,” water said. “I’ll tell them.”

      Then, it seemed to turn again, as if looking right at me, though I wasn’t really there. Or was I? It could definitely see me. This was Aya’s way of telling me that the Hermessi were going to help.

      Suddenly, I felt wet. Looking down, I noticed my body. It was all back, every limb, every bone and inch of flesh and skin. The water blob slipped into the ocean, then rushed up my nose. I was drowning again, and I hated it so much.

      Don’t fight it.

      Oh, I recognized that voice. Aya.

      She’d wrapped herself around my head, and she was currently filling my lungs with water. Drowning was, by far, the scariest thing I’d ever been through—though the irony of it didn’t escape me.

      Don’t fight it, Vesta.

      How could I not fight it?! She was drowning me!

      I wanted you to see this. I wanted you to see what they’re like.

      She made it sound as if she’d shown me a congregation of Ta’Zan’s, not the Stravian Hermessi. I was genuinely confused. After all, they’d just said yes. They’d agreed to help us.

      You’ve missed the point, Vesta. But I’m sure you’ll get it later.

      What was she talking about? I’d heard it all. They were reluctant to get involved, but, in the end, they did. All we had to do was bring the fae over, for the Hermessi to use as conduits, to amplify their powers and truly cripple Ta’Zan and the Perfects. We needed to deliver a blow devastating enough for us to get the Perfects under control. With a combination of Hermessi intervention and Amane’s mass memory wiper, we could certainly accomplish something.

      Once we awaken, Vesta, once we return, we will not slink back into oblivion, Aya said. This is a long-term alliance we’re building. Do not take it lightly.

      I wasn’t going to, but Aya was speaking in extremely vague terms, making it difficult for me to follow. I was too happy to hear that the Hermessi wanted to help. It was now up to us to get the fae over to Strava.

      It hit me, then. Like me, the fae were going to be possessed. Some would drown. Others would suffocate. Many would burn. Or, at least, they would feel like their end was nigh, as the Hermessi took over their bodies, like Aya had done to mine.

      I didn’t even realize how fast I was shooting through the water. I was too busy trying to breathe again, flailing and struggling to regain my consciousness. This wasn’t my palpable reality. This was a dream, or a vision… some kind of connection with Aya.

      Don’t fight it, Vesta. It will happen, whether you like it or not.

      What exactly was going to happen, though?

      You’ll become me. And I will become you.

      Oh, this was getting officially creepy now. I needed to get out, as soon as possible.

      Everything went black, and I ceased existing altogether. I’d simply disintegrated, and it wasn’t even the first time. Something told me it wasn’t going to be the last, either.

      

      As my eyes peeled open, I found Zeriel holding me in his arms, slowly swaying back and forth. His face lit up, his eyes twinkling with joy and relief when he saw me wake up. I grunted from the physical pain. My entire body hurt, as if I’d been running an endless marathon, and my muscles had eventually given out.

      “Vesta… you’re okay,” Zeriel whispered.

      I nodded slowly. “I think so. I had the weirdest… dream. I think it was a dream,” I managed.

      “Welcome back.” Ben’s voice made me turn my head.

      The whole team was sitting next to me, their shoulders weighed down by concern.

      “Boy, have I got a story to tell you!” I croaked.

      “I don’t care right now. Just… shut up!” Zeriel shot back, then tightened his embrace and kissed me deeply.

      The world dissolved around me again—a recurring effect whenever Zeriel kissed me, it seemed. But I could feel his grief. His anguish. Something must’ve happened to me to bring him to such a state. I must’ve passed out, or worse, to make him look so pale, so relieved to see me awake.

      The water Hermessi had done something to me. She’d dragged me out of my body, and she’d made me witness an important conversation between the natural elements. But that could wait another minute or two.

      For now, I welcomed Zeriel’s warm embrace and the softness of his lips. It was a much-needed reward for what I’d just been through.
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      With Ta’Zan, Cassiel, and a bunch of Perfect guards just feet away, our options were pretty clear: get out, or get caught. I motioned for Raphael and Nevis to move back, forcing the others in our group to do the same.

      “I don’t want another Araquiel episode,” Ta’Zan warned Cassiel. “If you fail, you go back to the drawing board, and you know what that means.”

      Cassiel didn’t seem scared, but rather angry. Nevertheless, he gave Ta’Zan a brief nod, acknowledging the threat. “Permanent death. Yes, Father, I understand.”

      “Now go. Find the outsiders before they do something stupid,” Ta’Zan replied. “Bring Amal back.”

      That was our cue to step farther away from the group. While Ta’Zan and his guards moved south, we headed north through the main hallway. Cassiel wasn’t going to spot us anytime soon, since we were invisible, but he was going to track our scent eventually.

      Kallisto took out the last fistful of black mineral powder she had left, then discreetly scattered it behind us while there weren’t many Perfects around. No one noticed the fine dust settling on the diamond floor, because of the many light reflections and colors shooting across the hallway.

      “We have to get Douma,” Dmitri whispered. “I know Ta’Zan looking for us is a big problem, but we’re here. We should at least try.”

      “Do we know where they’re keeping her?” Nevis asked.

      Raphael nodded. “I think I know. There’s a training hall where she might be, if she got her memories back. It’s her favorite part in this entire colosseum.”

      “What if she’s still, you know, our Douma?” Dmitri replied.

      “We’d have to look deeper in the barracks on the west side,” Athos suggested.

      The dread festering inside Dmitri got to me, to the point where my heart ached. We had to get out of here, but, then again, we could try to rescue Douma. If it proved to be too difficult or risky, we had no choice but to withdraw. But what kind of people were we, if we let Ta’Zan scare us away like this?

      “Let’s try that training hall, first,” I murmured.

      Dmitri gave me a weak smile, as if thanking me. He, too, understood the risks. But I knew how love felt, too. I would’ve stopped at nothing to get Nevis back, if Ta’Zan took him away from me. I would’ve torn this place down, if necessary. This was the least we could do.

      We followed Raphael through the colosseum, with me occasionally looking over my shoulder. Cassiel wasn’t far behind, but, at some point, we lost him, as more Perfects flooded the hallway to assist him in his search for us.

      My heart was thumping, and my skin crawled as we moved between incoming Perfects. We dodged them, rushing in the opposite direction. Left, right, left, right, then stopping by the wall for a minute before moving again, whenever there were too many of them for us to slide past.

      We managed to get away from the increasingly hot zone, thankful to have had some of the black mineral dust from other Faulties in our allied group. It helped smother our tracks, at least temporarily. Using my True Sight, I looked around, noticing how Perfects on multiple floors mobilized, answering Cassiel’s call. They were all searching for us, but, for the time being, they had no idea where we were.

      “He mentioned thermal scanners,” Nevis muttered, reminding me of the downside of this particular mission. “They can see us with them.”

      “Not if we stay closer to large groups of Perfects or Faulties,” Raphael replied. “They don’t have that many of those gizmos.”

      “They use them for medical purposes, mostly, so they are quite heavy and difficult to maneuver,” Amane added. “We just have to be careful to stay out of their range or in crowds, where our heat signatures can be easily overlooked.”

      “The training hall is just up here, to the right,” Raphael replied, then turned the corner.

      We followed and nearly bumped into him, as he’d stopped without notice. The training hall was straight ahead, and it was packed—dozens of Perfects could be seen through the massive, open double doors. Some sparred one-on-one, while others used spears and blades. They were evolving, learning to master weapons, not just their bodies.

      Several trainers barked orders in there.

      “Swerve left! That’s it! Don’t let him get to your right! Move, Ariel, move!” one of them commanded.

      “That’s a sloppy defense, Effriel! Hit back! Block, then hit back twice as hard! Come on!” another shouted.

      “There she is,” Dmitri murmured, pointing ahead.

      Douma emerged from the training hall, sporting several cuts and bruises on her face and arms. She’d been fitted with a dark blue silken tunic, different from most other trainees in there. She carried a round shield on her shoulder, and two long swords hung from her wide leather belt, along with a pair of short knives and gloves.

      Judging by the thin sheet of sweat that covered her from head to toe, Douma had been training hard for the past few hours at least.

      “Does her presence here mean her memory was restored? That she’s coming back to her once-favorite places?” Varga asked, noticing Dmitri’s flaring nostrils. The young wolf was dying to talk to her, to get her back.

      “I can’t tell,” Raphael replied. “It could be. But we won’t know for sure until we talk to her.”

      “Then let’s tail her around for a bit,” I suggested. “Let’s see how she’s behaving. Maybe we’ll be able to tell, before we engage her.”

      Raphael nodded, then motioned for us to keep following him, as we shadowed Douma around that part of the colosseum. Fortunately for us, she took us through busy areas, where Perfects with two thermal scanners were looking around—but there were too many of their brethren present, for them to notice our bodies. Just like Amane had said.

      Douma didn’t seem all that interested in the frantic search, not even when one of the Perfects told her what was going on.

      “The outsiders are in here, somewhere,” a male said. “We can’t see them; we think they’re invisible or cloaked by magic or something. They might’ve taken Amal.”

      “Good luck finding them,” Douma replied. “I doubt they’ll let themselves get caught so easily.”

      “Aren’t you going to help?” The male seemed confused.

      “What for? There are so many of you working on it already. There’s no point. Besides, I’m busy,” she said, then headed down a side corridor, away from the increasing buzz.

      We slipped through after her, each of us wary and wondering whether Douma had been restored to her old self, or maybe “reconditioned.” I knew that our Douma never would’ve stayed here willingly, with Ta’Zan, and there wasn’t a shock collar around her neck to forcibly keep her in check. It was reasonable to assume that we were following the old Douma, but one could only hope.

      We’d taught her about deception, about how to lie her way through captivity, if needed, in order to prevent any surgical interventions. We’d talked about what would happen if she got captured, since that had always been a risk. Maybe she’d played her part right. Maybe she was pretending.

      Or, at least, that’s what I told myself.

      Douma made it to what looked like the living quarters, a seemingly endless row of rooms on both sides of a hallway, perpendicular to the narrow corridor through which we’d just moved. She stilled in front of a door, then looked around a couple of times. More Perfects emerged from their rooms and ran out toward the main hallway, where Cassiel was mobilizing more troops to go looking for us.

      But I was more interested in monitoring Douma. Her behavior was atypical, to say the least. Her smell and hearing were sharp enough to recognize our presence, but she didn’t react. Instead, she went into her room, leaving the door open behind her. Since she was finally somewhat still and not walking around, I was able to use my True Sight on her, measuring her from head to toe. The serium blocker was gone from her nape.

      Dmitri saw the open door as an unwitting invitation, but it smelled like a trap to me. He darted in after her, before any of us could stop him.

      “Morfuris,” he whispered, revealing himself to Douma, just as she turned around, having heard his footsteps.

      “Dammit,” I cursed under my breath, then went in after him.

      The rest of the crew followed, and Kallisto shut the door behind us. The diamond walls weren’t exactly opaque, but they were better than an open door, especially since Dmitri had just jumped the gun.

      Douma was speechless, her eyes wide and her breathing fractured at the sight of Dmitri standing in front of her. One by one, we revealed ourselves—except for Amal, who was still out cold, thrown over Ridan’s shoulder. Athos stayed hidden, too, his aura blaring yellow. Douma terrified him, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Douma. We’re here,” Dmitri said, smiling.

      “Stating the obvious,” Douma replied, her tone clipped.

      Her aura burned yellow and red—fear and anger intertwining, as she made great efforts to keep a straight face.

      “We’ve come to take you home, with us, where you belong,” Dmitri breathed.

      His hope was about to get brutally crushed, as I finally spotted the implanted memory chip.

      “Dmitri. It’s not our Douma anymore,” I said, my voice shaky. “There’s a memory chip two inches left of her spine.”

      Dmitri stilled, grief skewing his features, his lower jaw quivering with angst.

      “Douma,” he continued, as if ignoring me. He wasn’t, though. He was simply determined to get her back. “You remember me, right? You have to remember me.”

      “Oh, I remember you,” Douma shot back, gripping her sword handles.

      “Dmitri, watch out!” I blurted.

      Douma shot forward like a flash and nearly cut Dmitri’s stomach wide open, but Raphael pulled him to the side before her blades could reach him. Nevis, Varga, and I instantly pointed our weapons at Douma, all three set on bullet-mode. Our aim was to save her, not kill her.

      “Don’t be stupid, Douma!” I warned her. “We will shoot.”

      She shot me a cold grin, making my blood run frosty. “But you won’t bring yourselves to kill me. We’ve bonded, right?”

      “Douma! Come on! You’ve been with us for long enough to know that what Ta’Zan is doing is utterly wrong! You fought by our side,” Dmitri said, trying to sway her.

      Kallisto and Amane slowly moved to the sides, preparing for a blitzkrieg of sorts. Douma was too busy with the five of us, while Ridan stayed back with Athos and a knocked-out Amal.

      “My mind is back,” Douma replied. “And so is the undeniable truth. You’re all going down.”

      That hurt me deeply. I could only imagine how Dmitri felt, but the look on his face said enough. Our Douma was, in fact, gone. The loyal one had returned, eager to capture and drag us back to Ta’Zan. But we had devil-vipers in our backpacks, and Amal. We couldn’t lose what we’d accomplished so far. Too much was hanging in the balance. Our lives included.

      “You’re not staying here,” Dmitri said, gritting his teeth and pointing his pulverizer weapon at her. His was also set on bullets, making Douma laugh.

      “You’re too in love with me to kill me. I thought we established that already,” she hissed.

      “Yeah, but I’m not, and I can still cause you a world of pain,” I snapped, then fired.

      She dodged my bullet, but she failed to do the same with Nevis’s and Varga’s. Two projectiles went through her—one in the shoulder, the other in her chest. She gasped, then coughed and wheezed, as the bullets did a fair amount of damage.

      She lunged at us, but Amane and Kallisto tackled her from both sides. A scuffle broke out, as Douma was too strong and determined to let two bullets bring her down. She put up quite a fight, until she landed flat on her back with a thud.

      Douma opened her mouth and released a strange, ultrasonic sound. Not all of us could hear it, but I knew it wasn’t meant for us. I kicked her in the head, knocking her out.

      “Dammit! She called for backup,” I said, breathing heavily.

      Boots thundered on the hallway outside. We only had a few seconds—not enough to get her out of here. I gripped Dmitri by the shoulders, while the Perfects got alarmingly closer to Douma’s room.

      “You know that sound! You know what it means! She called the alarm!” I added. “We have to go, Dmitri.”

      “But… But Douma—”

      “There’s no time to make her ingest anything! Morfuris!” I retorted, then vanished.

      Dmitri cursed under his breath, then sighed his reactivation spell. “Morfuris.”

      A few seconds later, we were all hidden behind a changing screen made with a golden frame and white silken panels. We were invisible and motionless, but we couldn’t make a sound. Raphael had some black mineral dust in his pouch, but the Perfects were definitely going to notice it in this small space.

      They barged in, six of them, fully armored and with slim swords eager to draw blood. Ta’Zan had probably decided that, despite their physical advantages, the Perfects still needed weapons to deal with us. I stifled a smirk at that thought.

      They checked Douma’s vitals, then looked at each other, taking deep breaths.

      “The outsiders were here,” one of them said.

      “They might still be around,” another replied.

      Holding my breath, I leaned to my left to get a clear shot, then pushed a barrier out past the Perfects. It smacked into the doors, making them dangle in their joints. It was enough to draw their attention and get them out of the room. They ran out, thinking they had us.

      “Go, go, go!” Raphael whispered, then ran out.

      We followed, though Varga had to grip Dmitri’s wrist and pull him after us. He was too distraught and hung up on Douma, who was still lying unconscious on the floor. The Perfects were going to be back in a few seconds, tops, as they lingered in the hallway, trying to figure out how the doors had moved, and where the outsiders had gone.

      “We need that thermal scanner from Mabiel,” the first Perfect grunted.

      We slipped past them and headed farther south, as far away from them as possible. I hated leaving Douma behind, too, but we were in quite a hot mess. Despite our invisibility, we had to be careful and exit the colosseum in one piece, with thousands of Perfects hunting us. Cassiel was out here somewhere, also looking for us.

      And we’d kidnapped Amal, Ta’Zan’s most precious Faulty. A whole world of pain was about to rain down on us, if we didn’t get out.

      We’d come back for Douma another time. We’ll get her back.
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      We continued to sneak through the colosseum, heading toward the southwestern exits. The diamond dome was somewhere along this route, and, as I carried Amal on my shoulder, I thought of something that might be useful to us in the long term.

      “There’s no time to stop by Derek and the other prisoners,” I whispered, “but we should tell them about the latest developments, especially about what the Hermessi said to Ben’s group.”

      “I think we should get out of here, first,” Elonora breathed as we ran down the hallway.

      We darted left and right, avoiding clusters of agitated Perfects along the way. My nerves were stretched to the max, and my instincts were on fire. I would’ve loved nothing more than to go full dragon and set this whole place alight, but, unfortunately, the Perfects were well above my destructive capabilities, especially in large numbers.

      The best we could do was sneak around like the thieves that we’d become, while Ta’Zan’s warriors scoured the colosseum with a handful of thermal scanners, looking for us.

      “I would’ve liked to stop by the dome, at least,” Dmitri sighed.

      “None of us expected this Amal issue to progress like this,” Elonora replied. “We were supposed to tail her and approach her when no one was looking for her. She had to show up in the sanctuary and push everything into fast forward…”

      “We still would’ve had to take her,” Amane said. “Clearly, she’s too loyal to Ta’Zan for her to make any sensible decisions on her own. But it’s okay. I just need her close to me for my brain to function at full capacity. I’m already building that mass memory wiper in my head.”

      “Let’s get out of here, first, then head for the new base. Once we’re away from the enemy, we can communicate with the others, get the coordinates of our new destination, and push forward with this damn planet,” Elonora said.

      None of us liked working in such strained conditions, but we had no other choice. We exchanged words whenever there weren’t Perfects around. We mingled with the crowds whenever we spotted thermal scanners being moved around. We kept going south, occasionally going up and down the colosseum’s levels to further throw the Perfects for a loop. They were still tracking our scent, and Raphael didn’t have much black mineral dust left. We’d agreed to use it outside, to stop the bastards from chasing us into the woods.

      “The service door is straight ahead, fifty yards away,” Raphael said.

      “Good, let’s speed this up, because—” Elonora replied, but was abruptly cut off by Nevis’s arm.

      We all came to a grinding and unexpected halt. My breath got stuck in my throat.

      Cassiel had come into the hallway, stopping right in front of the service door leading outside. He carried one of the thermal scanners, waving it around with a smirk. Surprisingly, he was on his own. He held the scanner up, pointing it at us as he looked at the screen.

      None of us dared to move. The tension was so high, I was seconds away from a stroke. The air was thick enough to cut with a knife, but we were so close to getting out of here… It almost broke my heart to think we’d fail, after what we’d already been through.

      My fingers instinctively dug into Amal’s thigh. I was ready to kill anyone who dared take her away from us. Not only was she instrumental to our next move against Ta’Zan, she was Amane’s sister, and nothing made me feel better than the thought of reuniting these two sisters. Despite their differences, they were twins, and they belonged together. And Amal was bound to see things from our point of view, soon enough. We just needed the time and space to make her understand.

      There was something strange going on here. Cassiel wasn’t doing anything, and I was willing to bet that we were all red blobs on his thermal scanner right now, in the middle of an almost-empty hallway. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that we were there.

      Several Perfects soon joined him, and Cassiel put the scanner away.

      “Any sign of them?” one of them asked.

      Cassiel shook his head. “Nope. Let’s check upstairs,” he said, motioning for them to go away. They did as ordered and headed for a nearby set of stairs, while Cassiel turned his head and seemed to look right at us. He smiled, then went after his people, clearing the path between us and the service doorway.

      We stared at each other.

      “What in the world was that?” Nevis mumbled, clearly stunned.

      “Did he just ignore us?” Dmitri croaked.

      “Pretty much. He had us on that scanner, for sure,” Elonora replied. “Otherwise, I cannot explain that satisfied smirk of his. He knew we were here. He let us go.”

      “Then, let’s take advantage of this and scratch our brains over it later!” Raphael said.

      He led the way as we snuck through the service door and past the few Perfect guards posted in the vicinity. They must’ve heard the door open behind them but, by the time they turned around, they had nothing to see. We were but a mere draft. We could hear the noises and agitation inside, as they all scrambled to find us and catch us before we made off with Amal.

      The jungle opened up before us, and we ran as fast as we could, jumping over gnarly tree roots and jagged rocks. Behind us, sonic booms erupted, as Perfects began to emerge from the colosseum and started looking at the surrounding greenery.

      “They’re finally realizing we’re out.” Elonora chuckled as we put another mile between us and the colosseum. “Ta’Zan must be stroking out right about now.”

      “The repercussions will be swift and painful,” Amane warned us.

      “Let him try. He’s hurt us enough already,” Varga replied. “It’s our turn now!”

      “Ridan, how is Amal?” Elonora asked.

      “Still out, for now,” I said. “But if we have anything to keep her down for a little while longer, I’d very much appreciate it. If her claws are as sharp as Amane’s, she will filet me like a fish when she wakes up.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m keeping an eye on you both,” Amane murmured, giving me a sideways smile. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      That warmed me up on the inside, to the point where I could just drop Amal like a rag doll and take Amane in my arms. I needed to inhale her scent again and feel her lips on mine. There was no better cure against the anxiety piling up inside me.

      “Okay, I think we’re out of the hot zone,” Raphael said, glancing over his shoulder.

      The thunderous booms echoed behind us, but there weren’t any Perfects chasing us. Cassiel had definitely helped us, which made his double-agent statement more truthful. We’d left Ta’Zan without his favorite scientist, and we’d also stolen some devil-vipers for our pulverizer weapons.

      We were one step closer to victory today. Whether that was going to change tomorrow or not, it didn’t matter. I planned to enjoy this tiny win. I was determined to reach the new base camp, to see Rose and the others again, and to let Derek and the dome prisoners know that we’d made progress—that there was hope.

      As bad as things got, I had Amane by my side, and one hell of a team around me. We weren’t unstoppable, but we were recklessly relentless and determined to save our world. That was enough to add more fire to my heels, as we continued our race through the jungle.

      We’d be home soon enough.
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      As I came to, I found myself surrounded by some of my Perfect brothers and sisters. They seemed concerned, though they had no reason to be, since we were so difficult to kill. After all, Dmitri’s crew didn’t even bother to cut my head off. My bullet wounds were almost fully healed already, though my body still ached from top to bottom.

      Gritting my teeth, I managed to get up into a sitting position.

      “Take it easy, Sister,” Dyona said, gently squeezing my shoulder. “You took quite a hit.”

      “I’m still breathing. Relax,” I replied dryly.

      “The outsiders hurt you, didn’t they?” Melyana murmured, her delicate brows furrowed.

      “Perhaps ‘hurt’ is too strong a word,” Nadiel said, grinning. “Our Douma here is ironclad. A few bullets won’t be the end of her!”

      “Yuk it up, Nadiel,” I retorted. “But don’t stay still when they point those weapons at you. The pulverizer will kill you. Forever.”

      The smile vanished from Nadiel’s face, as he was reminded of the outsiders’ destructive capabilities. I reached out a hand. He took it and helped me up. My knees were still quite weak, but I was able to stand. I knew too well what those bullets did. The impact trauma had an effect on my entire body, not just the entry points.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me.

      I nodded. “I’m fine. Go with the others. Continue the search. We must find them before they get out,” I said. “This is the second time they’ve infiltrated the colosseum. Father will be furious.”

      “He already is,” Melyana replied, clearly worried. “Word is they took Amal.”

      My blood ran cold. “Then stop wasting time with me! Get out there and do your jobs!” I snapped.

      Nadiel shook his head with dismay, then left, accompanied by Melyana and Dyona.

      “Glad to have you back, Sister,” he said, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Once I closed the door behind them, I could breathe a little better. Everyone had been treating me as if I were damaged goods or something. As if the outsiders had traumatized me. I was alive and healthy, and ready to do my part. I didn’t like being treated like a very special snowflake.

      Browsing through my wardrobe, I let a deep sigh roll out of my chest. All my clothes were identical. The same dark blue silk tunics with silver embroidery along the sleeves and around the collar. I took off the one I had on, then slipped into a new one. My appearance had to match my genetic design at all times—perfection, from head to toe.

      I left my room and went straight into the forbidden area, where the genetic labs were securely located. Most of my brethren were busy roaming the hallways and searching through every room and common space, using their noses and the thermal scanners to find Dmitri and the others. Deep down, I knew they were already out. They weren’t stupid. They knew when it got too hot for them to linger. Otherwise, they would’ve tried harder to take me with them.

      They would’ve failed, but, still, I knew them well enough to understand exactly how relentless and resourceful they were. Through it all, I had learned plenty from Dmitri, and I was ready to apply it in my next endeavor.

      I moved with confidence, keeping my head high as I entered the lab section. I punched a code into the first access panel. The glass doors slid open before me, and I went deeper, passing by the genetic labs and the sample storage rooms. There were plenty of Faulty geneticists here, but none of them seemed to notice me.

      Some were too busy looking after the artificial wombs. To my right, the conception halls were filled with soon-to-be-born Perfects, each carefully monitored by the Faulties. Their vitals were beeping green on the wall screens. Nutrients were injected into the wombs, dissolving into the amniotic fluid before being absorbed through the skin. Another two hours, and this particular branch would produce another ten dozen brothers and sisters.

      Each colosseum shelled out about six hundred of them, on a daily basis, as there were conception labs on each floor of each diamond structure. Our army was growing at an alarmingly fast rate.

      Still, this wasn’t my concern.

      I pressed another access code, then slipped through the double doors leading to the live specimen conservatory. There were only four creatures living here, isolated in pairs, in glass boxes. The code I used was stolen. I didn’t have access in this part of the colosseum. But I needed to speak to these… specimens.

      Looking around, I made sure no one saw me, before I fumbled with the light and diamond wall controls and shaded the entire chamber. No one could see me from the outside—and Ta’Zan often visited this place, so none of the Faulties were going to get suspicious if they saw the darkened walls.

      There were four Draenir living here. Two couples. They’d been prisoners since long before the great sleep. They’d woken up in the pod cave with Ta’Zan and the Faulties. And they’d ended up in these glass boxes, their DNA being the central line of our creation. We were all Draenir deep down. I knew about them from Ta’Zan—I was one of the few to whom he’d given details regarding who these creatures were, and what they’d been before. I remembered now.

      Kerleise and Ivran Carmaris had once presided over a cultural association, in charge of organizing theatrical and musical events in all the major Draenir cities. They were once rich and loved by everyone, admired for their dedication to the development of performance arts.

      Silene and Kellan Phiseiros had led the hunt for Ta’Zan, after the first Draenir women showed up dead, floating in the river outside Mygos, then capital of this civilization. Yet all four had been reduced to mere shadows of themselves, withering away in glass boxes, with tufts of greenery tickling their bare feet. They were miserable, to say the least. That much I could tell from their expressions as they all turned their heads to look at me.

      “Hello,” I said, my tone flat. “We should talk.”

      A few seconds went by in silence, until they realized that I wasn’t a usual visitor. Truth be told, only Amane, Amal, and Ta’Zan had the clearance to come in. I’d gone to great lengths to get the access code.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” Silene murmured.

      “How would you know?” I replied, raising an eyebrow and crossing my arms.

      “Oh, we know. We’ve been here for long enough to understand who’s allowed to see us, and who isn’t,” Kellan said. “You’re not Ta’Zan. You’re not Amal. And you’re not Amane, though we haven’t seen her in a while. Therefore, you’re not allowed in here.”

      “And that bothers you why?” I asked.

      Ivran shrugged. He didn’t have the strength to do anything, but that didn’t mean he was ready to talk to anyone—especially me, a Perfect, one of the many reasons why they were still here, withering away.

      “We didn’t say it bothers us. But, still, what are you doing here?” he said.

      “Wait. You’re one of his newer creations, aren’t you?” Kerleise gasped.

      I nodded briefly. “And you’ve been his gene bank for how long? Two hundred years?”

      “More or less,” Kellan said, shrugging.

      “Like I said, we need to talk,” I muttered, then stepped forward.

      They all moved back, almost on instinct, as if terrified of me. They were pale, almost lifeless, their muscles weak and their limbs shaking. They could barely stand. All they got was food, water, medication, and the occasional muscular stimulation through padded wires. They hadn’t seen the light of day in almost two centuries, judging by their almost-white eyes. It was a miracle they could still see me, at this point.

      “What do you want to talk about?” Ivran replied.

      “Ta’Zan. You’ve known him since before the Faulties. You can tell me everything I need to know to take him down, for good,” I said, my jaw locked.

      The Draenir were confused. And for good reason. Ta’Zan’s creatures were blindly loyal to him, so what the hell was I doing?

      “What makes you think we know anything?” Kellan asked.

      “And why would we tell you? Is this a trick? Is he trying to mess with us?” Silene added, pursing her lips.

      I shook my head, then took another step. Mere feet remained between us, along with an impenetrable sheet of glass. I couldn’t do anything for these people now, but I could make sure they had a shot at freedom later.

      “Let me tell you a brief story,” I said. “Not long ago, I came out of an artificial womb. My father took me under his wing and taught me everything I knew. I was superior, and no one beneath me could live any longer, unless under circumstances of humbling servitude. And even then, not many were needed. We were the supreme beings, the ones who would purge the universe of all that was inferior and redefine nature itself.”

      I exhaled sharply, and leaned against the glass, keeping my gaze fixed on Kerleise. Her face seemed familiar, as if I’d seen her before, somewhere else. In a mirror, maybe. We did have a few features in common—the shape of our eyes, the length of our noses, the cheekbones.

      “For a while, I fought for my father. I hunted the outsiders for him. I upheld his laws and regulations. Then, the outsiders caught me, by some twist of fate. I was forced to go around with them, hiding in the jungles, in caves and inside underwater bubbles,” I added. “But throughout that time, I remained loyal to my father. I knew that, sooner or later, they’d all get caught, and I’d resume my place at his side.”

      The Draenir were clearly interested, their eyes glimmering with curiosity. I had their full attention, which made the second part of my story easier to serve. Not only because it was the truth, but also because it defined me.

      “At one point, I lost my head, quite literally,” I continued. “I’m sure you all know, by now, how resilient we Perfects are.”

      They all nodded.

      “When I woke up, all my memories were gone,” I said. “I started anew, not knowing who I was, or why I was with these strange people. They took their time to teach me everything they knew, including everything they had on my creator and my Perfect brethren. They answered all my questions, and they hid nothing. They gave me the freedom to choose my path, to build my own life and to make myself heard. Needless to say, I understood how wrong my creator was, to begin with. My existence didn’t have to automatically exclude someone else’s. It never should. Anyway, I’m digressing. Long story short, I joined the outsiders in their fight against my creator. And it felt right. It felt better than all the times I’d acted on behalf of my creator. Ta’Zan.”

      A minute went by, as they processed the information. An expected question emerged.

      “So, what are you doing here, now, then?” Kellan asked. “Did you come back to Ta’Zan’s side?”

      “I was captured and brought back here. Amal was ordered to wipe my memory and implant the old knowledge, along with a new memory chip. I had to be controlled. My views had to be tailored to fit my creator’s plans. But Amal surprised me. She didn’t touch my memories with the outsiders. She did implant the memory chip, with everything I’d done before, and gave me the choice to be the old Douma, the new Douma… or a better Douma altogether. So, here I am, being the latter.”

      Kerleise frowned. “And what kind of Douma is the latter?”

      That made me smile. “The kind of Douma who won’t openly wage war against her creator, but will still make sure he goes down in flames. He has too much control over my people. He’s been lying to us. He’s been manipulating us. The blood of millions is already on his hands, and he’s hell-bent on spilling more. I can’t have that,” I said.

      I straightened my back and placed my hands on my hips, offering a most confident posture. The Draenir were totally with me on this one. “I’ve had to lie and act my way through this day. I’ve hurt my friends, I’ve pushed them away, just to make sure they didn’t get caught while trying to save me. They can’t help me with what comes next. I’ve secured my place in Ta’Zan’s circle of trust. This is my one shot to unmask him for the fraud he really is, to turn my people against him without unnecessary bloodshed. And you, my four withered friends, will help me.”

      Life seemed to have burst through them, all of a sudden. Their faces lit up as they stared at me. This was it. This was my chance to do something incredible. To save Dmitri’s grandparents and brothers. Elonora’s family. All those people who didn’t deserve to spend the rest of their lives in misery and despair. All the worlds that deserved freedom and the right to pursue happiness.

      This was my chance to save my people from perdition, too. The Perfects could be much better; they could achieve incredible feats, if given the opportunity. They didn’t deserve to be lied to and exploited like this, used as brainwashed killing machines. No, they deserved better. We all did.
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      After Vesta told us what she’d experienced during her freakish seizure, we decided it was time to head back to base camp. Dawn would be upon us, soon, and more Perfects would be out and about. The night was in our favor, but when the sun came up, the danger factors increased.

      I was troubled by Vesta’s convulsions, not only because she’d lost consciousness, but also because she no longer had control over her elemental abilities. All fae were connected to water, fire, air, and earth, but most were specifically inclined to work with one in particular. Vesta was one of the few who could master all four, so, when she lost her grip, it wasn’t just fire or air that she failed to reign in. It was pure mayhem, just like we’d seen at the lagoon during her episode.

      Lightning and fires that quickly got out of control. Storms raging and waves crashing against the shore. The earth shaking and crumbling. The winds blowing with the strength of tornadoes. Fortunately, something had happened during the seizure, and all the natural anomalies were contained. But I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen the next time she faded out like that.

      The look on her face as we walked back to our new base camp told me that she was thinking about the same thing. And I couldn’t blame her. It was her body that had been taken over.

      “At least Elonora and her crew made it out of the colosseum in one piece,” Draven said, noticing the gloomy expressions that had settled on our faces.

      We stuck to the deep jungles, protected by the rich green tree crowns. From island to island, Vesta and Taeral created water pockets. We didn’t need Nevis’s frost to move underwater, after all.

      “They didn’t get Douma, though,” Taeral replied. “We need every Perfect we can get on our side for what comes next.”

      I nodded. “True. But we can rescue Douma another time. We got the two most important components for our plan. We now have devil-vipers and Amal. I call that a win.”

      “The downside is that we clearly have to reset Douma in order to save her,” Bijarki said. “She’s already been programmed back to her old self, judging by her reaction to Dmitri and the others.”

      “May that be the least of our problems,” Lumi chimed in. “I, for one, am worried about the Hermessi.”

      “Gee, why would you be concerned about them?” Vesta asked sarcastically.

      “I don’t like how they take over fae bodies like that,” Lumi said. “It doesn’t bode well for us in the long term.”

      “There’s no long term to worry about if we don’t get the Hermessi to help us,” Bogdana shot back. “No one said this would be easy. None of us should expect to get out of this unscathed. Not all of us might survive.”

      “Your optimism is contagious,” Taeral muttered.

      “It’s the truth,” I agreed. “This is a whole new kind of war. The stakes are too high. Whatever it takes, remember?”

      How could any of us forget the pact? Harper and the rest of GASP had made it back on Calliope, shortly before Draven’s crew arrived to Strava, and it applied to all of us. We couldn’t ignore it. The grand prize was our survival.

      “How are you feeling?” Zeriel asked Vesta. He never took his eyes off her.

      She shrugged. “Like I was caught in a landslide. Every single muscle aches.”

      “How far is the new base camp?” Zeriel then asked me.

      We’d caught up with Rose over the comms along the way, and she’d given us the new location. I checked the tablet map, where I’d made some notes, including the best routes, then looked at Zeriel.

      “We should see the mountain rising in the south, soon,” I said.

      Thunderous booms echoed in the distance behind us. I got goosebumps whenever I heard them—the sound of hostile Perfects looking for us, dashing across the sky at supersonic speeds as they tried to cover as much ground as possible. I kept my fingers crossed, hoping they would never find Elonora’s crew. They were the most valuable assets we had, at this point.

      A thump behind me made me still, then turn around.

      “Dammit, Vesta!” Zeriel snapped, then dropped to his knees to pick her up.

      Vesta’s eyes had rolled into her head again, her body shaking as water poured out from her nose and mouth. Her convulsions were quite violent, and Zeriel had no choice but to keep his arms tightly wrapped around her torso to stop her from hurting herself.

      “These Hermessi folk are really starting to get on my nerves!” Bijarki said.

      “She’s out of it again,” Lumi said, then joined Zeriel on the ground in order to try and soothe Vesta’s seizures with a little bit of swamp magic.

      It was no good, though. Vesta froze, stiff as a board, then inhaled deeply, as if taking her first breath. She blinked several times, relaxing in Zeriel’s arms, and looked at him.

      “Tritones are children of water, you know,” she said, but her voice sounded different.

      “Aya,” I replied, instantly recognizing the shift in our fae’s demeanor.

      She smiled. “Indeed. I am truly sorry to do this, but it’s much more efficient than trying to reach out to you people in dreams or visions,” she said. “I have news.”

      “Yeah, we know the Hermessi agreed to help us!” Zeriel shot back.

      Vesta-Aya gently removed herself from his arms, then got up, water still running from her. It still wasn’t easy for her to move or talk, but it looked infinitely better than her attempt to use the lagoon corpse.

      “That’s not it. I have a message from my siblings, and it’s important that you follow it to the letter.” Vesta-Aya sighed. “We will help you, yes. But we need exactly one thousand and one fae present on Strava in order to act. Nothing more, nothing less. Precisely that number. Get us fewer, and we won’t be able to awaken properly. Get us more, and we’ll risk losing control.”

      “How so?” Lumi asked, frowning.

      “It is an ancient protocol that allows us to come to the surface. We are natural elements. We have no beginning or end, but we need limits in order to function without causing natural disasters—the kind that would kill many,” Vesta-Aya explained. “We need an exact number of fae. Otherwise, our help will amount to nothing, or, worse, it will ruin everything you’re trying to do.”

      Silence settled between us for a minute or two, as we took it all in. At least there wasn’t some insane sacrifice required. This was more of a logistical challenge, rather than anything else.

      “What did you do to Vesta earlier?” Zeriel asked, gritting his teeth. “Her fae abilities were out of control.”

      “She’s never done astral projection before,” Vesta-Aya replied. “I didn’t know. I do apologize for the trouble it caused, but I had to take her with me, to show her what I saw and heard. I needed her to understand what my siblings are like.”

      “Whoa, wait, astral projection?” Taeral gasped.

      Looking around, I saw that even Bogdana looked surprised.

      “All fae can do it, in order to connect to the raw form of the Hermessi, like I did with Vesta,” Vesta-Aya replied. “Your consciousness leaves your body and melds with mine. You become water or fire, earth or air. It’s how we communicate on a most intimate level. I thought you knew.”

      “We most certainly did not!” I blurted. “We have these elemental abilities, and we’re clearly more connected to the Hermessi than most creatures. We can defy the laws of physics and slip through the tiniest of cracks, but we never knew about astral projection!”

      Vesta-Aya smiled. “You slip through the cracks, like water, like air. Everything you are is deeply linked to us. Of course, we’re connected on a deeper level. Mind you, you cannot simply leave your bodies and go wherever you wish. It only works with us.”

      “Hah. Good to know,” Bogdana murmured. “I’ve been around for longer than I can remember, and even I had no idea.”

      “It was our best-kept secret,” Vesta-Aya replied, then looked at me again. “Remember, Ben. One thousand and one fae must be on Strava. No more, no less. It is the only way for us to activate ourselves and intervene in the affairs of Perfects.”

      I didn’t get to ask any other questions. The following second, water gushed out of Vesta, and she dropped to her knees, coughing and wheezing. Zeriel was back down on the ground, helping her again.

      “Jeez,” she croaked. “This never stops being uncomfortable!”

      “Do you remember anything she said?” Lumi asked. “Were you conscious during her possession?”

      Vesta shook her head. “It all went black. And now I’m here. It’s seriously getting on my nerves!”

      “We know what we have to do now,” I said, crossing my arms. “One thousand and one fae must be on Strava. No more, no less.”

      Vesta blinked several times. “Is that why she hijacked my body again? To tell us that?”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry you have to go through this.”

      “Hey, it’s better than most people have it, I think,” she grumbled.

      Lumi chuckled softly. “Oh, honey, it’ll never get easy. Not for us.”

      True enough, I’d seen worse. But the wary voice in the back of my head was telling me that this wasn’t our lowest point yet. That things would get rough. That the real pain had yet to come. And my stomach churned at the mere thought of it.

      This wasn’t going to be easy, and we were taking one hell of a risk with this next stage of our plan. We had to respect the fae number demanded by the Hermessi, and, most importantly, we had to make sure those we needed came to Strava safely, without a Perfect interception.

      That was the hardest part. They were more pissed off now than they were yesterday, since we’d stolen Amal. They weren’t going to pull any punches. Everything they had in store for us was going to be painful and possibly deadly.

      But, even so, we had to keep moving. Ever forward.
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      “One thousand and one fae, specifically, huh?” I sighed, concluding our brief catchup with Ben over the comms system. “It sounds like the most important recipe of our lives.”

      “It basically is,” Nevis replied.

      We weren’t out of the hot zone yet. We’d put about ten miles between us and Ta’Zan’s colosseum, but we still had a long way ahead of us. The Perfects were going to get extra vicious with us, now that we’d run off with Amal.

      In the meantime, however, we’d spoken to Ben’s and Rose’s groups, well aware of the updates and the new challenges rising before us. Even so, my confidence levels were through the roof, and I needed every ounce of courage I could scrounge up in order to survive this and save my people.

      Raphael shot us a grin. “You didn’t think it was going to be easy, did you?”

      “Gah, I kind of hate you right now,” Varga retorted.

      “I love you too, sentry prince,” Raphael shot back, then looked over his shoulder.

      Ridan carried Amal on his shoulder, accompanied by Amane, Kallisto, and Dmitri—he was still sulking, and for good reason. Our failure to get Douma back resounded with all of us.

      “Let’s get ourselves out of this mess and back to safety, first,” I said, “then figure out this little math problem. We’ll definitely need that diversion to keep the Perfects busy while we bring the fae to Strava.”

      “You know, I don’t like this whole Hermessi possession thing,” Varga replied. “We all remember the Elders and what they did to the vampires, back in the old days, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m wary, too, but it’s not like we have a choice right now. We need all the help we can get.”

      “Lenny, are you there?” Derek’s voice came through the earpiece.

      We’d spoken to him, too, and he’d promised to get back to us with an accurate fae prisoner count, given the Hermessi’s special request.

      “Yes! Yes, I’m still here!” I exclaimed, smiling. “How’d you get along in there?”

      “Good, considering,” he replied. I got the context quickly. He was still reeling from his separation from Sofia, but he had his eyes on the ball, nonetheless. “There are precisely two hundred and fifty-six fae in here.”

      “Okay… That means we need… Oh, wait, with Ben, Vesta, Bogdana and Taeral, that’s two hundred and sixty already on Strava,” I mumbled.

      “Does Taeral count as a full fae, though?” Varga asked, slightly confused.

      “Ugh. I wonder if there’s some fine print about that,” I replied. “I think he does, though. He’s connected to the elements. He should!”

      “That will leave us with seven hundred and forty-one fae that must come to Strava, in order for the Hermessi to help us,” Derek said.

      “Leave that with us, Derek,” Nevis replied. “We’ve got this whole angle covered.”

      “He’s right,” I added. “You keep my grandparents safe, and we’ll make sure you and Sofia are back together soon enough!”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, honey. I’ll get Sofia back myself, like I always have,” Derek replied. “We’ll talk soon. Keep us posted.”

      And so, with a faint click, Derek was offline again. But that was okay. We couldn’t risk anyone discovering that earpiece in the dome. The shorter our communications, the better.

      “How much farther till base camp?” Ridan asked, panting as he jumped over a tree root.

      We kept up a speedy pace, running for miles on end in order to get out of the Perfects’ range. Our water travels were most perilous, so we stuck to a string of small islands, on the southwestern edge of Ta’Zan’s archipelago, which were interconnected by slim trails of dry land—the ideal bridges to help us dart from one island to the next without resorting to swimming or flying. As long as we kept moving, our chances of escape were significantly higher.

      “Why? Is Amal too heavy for you?” Varga chuckled.

      “She’s as light as a feather, smartass. I’m asking because those bastards are still too close,” Ridan retorted.

      They were going to get even closer if we slowed down.

      “We keep moving south,” I said. “We’re on the right track here.”

      “They’re not holding back this time,” Raphael replied.

      “Yeah, we really screwed the pooch with Ta’Zan,” Dmitri muttered. “But we have to figure out a way to get Douma back. This version of her is too dangerous. She knows too much. She could ruin everything.”

      “She won’t. We’ve come too far, and she doesn’t know where our base camp is,” I told him. “Relax, Dmitri. We’ll get her back, too. We need to get Amal and the venom to safety, first. You know that.”

      “I do. It doesn’t mean I like it,” he grumbled.

      “Nothing we’re doing right now is something we like,” Ridan chimed in, smirking.

      “Shut up, you’re lugging a hot chick over your shoulder. You don’t get to complain!” Varga retorted, bursting into laughter.

      “In my defense, I do enjoy pushing Ta’Zan’s buttons.” I giggled.

      Ridan grunted. A female gasp made us all look back at him. Amal was awake, and she wasn’t at all happy. She flailed, punching and kicking as she tried to free herself from Ridan’s tightening grip. The dragon, in turn, was doing his best to keep running and not fall over. Amane and Kallisto flanked him, both looking for an angle to knock Amal out without hurting Ridan.

      “Add that to things that could go sideways,” Varga snapped.

      Amal was relentless in her struggle. She managed to slip down his back, crossing her legs around his neck. She closed her thighs tightly, bringing Ridan to his knees. We were all forced to slow down and assist.

      Varga did the smart thing and went for a good old-fashioned mind-push. Amal cried out in pain—a little too loud for our position and circumstances, but it was enough to distract her and for Amane to drag her off Ridan and put her in a headlock. The twins were amazingly identical, thus making it weird for us to watch one suffocating the other into unconsciousness.

      Once Amal was out again, Varga picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.

      “My turn,” he breathed, then resumed running.

      Amane and Ridan were both back up, along with Kallisto and Dmitri, while Nevis, Raphael, and I led the way again. We’d lost precious seconds in this scuffle.

      “Are you okay, Ridan?” I asked, my stomach shrinking into a painful marble as I heard the sonic booms get dangerously close. An attack was imminent.

      “Yeah. She packs quite a punch, though,” Ridan replied.

      “My sister doesn’t do half-measures,” Amane said. “But she’ll be out for a while.”

      “No time to tie her up,” Varga cut in. “Mind keeping an eye on her from behind, while we run for our lives? She’s clearly a grouchy one when she wakes up!”

      “They’re coming!” Raphael shouted.

      A split second later, a projectile shot through the jungle and landed several yards ahead of us. The earth exploded and ripped open, forcing us to move more to the right. With hostiles so close to us, our only choice was to reach the ocean again and jump on Ridan’s dragon back.

      “Ridan, you’re our best escape method!” I said.

      “Got it,” he replied, then ran faster to get ahead of us.

      Another explosion tore through the jungle to our right, forcing us back to the left. I cursed under my breath, then switched my pulverizer weapon to permanent-kill mode. I looked back and nearly froze at the sight of Cassiel and Douma leading an offensive of over two hundred Perfects—they looked like a black swarm descending from the sky and into the jungle.

      Trunks and branches broke, the sound of wood snapping sending shivers down my back.

      “Dammit, Douma!” Dmitri cursed under his breath, setting his weapon to bullets. “I hate doing this!”

      “You take Cassiel, then!” I shouted.

      “Didn’t he help us earlier?” Varga croaked, his voice breaking whenever he had to jump over a hurdle with Amal on his shoulder. “Ridan, you liar, you said she was as light as a feather, and she’s breaking my friggin’ back!”

      Ridan chuckled ahead. Somehow, we weren’t put off by this particular attack. We’d been through worse, and more was to come, but something was different this time. We’d pulled one over on Ta’Zan, and, despite the repercussions, it felt amazing.

      “Cassiel might’ve helped us, but, as you can see, he’s trying to tank us again! So, shoot!” I replied, then fired a pulverizer into the incoming cloud of Perfects.

      A puff of ashes burst in the middle of the descending formation. The Perfects broke rank and came at us from three different directions. We were forced to use our pulverizer pellet supply a lot quicker than expected.

      Raphael flew out and took several Perfects head on, hacking and slashing with his bare claws. He shot fireballs at them, big and intense enough to set dozens on fire at once. It wasn’t going to kill them, but at least they were temporarily disabled.

      My heart raced as I fired another pulverizer pellet, removing two Perfects at once. I knew that, if there were more than one hostile close together when the pellet exploded, the toxin would be at its highest efficiency rate.

      Cassiel kept his distance, frowning as he checked each of us out. He didn’t seem interested in fighting us, and that just pissed me off even more. If he was playing a part in front of Ta’Zan, he could at least do it right and not arouse his suspicions. Someone was bound to tell on Cassiel if he shirked his responsibilities, and then it was “back to the drawing board” for him.

      This double cross he was pulling was dangerous to all of us, and it made my job more difficult. Several bullets flew past Cassiel and got lodged in two Perfects still flying above him. Looking back on our crew, I saw Dmitri firing more bullets at him, a muscle twitching nervously in his jaw.

      But Cassiel wasn’t even our biggest problem. Douma was, as she lowered her flight and shot through the woods at a nearly supersonic speed. Judging by her trajectory, she was going to crash into Dmitri.

      “Watch out, Dmitri! She’s coming!” I shouted, then fired a couple of bullets at her, while the rest of our crew shot both types of projectiles at the incoming Perfects.

      We’d increased our speed, running as fast as our legs could carry us, but it still wasn’t enough. I could smell the ocean, though. The moment we hit the beach, Ridan would go dragon and hopefully save our asses.

      Dmitri aimed his gun at Douma, but it was too late. He braced himself for impact, but it never came. She barely bumped into him in her flight, but she snatched his weapon. She turned around to face the rest of her squadron, flapping her wings to slow herself down, then switched to pulverizer mode and emptied the gun on… the Perfects!

      “What in the…” I managed, my breath stuck in my throat.

      Dozens were turned to ashes, as Douma emptied the pulverizer clip in strategic points in the flying group for maximum damage. Dmitri was as stunned as the rest of us, but there were still too many hostiles for us to stop and wonder what the hell was going on. We’d thought Douma was lost to us!

      “Get ready to jump!” Ridan snarled, as he was the first to reach the beach.

      Raphael joined Douma in flight, and they both fought back, firing bullets into our pursuers. They were out of pulverizer pellets already. We weren’t far behind, and there were still almost a hundred Perfects coming after us.

      We dashed across the beach, while Douma and Raphael covered our backs.

      Ridan tossed his backpack over to Amane, who caught it in the middle of a jump. He then ripped open into dragon form, his wings stretching wide and his humongous claws digging deep in the white sand.

      Varga was the first to jump on his back with a still-unconscious Amal, followed by Kallisto, Amane, Nevis, Dmitri, and me. We held on tight as Ridan flapped his wings and took off. The Perfects were right behind us, coming in hot.

      Raphael and Douma latched on to Ridan’s lower back, then reloaded their pulverizer weapons with ammo from Ridan’s backpack. They fired into the Perfects again, and several clouds of ashes burst through the flying crowd.

      The winds smacked into us. Ridan kept us at a low altitude, darting just above the ocean and headed south. I held on tight to his thick scales, breathing heavily as I tried to think of a way out of this mess.

      “We can’t have them follow us back to base camp,” I said, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      “Fly low!” Douma instructed Ridan, then looked at me, then Dmitri. “Keep a low altitude in these parts of the ocean, and we’ll be okay.”

      “We?” Dmitri managed, his eyes bulging. “What’s going on, Douma?”

      “Let’s save this for later!” Douma shot back, then shifted her focus back to the Perfects.

      Fireballs flew past us at high speed, and Ridan was forced to swing left and right as he dodged them. Some of the Perfects drew water from the ocean and hurled it at us in large and potentially painful blobs, since they cast them at a dangerously high speed.

      A familiar groan emerged from below. I leaned out and looked down. My breath was lost.

      We were flying low over waters that were riddled with pashmiri wales.

      “Keep it low, Ridan!” I shouted, repeating Douma’s request.

      A strange kind of hope blossomed in my chest, and it quickly paid off. As we flew across the ocean, with dozens of Perfects still on our tail at the same altitude, the most incredible thing happened.

      The pashmiri wales swam upward and pierced through the water. They snapped their jaws, one after another, swallowing Perfects in the process.

      “Holy crap!” Varga shrieked, staring at the view behind us. “Holy! Freaking! Crap!”

      “They’re helping us…” I murmured.

      “Maybe the Hermessi are telling us something,” Nevis replied.

      We didn’t need our weapons anymore. Nor were our abilities required. As Ridan flew us farther south, and Cassiel pulled back with a sly grin, the pashmiri between us reached out in shockingly high jumps and caught the rest of the Perfect squadron in their huge jaws.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” Douma murmured, then smiled at Dmitri and me. “I’ve got some updates about Ta’Zan, by the way.”

      And we all looked forward to hearing them, but we were still hung up on what the pashmiri were doing to our attackers. This wasn’t going to kill them, but the pashmiri’s small and sharp teeth were going to at least dismember them, keeping them busy for a while. I breathed a sigh of relief, watching the carnage unfold above the water.

      Somehow, nature itself had come to our aid. Douma was back.

      And we were out of the hot zone.
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      Many hours went by in unsettling silence.

      My vampire hearing was good, but not good enough for me to get a clear picture of what was going on out there. I’d heard the rushed steps and the muffled voices. There was clear agitation throughout the colosseum, but without anyone to tell me what was happening, I was in the dark, looking forward to Isda’s next visit.

      Thankfully, she came around toward sunup, as the light filtered through the diamond structure and broke into millions of colored, untouchable flakes. She gave me a bottle of fresh blood through the self-closing opening in my glass box.

      “What’s going on out there?” I asked her.

      “Ta’Zan’s biggest problem yet,” Isda replied, her eyes wide as she stifled a grin. “Your people snuck in again and kidnapped Amal. Word is they tried to get Douma, too, and that they did something in the animal sanctuary, but we don’t know what, exactly.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, my heart swelling with pride and excitement. Our young ones were as fierce and as relentless as I knew they’d be. Ta’Zan had no idea how to cope with us, for sure. Not when we were all so determined to defeat him.

      “He’s all alone now, huh?” I murmured.

      Isda nodded. “He’s not happy at all. I do see it as a victory for your people, but I also fear terrible repercussions. The more they poke and prod him, the more vicious he gets.”

      “I suppose he’s not used to having his judgment and orders questioned,” I said.

      “Most certainly not. We all bowed or perished before him, but never did we dare to rise against him,” Isda replied. “The Draenir paid a heavy price when they rejected his doctrine and rule.”

      “It’s time he learns how the real world works,” I said. “He might’ve gotten away with this crap before, but not anymore, Isda. It’s our time, now.”

      I fiercely stood by this particular statement. Ta’Zan had done enough damage.

      My family belonged together, and he’d broken us up. He clearly took pleasure in our misery, and it was time for him to experience the same, if not worse. My Rose and Ben had led quite the operation this time, if they’d managed to snatch Amal. She was the one who knew all of Ta’Zan’s flight plans. She had important intel which could be used against him. In addition, she was one of the most valuable elements in Ta’Zan’s life. That, alone, was a phenomenal blow.

      “So, they all got out alive,” I said. “The outsiders.”

      “Yes. There’s no word from the units sent out to find them. From what I’ve seen so far, if there are no immediate responses from the Perfects, it means your people got out successfully,” Isda replied, smiling.

      “What about Derek?” I asked. “My father, our people?”

      “They’re okay. They’re fed regularly, they’re not causing any trouble, and they’re in touch with the others outside,” Isda said. “In fact, I have some news for you.”

      She went on to relay everything she’d heard from Derek, from Rose’s success in finding a new base camp and her strange experience with the pashmiri whales, to Ben’s adventures with the Hermessi and Elonora’s escape from the colosseum, to the Hermessi’s request of exactly one thousand and one fae.

      “One thousand and one,” I murmured. “Odd number, if you ask me.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Isda replied. “The Hermessi are the one thing I know nothing about. The Draenir kept their faith in them a secret, from what Derek told me. Elonora’s team found a small town on the north side of our archipelago, with a Hermessi shrine. Apparently, the faith was present outside the cities. It didn’t work with the magi-tech, as a dogma.”

      “I’m not surprised. All creatures tend to fear what they don’t understand, and there is nothing more mysterious or concerning than the Hermessi, right now. Granted, Ta’Zan is the greatest threat, but by using the Hermessi against him, it feels like we’re wielding a potentially devastating nuke.”

      “What’s a nuke?” Isda asked, with both eyebrows raised.

      “Ah, I forget. Your people don’t work with nuclear fission,” I said, mentally preparing myself to tell Isda about the humans’ nuclear developments, with both progress and disasters on the record. It was a bittersweet tale, but if anyone could learn from the humans’ hubris, it was Isda. She’d seen and heard enough from Ta’Zan to get the moral of the story.

      But then the doors slid open with a hiss, and Ta’Zan strode in, cutting our rendezvous short. I quickly gave Isda a subtle nod, then stepped back to the other side so I could put a bit more distance between myself and the monster.

      Ta’Zan reached my glass box and motioned for Isda to get out, keeping his gaze fixed on me. It made my blood curdle. There was so much rage in those eyes, it almost knocked the air out of my lungs. It hurt my stomach and it made me tremble, ever so slightly. I recognized that look.

      The deviant sparkle was familiar. He’d looked the same prior to taking me away from Derek. Deep down, I knew Ta’Zan had come to retaliate again. Everything that Ben and Rose did against him seemed to result in punishments against me, against my husband and the other prisoners.

      But I held my head up high, unwavering before him.

      As long as we defeated him, it didn’t matter what happened to us.
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      Ta’Zan didn’t say anything for a while.

      Never a good sign.

      But I didn’t look away. He wasn’t going to stay silent forever, after all. He had something to say, but perhaps he thought it would add a dramatic effect if he did it after a long pause. Of course, it certainly worked, but I wasn’t foolish enough to show him that.

      “Your children have made a fool of me for the last time,” he finally spoke.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, worried I wouldn’t be able to stop a grin from stretching across my face. The last thing I wanted was to make him even angrier.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, playing ignorant.

      He slipped a crystal tablet through the box. I took it, briefly watching the glass wall close back up as he withdrew his hand.

      “They took something precious from me, Sofia,” Ta’Zan said. “And it’s time I stop trying to reason with them altogether. I’ve set up a surveillance system throughout the colosseum. It took us a while to figure out the technology, but your starships were extremely helpful. This, right here, is happening in real time.”

      I frowned, looking at the screen in my hands. Multiple video images were displayed on the clear surface, with splendid high-definition quality. I was watching live footage from various parts of the colosseum, including the diamond dome. My breath hitched as I recognized Derek’s figure on the screen.

      “You figured out CCTV. Good for you,” I mumbled, mostly to myself, before looking at him with a raised eyebrow. “What am I supposed to be looking at? I know this place. I’m stuck here, remember?”

      “What is the meaning of this?” Derek asked, his voice coming through the tiny speaker holes on the side. It drew my focus back to the screen. Something was happening in the diamond dome.

      “You can zoom in if you want. I do recommend it, since it’s about to get interesting,” Ta’Zan said, staring at the tablet. The shadow of a smile fluttered across his face.

      I did as he suggested and used my index and thumb to zoom in on the dome camera. Cassiel had just come in, accompanied by two Perfect guards. Derek and the others gathered in front of them, as if ready to stand their ground.

      “I have a message from Ta’Zan,” Cassiel said.

      My throat closed up. One brief glance at Ta’Zan, and I already knew what was about to happen. I’d put myself in Ta’Zan’s shoes more than once since my capture. I could guess what he’d do in different circumstances. Ta’Zan gave me a wink, and that just made me squirm.

      “Listen carefully,” Cassiel continued. “Your people have caused enough damage to our world, evil in their attempt to clip our wings. Ta’Zan’s mercy is not limitless, and it’s time you all understand that. We are done trying to bring your people in alive, and, since none of you will endeavor to persuade them to surrender peacefully, we have no other choice.”

      “No… This isn’t happening... No!” I whispered, dread clutching my throat.

      The two Perfect guards went over to Derek’s group and dragged one of the fae agents away. I didn’t know him, but I could tell he had a lot of fire in him, as he struggled against the guards despite the collar probably overheating already. No form of dissent was allowed in this place, after all.

      They brought the fae back to Cassiel. One of them kicked him in the side of his knee, forcing him down. The fae was now in front of Cassiel, looking at Derek and the others. I didn’t have a clear view of his face, but I could only imagine what was going through his mind at this point.

      I couldn’t even breathe anymore.

      “The demand is simple,” Cassiel continued, his claws extending, long and black and horrifyingly sharp. “Surrender, all of you, or we kill a prisoner every twelve hours.”

      “No. No! No!” Derek burst out, trying to stop Cassiel from what he was about to do.

      Lucas and Xavier held him back. The prisoner crowd rumbled and roared. Then Cassiel slit the fae’s throat with one swift move.

      “No!” I screamed.

      My fingers gripped the tablet, my whole body shaking. Tears came up to my eyes, uncontrollably rolling down my cheeks. My heart ached, and I didn’t know what to do or say. I’d just witnessed the execution of one of our own. All I could think of was breaking through the glass and ripping Ta’Zan’s throat out.

      I longed to make him bleed. Still, I couldn’t look away from the screen.

      “You monster!” Derek roared.

      “You’ll pay for this!” Lucas snarled. “You’ll pay for this! I’ll bleed you, over and over, until there’s nothing left of you!”

      Cassiel shrugged, as the crowd continued to quiver. Some collapsed, electrocuted by their collars. They’d tried to attack, but Ta’Zan’s technology was too good to allow that.

      “Tell the outsiders,” Cassiel said. “They took down the comms blockers. I’m sure you have a way to tell them, now. You may not have devices handy, but I do remember, during my brief sting with your people, of a soul connection called Telluris. One of you must be linked to them through it. So tell them that we will kill another prisoner in exactly twelve hours, unless they surrender. There will be no negotiation. No truce. Nothing. Surrender, or we will keep killing your people until they do.”

      I glared at Ta’Zan, my cheeks burning. “You… You are a monster.”

      “I am the ruler of this world. And I will be the ruler of all the worlds, whether you like it or not,” Ta’Zan replied dryly. Rage simmered beneath the surface, but he didn’t want me to see it.

      Just like I didn’t want him to see my physical discomfort. My shock collar was minutes away from electrocuting me. It was already too hot to handle, but I couldn’t show him that. Ta’Zan was like a shark now, waiting to taste my blood in the water.

      But all he got was a boot in the face.

      “Kill as many of us as you want,” I said, my voice trembling but my resolve stronger than ever. “Separate me from my husband. Torture us until you get bored. Nothing you do will change the outcome of your actions. You will fail. You will lose everything and everyone. And you will die. Listen, Ta’Zan, you’re headed down a bad path. I don’t know what exactly made you this way, but it’s not too late to turn back. You can still stop this. Destroying us will only bring you closer to your own doom. Believe me… I have seen this before.”

      His lips twisted with contempt. Hate flared blue and green in his eyes. “I will not die before you, that much I know for sure. Sofia, don’t be stupid. You, Derek, and whoever else survives the next couple of days will die in that dome. You will never experience freedom again.”

      “Screw you!” I snapped, pointing an angry finger at him. “Cut us and kill us, if you will! You will lose everything, because you’ve built it on lies! Only the truth survives! Not you, Ta’Zan! Not you, you fraud!”

      That last part hit him deep. And I didn’t regret it one bit.

      “I’ve tried to reason with you before,” I added. “My husband tried, too. But you’re too damn stubborn to understand. So, you’ll have to learn things the hard way, just like everyone else who thought they could take on the universe.”

      I wanted him to suffer, and this was the very least I could do, for the abominable crime he’d just committed. A fae had been murdered before my people. A life had been snuffed out, all for Ta’Zan to try to get what he wanted.

      We couldn’t let someone else get killed, but we couldn’t surrender our children. Ben and Rose’s team was going to be faced with an impossible choice, and I had no idea what they would do. I could only hope that, despite all the bloodshed and fear, they would manage to keep their heads clear and do something smart.

      Ta’Zan had upped the stakes, but we couldn’t give up. We’d come too far to call it quits now.
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      There was no better sight than that of our entire crew back together, including Douma. Ben brought his team through the mangrove islands, while Ridan carried his team on his back, after they narrowly escaped from a large squadron of Perfects.

      Now, we were all safe, gathered inside the main cave of our new outpost, nestled in the heart of a black stone mountain, and surrounded by treacherous jungles. Ta’Zan wasn’t going to find us here. Not yet.

      Araquiel looked pleased to see Douma again, though we’d all thought we’d lost her after the colosseum episode. Once she brought us up to speed, however, I understood exactly why she’d done things this way.

      “Amal was supposed to wipe my memories and implant the old ones back,” Douma said, briefly glancing at Amal. The Faulty was still passed out, after Amane had put her in a chokehold. “She gave me the option to choose between the person I was, the person I am, and the person I could be, instead. She let me keep both sets of memories.”

      Amane looked surprised. “What was she thinking? I’m confused.”

      “I think she’s playing by her own book, much like us,” Douma replied. “She may seem loyal to Ta’Zan, but I feel like she’s not entirely into it. Otherwise, she would’ve wiped me completely. I mean, she had to know that I wouldn’t revert back to my old self, if I had the choice to stay as I am.”

      “Why did you attack us at the colosseum, then?” Dmitri asked, his brow furrowed. He was sulking, and I found it downright endearing.

      Douma gave him a soft smile. “I couldn’t give away my position. I’d yet to speak to the Draenir in Ta’Zan’s possession. I am sorry for lying to you all, but I had to carry out my plan.”

      “Wait, the Draenir. Yes, Ta’Zan is holding four of them,” Elonora murmured.

      Rakkhan nodded. “I know of them, but I don’t know who they are. How are they holding up?”

      “They’re weak and tired, but they know more about Ta’Zan than anyone else,” Douma explained. “They’re Kerleise and Ivran Carmaris, and Silene and Kellan Phiseiros. I think you know both pairs quite well.”

      Rakkhan exhaled sharply, then nodded. “I thought they were dead.”

      “They’re most certainly not, but they’re hanging by a thread. Fortunately, they had quite the story to tell,” Douma replied. “They’ve watched Ta’Zan as he tried and failed in creating his Perfects, over and over, long before the big sleep. They’ve been with him since day one, and if anyone’s got the inside scoop on him, it’s them.”

      “What did they tell you?” I asked.

      “What I’ve been suspecting all along. It was good to have confirmation. Ta’Zan doesn’t deal well with resistance, of any kind. His mind is mathematical and logical, but only where it suits him, personally. If he encounters opposition, his behavior turns aberrant. He loses his grip and starts making mistakes. Right now, we’ve pushed him hard. If we keep doing that, he will crumble, eventually. They said that, if we manage to turn the Perfects against him, he will experience helplessness, which will undoubtedly lead to the despair of a cornered animal. That’s when he’ll be the most dangerous, because he’ll be unpredictable,” Douma explained. “If we manage to bring him to his breaking point, combined with the mass memory wiper and the Hermessi’s intervention, he won’t stand a chance. He is nothing without the support and adoration of his people.”

      We spent a couple of hours going over the details of what we’d experienced, including my episode with the pashmiri in the underground pool, and their unexpected assistance during Elonora’s escape. One thing was clear by the time we laid out all the facts.

      Strava itself was rising against Ta’Zan and the Perfects. We had the Hermessi’s support, provided we brought them the fae bodies they needed. That, alone, was enough to help push us forward. We were past a stage of grief and despair, and we were once again focused on the finish line—where only victory and freedom were accepted as an outcome.

      “You idiots,” Amal groaned, coming to.

      She was pinned down, cuffed and guarded by Amane and Kallisto.

      We all turned around to look at her. She was livid, grunting and cursing under her breath as she tried to break free, to no avail.

      “Oh, good, you’re awake,” Amane replied flatly, rolling her eyes.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done!” Amal shouted. “You ruined everything!”

      “Hm. That may be up for debate,” Araquiel interjected, more confident than ever. Even Raphael couldn’t take his eyes off him and Douma. He’d already expressed surprise at seeing them like this, not loyal to Ta’Zan, but together. “You have a lot to answer for.”

      I let a deep sigh leave my chest.

      “It’s time we had a talk, Amal,” I said.

      If anyone could give us everything we needed to know about Ta’Zan’s operations, it was Amal. She’d been Ta’Zan’s right hand from the moment they’d come out of the big sleep, and long after Amane’s departure. And right now, after the damage we’d inflicted on him and his operations, she was our most precious source of information.

      Hopefully, we could sway her into becoming an ally, too.
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      “You don’t understand,” Amal breathed, a look of horror settling on her face. “You… You idiots!”

      “What the hell is she going on about?” Raphael asked, rolling his eyes.

      Araquiel watched her in silence, his brows furrowed and his arms crossed. Judging by his aura, he suspected something.

      “She had a plan of her own,” Araquiel said quietly.

      We were all gathered around Amal and Amane now, some of our people unable to take their eyes off them. They were identical to the point of creepiness. With twins, in general, especially those of the same gender, there were always minor differences. A mole here, a slightly more slanted eye there, or a mild difference in hair color—tiny details that we could notice.

      But with Amal and Amane, there was nothing. It was as if they were clones, not biological twins. Personally, I was fascinated. Ridan, on the other hand, was slightly flustered. He’d already developed feelings for Amane, and he wasn’t indifferent to Amal, either. She was just as beautiful, and his body was responding accordingly.

      Amane looked at her sister. “Your time of servitude to Ta’Zan is over, Sister. You have to face it before it’s too late.”

      “Gah, out of all of them, you’re the biggest idiot,” Amal grumbled, then scowled at her cuffs and restraints. “As soon as you left my side, your brain was reduced to 10 percent operating capacity.”

      “More like 25 percent, but please, do go on. I’m sure you’re not done insulting me yet,” Amane replied sarcastically.

      “You are the biggest thorn in my side yet.” Amal sighed, her shoulders dropping.

      Amane’s eyes grew wide. She briefly glanced at Araquiel, then back at her sister.

      “You mean—”

      “Yes, I had a plan!” Amal interrupted her, raising her voice. “My ‘servitude to Ta’Zan’ was over from the moment the first Perfects came out! I knew where he was going with this! I knew the repercussions, just like you! But I understood that, if I left his side, I would never be able to stop him.”

      “And you didn’t think to just tell me about it?!” Amane shouted, her aura flaring red with anger.

      “You left! You didn’t want to hear my side! I tried to talk to you about it, but you were too busy being angry and looking for a way out. Before I knew it, you were gone!” Amal replied, her voice shaking. “You left me behind.”

      Amane stilled, suddenly taken aback by the full picture that her sister had just presented her with. Guilt began to weasel its way through her conscience. I could almost feel it.

      “You sounded so loyal. You did everything he asked. You… You made most of this nightmare happen.” Amane sighed. “How was I supposed to know?”

      “You should’ve talked to me,” Amal said. “From the moment I saw how he was educating the Perfects, I knew we couldn’t do much. Ta’Zan needs to soar a little. The Perfects have to be turned against him. And I just needed a moment alone with him, with his guard down, so I could kill him. He is very well protected, Amane. One cannot just run up to him and slit his throat. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Dammit. You could’ve at least sent me a message or something,” Amane replied.

      Amal, in turn, shrugged. “I thought you were gone forever. A coward. I was close to resigning myself to a fate I didn’t want, until word came about the outsiders and you joining them. I knew then that I could still make a difference, but I couldn’t risk Ta’Zan suspecting me of anything,” she explained. “He was already on edge because of you. He had eyes on me. I had to be loyal. I couldn’t let him think I wasn’t on his side. If Derek and his crew had managed to escape that night, I would’ve been the first to go into the pulverizer chamber.”

      “Faulties died because of that episode,” I said. “Innocent creatures.”

      “Yes. And I have their blood on my hands. But the lives of a few are worth losing, if I get to save this entire world,” Amal replied. “I know many of you won’t get that, but I stand by what I did, and I don’t regret my methods. I won’t ever sleep well because of this, but it won’t matter, as long as we all survive.”

      Some time went by in silence, as everyone stared at Amal and Amane. Most of us were curious or worried, but others seemed optimistic, as if the reunification of the Faulty sisters was the last and most precious piece of the puzzle. Needless to say, I agreed. If anyone could figure out a way to stop the Perfects, it was the twins. They’d designed the genetic blueprints to create them, after all. They knew them best.

      “What’s done is done,” Ben said, standing close to Rose. “We have to look forward now. And our plates are quite full.”

      Rose nodded. “We’ve got the Hermessi willing to help, but we need to bring more fae to Strava. A precise number, in fact. Now, we have you and Amane together,” she said to Amal. “You two can work on a mass memory wiper that we can use against the Perfects.”

      Amal raised an eyebrow at Amane. “Is this why you kidnapped me?”

      “Mm-hm. I work better with you by my side, and I couldn’t exactly stick around the colosseum, invisible, to get my brain to operate at the capacity I need in order to devise such technology,” Amane replied.

      “You’re incorrigible,” Amal said, shaking her head. “But we could definitely put our heads together and do something. I’ll need to go back into the colosseum, though. Most of the stuff we’d need is in there.”

      Taeral groaned with frustration, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Good grief, you people love getting yourselves captured or killed!”

      “If you’re too scared, you can stay here,” Heron shot back with a smirk. The wards chuckled behind him. It made Taeral blush.

      “You can keep me company, since you’ve clearly made yourself comfortable here already,” Taeral retorted.

      I raised my hands in the air, demanding everyone’s attention. “We’ve got to get ourselves organized properly,” I said, then looked at Herakles. “Can you get us more rogue Faulties?”

      Herakles smiled. “A message has already been sent out. We should see some coming in by morning,” he replied. “What about your fae?”

      “We’ll talk to our people on Calliope. They’ll gather some fae troops and send them over, but we need to find a smart way to get them on Stravian soil without Perfects intercepting them,” Rose said.

      “A diversion,” Kallisto added. “We’ll have to do something loud and flashy enough to draw them as far away from the atmospheric entry point as possible.”

      “We can have the fae head toward the winter-summer cluster, just like Draven and Serena’s crew,” Ben suggested. “From what I’ve seen on the maps, that area isn’t populated yet.”

      “Fair enough, but after we came in and discovered the Draenir and the pulverizer weapons, rest assured that Ta’Zan has everyone on high alert for new entries,” Draven replied.

      Just then, Harper’s voice came through in my earpiece. “Hey, guys! Can everyone hear me? Lenny? Rose? Ben?”

      Rose’s face lit up. “Harper, honey!” she exclaimed. “I was just about to get in touch!”

      “We’ve reset the four Perfects we brought over from Strava,” Harper replied. “We’re sending them back to Strava to help you. They’ve got all the information they need to act as double agents.”

      “We need seven hundred and forty-one fae, too,” I chimed in.

      Naturally, a pause ensued.

      “Say what, now?” Harper asked.

      After Rose and Ben brought her up to speed about the Hermessi’s strange request, Harper had a better idea of what we were dealing with. She agreed to speak to Sherus and Nuriya about it, but we weren’t expecting any opposition on their part. This was our one shot to do something to stop Ta’Zan, once and for all, from invading our worlds.

      “What can you tell us about the four Perfects you plan on sending over?” Varga asked through his earpiece.

      “They want to help. We’ve spoken to them; we’ve shown them everything we know. Like Douma, like Araquiel, they don’t want to go to war or kill billions of innocent creatures,” Harper explained. “They’ll do whatever it takes to stop Ta’Zan.”

      “That leaves me as the anomaly, then,” Raphael muttered. “I didn’t need my brain wiped to see how wrong Ta’Zan is.”

      “Your will, and your character, are slightly different,” Amal explained, smiling. “I admit, I might’ve had a part to play in that.”

      Raphael frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I might’ve tweaked your learning materials a little bit. I also might’ve added a special protein to your development medication, to block Ta’Zan’s subliminal messages from truly settling in,” Amal replied.

      Amane chuckled. “You devious little snake.”

      “It was your protein I used,” Amal said to her. “HP34, to be precise,” she added, then looked at us. “My sister and I designed a number of genetically altered proteins and enzymes to aid or hinder the cognitive and emotional development of a creature. Most were used in the Perfects, but some we kept on ice.”

      “Ta’Zan didn’t know about them,” Amane said.

      Rakkhan stepped forward, scratching his white stubble. Wallah stayed by his side, like a shadow. The Elder Draenir had traveled extensively over the past couple of days, and he’d dealt with dramatic losses, too. His tribe had shrunk by a few dozen, and it took a toll on his aging heart, his body. Therefore, Wallah didn’t like leaving his side anymore. Sometimes, the Elder needed physical support.

      “I am curious about one thing,” Rakkhan said, looking at Lumi and Kailani. “Your swamp witch magic is a wonder to behold, and, despite the deaths of four of my boys, you managed to permanently kill Perfects, too, with the power of the… Word. Can we not rely on that, again?”

      Both Lumi and Kailani shook their heads.

      “No. Under no circumstances. I don’t ever want to go through that again. Ever,” Kailani replied.

      “I can’t do it. And I don’t know how Kale was able to do it,” Lumi explained. “The Word works in mysterious ways, sometimes. It can even test its own limits through its conduits—meaning us. What Kale did was atypical, and it lacked basic control. It may be too risky, and it could have devastating repercussions if we unleash that again.”

      “I see.” Rakkhan nodded slowly, then gave Kailani a sad smile. “Do not beat yourself up, darling. We know you weren’t yourself when it happened. I understand that in war, there are casualties. It’s heartbreaking. But you cannot let this haunt or define you. Rest assured that the Draenir do not and will never consider you responsible for those losses.”

      The Elder’s words seemed to have quite an impact on Kailani. Her shoulders dropped as she exhaled sharply. Relief burst through her like a sweet water spring breaking through the mountain limestone. She’d needed to hear that so badly.

      Rose clapped her hands once, her eyes twinkling. “Okay! So, how about we all get a plan together for what’s next, so I can take some personal time away and talk to my husband?”

      We all chuckled, and Ben put an arm around her shoulder. “I second that. My wife is also waiting for an update,” he said.

      “I think the memory wiper and the fae are a priority,” Zeriel replied. “Though, frankly, I’m not too keen on Hermessi possessing the fae like this.”

      “There’s a lot that the Hermessi aren’t doing right, for the time being.” Rose sighed. “But, in their defense, they’re weak and dormant, for the most part. They’ll get these hiccups, occasionally, at least until they are fully awakened.”

      “How do you know?” Vesta asked.

      “I kind of feel it. Everything’s been sort of… clear, since my pashmiri episode,” Rose replied. “I’m not sure how this works, but I’m pretty sure the Hermessi facilitated this connection between the whales and me. They probably can’t reach out to the non-fae as easily, and they used the pashmiri’s strange telepathic abilities to talk to me, to show me what the Perfects are doing to Strava.”

      “Rose?” Derek’s voice appeared on the common channel in our earpieces. “Ben? Are you all there?”

      “Dad! Yes, Ben and I are here. We’ve all gathered in our new base camp,” Rose said, smiling. “Our missions were a success. Douma came back to us, too. Amal is here as well. We’re close to getting you and Mom and everyone else out of there, Dad!”

      “Rose, I… We have a problem,” Derek replied.

      His voice sounded odd and strained. He was trying hard to keep it together. My instincts were quick to kick in and tell me there was something horribly wrong here.

      “Dad, what’s going on?” Ben asked.

      “Ta’Zan didn’t take lightly to you taking Amal away,” Derek said. “He had Cassiel take one of our fae and killed him in front of us.”

      Gasps erupted from our group. Kailani and Vesta covered their gaping mouths. Avril and Serena were slightly more reserved. They’d seen and heard much worse, but it still hurt. Death always cut straight to the bone.
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      “Who? Who did he have killed?” Taeral mumbled, his eyes wide with both shock and grief. As an heir to the fire star, he was deeply attached to the fae. They were his people, whether they were born on the fire star or elsewhere, and each death hit him hard.

      “His name was Floren,” Dad replied. “Floren Pyris. He was part of the fire star’s military corps.”

      Taeral lowered his head. His grief was imprinted on his beautiful face, and it made my chest hurt.

      “Why did Cassiel do that?” I asked.

      “To send you a message, and an ultimatum,” Dad said. “He knows we’re communicating somehow, but he’s not sure how. I’ve kept the earpiece well hidden, and, even if we lose it, Jax and Jovi have a Telluris link to Heron and Dmitri. They did a full search prior to the execution.”

      Ridan cursed under his breath, crouching to stop himself from raging out. He was shaking like a leaf. Dread froze the blood in my veins, blocking the air from entering my lungs.

      “Cassiel said that unless you all surrender and bring Amane and Amal back, too, he’ll kill one of the prisoners every twelve hours,” Dad added. “He said Ta’Zan is done trying to do things politely.”

      Elonora snorted. “That’s a crock of—”

      “When did he execute the fae?” I asked Dad, interrupting Elonora’s curse.

      Time was suddenly of the highest importance. We were down one fae, and we had been issued a bloody ultimatum. The prisoners’ lives now depended on us to surrender and abandon all hope. There wasn’t a single bone in my body that didn’t hurt at the thought of giving up. That wasn’t even an option, and we all knew it.

      We looked at each other, as if tuned to the same frequency, our minds practically melding. One by one, we all nodded. I didn’t need to say it out loud, but we all understood the urgency and the extremes to which we might have to go in order to stop the bloodshed and the Perfects, all at once.

      “About twenty minutes ago,” my dad replied.

      I checked my watch, then looked at Ben. “That leaves us with eleven hours and forty minutes till the next execution,” I murmured.

      “He’s angry, Rose. We’ve managed to light quite a fuse on this bastard,” Dad said, then let a heavy sigh out. “He’s resorting to murder now, just to get you all in here, with us.”

      “We’re a threat to him,” Douma replied, her expression firm. “He’s getting reckless. It’s not like him.”

      In retrospect, we’d managed to irk Ta’Zan, repeatedly. According to Douma, the angrier he became, the more careless he got. Maybe this was his “careless” stage, where he was prone to making potentially deadly mistakes.

      This could be our key moment to drive a permanent wrench in his operations. To find the weak spot we needed to break him. But with prisoners’ lives on the line, the time we thought we’d bought was suddenly gone.

      After checking my watch again, my throat began to close up. A panic attack wasn’t far behind. I gripped my brother’s forearm with all my strength. He knew exactly what was going through my head. Ben was my twin. Even with a fae body, he was attuned to my soul, and I was linked to his.

      He pulled me closer, then pressed his lips against my temple.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he said.

      “We’ve come too far,” Elonora added. Nevis stood next to her, carrying the same kind of unbreakable determination in his eyes. “We’ll take him down.”

      “Obviously, we’ll just have to do that sooner, rather than later,” Raphael replied.

      “You have us all here, by your side,” Herakles chimed in.

      “He’s at his weakest point, now,” Douma said. “His most dangerous, too, like a cornered animal. But we can beat him.”

      Could we, though?

      How many times had Ta’Zan and his Perfects surprised us? How many times had we thought a battle won, only to be pulled back a few steps? How many more times were we going to convince ourselves that this was it, before someone like Cassiel came in and tore everything down?

      It wasn’t in my nature to succumb to despair, but with so many prisoners at his fingertips, Ta’Zan had plenty of innocent people to execute, just to get us out of hiding and into submission. I, for one, was ready to sacrifice anything in order to defeat him, but how many lives was I willing to snuff out in the process?

      “Rose. We’ve got this,” Ben said, noticing my lack of reaction.

      “I think we should surrender,” Raphael said, grinning like the Cheshire cat.

      That left us all speechless. The way he said it sounded bold and encouraging, but the words themselves echoed defeat. If we willingly walked into the colosseum, it had to be for a good reason and with a ridiculously good backup plan.

      I knew Raphael well enough to ascertain that he wasn’t talking about a simple surrender. On the contrary, capitulation was literally the last on our list of complicated options. Looking up at Ben, I noticed his astonishment at Raphael’s suggestion turn into a glimmering realization.

      And then, the more I thought about it, I, too, began to see a light at the end of this tunnel. We were on to something, for sure.
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      I had to get off the comms channel shortly after Ben tried to reassure Rose about what came next. But I felt her pain, deep in the pit of my stomach. There was nothing to counter the loss we’d all experienced. It hurt me and my fellow prisoners the most, as we had witnessed Floren’s coldblooded execution.

      We weren’t even allowed to grieve, though.

      Ta’Zan walked through the double doors, his hands solemnly resting behind his back. I couldn’t bring myself to tell Rose and the others that Cassiel had left Floren’s body in the dome. A pool of blood coagulated on the diamond floor around him, his glassy eyes staring at the morning sky.

      How incredible it was that I could witness the beauty of mornings beneath this diamond dome, yet how cruel that I had to do it in captivity, with a fae’s corpse less than twenty feet from me.

      Cassiel joined Ta’Zan in the dome, but stayed back by the doors, with the Perfect guards. Ta’Zan advanced through the hall, while the prisoners pulled back and huddled behind me and the rest of the founders’ crew. Lucas and Xavier stayed closed by my side, with Vivienne, Yuri, Claudia, Corrine, Ibrahim, Kailyn, Aiden, Cameron, and Liana forming a first line of defense—not that they could do much with those shock collars around their necks.

      We were all doomed to powerlessness now.

      “You’re a murderer,” I said, my voice low, as Ta’Zan nonchalantly passed by Floren’s body and stopped in front of me. “You’re not a maker or a giver of life. You’re a killer.”

      Ta’Zan smirked. “The hundreds of thousands of Perfects I’ve breathed life into might disagree.”

      I had a feeling that Rose and Ben would want to hear this. It was worth the risk, because Ta’Zan’s expression made my stomach churn. That stone coldness spelled nothing but trouble. I looked at Aiden over my shoulder, discreetly enough to pretend to scratch the back of my head and press my earpiece button on as I brought my arm down. From what I could see, Ta’Zan didn’t notice my move. My pulse quickened, though. If he saw the earpiece beneath my growing hair, my line to Ben and Rose was done for.

      “Harbingers of doom and death. Hybrids with no mind or purpose of their own. Puppets designed to kill in your name,” I retorted. “Do you really think that killing another one of our own will get you results?”

      “I think it will, yes. You see, your people on the outside function on the same antiquated ideals as you, Derek,” Ta’Zan shot back. “You want to spare the lives of innocents, and you will do whatever it takes to do it. Even sacrifice yourselves, if you have to.”

      I seemed to be in the clear. Ta’Zan definitely didn’t spot the earpiece. I kept my head slightly turned at an angle that would prevent him from even seeing the right side of my head.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, if I were you,” Lucas said. “They’ve come too far to give up now, no matter how many of us you kill.”

      Ta’Zan shot him a cold glance, then shifted his focus back to me. Behind him, back by the double doors, Cassiel seemed out of it. He couldn’t look at us anymore, staring only at the floor. I would’ve loved to hear his thoughts.

      “It’s not about how many of you I kill. It’s about whom I kill,” Ta’Zan replied. “Derek, if your people don’t surrender by the term I’ve given, the next one to die will be Sofia.”

      It took me a minute or so to truly comprehend what he’d just said. My heart twisted itself up in an agonizingly painful spiral. My breath was cut short, and my blood began to boil. This was the worst ultimatum, and not something I’d thought I’d hear.

      “You… You wouldn’t dare,” I managed, downright perplexed.

      Ta’Zan seemed to enjoy the look on my face. “Why wouldn’t I? Your people have become such a nuisance that I have no choice but to resort to killing their and your beloved Sofia, if that’s what it takes to stop them.”

      “You’re not killing my wife, you son of a bitch!” I growled. Xavier and Lucas caught my arms before I burst into a physical fit of rage. My collar was burning, seconds away from shocking me. I had to cool down. I had to stay strong and not give Ta’Zan any kind of satisfaction.

      But he was threatening to kill Sofia. Of course I was losing it!

      “You still don’t get it, Derek,” Ta’Zan replied. “I am the master. I am the supreme leader. I decide who lives and dies. And, unless your precious people come to me, willingly, I will take Sofia to the top of the colosseum and cut her head off, for everyone to see.”

      “You do that, and I promise you, Ta’Zan, I will—” I stopped myself, hearing the hum of my collar, the sound it made prior to releasing an electric pulse. “You will lose this war,” I said, instead, after several deep breaths.

      Ta’Zan grinned. “I’ve already won, my friend.”

      He then turned around and left, joined outside by an eerily quiet Cassiel and the Perfect guards. They left Floren with us, along with the searing pain in my chest, as I was forced to count the hours until Ta’Zan would kill my wife.

      I couldn’t let it happen. I had to… I had to do something.

      We all stared at the double doors for a while, none of us possessing the courage needed to say something. What could they say, anyway? Sofia had been an integral part in The Shade’s revamp and the creation of GASP. To see her die was to see the very beginning of us torn to shreds.

      We couldn’t have that.

      “Did you hear him?” I asked, hoping that Rose and Ben had listened in through my earpiece.

      A couple of moments passed before my daughter’s voice came through.

      “I heard him, Dad. We all did,” she replied.

      “What are we going to do?” I exhaled, barely able to stand.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. We’ve got this. I promise,” she said.

      I didn’t know if she had a plan, or if she was just saying that to reassure me. None of us had thought Ta’Zan would be vicious enough to resort to such violent methods and crippling threats. I didn’t even know if we had a good way out of this—one that didn’t involve the death of my beloved Sofia.

      There was no life without her. But this, here, wasn’t a life either.

      Whatever we did next, we had to be smart and careful. Surrender wasn’t an option. My wife’s death wasn’t an option. In the middle of all these non-options, there had to be a way to get back to the surface.

      We can’t lose this.
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        Ready for the next part of the Shadians’ story?

      

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading An Edge of Malice.

      I can’t believe we’re already almost at the end of this Season!

      The next book, ASOV 67: A Dome of Blood, is the thrilling penultimate book of Season 8 (as we move toward the  GRAND FINALE of Season 8 in Book 68!)

      A Dome of Blood releases November 20th, 2018.

      Pre-order your copy now for your convenience 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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      See you there…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and you’ll be the first to know when 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 me on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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