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      The planet Cerix was pretty much doomed.

      Its Fire Hermessi had been ruthlessly destroyed by the other natural elements because he’d messed with their ritual plans. Inalia, his daughter—and our ally and friend—was somehow expected to take over. We didn’t know what that entailed, but it couldn’t be anything good, since the Hermessi didn’t have bodies of their own. It stood to reason that the process would involve some type of death for Inalia, and none of us were ready to even consider sacrificing her for this.

      There had to be another way—or so I kept telling myself as I paced the small garden that my team and I had claimed as refuge, somewhere on the outskirts of the Hadeen Domain. We couldn’t stay in one place for too long, given that the Hermessi were still after us. I had to take that as some sort of compliment. We were definitely doing something right, since they were so determined to kill us.

      Inalia was speechless, sitting in the short grass, surrounded by a variety of red and white flowers that reminded me of earthly hibiscus shrubs. Eira sat next to her, equally at a loss for words, both of them staring at their boots. Hadeen was a land comprised mostly of deserts with a couple of lush riverbanks, but it was bound to freeze over along with the rest of the planet unless we found a solution for its lack of fire.

      Plus, we still had our huge pile of problems back home. The Hermessi had found another way to use their dwindling cults, by sending them out to forcefully drag our fae under their influence. All it took was a small cut and a whispered spell. The Hermessi’s power had grown enough to allow them such ritualistic artifices. One way or another, nature itself was determined to complete its mission. One way or another, the Hermessi were going to finalize their ritual and wipe us all out. That had to be the endgame, according to what some of their cultists had shouted prior to getting themselves blown up by Brann.

      Vita, Vesta, Ben, and Grace were just some of the recent victims of this cut-and-spell strategy. There were reports of hundreds of fae having fallen into the same feverish, glowing state. However, for the time being, Cerix had become our priority. It had one, maybe two days before it froze over. To the local Hermessi, it wasn’t going to be that much of a waste. They could easily move to other worlds by riding stardust, much like Brann had done to warn us—only, they would do it to help destroy us.

      Millions of lives were at stake.

      “How do we tell the emperor that his planet is about to die?” Varga asked, breaking the heavy silence that had fallen between us.

      “We’re not letting it die,” I replied, my tone clipped.

      “Then what do you suggest we do?” Inalia asked. Her voice was shaky, her eyes glimmering with tears. It broke my soul to see her like this. “You heard Acquis. And I heard the other Hermessi. I’m to take over… I have to sacrifice myself.”

      “No. Let’s not go there,” I said. “We can find another way. Or at least try.”

      “Time isn’t on our side,” Lumi replied, giving me a sympathetic half-smile.

      I sighed. “I know. But it’s worth a shot. Inalia’s been through enough already. She’s got a life. Why give these Hermessi bastards the satisfaction of snuffing it out? Haven’t they taken too much from us already?”

      Raphael cleared his throat, demanding our attention. “I must say, I kind of agree with Tae on this one. Call me sentimental, if you will, but I’m kinda fond of the redhead, and so are the rest of you.”

      “I think we could give it a shot. Chicken Wings here is right,” Herakles chimed in. “We keep playing the Hermessi’s game. Maybe we can stick it to them, for once.”

      “There’s also another reason as to why I, too, am uncertain about letting Inalia sacrifice herself to become the new Hermessi,” Amelia mused. “They destroyed Brann because he opposed them. Think of what they’ll do to Inalia if she goes down the same route. Say she does it. Say she gives up and becomes the new Fire Hermessi. Then, they’ll expect her to comply, to be a part of their mission for this end-of-days ritual.”

      Inalia went pale. The thought hadn’t crossed her mind, until now. Horror soon settled on her expression, her brown eyes wide and filled with fear as she looked at me. “Oh, no… I can’t… I would never work with them—”

      “You might not have a choice,” Amelia replied. “They would destroy you, too, like they did Brann.”

      “And then, we’d be back to square one,” Eva concluded, nodding slowly. “Cerix freezing to death, while the rest of them wander off to some other planet. They’ll win, either way.”

      Inalia shot to her feet. Above, the starry sky unraveled, but its dark shade of tourmaline felt cold this time. The moon and stars were bright, their light shining over the land with an ominous glow. As if even the sky knew what was happening down here. It was only a matter of time before the deadly chill set in. Soon enough, millions of innocent Cerixians would feel the absence of their Fire Hermessi.

      “Then how do we save my people?” Trap asked, giving Lumi a hopeful look. He’d been quiet until now, most likely processing everything that had happened. Inalia and Eira were more supernaturally-inclined than he was, and thus more capable of dealing with such sudden changes. Trap, on the other hand, was a much simpler creature. None of this was easy on him.

      “I am not sure yet,” Lumi replied, her voice low. She didn’t hide her concern. It didn’t take an expert psychologist to tell that she didn’t trust our odds much. “The logistics of a mass evacuation are insane, to say the least, and GASP’s resources are already stretched too thin. But we can’t take a break from fighting the Hermessi cults. Those catatonic states that our fae are gradually falling under are merely a symptom of something much worse.”

      “What if we find a nearby planet to evacuate to?” I suggested, my mind shifting into find-a-damn-solution mode. “Surely, it might be easier for you to concoct an interplanetary spell to move millions of Cerixians from here to, say, across the galaxy, than all the way back to Eritopia, for example. Right? I mean, a shorter distance might make a mass evacuation more feasible?”

      Lumi thought about it for a moment. “I wouldn’t dare promise anything in that respect. But I can try. I’d need to speak to the emperor first and see what swamp witch resources they have. And I would definitely need a serium transport from Strava.”

      “We’ve sent Cerixian soil samples to GASP already, for you to get here, so that shouldn’t be an issue, right?” Riza asked. “Plus, I could totally help with any magic you might need for the mass evacuation. I’ve studied the swamp witches’ triple tome from Calliope, and I’ve got my own mojo to work with.”

      Hope was a treacherous thing. I didn’t dare allow myself to feel it, and still… I had trouble resisting it. Maybe we could find a way to save Cerix without sacrificing Inalia.

      Herakles chuckled, though there was a tinge of bitterness in his tone. “You say you need to talk to Emperor Tulla like it’s going to be such a breeze.”

      “Oh, dear, Munchies has a point,” Raphael replied. I’d grown accustomed to their banter, ever-present and often injected into otherwise serious conversations. “We’re about to tell him his planet’s about to die and that his surefire option to save it is to let Inalia take Brann’s place. The evacuation avenue isn’t 100 percent sure, right now. Imagine what he’ll be tempted to do.”

      “Inalia…” Eira murmured. “He’ll expect Inalia to sacrifice herself. The sacrifice of one for the good of the many. Of the entire empire, for that matter.”

      The hits kept coming for Inalia. For a moment, I wondered what would happen if I just took her away. You know what will happen. Don’t be a selfish schmuck. I couldn’t bring myself to let a whole world collapse just so I could save Inalia. But I couldn’t let her take the fall for this, either. I figured she felt the same way. The torment was all too visible, rippling from her saddened gaze.

      Lumi exhaled sharply, then got up and crossed her arms. “Well, I don’t think we’ll get much farther from here. We should at least go back to the palace and be truthful with Emperor Tulla. He’s been nothing but kind and gracious to us. He deserves to know everything, so he can make an informed decision.”

      “The Hermessi won’t be circling the palace again anytime soon,” Amelia replied, checking her tablet. “Chances are they’ll be homing in on us here, instead. I estimate we’ll have an hour or two over there, before they catch our scent again.”

      “Gotta say, it absolutely sucks running around and trying not to get caught by godlike entities,” Varga grumbled.

      “At least we still have that working for us,” Eva said. “Imagine if they were able to sniff us out absolutely anywhere, everywhere, and at all times. At least, this way, we can still do a thing or two.”

      The delay in the Hermessi’s ability to track us down had worked in our favor so far. We only stayed in one place until we felt them getting closer—the winds were usually the first to give away their impending approach. The larger the distance between us and them, the longer we had to spend in a new location. Amelia had been careful and considerate enough to record all our locations and the time we spent in each. She’d come up with a good pattern for us to follow.

      “Come on, no time to dillydally,” Lumi said, then put her arms out. “One step at a time. Easing the emperor into this mess would be the first. If we get this one right, then we’ll definitely be better equipped to tackle what’s ahead.”

      We linked hands, and I teleported everyone back to our room in the palace. The chill hit me as soon as we materialized inside. It was darker, the artificial lights severely dimmed. They weren’t strong enough without any fire power left on the planet. Chills trickled down my spine.

      The entire building hummed with voices of concern and confusion. I didn’t need to hear any of them clearly to understand what they were worried about. They’d all felt the flame go out.

      As if telepathically summoned by our presence here, Emperor Tulla walked into the room, his white brows furrowed. Both of them shot up in surprise at the sight of us. He stilled in the doorway, checking each of us out, as if making sure we weren’t missing anyone.

      “Where did you all go?” he asked. “What happened here?”

      A moment passed in silence, as we all exchanged knowing glances. Lumi took the lead on this one, and I felt utterly relieved for not having to be the one to break the bad news.

      “Emperor, you might want to have a seat,” she said. “We need to talk.”

      Somehow, he’d expected this. Or he was just remarkably good at maintaining his composure, no matter what unfolded around him. Still, I had a feeling he was in no way or shape prepared for what came next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lumi

          

        

      

    

    
      In all my years in this world, I’d never dealt with something like this.

      I’d witnessed empires crushed by invaders. Entire nations wiped off the face of the earth. Cultures destroyed and replaced by others. Plagues killing millions. Wars and famine. I’d have thought that was all I’d ever see—not once, not twice, but over and over across the universe.

      Cerix had managed to surprise me, for I’d never seen a planet die from the inside out like this. The odds certainly weren’t in our favor, but the young GASP warriors were right: we had to try everything we could before surrendering Inalia to the Hermessi. I wasn’t going to get much out of GASP, though. They were stretched thin. Half of their agents were out hunting Hermessi cultists, while the other half were stuck with damage control. All the affected fae had to be brought in and quarantined, protected from Hermessi influence. It was bad enough they’d fallen ill and gone comatose. We couldn’t lose any of them.

      My heart broke merely from thinking of Ben passing away. Or Vesta. That marvelous little creature. Or Vita. Or anyone else who had become such a positive part of my existence. I just couldn’t. So, out here, we were pretty much on our own. My apprentices and Kailani were busy helping GASP contain the fallen fae. I didn’t dare ask any of them to come over—it required time to travel, and it didn’t do much to help, anyway. I could acquire all the ingredients and power I needed for a mass exodus all by myself. The challenge was finding a planet close enough for it to work, given our extremely limited timeline.

      The emperor was incredibly calm as he sat down in one of the chairs and listened to my complete account of all the events that had unfolded since we’d last spoken. I explained Brann’s death and the impact it would have on the planet, first. The color drained from his bony cheeks, but, still, he kept it together. Like a true leader would.

      We sat in silence for a little while, giving him the time he needed to process what I’d just told him. It didn’t take long for him to respond, though. “What solutions are there, Lumi? I suppose you’ve got something in mind?” he asked.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, for one, you’re still here. You haven’t run off. I know others would, if they were in your shoes and had zero options on how to tackle this… issue.”

      I nodded. “Fair point. Thing is, the Hermessi have already offered a solution, but it’s not something we’re keen to go with. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Oh, so they destroyed our fire and doomed us to destruction, but they have a way to fix it?” The edge in his voice was impossible to ignore. Behind us, Taeral and the others sat quietly, almost holding their breaths as they listened to our exchange.

      “I suppose so, yes,” I replied. “They’re sneaky bastards. Thing is, if the planet dies, the Hermessi could simply slip away, much like Brann did to warn us in our worlds. Only, they’d find other places to settle. Planets that would need them. Most likely, planets whose Hermessi rebels would have also been destroyed.”

      “That would mean the Cerixian Hermessi would scatter,” the emperor concluded.

      “Most likely. It doesn’t matter. To them, the outcome will be the same. The mission is unchanged. The ritual continues, whether we like it or not,” I said. I then explained the cut-and-spell issue we’d been dealing with, in our worlds, and how it affected an increasing number of innocent fae. “So, to them, it doesn’t matter if Cerix lives or dies.”

      “They’re going to let us die, aren’t they?” Emperor Tulla asked rhetorically.

      “They’ve left us with a choice. Inalia is a Hermessi child. She could sacrifice herself and replace him. Become the new Fire Hermessi. Or, yes, Cerix dies.” I sighed.

      The emperor froze for a second, then glanced at Inalia. There was sadness in his eyes, and it was a good sign for me, for us and our plan. It meant he hadn’t immediately jumped on the “sacrifice Inalia” train.

      “That is cruel,” he murmured. “I am sorry, Inalia.”

      She shrugged, persistently gazing at me, waiting for me to get to the next point of this conversation. “Your Majesty, there might be another way,” I said. “And it’s one I’m willing to explore, if you agree.”

      I got his full attention. “What’s that?” he asked. “I am in no way eager to sacrifice a loyal subject for this. Especially not our darling Inalia. I didn’t rescue her from Dellon and Nalyon’s greedy claws only to lose her to these elemental evils.”

      “It’s not a done deal, mind you. But I think it’s worth a shot,” I replied. “We could do a mass evacuation. Move everyone to the nearest inhabitable planet before Cerix freezes over.”

      He frowned. There was a flicker of hope in his eyes, but the realization of the logistics was quick to cast its shadow. It was a natural reaction, I thought. I’d gone through the same mental process, minutes earlier.

      “How much time do we have?” he asked.

      “Two, maybe three days, if we’re lucky,” I said. “Amelia is monitoring the temperature drops, and she was able to give us an estimate, based on how the loss of fire has manifested until now.”

      “How long would it take for this mass evacuation?”

      “Provided we find a good planet, I can go there. I’d only need to modify the interplanetary spell’s trajectory with serium crystals, since I’d be going out without soil samples for the destination. Once I’m there, I would only need minutes to collect said soil samples, then I’d come back here and prepare the mass evacuation spell. I can teach it to the Cerixians, fortunately. The power of the Word is universal,” I explained. “Riza here would help with ingredient and spell distribution, planet-wide, and so would Taeral. After that, the people of Cerix would organize and depart in groups, one interplanetary spell at a time.”

      “You’ve yet to tell me how long this would take,” the emperor replied, narrowing his eyes at me.

      I let a deep breath roll out. “Up to two days.”

      “We’d be cutting it close,” he said. “Do we have a neighboring planet in mind? We lack the technology to study the neighboring worlds for atmospheric conditions, I’m afraid.”

      “We don’t know yet. Hold on, just one second,” I said, then pressed the call button on my earpiece. “Phoenix, are you there? Phoenix?”

      A few seconds went by. The emperor didn’t take his eyes off me. The air felt thicker. I worried he might change his demeanor altogether, unless I showed him we could still go for plan B. I needed Phoenix for that, and, thankfully, his reply came through, crystal clear.

      “I’m here, Lumi. How are you guys holding up?”

      “Not as well as we’d like,” I replied. “I need your help. Actually, Cerix needs your help.”

      Phoenix paused. “Okay?”

      “Can you find the nearest inhabitable planet in Cerix’s galaxy?” I asked.

      “Oh… You’re thinking a full-on planetary relocation,” Phoenix murmured.

      “That would be the plan, yes.”

      “Listen, I don’t have any data right now, but I’ll ride those telescopes, I’ll get Viola and Corrine to amplify their lenses and sensors, if needed, and, as soon as I have something, I’ll hit you back,” Phoenix said. “I’m sorry it’s not what you want to hear right now, but it’s the best we can do.”

      With my gaze fixed on the emperor, I smiled. “I’ll take whatever you can give me, kiddo.”

      “Will do.”

      After I heard the click announcing the end of our conversation, I smiled at the emperor. He seemed intrigued, but not convinced or in any way less on edge, in light of our situation.

      “Do we have a nearby world yet?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “We have our best people working on it now,” I said. “It’s the best they can do, but I know they won’t let us down.”

      “This is quite the conundrum, dear Lumi,” he muttered, leaning back into his chair.

      “I know you’d be inclined to just get Inalia to take over as Fire Hermessi, but, please, reconsider and let us—” Taeral tried to speak, but the emperor cut him off.

      “I have to think of my people,” he said. “Not just Inalia. I have millions to look after, and I cannot falter in my judgment, Taeral. One day, you, too, will be king to your people. And you might have to make a similar, if not worse decision. So, please. Allow me to think before I make a decision. Do not try to sway me in your direction. It wouldn’t be fair to Cerix, and it wouldn’t be fair to Inalia.”

      I hated to have to admit this, but the emperor made a good point. We’d given him a second option, but we couldn’t guarantee its completion before the planet froze over. There were millions of Cerixians whose lives were at stake. We all knew it. It just wasn’t easy to accept that Inalia might have to die for this.

      “Your Majesty,” Inalia interjected, “if you decide I should surrender to the Hermessi to save our people, I will, but—”

      “Twenty-four hours,” the emperor interrupted her, his expression firm.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, slightly confused.

      “You have twenty-four hours,” he said. “To come up with a good neighboring planet. Assuming you’ve got everything else in hand, or, at least, at the ready, I suppose it won’t take you long to teleport everyone out of here.”

      I nodded energetically, surprised by his decision. “I can start making arrangements now. If, in the next twenty-four hours, we get viable data from Phoenix on a nearby inhabitable planet, we’ll all be out of here in forty-eight hours.”

      Glancing around, I noticed the sparks of enthusiasm in my crew’s eyes. Even Eira and Inalia had lit up. Trap, however, was unchanged. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and a deep shadow was drawn between his black eyebrows.

      “And what if they don’t find a planet in the next twenty-four hours?” he asked.

      “Then I expect Inalia to do the right thing,” the emperor replied.

      “What if she won’t?” Trap asked.

      “Trap, she’s—” Eira tried to speak, but Trap wouldn’t have any of it.

      “She might be too scared. I wouldn’t blame her. What if she runs off? Huh? What then?”

      Inalia frowned. “You seem to think very little of me.”

      “I know Cerixians, in general, Inalia. And you were raised and educated as one, even though you’re half Hermessi,” Trap insisted. “Like I said, it’s not like I’d blame you if you decided to skip town. I’d probably do the same if I were you. But I’m not. I, like the emperor, need to make sure the whole of Cerix survives this next couple of days. I’m sorry, but I have to be blunt.”

      “You should’ve expressed such doubts earlier,” Eira said. “We could’ve talked about it.”

      “And what conclusion would we have reached, Eira? Please, think with your head, not your heart,” Trap retorted.

      “I will make sure Inalia does what she needs to do,” I said, raising my voice above the increasing noise of needless bickering. “I can track her down anywhere,” I added, then swiftly cut a lock from her reddish hair and tucked it into a secret pocket. It took her by surprise, forcing a gasp from her throat. “Sorry, honey, just making sure I keep my word, if push comes to shove.”

      “You all sound like I’m just going to run away, after years of serving the Cerixian Empire,” she snapped.

      “No, but if I am to grant you this twenty-four-hour window, I need to make sure it doesn’t come back to bite me,” the emperor replied. “Therefore, I wholly understand Trap’s concerns, and I am thankful for Lumi’s initiative. Now that that’s settled, where do we go from here?”

      Eira stepped forward. “Your Majesty, the people should be made aware.”

      “That’s the perfect recipe for mass panic,” Taeral replied.

      “We can’t leave them in the dark,” Eira said to him, then turned to face the emperor again. “Just tell them what’s going on. They’re not stupid or blind. They can already tell that something is wrong. They need to know.”

      “And say that we’re all working on a solution to resolve this,” I added. “It may require a mass exodus, so they should all prepare. No one will be left behind, so they should all stand by for more information as we progress over the next twenty-four hours.”

      The emperor nodded slowly. “I will write a message and have it broadcast through the Emergency Sound System.”

      “We test EMS every month,” Trap said. “It’s ready to go at your say-so, Your Majesty.”

      “Good. We’ll need it.”

      “Excuse me, what’s the Emergency Sound System?” Raphael asked.

      “We devised it with swamp witch magic,” Trap explained. “It transports sounds at high speed, all over the empire. We use it to alert the population in case of war, or invasion, or any kind of calamity that requires their immediate attention.”

      The emperor got up from his chair and took Inalia’s hand in his, squeezing gently. “I hope you understand my position, child.”

      “I do,” Inalia replied with a soft nod.

      “To further emphasize why we’re better off evacuating,” Amelia chimed in, “and we talked about it among ourselves, too… If Inalia becomes a Hermessi, she’ll become a target for the others. They’re still planning something big and terrible, Your Majesty. It might turn out that this mass exodus is moot, in the end, if the Hermessi get their way.”

      “I would never turn against my people, but… they’re right, it might not be up to me, once I become the Fire Hermessi,” Inalia mumbled.

      “I’ve thought about that, too, rest assured,” the emperor replied. “Hence the twenty-four-hour deadline. If the circumstances allow it, I will always choose the lesser evil, as long as my people get to live. Whether they get to live for a few more weeks or an entire lifetime is no longer up to me, but it is my duty to give them the best chance at either.”

      “And mass panic will ensue, either way,” I said. “The Cerixians won’t take it lightly. The death cults will probably love what’s coming next—they’ll probably thrive on the chaos. But, in the end, we’re all driven by survival. The Cerixians will leave this planet, if they have to.”

      “Just don’t mention Inalia, at all, in your message,” Taeral added. “Please, Your Majesty.”

      “He’s got a point,” Trap muttered. “They might take matters into their hands and go after her. The masses will surely sacrifice her, if it means they can stay here, in their home world.”

      The emperor nodded in agreement. “That is perfectly understandable. Like I said, Inalia’s been through enough already. With or without her sacrifice, I must protect her, as well.”

      Inalia let a deep sigh roll out of her chest, as she dropped back in her chair. She looked exhausted, but also relieved. “I don’t want anyone to hold it against me, but I honestly don’t feel ready to take Brann’s place. I don’t even know what the whole process entails, but, like Taeral said, it can’t be anything good.”

      “Speaking of which, do we know what it takes for someone like Inalia to become the next Fire Hermessi?” the emperor asked.

      “We’ve bounced some theories back and forth, Your Majesty,” I said. “None of them look good for her, because the Hermessi don’t have bodies. Most importantly, they’re devoid of any moral code or notion of mercy or kindness. I doubt they’d make it easy on her. She’d certainly have to abandon everything she has, everything she is… everything she knows.”

      “The Hermessi are entities. Pure energy. Some of that is inside Inalia,” Amelia continued. “Whatever the process, it will most likely involve the separation of that energy from the body. That, in itself, translates to physical death. So, yes, we refer to it as a sacrifice for good reason.”

      None of us said anything for a while, but I did find comfort in the emperor’s ability to empathize with Inalia and his willingness to help her. Once again, he’d proven himself to be an extraordinary leader in my book—and I’d met my fair share of those.

      Eira put an arm around Inalia’s shoulders. “Whatever happens, you know you’ve got us, right? You know you’ve got me?”

      “And I couldn’t thank you enough for that,” Inalia replied, tearing up. “Thank you,” she sobbed, then glanced around the room at each of us. “Thank you all. I mean it.”

      “Don’t thank us till it’s over,” Raphael replied dryly. “You might end up with your ass on fire, after all.”

      “Wow, that’s so considerate of you!” Amelia growled at him.

      Raphael offered a shrug in return, followed by an apologetic smile aimed at Inalia. “Pardon my bluntness, of course. But you know I’m right, don’t you?”

      Inalia nodded. “I know.”

      “See? She knows,” Raphael said to Amelia, who rolled her eyes, then shifted her focus back to the tablet.

      “Whatever. I’m prepping another report for GASP,” she replied, then looked at me. “Shall I have them send over anything?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll input the quantities I need in there. We need at least five hundred kilograms of serium crystals, on top of the basic interplanetary spell ingredients required for transporting almost seven million Cerixians,” I said.

      “Make that eight,” Trap interjected. “After last month’s census, our numbers have gone up.”

      “Oh, goody.” I sighed, almost envisioning the amount of power and effort it would take to move so many people from one planet to another.

      The thing that most GASP agents didn’t get—mainly because they didn’t have my experience—was that the interplanetary spell could be downright exhausting, draining the spell-caster of their natural energy if there were more than a couple hundred passengers to transport. Eight million was going to induce a lot of pain in my body. I’d never moved so many people before.

      I’d theorized about it and I knew it was possible, but I’d never done it myself. Of course, I couldn’t tell the emperor that. I’d just gotten twenty-four more hours for Inalia to live. The last thing I wanted was for him to change his mind. I had faith I could do it, and, since she’d offered, I had Riza, too. Her jinni power would help things go smoothly.

      Provided we found a planet. All I could do, for the time being, was hope Phoenix would come through for us. For Inalia. For Cerix.
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      Despite my logical nature, deep down I’d always tried to find the bright side of any situation, if only to help myself process a solution faster. Even when Ta’Zan was threatening to bring his brainwashed Perfects out to conquer everything in sight, I’d had hope that we’d eventually find a way to stop him. That the mass memory wiper would work.

      In this case, however, I had a hard time finding any kind of silver lining. Anything that would present a solution to the problem.

      If there was one thing I was certain of, it was the low probability of finding an inhabitable world close enough for this mass evacuation to work. It wasn’t impossible, obviously, but when the odds were low, the outcome was usually grim.

      Nevertheless, I kept my game face on. Looking at Inalia, I could only imagine what she was going through. She didn’t deserve any of this. It was bad enough she’d almost ended up a living battery for Dellon Figgis and Nalyon Mars’s greedy pockets. Now, she was looking at her own sacrifice to save her people. I’d read stories of great heroes who’d given their own lives for a greater cause—I could certainly understand the mindset that would lead to that decision, but I also knew it couldn’t be easy.

      Our lives were the single most important possession we had. Without life, we had nothing. The main reason why I’d chosen to become a vampire in the first place had been so that I would never stop living. It came with its perks and downsides, but it gave me life. Life! Inalia wasn’t so lucky. Vampirism wasn’t going to solve her problem.

      The Hermessi had pushed us into a nasty corner. Our options were limited, and I could tell we were all frustrated about it. Even Raphael, the dashing and most confident of all creatures I’d ever come across, was wavering in his resolve. He didn’t have to say anything. I could see it in his strange but beautiful eyes.

      When they found mine for a moment, my heart skipped a beat. But a spark was also lit in my head. If only we could learn more about the Hermessi and about this replacement process. Maybe there was some kind of loophole we could take advantage of. Maybe we could even strike a deal with those eternal bastards.

      “You know, it’s a shame we don’t have access to the library anymore,” I said after about twenty minutes of silence. “The few parchments that Riza and Herakles salvaged don’t have any information about a Hermessi being replaced.”

      “Mm-hm. They’re mostly legends, but in the end we know there’s a grain of truth in every page of mythology,” Eva replied. “So far, Cerix has been a remarkable treasure trove of Hermessi lore. We’ve learned more from here than from anywhere else.”

      Varga sighed. “I wonder if we still would’ve helped them with the Blackout, had we known then what we know now.”

      “I would’ve,” Raphael said. “Granted, I may be biased in the matter, since I was okay with doing pretty much anything just to stop Ta’Zan.”

      “And to think that at first, you didn’t want to have anything to do with Elonora’s crew,” Varga chuckled.

      “Hey, I had a change of heart. They pointed out what really mattered,” Raphael said.

      “That, plus you had a bit of a crush on my sister,” Varga teased.

      I wondered what it had been about Elonora that got Raphael all riled up. She was fierce, that much I knew. Educated, and determined. She had that royal noblesse that came with being a Nevertide heir, much like Varga. I wound up comparing myself to her, somehow, and I felt like I was lacking something. Maybe it was the long, curly blond hair? The sentry abilities?

      Snap out of it.

      My cheeks burned, as I realized how out of control my train of thought was. I was headed straight for the edge of a cliff.

      “Given the circumstances, I think I should tell you something,” Emperor Tulla interjected. “I haven’t been entirely truthful with you, but you do need access to as much information about the Hermessi as you can get right now.”

      We all went silent. Our eyes were on him.

      “Your Majesty?” I asked, practically on the edge of my seat. Without even knowing what he had to say, my heart was already forcing itself into a lump in my throat.

      “While it is a senseless tragedy that the library burned down, most of the literary materials in it were, in fact, copies,” the emperor explained.

      “Whoa,” Herakles blurted. “What?!”

      The emperor smiled. “My great-grandfather had the original books, manuscripts, journals, and scrolls hidden away in the Samotarcis Domain, shortly after one of the last rebellions to threaten our capital in Silvergate. In fact, not all of the originals were copied into the recently defunct library. I suppose you’ll need all the help you can get, and those documents might, in fact, assist you in your mission.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell us sooner?” Lumi asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I doubted anyone had ever raised an eyebrow at the emperor of Cerix like this before. Our swamp witch was on fire…

      “Circumstances have changed,” the emperor replied. “No matter what happens with Inalia or the neighboring planet, I know our people will survive. But, like I said earlier, it’s my duty to make sure they survive for as long as possible. So, if there’s so much as a faint possibility that the original library might give you ammunition against the Hermessi, I’m willing to overlook the oath I took upon my coronation to never tell anyone about it.”

      “It’s nice not to have all our eggs in one basket, I’ll tell you that,” Raphael chimed in, slightly amused. “Better late than never, Your Majesty. Thank you.”

      “Oh, don’t thank me yet,” the emperor replied dryly. “Though it may very well be the motherlode of tactical information you require, you’d have to find it, first.”

      Herakles was the first to sigh with frustration, rubbing his face with his palms. “You’re killing me here.”

      “The original library used to be guarded and curated by a group of soldiers most loyal to my great-grandfather. Today, they’re better known as the Brothers of the Shadow,” the emperor said. It drew a collective gasp from Inalia, Eira, and Trap.

      “What?” Eira croaked.

      “They weren’t always like that,” the emperor replied.

      “Brothers of the Shadow?” I asked. I’d heard about them and some hostilities involving them, but I didn’t know any details. I’d not had time to study Cerixian history. I’d been too busy getting zapped around the empire so as not to get my ass fried by some very hostile Hermessi.

      “They’re a rebel faction,” Inalia said. “They go around from one domain to another, starting fights, blowing up buildings, and attacking Armed Forces outposts. They claim to be fighting for the domains’ independence, but, factually speaking, all the domains have been much better off as part of the empire than they ever were on their own.”

      “They’re violent Cerixians. Ruthless and calculating. We haven’t been able to find their HQ yet.” Trap added. “Not for lack of trying, though. They’re just that good at hiding.”

      “They used to be good people,” the emperor continued. “They grew uneasy, then restless with some of my great-grandfather’s policies in the Samotarcis Domain, at first. They failed to see the bigger picture, and my great-grandfather wasn’t one to negotiate with ‘terrorists,’ as he called them. The lack of communication and pride on behalf of the empire led to the Brothers of the Shadow shifting their allegiance. Before the Armed Forces could intervene, they’d already stolen the entire library originals. None of us have seen them in centuries.”

      “I had no idea,” Eira mumbled, her eyes wide. “So, who are today’s Brothers of the Shadow?”

      “Most likely the descendants of those who first opposed the empire. Maybe youngsters from the domain slums. They do have appealing messages, and they always recruit from the poorest neighborhoods,” Trap said.

      The emperor nodded. “My great-grandfather refused to let the library’s theft sway him in any way. He simply decreed that they were all enemies of the state, and it’s been like that ever since. We took comfort in knowing we had most of the copies in the Silvergate library.”

      “Now that’s gone,” Herakles replied, pursing his lips.

      “Where would we find the Brothers of the Shadow?” Taeral asked.

      “Some, you’ll find in our local prison.” Trap chuckled. “But they won’t tell you much. Believe me, we tried to get them to talk. We even offered them freedom and complete rehabilitation. Nothing worked because they were only privy to limited, almost useless information.”

      “I’d give it a shot with your prisoners, but I’m not that good at getting people to talk,” Varga interjected, biting his lower lip. “A Mara’s mind-bending would’ve come in handy here.”

      Sentries were known for their ability to syphon energy and read emotions. In some cases, they could also manipulate minds. But Varga’s skillset was more focused on True Sight and Barriers than anything else.

      “I doubt the Brothers in our custody even know where the original library is,” Trap said. “I am aware of how the group operates. Only the leaders would have such valuable information, and the underlings in our prison don’t even know where their bosses dwell, other than the fact that they’re holed up in the Samotarcis Domain somewhere. That’s the most we could get out of them and I’m sure they didn’t know more.”

      “Your best chance is to go into the Samotarcis Domain and search for them,” the emperor suggested. “Surely, one of them will hear that you’re looking for them. I trust you’ll be able to find them, as seasoned GASP agents.”

      I shrugged. “Well, I wouldn’t say seasoned. Capable, maybe,” I muttered, mostly to myself.

      “Yes, please, keep pointing out your imaginary inadequacies, Amelia. It makes you so attractive,” Raphael replied, his tone clipped. Was this his way of reprimanding me?

      “We could give it a shot,” Taeral said. “The emperor is right. We can’t bank solely on the two options we have now. If there’s information in the original library, information that we could use against the Hermessi, we’d be foolish not to try and get it.”

      Lumi nodded, then got up. “Okay. But what would you hope to achieve with it?”

      “I don’t know yet. We’ll have to read the documents first,” Taeral replied.

      “Right. But you must have some expectation in mind, Tae.”

      Taeral blinked rapidly several times. His shoulders dropped. “Maybe we can push the Hermessi into a position that makes it easier to negotiate Cerix’s fate.”

      “And have them do what? They were pretty specific when they laid out the options,” Lumi said. “Inalia’s sacrifice or the planet’s doom.”

      I couldn’t keep my mouth shut on this one. “Maybe we should take everything the Hermessi say with a grain of salt, from now on. They obviously don’t have our best interests at heart. They could be lying just to mess with us, to hurt us, to keep us distracted while they do their… influence thing with our fae.”

      Realization seemed to dawn on Lumi. Based on the light glimmering in her strange, white eyes with blue iris contours, she hadn’t considered this. I could see why she hadn’t. The Hermessi lacked our moral compass. They didn’t require deception to get things done. They seduced their cult members differently, from what we’d seen so far.

      “You might be on to something,” Lumi finally said, then looked at the emperor. “Your Majesty, do you, by any chance, have a last known location for the first Brothers of the Shadow?”

      “It used to be on the southern border of Samotarcis,” the emperor replied. “The town is gone, but surely the people living in the area would know something. We do know they haven’t left the Domain, but like I said, their minions don’t know where exactly. Tell you what… I’ll write them a full pardon and a promise to sit down for negotiations with their leader, if they give you access to the original library,” he added, looking at Taeral. “You’ll have that document with you and can use it as a bargaining token. It might get you somewhere once you do cross paths with them.”

      “You must be careful, though,” Trap said. “They’re extremely dangerous, especially to people who are actively looking for them.”

      Lumi smirked. “I doubt Taeral’s crew will have much trouble getting them to cooperate,” she replied. “Especially when they realize what’s at stake regarding their planet.”

      “Lumi, I would like you and Trap to stay here,” the emperor cut in. “We can work on the evacuation plan and the message for the people of Cerix. Your input would be greatly appreciated.”

      “I’ll be glad to assist with whatever you may need, Your Majesty,” Lumi said.

      “Then the rest of us will head out to the Samotarcis border,” Taeral replied.

      “Twenty-four hours,” the emperor reminded him, sending chills down my spine. “I expect Inalia to be back by then.”

      Taeral offered a faint nod. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “I choose to trust you, Taeral. Don’t make me regret it,” the emperor said.

      “You won’t.”

      “And don’t make me send out one of your own to drag Inalia back here, either,” the emperor replied, referring to Lumi.

      It was probably why he’d asked her to stay—the logistics of a mass evacuation aside. He needed to be able to hold her accountable, and to ask her to intervene if the rest of us, particularly Taeral, let our emotions get in the way.

      I certainly understood where he was coming from, but we weren’t children. We’d been trained for stuff like this in GASP. We were able to discern our priorities and act accordingly, even if it meant sacrificing one or more innocent people—if it meant saving many others.

      “Your Majesty, we will not disappoint,” I said.

      I was determined to dig up as much dirt on the Hermessi as possible. Fortunately, the ancient Cerixians had been industrious enough to document everything on the Hermessi faith. Their lore was a priceless source of information, and if I had to go through an entire rebel faction to get to it, then so be it. The prospect of Inalia’s sacrifice did stay with us, though. It was silent, heavy, and uncomfortable, making sure none of us forgot about it.

      How could we?
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      The Shade was in a state of quarantine. Needless to say, that soured the mood all over, from the mountains to Sun Beach and all the way into the heart of the Vale and the ocean extension. There was a sense of dread lingering in the air—the fear that someone’s best friend, lover or family member would be next. The fae were an essential part of our community, not to mention our bloodline. My son, my granddaughter, and my great-granddaughter were already afflicted, and I didn’t wish it upon anyone.

      It was difficult to concentrate as I stood in the quarantine sanctuary, a hastily built hall made of pristine white marble. Inside, over fifty fae were already housed, each in their crystal casing, glowing amber-orange as they lay there, unconscious beneath the layers of spells that the witches had put in place. Beneath each crystal casing, serium batteries had been fitted. Long, slim, shimmering blue sticks connected with gold wires directly into the crystal. With each pulse of energy sent into these protection spells, my heart ached.

      Corrine, Ibrahim, Arwen, Mona, and other Shadian witches carefully monitored each of the fae that had fallen under the Hermessi’s influence. The worst part was that we had twice as many crystal casings waiting to be occupied—this wasn’t anywhere near over.

      Derek and I split our care time between Ben, Grace, and Vita, occasionally asking Corrine the same desperate questions. Will they ever wake up? Was there any change in their vitals? I thought I saw Vita move, do you think she’s fighting this? It just went on and on, for what felt like hours. The answers were always the same, too. We’re not sure. Maybe. It could be. I wouldn’t get my hopes up, not yet.

      Inbetween these questions and not very encouraging answers, other fae were brought in from The Shade. More who had been caught off guard, cut, and thrown under a spell we couldn’t even begin to understand. All we knew for a fact was that it was all part of the Hermessi’s plan. It was like watching the apocalypse unfold in slow motion, while we had no way of stopping it.

      “We’ve put charms and protection runes on every single house in The Shade,” Corrine murmured, watching Arwen and Mona as they helped settle yet another fae in a crystal casing. This one was a teenage girl with long, flowing platinum hair. It tore me apart to think about her family. We’d had to put in some visitation rules. Specifically, a schedule, to avoid overcrowding the sanctuary. I could see the girl’s mother standing in the doorway, shaking like a leaf and most likely wondering when she’d be allowed to see her daughter.

      It didn’t seem fair that Derek and I were in here most of the time, while the others had to wait outside for hours on end, but we were agents and leaders of GASP, after all. We belonged here. Plus, Derek and I had three family members as patients in the sanctuary.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Corrine added, crossing her arms. “The mother says she hasn’t seen the father yet. Has no idea where he went. She just found her daughter like this.”

      “Maybe he’s one of the cultists,” Derek suggested. “We know by now that they’ve infiltrated The Shade. And if he isn’t a cultist, he’s probably a victim, too, and most likely tasked with doing to others what they did to him.”

      Ibrahim nodded. “I’ve asked our lieutenants to start a Shade-wide search for the fae who’ve been reported missing, including Ella’s father.”

      “That’s her name?” I asked, staring at the platinum-haired girl. “Ella?”

      “Mm-hm. She came with her parents from the Supernatural Dimension. Wanted a fresh start here, after Ella’s brother died in the Stravian war,” Corrine explained.

      Tears glazed my eyes, making my vision hazy. “Oh, God. They lost a son in GASP already, and now… the daughter. This is so cruel.”

      Derek’s arm reached around my shoulders. He pulled me close and held me tight, pressing his lips against my forehead. It was the little droplet of comfort I so desperately needed from him. River came over, joined by Caleb and Rose. River’s eyes were puffy. She’d been crying, though she probably hadn’t let anyone see it.

      I was floored by her determination. I had no idea where she got her focus from, given that her husband, her daughter, and her granddaughter were victims here. “How are you feeling?” I asked River, my voice raspy and weak.

      She shrugged. “Holding on, I suppose. What else can we do, huh?”

      “We checked the entire redwood forest before the lieutenants were sent in to do an island-wide search,” Caleb said. “We did find traces, footsteps, faint scents of other fae who’ve gone missing.”

      “They’re hiding in The Shade somewhere. Because they’re our own, the witches’ protection charms don’t identify them as enemies or outsiders. They sneak around, wait for the right moment, then pounce to do their cut-and-spell thing,” Rose added. “I’m not sure how we’re going to catch them all. If one is taken, two more spring up from elsewhere.”

      “But only the fae are being targeted, right?” Corrine asked.

      River nodded. “This is different from anything else we’ve faced. The fae we’re hunting are also under the influence, and I’m willing to bet they’re not all cult members. Honestly, I don’t see Ella’s dad, Hans, doing something like this. I know him well. He’s a decent family guy. Kind and gentle. I just can’t believe he’d join the Hermessi cult willingly.”

      “I think the same was said about the Fenn brothers and those in the Fire Star’s Royal Guards, too,” Derek said. “Brann destroyed them because they’d already been swayed into working for the Hermessi, that much we know. We also understand now that the Hermessi have different forms of influencing their subjects, based on their needs. Good people can end up doing stupid or evil things, depending on their circumstances, and that’s what the Hermessi are currently exploiting. As it stands, they’re all a liability. They’re all dangerous and must be caught, whether we like it or not.”

      “What about them?” Rose asked, nodding at Ben, then Grace and Vita. Their crystal casings were lined up, one next to the other. They seemed so peaceful, as if they were just sleeping soundly. The amber glow, however, sent electrical jolts of alarm whenever I looked at them, reminding me of the danger they were in. “They will wake up, at some point. And they’ll be under the Hermessi’s full influence. Not half-conscious or simply loyal, like the cultists we’ve dealt with so far. They’ll be pure conduits for the natural elements.”

      “Yes. And the casings are meant to keep them subdued, at least in the short term,” Ibrahim replied. “If they’re to turn against us, there’s enough magic in these crystals to hold them back until we figure out another way to stop them from hurting us.”

      “Or until we stop the Hermessi themselves,” River muttered. “That has to be our endgame.”

      “It still is,” Derek replied. “But we have to look after our people, too.”

      “What about Tae and his crew? Any new developments?” Rose asked, hope tinting her voice.

      “They’re not in a good place,” I said, then exhaled sharply. “The Cerixian Fire Hermessi was destroyed. They’re in a race against the clock to stop the planet from freezing to death.”

      “They do have the option of Inalia sacrificing herself to take Brann’s place, but… I don’t know, maybe they can come up with another plan,” Derek continued, scratching the back of his neck. His nerves were stretched; I could almost feel it. “There’s valuable intel coming from them, regarding the Hermessi. They’ve got another lead to track down, I’m told, in another domain. Hopefully, that will yield some results. Otherwise, in twenty-four hours, Inalia will have no choice but to become the next Fire Hermessi.”

      “And then they’ll want her to join their alliance, right?” River shook her head in disgust. “Bastards.”

      “Somebody help me!” Blaze’s voice boomed through the sanctuary.

      It startled us all, and we turned around to see a most dreadful sight. He carried Caia in. She was unconscious and glowing amber. I couldn’t help but let an utterly profane curse leave my mouth as I watched Corrine and Ibrahim intervene. I rushed over to Blaze’s side, holding him back.

      “I need to be with her!” he growled, but I didn’t budge.

      “Right now, she needs to be taken care of,” I said. “I’m sorry, Blaze.”

      My other great-granddaughter had fallen under the Hermessi’s influence, too. And the pain it caused would be with me for a long time, ripping through me like liquid fire. It took a lot of effort to fight back the umpteenth round of tears threatening to flood my eyes.

      “How did this happen?” Derek asked, almost breathlessly.

      “I don’t know…” Blaze managed. Lawrence came up and wrapped him in a tight hug. “I… I was only downstairs in the kitchen, prepping the baby formula. By the time I got back up, I… I found her like this…”

      “It’s okay, Blaze,” Lawrence said to him, as the dragon started sobbing. I’d never seen him like this. Then again, there had never been such a direct threat to his young family before.

      “I should’ve been more careful.”

      “There’s nothing you could’ve done,” Derek said. “They’re determined to take down the fae. All we can do is be vigilant and make sure those affected are looked after.”

      “No, I could’ve—”

      “Dammit, Blaze, stop it!” Lawrence barked, gripping his shoulders. “You’re going to drive yourself mad if you blame yourself for any of this. You can’t. Okay? Stop it. My daughters need us. All of us. You, me, Bijarki… We’re in this together.”

      “Speaking of which, where is the incubus?” Corrine asked, leaving Caia in Arwen and Mona’s charge.

      “I think he’s with Chantal,” Mona replied. “He brought her over when Vita was transferred to quarantine in The Shade and they settled into a treehouse here so he could be close by.”

      “Dad’s with Jericho in the quarantine area.” Blaze sighed, unable to take his eyes off Caia.

      She was placed in her own crystal casing, next to Vita, Grace, and Ben. The sight of all four of them was too much to bear. I couldn’t take it anymore, so I turned around, my back to them, so I could at least focus on the work that still needed to be done.

      The Shadians were all distraught and worried sick. Many had loved ones resting in the sanctuary now. And the rest of us had to do something about it. Derek took my hand in his, as if reading my mind.

      “I’ll prepare a short speech about this,” he said. “I think our people need to hear from us, Sofia.”

      I nodded slowly. “It’s the least we can do.”

      “What about Caia?” Blaze asked, holding on to Lawrence for some kind of support. “What do we do now?”

      “We wait,” Corrine replied. “I know it’s not what you want to hear right now, but, Blaze, we’ve already tried everything. Conventional medicine, witchcraft… None of it is working. Whatever this Hermessi influence is, it’s holding them down, physically. According to Vikkal, their bodies will no longer be theirs, at some point.”

      “We have to stop it,” Lawrence replied. “I know we’re trying our best here, but we need to try harder. There has to be something more we can do.”

      “There isn’t,” Ibrahim interjected. “I think Tae’s crew will bring in more information about the Hermessi as soon as they get it. For now, however, we’re stuck like this.”

      A couple more fae were brought in, one after the other. Mona, Arwen, and the other witches didn’t linger. They dashed over and helped settle them inside vacant crystal casings, activating the spells and making sure we had their vitals on a monitor, as well. This combination of earthly medical tech and witchcraft was the best we could do, for now.

      “Where were they brought from?” Mona asked one of the vampires who’d brought the fae in.

      “The extension. There was an attack there. The assailant got away, but took down several fae beforehand,” the male vampire said. “There are more coming shortly.”

      “How many?” Arwen croaked, her eyes wide with shock.

      “Fifteen,” another vampire agent replied. “It was quick. They didn’t even see it coming.”

      Derek and I exchanged alarmed looks. We both knew what this meant.

      “They’re ramping up the attacks,” Derek said. “They obviously have a target to reach.”

      “There are about three hundred fae living in The Shade,” River said.

      The first vampire agent turned around, his brow furrowed. “We moved the ones who weren’t affected to another location, secured by teams of vamps and Maras. They’re all on high alert.”

      “We don’t know what else to do,” the second vampire said.

      “Not much we can do,” Ibrahim grumbled. “These elemental scumbags are determined to rattle us and take our fae.”

      I stole another glance at my fae side of the family—now four of them in crystal casings. I teared up, then turned my back on them. This was too much, and I had to look away. Only, the sight in the doorframe broke me even harder.

      More fae were being brought in on gurneys, and agitated voices rippled from outside. Marion rushed in, desperately clinging to one of the mobile beds. Lucas…

      “Oh, no…” I managed.

      When Derek saw him, his whole world practically collapsed around him. But he didn’t cave in. No, he became angry—the kind of rage I hadn’t seen in him since we were both young and fighting to destroy the Elders.

      “What the hell happened?” Derek asked, joining Marion by Lucas’s side. I wasn’t far behind. Mona made Lucas her priority, checking his vitals first. He was out cold, his skin glowing amber. His eyes moved anxiously beneath his eyelids, but he wasn’t responsive. “Dammit, Marion, what happened?”

      “We were in The Shade extension,” Marion said, her voice trembling. “Just checking the area, on patrol. Lucas didn’t want us to just stay in and watch everything on the screen, so I went with him. We were close when the fae families were attacked… It was fast, Derek, one after the other.”

      “And Lucas fell victim to the attackers?” I replied, struggling to keep my composure.

      Marion nodded. “Attacker. Just one. But he knew The Shade’s weak spot, the good angles. He dashed past us. Before I realized what was happening, Lucas was on the ground. But I got him. I got him!”

      “Got who?” Derek was confused.

      “The attacker!” Marion replied, then motioned for two vampire GASP agents to bring him in. My jaw nearly dropped when I recognized him as he struggled against his restraints. Arwen was quick to cast a protection spell around him, a shimmering layer that stopped him from using his water ability on us.

      “Visarion? What the hell?!” Derek snapped.

      Visarion had been one of the key fae elements in the Stravian Blackout, partially responsible for the mass memory wiper’s successful activation. He was a GASP member, and a good friend to many of us. Yet now he stood as a traitor, his skin glimmering from Arwen’s spell and a muscle angrily ticking in his jaw as he looked at us.

      “You’re part of the Hermessi cult?” I asked, still disbelieving the sight before me.

      “It’s too late, Sofia,” Visarion replied dryly.

      Derek moved to hurt him, but Lawrence and Blaze were quick to hold him back. River, Rose, and Caleb joined us, and we all stared at Visarion as if he wasn’t real. As if we were all hallucinating this. How could we believe that a water fae as loyal and as fierce as Visarion would turn against his own people, against the world?

      “Derek, don’t,” Lawrence said to him. “We got him. We need intel.”

      “You did this?” Blaze asked, motioning around us at the dozens of fae encased in charmed crystal.

      Visarion shrugged. “Most of it. I’m not the only one, but I am the most efficient.”

      “You put my brother under!” Derek spat, unhappy that Lawrence and Blaze were holding him back. Still, he didn’t try too hard to get loose. Part of him surely knew that Visarion was more useful to us alive than dead.

      “He got Lucas, yes, and the fae families,” Marion interjected, glowering at the fae. “He was efficient, all right.”

      “Why would you betray us like this?” I asked.

      “I’ve been a believer in the Hermessi from day one,” Visarion replied. “When the cults arose, they promised a fresh start. Frankly, I was tired of all the trouble our worlds keep running into. First, the Elders. The ghouls. Eritopia. Neraka. Then Strava. Strava was the last drop for me. It kept going from bad to worse, so when the Hermessi said they had a way of wiping the slate clean and giving our worlds a new beginning, I took it. I was on board.”

      The way Visarion spoke struck me as odd. There was pride in his voice, but there were also tremors of regret. I had a feeling he hadn’t been into this cult thing 100 percent. Not lately, anyway. Maybe his conscience had gotten to him, in the end.

      “Let me guess, they promised one thing but they’re delivering another?” I shot back.

      “There was a sense of belonging. That’s what you don’t get about how the cult works. After Strava, we were all hopeless, just bracing ourselves for the next disaster we’d have to untangle before it blew us to pieces. It was only a matter of time. I was groomed and trained in the cult. I was smart, too, because I wore my symbols on my body, where people couldn’t see them.”

      “What do those carved symbols do?” Arwen asked him.

      “Amplifiers,” he said. “They amplify our abilities.”

      That explained that, finally. “They also lock the Hermessi’s influence in, don’t they?”

      “Yes and no,” Visarion said. “They try to, but they don’t always work. You see, there are certain fae that were practically designed to successfully channel the Hermessi’s energy. Most of them are in this sanctuary here, now, and in the other quarantine areas across the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension. It’s all happening on a large scale. You’re in over your heads.”

      “And you’re rambling,” I retorted. “Bragging yet reeking of guilt!”

      “Because I know I’m done for!” Visarion spat. “By the time I realized what the Hermessi meant by a ‘fresh start,’ I wanted out. But it was too late. So, here I am.”

      “What do they mean?” Derek asked, occasionally glancing at Lucas.

      Poor Marion was barely holding it together, paler than usual. “They want to destroy us, huh?”

      “Just every form of life, really.” Visarion sighed. “Leave the landscape, kill the creatures. Start anew. Different cell organisms that would evolve in another direction. They’re tired of us.”

      “What, they’re bored?” Corrine blurted, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

      “I don’t know!” Visarion replied. “Point is, you can’t stop them. So, you either join them and pray they don’t kill you along with the others, or you die eventually.”

      “You mean Lucas, Grace… everyone… they’ll die,” I concluded, my blood turning to ice and cutting through my veins.

      Visarion gave me a sad look. “I did the best I could with what I had. I chose to hope I’d have a chance to survive once the Hermessi complete their ritual. For what it’s worth, it’s not a decision I made lightly.”

      “You’re killing my brother, you son of a bitch!” Derek snarled. “Lucas went through a lot to become the person he is today, and you are not going to turn him into a Hermessi weapon, you hear me?! You won’t! You’ll fail! You will all fail!”

      “That’s your anger talking,” Visarion said, remarkably calm. “I told them they’d have their work cut out for them. They didn’t believe me. They’ll win, either way, but I have to say, they did underestimate you people a little bit.”

      “You’re not making sense. Are you talking about the Hermessi? You spoke with them?” I asked.

      “Every day,” Visarion replied.

      “Then you’ve got intel that you’re going to share with us, buddy,” Caleb said.

      “I’d like that, but, you see, I’m already screwed. The moment I joined the cult, I became their servant. They won’t let me talk.”

      “Here you are, Visarion, talking,” I hissed. “Talk some more.”

      Visarion smirked. “It’s no use, Sofia. They’re going to win. You’ll put up a fight. You’ll do your best to stop them, but you can’t.”

      I poked him in the chest with my index finger. “Listen carefully, Visarion. The Hermessi are trying to kill Taeral and his crew. They haven’t done this with any other GASP agent who’s currently out there, working to stop them and their cults. That, in my book, means that Taeral’s team is on to something—something that makes the Hermessi worry enough to want them dead. So, you can drone on about how we can’t stop them, but you’ll just be deluding yourself. The natural elements aren’t indestructible. Case in point, the Cerixian Fire Hermessi. His brothers destroyed him. Wake up, Visarion, for the Hermessi have been fooling you for too long.”

      “The deeper we dig, the more we discover about them to back up what Sofia just said,” Caleb added, while Derek boiled in Lawrence and Blaze’s grip. “Sooner or later, we’ll find a way to stop them. So, speak now, or perish in infamy, Visarion. All the good you’ve done will be canceled out by this horrific treason.”

      Visarion thought about it for a moment. I could see the truth sink in, especially after I mentioned Taeral and his crew. He knew I was right. He opened his mouth to respond, but his skin began to glow hot red.

      “Get away from him!” I shouted, then moved back.

      Just in time, too, as Visarion burst into violent flames. The bright orange fire rolled outward like a living inferno, and we landed on our backs, several feet away from where he’d stood. Visarion was no longer there. He’d just been reduced to a pile of ashes.

      It took me a couple of seconds to bring my erratic breathing under control as I got up and dusted myself off. Derek came by my side, one hand settling on the small of my back. “Are you okay?” he asked me.

      I nodded slowly, then briefly glanced around. Lawrence, Rose, and the others were fine, too. The flames hadn’t affected any of the nearby crystal casings, either.

      “Well, that’s settled, then!” Corrine declared. “The Hermessi don’t want their people talking. The moment they get a whiff of surrender from their drones, they set them on fire.”

      “That explains why the cultists we still have in holding are alive right now. They have no intention of betraying their overlords,” Derek replied.

      I let a deep sigh come out. It sounded like a tortured moan, reflecting most of the anguish that tormented me on the inside. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I took several deep breaths.

      “Derek, there are more like Visarion who have infiltrated The Shade and other worlds,” I said. “Taeral and his crew had better come up with something, and quickly. Otherwise, we won’t be able to keep any of this under control.”

      All the fae in my family were now ill, stricken by the Hermessi’s influence. Our closest fae allies were hurting, too. With every hour that passed, more of them were brought into the sanctuaries that GASP had set up across the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension. The situation was degenerating at an alarmingly rapid pace, and it was hitting us all where it hurt the most—our families.

      And we were left on the sidelines, watching helplessly as the Hermessi’s power grew, as their influence spread and claimed more victims. They had a number to reach, and I worried we were underequipped to deal with what came next.
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      I took a couple of minutes to speak with my mother prior to heading out to the Samotarcis Domain. After the news coming in from The Shade about Visarion and the increasing number of fae now held in their sanctuary, I had to talk to her. I had to make sure she and my father were okay.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked her via the earpiece.

      I was outside our meeting room in Emperor Tulla’s palace, overlooking the lush gardens. The rest of our crew patiently waited inside, while Lumi joined the emperor and Trap in another study to discuss the logistics of evacuating the entire planet. She’d already asked for significant amounts of serium to be shipped to Cerix in two interplanetary spells. It was a big load.

      “He’s…  a little busy right now, honey,” my mother replied. I didn’t like the tone of her voice. It could also just be my paranoia, given that I’d just learned that practically half of Sofia’s side of the Novak clan had been crammed into charmed crystal casings, ill from Hermessi influence. “The news of Visarion’s betrayal hit him hard.”

      “No wonder. Visarion led our Royal Guards,” I muttered. “When can I talk to him? I tried calling through the earpiece.”

      “Oh, he doesn’t have it on,” Mom said. “I’ll speak to him and have him reach out to you, I promise. But you focus on your work, honey. From what you’ve told me, that Samotarcis library could hold important information about the Hermessi. The sooner we put this issue to rest, the quicker we can all be together again.”

      “I doubt that’ll happen anytime soon, Mom,” I replied, no longer able to hide my dismay. “I’ve got a feeling the troubles are only getting started.”

      “How is Inalia holding up?” she asked, changing the subject slightly.

      I could see her from the balcony, sitting at the table with the rest of my crew. Her arms crossed, her dark gray uniform slightly crumpled, and her fiery red hair swept up in a tight bun. There was so much sadness in her eyes, it hurt me. I couldn’t stand the sight of her like this—contemplating, wondering if the next twenty-four hours were the last she’d ever get.

      “As well as you can imagine,” I said to Mom.

      “What are your odds of succeeding, Tae? Honestly.”

      I sighed. “I’m not sure. Those original documents might have something. I hate being stuck like this, with all these unanswered questions. We don’t even know how Inalia would take her father’s place. Technically speaking, she should know. Apparently, the Hermessi fire inside her is rife with eons’ worth of knowledge. But the poor girl didn’t even know what she was until a few days ago. None of us expect her to know how to tap into that energy inside her. She’s barely learned how to get it under control and not flame out like crazy.”

      “Oh, Tae,” my mom mumbled, sounding downright heartbroken. “You like her.”

      That caught me off guard. “Wha—What?”

      “You like her. I can tell from the way you talk about her. Your voice softens.”

      Silence ensued, as I couldn’t find an answer for my mother’s assessment. I could never lie to her, anyway. “Mom, I’ve only known her for what, two, three days? Saying that I like her might be a bit of a stretch.”

      “But is it, though?” she replied. I could almost see her smiling, on the other side of our connection. “Your father loved me before I loved him. At one point, I didn’t even realize it. But, after a while, I ended up loving him, too… That’s the thing about love, Tae. It strikes unexpectedly, with no care for timing. It’s just a tiny little flame at first, but if we nurture it, it turns into something that’s impossible to contain. And even harder to live without, if we lose the object of our affection.”

      I knew where she was going with this. I’d thought about it, too.

      “You think I should get over it before it becomes painful, in case she does sacrifice herself and become the next Hermessi. Right?” I replied.

      She sucked in a breath. “I didn’t mean it like that, Tae.”

      “But you did. It’s okay, Mom. I won’t hold it against you,” I said. “Listen, I have to go now. Just tell Dad to get in touch when you see him, okay? I’m worried.”

      “Okay, honey. I will.”

      I pressed the end call button on my earpiece, then went back inside.

      “How’s Nuriya?” Amelia asked.

      “She’s fine,” I replied, then frowned at the door. “We should get going. We’re losing time here.”

      I had no intention of addressing any of my family concerns. Not while Inalia’s life was on the line, and Cerix was a couple of days away from freezing and dying. As if summoned by my very urgent thoughts, Emperor Tulla came in holding a scroll.

      “Lumi and Trap expect me back in my study,” he said, then handed me the scroll. “This is the pardon for the Brothers. It includes my promise to organize a sit-down in a safe and neutral location, if they don’t wish to come here to Silvergate.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I replied, then tucked the scroll in my backpack, while the rest of our crew got up, ready to leave.

      “Be careful, younglings,” the emperor said to us, wearing a warm, almost fatherly smile. “Our empire is, for the time being, in your hands.”

      “We’ll do our best, Your Majesty,” Raphael replied, then offered a bow before looking at me. “Ready, Tae?”

      I nodded. We linked hands. I gave the emperor a faint smile, then zapped us out of the palace and onto the Landing Bed, where we’d first arrived. From there, we had a pretty good view of our surroundings, all the way to the city’s northern edges.

      “We need to get there, first,” Inalia told me, pointing to the far north of Silvergate. “The Samotarcis Domain is that way.”

      “Do you think Lumi will be okay back at the palace?” Eva asked. “What if the Hermessi come after her?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt they will. We’re the prize. And the bigger group. They’ll focus their efforts on us.”

      With the team’s agreement, I zapped us to the northern edge of Silvergate. We immediately sensed the mild temperature drop. The farther north we went, the colder it would feel—even more so than usual. Without a Fire Hermessi to keep the planet warm, the chillier regions were going to get hit first.

      “It’s definitely starting,” Herakles muttered.

      “It was inevitable, once Brann died,” Raphael replied. “I bet we’re feeling it more than most because of our tropical environments back home.”

      “What do you think the Brothers of the Shadow are like?” Varga asked. “Should we be ready for immediate aggression?”

      “It’s not like we can’t handle it,” I replied.

      “The Brothers are extremely well organized,” Eira said. “They are very good with their covert ops. In some cases, they’re better than the Armed Forces. And I’m not saying this lightly. I wouldn’t say no to an intelligence and secrecy seminar taught by the Brothers of the Shadow. We could learn a thing or two.”

      “Where does their name come from?” I asked.

      “The shadow is the night, actually. The shadow cast on half the planet, while the other half basks in daylight’s sun,” Inalia explained. “They’re brothers of the night, so to speak. Most of their movements happen after the sun sets.”

      “And they’re a tightly knit group.” Eira added. “Especially in the outer parts of the domains. The locals protect them, though not overtly. We’re also convinced they operate an underground network in the bigger cities and towns, though we were never able to find any of the passage entrances.”

      “Oh, right! The tunnels!” Inalia gasped. “That’s true. That’s how they get around. There used to be a lot of violent storms, many centuries ago. It was a crazy period, really. Tornado after tornado after tornado… Just on and on. So, to keep as many of the people safe as possible when these storms hit, the Cerixians dug a series of tunnels with stone sealing and safe hatches, most of them unmarked on any of the old maps.”

      “Some of them were sealed over the past couple of centuries, but the others were… well, they were lost,” Eira said. “Since they weren’t marked, we had trouble finding them after they weren’t used for a long time. We would’ve had to do a grid search in every larger town and city, but that would’ve taken years and plenty of expenses, so the government decided to just let them gather dust.”

      “But then the Brothers of the Shadow started using them, right?” Amelia replied, slightly amused.

      “Yes. Of course, the authorities then regretted not having invested in the search, but hey, we all make mistakes, right?” Inalia chuckled. I liked seeing her like this, even though I knew she was terrified on the inside. At least she was making an effort to relieve some of the pressure weighing her down.

      “Where to next?” I asked, eager to find the Brothers and all the dirt we could potentially get on the Hermessi. It was hard to hate actual natural entities, but the Hermessi had brought the worst out of me. It saddened me to watch a stream of water and think of the treacherous element that made it flow, the evil it was concocting to destroy us. The same could be said about fire, of which I had none, for the time being. About the very air that I breathed and the ground that I stepped on.

      “Across that stretch of water. See that island there?” Eira pointed in the distance.

      I could certainly see it. A slice of green over the deep blue ocean, with trees rising proudly over the horizon. “What’s that?”

      “Pannos. From there, we’ll teleport to another island. It’s the easiest way for us to reach the southern border of Samotarcis and go inland from there,” Eira explained.

      I gave Inalia a soft smile, then took her hand in mine. “It’ll be okay,” I whispered to her.

      “I know it will, honey,” Raphael cooed from my right, taking my other hand and fluttering his eyelids at me. Out of all the supernaturals in my crew, he scared me the most—he was the only one who could make me tumble through the entire emotional spectrum, from hysterical amusement to burning shame and everything in between.

      “You’re a creep,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him, while Varga and Herakles cackled in the background. I glowered at them, too. “Children. I am stuck with oversized children.”

      “Oh, shut up, sexy, and zap us out of here,” Raphael replied, his tone soft and sweet, imitating the damsel of fairy tales. It was his way of poking fun at me. He’d obviously noticed my soft spot for Inalia but didn’t just come right out and grill me over it. No. He preferred these pokes and prods, like inside jokes that only I was supposed to know the meaning to.

      Glancing to my left, I could see Inalia flushed and confused, probably wondering if we’d lost our minds. Without further ado, and with zero energy to explain that Raphael could be both a majestic Perfect and a relentless prankster-clown hybrid, I teleported us onto Pannos.

      From there, our journey would eventually take us to Samotarcis and, hopefully, to the Brothers of the Shadow. Hopefully, for we had no one to connect us to them. We were practically chasing ghosts, with only twenty-four hours on the clock.
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      If it weren’t for our dire circumstances, I would’ve gladly taken the extra hour or two to simply admire the beautiful sights. Cerix was gorgeous—there was no doubt about it. A slightly smaller version of Earth with a breathtaking array of geographical splendors. Mountains and seemingly endless valleys, bursting with trees and flowering shrubs. Strips of white-and-gold sand snaking between the continents and the deep blue oceans. In some parts, the beaches were replaced by majestic clusters of black-and-dark-green limestone—giants overlooking the water, silently watching as the world continued its cycle around the sun. There were fields covered in amber grains, rivers swirling through the mainland, sprawling red deserts. And, sprinkled all over, were villages, towns, and superb cities of Cerixians, dwelling in seven domains—former kingdoms that had pledged their allegiance to an empire, choosing peace and unity over war and bloodshed.

      Unfortunately, I could only relish the brief snippets I got of Cerix as Taeral teleported us from one island to another along the ocean border of the Rose Domain. Looking around, I realized we all felt the same way. I recognized the auras of longing on those I could read—they would’ve loved nothing more than to just pause for a moment and take it all in.

      But we couldn’t. We had work to do. A world or a thousand to save. And Inalia. I couldn’t even look at her for too long, the crimson-and-yellow shades of her emotional aura bombarding my sentry senses. She was in a lot of pain, spiritually speaking, and she was terrified.

      By the time we reached the Samotarcis border, however, I couldn’t hold back anymore. I had to ask. “Inalia, are you okay?”

      We settled on the edge of a small patch of woods. The trees were tall and dark green, their shape and foliage reminding me of pine trees. Even the scent brought with it the Nordic charm of cold winters and snowy mountain peaks, which rose in the distance, proud titans reaching for the heavens. By contrast, Inalia burned with a mixture of anguish and terror, the kind none of us would ever be able to extinguish.

      “Define ‘okay,’” Inalia replied with a weak chuckle.

      The shaky sound of her voice was enough to get the rest of the crew’s attention. Slowly but surely, Inalia was beginning to cave in, whether she wanted to or not. It was out of her control. It was a miracle she hadn’t lost her mind yet, with how abruptly and painfully her life had changed.

      “You’re hurting,” I said. “Maybe it’s better if you let that out.”

      “How? How do I let it all out?” she asked. “I doubt it’ll change how I’m feeling.”

      “It probably won’t,” Raphael said. It got him another smack on the shoulder from Amelia. “What? I’m just being honest. It probably won’t!” he added, then looked at Inalia again. “But at least it’ll help you cope better. Bottling everything up will make you snap, and, believe it or not, the last thing Cerix needs right now is a psycho potential Hermessi.”

      Inalia stared at him for a moment. “Wow, you don’t mince your words, huh?”

      “You’re a big girl. I trust you can take it the way it’s meant to be taken,” Raphael replied.

      “He’s right, you know,” Eva chimed in. “If you feel like exploding, you might as well just let it out, Inalia. You’ll feel a little lighter, at least. If these are your last hours as the Inalia we’ve all come to hold dear, you might as well spend them in a way that makes them memorable, not dreadful.”

      There was a warm glimmer in Eva’s yellow eyes—the kind that cast a spell on me, putting me into a trance, enough to make it impossible for me to move. She had this way of slipping through the narrowest crevices and shining a light where only darkness threatened to dwell. In contrast, her realism had an equally effective bite. Much like Raphael, she didn’t bother choosing her words carefully so as not to hurt anyone’s feelings. Eva was as blunt as a hammer, and I couldn’t stop myself from gushing over it. It denoted strength that very few people had.

      Inalia thought about it for a moment, then sighed deeply. “I think you all might want to step back,” she said.

      We didn’t wait to be told twice. Raphael and Taeral didn’t have their fire power anymore, but their fae genes could still command the other elements—to the local Hermessi’s dismay, for sure. I had my sentry barrier, and Riza had some jinni magic to work with. Chances were we’d be needed to contain what was about to be expelled from inside Inalia. Those emotions I saw flaring in her aura were bound to come out with a blazing fire.

      We set up a twenty-yard radius around her, as she took measured breaths.

      In, then out. In, then out. Her skin lit up orange. When she opened her eyes, the fiery glow in them startled me. Saying that there were devastating fires brewing inside Inalia would’ve been a reckless understatement. Panting, Inalia began to address her frustrations.

      “You know what? Yeah, you’re right. I need to let it out. I’m angry. No, scratch that, I’m pissed off!”

      A blazing pulse burst out of her. The flames licked at us, until Raphael spread his wings and violently flapped them, forcing the first round to dissipate.

      “I’ve had enough of this crap!” Inalia continued. “I spent my whole life stifling all this fire… this weirdness inside me. I grew up without a father, and I made my peace with that. Now, look at what the last couple of days got me. A dad. Then a dead dad.”

      A second pulse exploded outward. This time, Riza hummed, then snapped her fingers and sent out a flurry of colorful fireworks. They spread around Inalia and clashed with her fire. The jinni and Hermessi flames canceled each other out.

      “That’s it, babe, keep going!” Raphael encouraged Inalia.

      Taeral’s aura glimmered in different shades of gold and red. Oh yeah, he definitely liked her. But it also hurt him to see her like this. I worried about him, aware that none of this would lead anywhere good. No, it was all going to end in pain and tears—and I was the lesser of the pessimists in our crew.

      “And, to top it off and make this pile of crap actually stick, check this out!” Inalia snapped. “I’m expected to take my dad’s place. Give up everything. Screw your life, Inalia! Who gives a damn what you want? Nah, lose everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve. For what? To turn into fire and save my freaking planet? Why me?! Huh? Why me?!”

      The third wave was even more powerful. This time, we all pitched in. Taeral pulled some winds from the back, beads of sweat trickling down his temples. Out of all the elements, air was the toughest for him to handle. Raphael’s wings flapped. Riza’s jinni magic rushed around in multicolored sparkles. Eva strengthened Taeral’s winds with whispered Druid magic, while I sent a supple barrier toward Inalia. The Hermessi fire clashed against our artifices—but it worked. We managed to contain it without damaging the nearby environment.

      I heard a sniff. Glancing to my left, I saw Eira, tears streaming down her cheeks as she looked at Inalia, whose orange glow had begun to fade. I’ll be damned.

      “Huh… Whaddya know. It worked,” Inalia murmured, looking at her hands and watching the shimmer go away. She sighed, then glanced up at us, smiling. “I do feel a little better. A teeny tiny bit—” She stilled when she saw Eira, by now crying uncontrollably. “Eira…”

      Without another word, Inalia bolted and took Eira in her arms, holding her tight.

      “I’m so sorry… that this is… happening to… you… of all people…” Eira managed between sobs, her face hidden in the small space between Inalia’s neck and shoulder.

      “Oh, Eira…”

      “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve this,” Eira added, as Inalia gently pulled back and cupped her face with both hands.

      “I don’t. But you know what? Whatever happens, I’ll make sure no harm comes to you. I promise,” Inalia replied, prompting Eira to chuckle briefly.

      “That’s rich. Usually, I’m the one who saves your ass.”

      “Well, the tables have turned,” Inalia replied.

      Her aura carried the same pain and fear, but damned if Raphael didn’t have a point. She did wear it better. Lighter, even. It didn’t weigh down on her like before. Wiping back tears of her own, Inalia then turned to face us as we reached her side.

      “Thanks for this,” she said, then smiled at Raphael. “I mean it. Now, let’s go. There’s a town about six miles from here, the first of a string of border settlements to check.”

      “We should cover up,” Eira reminded us, then pulled a dark green cloak from her bag. We’d all packed one, to easily blend in with the locals. The last thing we wanted was more attention. “We’d best be careful who we talk to, as well. From what I remember, there were Hermessi cult members spotted on this side of the Samotarcis border, too.”

      “Oh, good, more necks to wring,” Herakles said, pulling the hood over his head.

      Eva, Amelia, and I already had our heads and faces covered, since daylight was upon us. The cloaks came on top, making us look even creepier. In my opinion, the masks and smoky goggles concealing our features were worrisome enough to any Cerixian. The dark hood on top just amplified that effect. Nevertheless, we had to. Eira was right. We didn’t need any extra attention.

      

      We wandered from one border town to the next, keeping mostly to the southern and eastern slums of each, where most of the less reputable Cerixians were known to dwell. We came across all kinds of locals—petty thieves and shady gamblers, bar owners who looked like they’d killed a Cerixian or two, and traveling salesman with shoddy, temporary stalls on which they displayed their “rare oils” and “special vitamin elixirs.”

      It seemed to look the same as everywhere else we’d traveled in this universe. Crooks were an integral part of any civilized society. But no one could tell us anything about the Brothers of the Shadow. They were all too willing to talk about the sudden cold and the changing weather, sure. Heck, they even told us about the Hermessi cultists they’d spotted around town recently. But, as soon as the Brothers were mentioned, they clammed up and turned around, making themselves look busy and blatantly ignoring us.

      “This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Eira said as she got back to us from another failed conversation. The old Cerixian woman she’d tried to speak to had already vanished inside her hut. Up and down the narrow alley, the people seemed worried. “They’re all too frightened, especially now that they can’t light a damn fire.”

      “Do you know why the fires died out?” a little girl asked.

      We didn’t even see her sneak up on us until she settled by Inalia’s side, wrapped up in a thick woolen blanket. Her brown hair was curled around her forehead, and the tip of her nose was red. Vapors of hot air left her lips as she spoke. We knew that Samotarcis was generally colder than the Rose Domain, and the absence of fire was already felt by the people. Within the hour, we’d all felt the temperature drop a little. Cerix was freezing, but at an uneven pace, and I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad for its people.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Inalia replied, giving the girl an apologetic look. “We’re trying to figure that out, too.”

      I had to give Inalia credit. She knew how to lie when necessary, though she wasn’t the greatest of thespians. In this case, deceit was necessary. We couldn’t risk a panic blowing up and crippling the domain before we found the right solution for Cerix.

      “It’s colder than usual, and Mama can’t light the stove anymore,” the girl said, pouting. “She tried, over and over. We thought the stones were wet, at first.”

      “I know, honey. We’re trying to figure out a way to bring the fire back,” Inalia replied, trying to comfort her.

      The girl’s delicate eyebrows arched upward. “You are?”

      “Mm-hm,” Eva replied, then crouched so she could be on the same level. “But we need to find the Brothers of the Shadow. They might have what we need to get the fires going again.”

      “Really?” the girl was seconds away from jumping around with excitement, so Eva gently squeezed her shoulder in a bid to keep her down. She didn’t even seem frightened by our masks and goggles—not even Eva’s, and she was just inches away from her. This was a brave little Cerixian.

      “Yeah. Have you seen any of them? Do you know who they are, or where we might find them?” she asked the girl.

      I had to admit, I hadn’t thought of using this pretext. Then again, I was pretty sure our vampire-Lamia wasn’t out of up-sleeve tricks yet. Plenty more where that came from.

      The girl frowned, then thought about it for a moment. She narrowed her eyes at Eva, then at the rest of us. “You’re not from the Armed Forces, are you?”

      Eva giggled softly, then pulled part of her cloak back for the girl to see her leather suit. “Not an Armed Forces uniform.”

      “Then why do you cover your face like that?” the girl asked.

      “I’m extremely sensitive to light, and so are my two other friends here,” Eva replied, pointing at Amelia and me. “We have to wear this stuff. Otherwise, the sun will burn our skin.”

      The girl seemed sad. “So you don’t get to enjoy a sunny day like me…”

      In my mind, I was already wondering about what progress had been made on isolating that protein in Derek’s blood. Unfortunately, we were nowhere near close to figuring out what Ta’Zan had done to turn him into a day-walker, but I was positive our GASP scientists and witches wouldn’t give up until they got all the answers. All that had taken a backburner position, though, since the Hermessi debacle had started. We were thinly stretched enough already. We had little to no resources left to put into researching Derek’s blood.

      “Not yet, but we’re working on that, too,” Eva said, as if reading my mind. “But our priority right now is to get the fires burning again, sweetie. So, if you know anything about the Brothers of the Shadow, anything at all, please… help us.”

      The girl sighed, then pursed her lips. “You won’t find them here.”

      “Okay. Where, then?”

      “Agapos,” the girl said. “Mama said she saw them talking to the town elders the other day. But she didn’t dare get closer. She only told Daddy so he’d know to stay away from Agapos for a while. She said the Brothers mean well, but that they hurt people. She didn’t want Daddy to get hurt.”

      “Thinna!” a Cerixian man’s voice boomed behind us.

      We all moved back, instinctively, as the girl turned and beamed brightly at him. “Daddy!”

      “What are you doing?” he asked, visibly worried as he eyed us.

      “I’m helping them fix the fires!” Thinna said, pointing a finger at Eva.

      This was our cue to leave. We all linked hands with Taeral, just as the father started walking toward us, his footsteps rushed.

      “Take care, Thinna,” Eva said before we vanished.

      We reappeared on the edge of the village, far from where we’d left little Thinna and her father. Ahead, snowcapped mountains rose less than five miles away. Using my True Sight, I was able to make out about twelve other settlements on this side of the Samotarcis border, most of them villages.

      “Agapos,” Herakles mumbled, glancing at Eira and Inalia. “Do we know where that one is?”

      Eira nodded. “It’s the next town over, that way.” She pointed in the direction I’d just scanned. The very first town, about twenty miles away across the frosted field. The tall grass was covered in a thin sheet of icy snow, and it would only get worse as the hours passed. The urgency of our situation never left us. Not even for a damn second. By this time tomorrow, chances were that Thinna and her parents would have trouble keeping warm, even under six layers of wool and fur.

      Taeral teleported us to Agapos, which he could see from our position. As soon as our boots materialized on the hard, frozen ground, we knew something was off about this place. It lacked the liveliness of Thinna’s village. Here, the cold had already eaten away at the people’s spirit, from what I could see.

      Gloom and fear lingered, much like the icicles forming on the rooftop edges. And all the townspeople around us huddled across the street, murmuring and lamenting the absence of fire. Needless to say, the closer we got to the mountains, the colder it got—and the more desperate the locals were without any heat source.

      Maybe, just maybe, after the hours we’d already wasted checking every village along the southern border, we’d finally get the lucky strike we so desperately needed. Maybe, just maybe, we’d come across the Brothers of the Shadow.
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      Whether it was just my instincts kicking in or not, it didn’t really matter. There was something about Agapos that just didn’t feel right. Maybe the suspicious looks that the townspeople threw at us were to blame. Maybe they could tell we weren’t from around here, despite the gray cloaks that covered us from head to toe. Given the dropping temperatures, we were, in fact, blending in quite well.

      Eva, Varga, and I had the masks and goggles on, too, as daylight was still making it difficult for us to move otherwise. But we kept to the back of our group as we moved through town. This place was home to maybe five or six hundred people, from what I could tell and from what Varga’s True Sight had already assessed.

      It also reeked of danger. It could just be paranoia, but the concerned expressions of Raphael, Taeral, Herakles, Riza, and even Inalia and Eira said otherwise.

      “What’s up?” I asked them.

      “I don’t know. Just a bad vibe,” Raphael replied.

      “Ah, so I’m not the only one feeling this.”

      “Oh, no. We’re all with you, sister,” Eva said.

      Taeral stopped as we reached the corner of an open-air town square. “Right. Now, how do we approach people about the Brothers of the Shadow? Use Eva’s tactic and name them as instrumental to getting fire back?”

      “We could,” Raphael said. “But then the Brothers themselves might catch wind of us using this excuse and skip town, since they obviously know they have nothing to do with Cerixian fire.”

      A crackle made us turn our heads toward one of the square’s pillars. Brass elements resembling speakerphones were mounted on the top, as well as on the three other pillars marking the square corners. The crackle was briefly followed by an electric-sounding hiss. It was loud and stringent enough to get everyone’s attention.

      “My dearest Cerixians,” a male voice burst through the speakerphone. I recognized it almost instantly.

      “Uh-oh, time for the big announcement,” I muttered.

      “My dearest Cerixians, please pay attention,” the emperor said through what had to be the Emergency Sound System he’d mentioned earlier. “This is an important message from your emperor and your government.”

      “Brace yourselves,” Raphael whispered, then took my hand and pulled a couple of yards farther from the town square—enough to still give us a good view, but without putting us in the middle of a potential stampede. The rest of our crew followed. “This might get ugly.”

      Not that I could blame the Cerixians. They were in for what was basically the end of their world. They had every reason to panic and thrash and go crazy, if that’s what they felt like. I could only imagine the dread that was about to engulf them, like ice fire.

      “There has been a development,” the emperor continued, “of a most disconcerting nature. Our planet is facing a crisis like nothing before, but I need you all to listen and stay calm. We are working on resolving the issue as fast as we can.”

      I could already see the color leaving the faces of the few dozen Cerixians who were already in the town square. The same applied to those who joined in as the emperor spoke, pouring in from side alleys and nearby streets.

      “Our Fire Hermessi has perished. You will have noticed, by now, that you can no longer light a fire. Unfortunately, our artificial lighting and heating systems are failing, as well, because they, too, were dependent on fire to function at full capacity,” Emperor Tulla said. “Without its inner fire, Cerix cannot sustain the sun’s heat, and therefore, the temperatures have begun to drop.”

      Gasps and murmurs erupted from the growing crowd. Concern gnawed at my stomach, forcing me to squeeze Raphael’s hand tighter. He gave me a sideways glance—the kind that understood my turmoil but also tried to reassure me that everything would be okay. It dawned on me that he, too, was worried, but, given his valiant and persistent nature, he didn’t want to show it. He responded to my squeeze with a firm grip, enough to send tiny electrical pulses through my arm. The feel of his skin on mine made me buzz.

      “Please, do not despair,” Emperor Tulla added. “We are working on a solution to fix this problem. I only ask that you give us a day to propose a resolution. We may have more than one option at this point in time, and we would like to explore all avenues before we make a decision. Rest assured, the empire will not fail you or leave you to die. In the meantime, however, you are strongly advised to stock up on blankets, covers and furs.”

      The crowd grew restless. There was talk of migrating south, where the temperatures would surely be higher, at least until the government fixed this problem. Others started crying, terrified by the knowledge that the Fire Hermessi had been destroyed. From whichever angle I analyzed this town square, it didn’t look good. Anger simmered through, rising to a level that would make it dangerous to be around these people.

      The emperor, however, tried to get ahead of this. “I have instructed all merchants and tradesmen to offer their woolen and fur goods for free. The government will compensate them for their generosity, as soon as the issue is resolved. Please, be at peace and do not fall prey to panic. We are still a nation of law and order. Any form of violence, rioting, or brutality will not be tolerated. As the temperatures continue to drop, you may feel anxious and even more worried. Do not let it get to you. We are the Cerixian Empire. And we will live through this, like we did many other challenges before. May the sun and stars forever shine upon you.”

      That was a regular well-wish among the Cerixians. May the sun and stars forever shine upon you. It was more relevant now than ever, but it didn’t do much to warm the frazzled townspeople of Agapos. I didn’t even want to know what the other parts of the Samotarcis Domain looked like, right about now. Not to mention the rest of the empire. Just thinking about it sent chills down my spine.

      The coming night was going to be extremely cold. The one after it could very well be deadly. That realization was on everyone’s faces, as they glanced at one another and found themselves sharing the same gut-wrenching emotions.

      “At least he did a decent job of sugar-coating it,” Raphael said. He’d yet to let go of my hand. I didn’t mind it one bit.

      “This state of emergency might help us mingle through the crowds better,” Taeral mused. “People will be too worried about the lack of fire to focus on our questions about the Brothers of the Shadow. That’s how I’m seeing it, at least.”

      “You might be on to something,” Eira replied, looking around as she did a quick crowd check. It had to be part of her Armed Forces training—scanning expressions and body language, assessing the level of danger and hostility. “They’re all scared. Some of them are angry, sure, but the majority are just terrified. Mellow, even. I think their mindsets might make it easier to ask about the Brothers.”

      “Do not listen to that heathen!” a Cerixian man shouted from the middle of the crowd.

      “What the…” My voice trailed off as I watched him climb up on the fountain at the center of the town square. “Oh dear.”

      He wore a black silk hood and a white porcelain mask. A Hermessi cult member. “The emperor is lying to you! And you’re all eating it up!” he added, his voice loud and downright repugnant. My spare hand was already gripping my sword.

      “Son of a… Gah, they’re still skulking around, I see!” Herakles grumbled, narrowing his eyes at the cultist. The worst part was that he wasn’t alone. There were six more black hoods standing next to the fountain. I couldn’t see their faces because of those masks, but I could almost feel their glares burning through me. Had they seen us already?

      “We need to neutralize them,” Taeral said, then moved to get closer. Varga was quick to hold him back.

      “Don’t,” he replied. “That’s exactly what they want.”

      “What do you mean?” Taeral asked Varga.

      “They do have a solution to bring the fire back!” the cultist growled. “They don’t want to use it because it would kill one Cerixian! Think about it! Your empire is willing to let you all freeze to death while they try to rescue one of their own elite!”

      “Elite? Seriously?” Inalia croaked. “I’m renting a tiny bedroom!”

      “Taeral, the cultists have their eyes on us,” Varga said. “I can see them beneath the masks. They’re watching us, while the yapper riles up the crowd. They’re looking to start something.”

      “Hah, I knew it!” I said.

      Just then, the worst happened. The “yapper,” as Varga mercilessly described him, pointed an angry finger at us. “Inalia Myron, of the Foreign Outreach Department, is the daughter of the now-defunct Fire Hermessi. She can take his place. Her sacrifice will bring fire back! But the emperor and the government are trying to pull the wool over your eyes!”

      “Oh, crap,” I heard Inalia say, her voice barely audible.

      “Inalia Myron’s sacrifice will save us all, and nothing else,” the cultist added. “There is no other solution! There is no alternative way to bring fire back! Only a Hermessi child can do it!”

      “Oh, no, no, no…” Inalia murmured, instinctively moving back. We were right there with her, gradually stepping farther back from the town square, as some of the Cerixians followed the yapper’s index finger and found us at the edge.

      “And she’s here!” the cultist continued. “She’s here! We must take her in, so she can take her rightful place and save us all!”

      Before I could even blink, the entire town square was watching us. More than one hundred Cerixians who had just been told that their only way to survive the incoming frost and save their planet was to sacrifice Inalia.

      My blood ran colder than usual, well below the current dropping temperature, even, as I understood exactly how crazy and how vicious things were about to get for us. The Hermessi weren’t done messing with us. Not by a long shot.
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      It didn’t take long for the townspeople to turn on us.

      “You! You can save us!” one of the Cerixian women said.

      “You’re the Hermessi child! Give us our fire back!” another screeched, as if Inalia had stolen fire away from them and was refusing to give it back. As if all this was somehow her fault.

      Eira’s earlier assessment was now more of a joke than anything else. “So, that’s it for the scared but mellow crowd, I suppose,” I muttered, shooting her a sideways glance.

      “Hey, I didn’t consider the raving lunatic cult members pitching in,” Eira said.

      Soon enough, all the townspeople began to move toward us. And I knew this new hot mess had the Hermessi’s names written all over it. The cultists stood, calm as the crowd flowed closer. All I could see were furious glares and narrowed eyes. We were the criminals in this picture. Not the cultists, whose actions had already claimed innocent lives. The Hermessi death cults were hell-bent on destroying the entire planet, but they weren’t the bad guys here. We were. For shielding Inalia. For trying to find another way to protect her.

      “Whenever you’re ready, Tae,” Raphael said, gripping my hand.

      The people lunged at us, a sea of Cerixians suddenly turned into rabid fanatics, eager—no, desperate to get their hands on Inalia. We didn’t have another second to spare. I zapped us out before they could reach us.

      A couple of seconds later, the darkness dissipated. The world reappeared, the contours of Agapos’s eastern entrance emerging, as I felt the solid ground beneath my feet, once more. We were back where we’d first started, and it was only a matter of time before the locals found us again. The whole town was in an uproar. We could hear them shouting, their boots rumbling through the streets.

      “Where to next, Eira?” I asked, trying to settle my ragged breathing. All this teleporting was weighing me down. Soon enough, I’d have to pass the “transport” reins on to Riza, at least for a while. Inalia was shaking. I held her hand, unwilling to let her go until we fixed this. The more time we spent out here, the more determined I became to find a solution that would allow her to live—the one closest to any form of success was the mass evacuation, and that was Lumi’s territory.

      Leaving it all in her hands wasn’t an option, though. It would’ve made me feel helpless. Finding the original library, however, was another avenue for me to follow. So, with that in mind, I persistently stared at Eira while she got her bearings.

      That whole Cerixian mob moment had taken its toll on each of us.

      “The next town over,” she said. “Farther to the west. Mykos. I know a guy there who might be able to help us. Emphasis on ‘might,’ mind you!”

      “And you’re telling us this just now because…”

      “Because I only remembered him now!” Eira replied, her brow furrowed. There was fear and anguish in her ocean-blue eyes. I was dangerously close to forgetting how deeply troubling all this was for her, too, not just for Inalia. Breathing deeply, I made a mental note to take it easy on Eira. She was part of the crew, now.

      “Okay,” I said, softening the tone of my voice. “We’re all on edge here. I’m sorry. Mykos, you say.”

      Her gaze warmed a little, just enough to tell me she didn’t take my abrasiveness personally. “Cellos is his name. He lives in the slums on the south side of Mykos. I can take you there. I’ve been to his place a couple of times since he retired.”

      “Oh, Cellos! Bald, rotund, and full of giggles Cellos!” Inalia quipped, smiling. “Makes the best pie in the Samotarcis Domain.”

      Eira chuckled. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “Let’s go, then,” I replied gently. I looked at the others in our crew, pointing somewhere behind them. “We’ll move south around Agapos now, toward the west exit. From there, I figure Riza can zap us to Mykos.”

      “Yes, I can,” Riza said. “Save your strength.”

      We didn’t waste another second. Like shadows, we darted around the once-peaceful town of Agapos, while its disturbed and panicking citizens trickled through the inner streets, looking for us. Varga used his True Sight every other minute, just to make sure we didn’t get anywhere near them. When we reached the western gate, the rumbles had begun to fade inside Agapos.

      “Think they’re getting tired?” Eva asked.

      Varga’s eyes glimmered gold as he gave the town one last once-over. “Pretty much. They’re spread too thin. But the cultists are headed west, now. They’ll be here soon.”

      “No time to waste, then,” Riza replied, her sights set on the western horizon. “Mykos is that one over there, right, Eira?”

      “Yes. We’ll need to be careful. Especially if the Hermessi death cults are playing this Inalia card.”

      “She’s right,” I said. “Chances are the Hermessi got even more ahead of us on this one. They were effective enough to find us in Agapos. They could do the same or worse in Mykos and everywhere else we go.”

      Raphael nodded. “The elements are still distantly present and watching through air, earth, and water. It’s how they always find us.”

      “They’re mobilizing the cults, too. This was the first time I heard them speak,” Amelia replied. “That was entirely unexpected.”

      “The stakes are high, I suppose,” I added. “My guess is it would be more convenient for the three Hermessi if they didn’t have to find another planet to settle on, given their efforts to complete this doomsday ritual.”

      “So, what, they’ll pull out all the stops to get me to sacrifice myself?” Inalia asked, her tone clipped.

      I nodded slowly. “It explains the cultists’ intervention just now.”

      She cursed under her breath, but Riza was having none of this. “Okay, enough of that. Let’s find those damn Brothers and that stupid-ass library already!”

      Once we all linked hands again, Riza took us to Mykos. Traveling with Riza was a slightly different experience, I realized. Much smoother than my teleportation. I figured it had something to do with her genetic package. I was half jinni and half fae. Riza was a full jinni. It stood to reason that her abilities would flow to a superior level. Granted, I had perfect command over my powers, but it was an interesting observation—something I’d not noticed before.

      “Welcome to Mykos,” Riza grumbled.

      Like the other settlements we’d seen before, Mykos was a simple place. Most of its buildings were square and made of large, gray stone blocks. They were all cylindrical with conical roofs made of a sturdy black wood. Frozen snow covered most of them. There were fountains at every street corner, but the water had begun to freeze, choking the nozzles. People had to blow hot air over them and chip away at the frost to get it to flow again.

      The effects of Brann’s death were more than visible.

      “We need to head down this road,” Eira said, nodding at an ascending alley to our right. It was paved with wide, rectangular stone slabs, snaking its way between the round buildings. “The slums are at the far end.”

      “Guys, I think we have a problem,” Herakles said, gawking at a group of Hermessi cultists fifty yards to our left. They were busy putting up large pieces of paper on the buildings’ outer walls—dozens in a row, from what I could tell.

      We moved out of sight and waited for them to move on. As they went down the road and vanished behind a corner, we rushed over to see what they’d put up. Once we reached the posters, I felt my breath get cut off.

      “Son of a—” Inalia stopped herself just in time, covering her mouth, her eyes close to popping out as she recognized herself.

      The cultists had already begun putting up posters with Inalia’s portrait, accurately drawn in black ink, along with her name, height, and other visual markers that would help people recognize her faster—red hair, brown eyes, “might glow orange if angered or scared.”

      “Oh, wow…” Amelia gasped, her eyebrows reaching new heights. “They’re not playing around anymore.”

      “I think it’s the cultists. They don’t want to leave Cerix, so they’re plastering Inalia’s face all over, hoping to get the Cerixians riled up to the point where they’ll hunt her for them,” Raphael replied.

      “It’s unlike me to say such things, but can we please just take a couple of hours, find all the damn cultists, and kill them? Please? Pretty please?!” Inalia snapped, her skin taking on a glowing orange hue.

      Herakles couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. “At least they got the glowy part right.” His grin faded as quickly as it came on when Inalia shot him a most fiery look. He switched to mission-mode in an instant. “We need to get moving.”

      We made our way up the alley that Eira had shown us. The farther we got from the Hermessi’s followers, the better. Mykos was relatively quiet, despite the emperor’s recent announcement. We kept Inalia in the middle of our hooded group, so no one would spot her. Some people tried to watch us from inside their homes, but most of the windows were frosted and difficult to see clearly through.

      The Cerixians we did come across seemed sullen and sad. But they were too busy keeping themselves and their children warm. This time around, we hadn’t had a big mouth to point us out in a crowd, so we were relatively safe from any angry mobs—provided, of course, that we hid Inalia well.

      We passed by several clear windows, and I caught glimpses of Cerixian mothers huddling with their kids beneath layers of blankets and furs, while the fathers stuffed pieces of cloth between the walls and the window frames to further insulate the rooms. At street corners, the younger Cerixians got busy scraping the ice off the fountain nozzles so they could fill buckets with water, which were then passed around to the nearby households. Opposite from them, across the junctions, merchants had brought out wooden mobile stalls loaded with furs and woolen blankets, which they handed out. Their smiles were hopeful, but their hearts had to hurt.

      I hated to see a world reduced to this. And it wasn’t even the worst they were going to face. Resolving the fire issue was only going to buy them a little more time before the Hermessi completed their ritual and unleashed the end of the world upon them. A horrendous thought crossed my mind: what if we just let the whole of Cerix freeze, thus sparing them a worse fate later?

      I immediately chastised myself for even thinking about it. It implied admitting an impending defeat, and it was well beneath me. We’d helped activate these elemental bastards. We owed it to ourselves and those around us to do our best to stifle their efforts to destroy entire worlds. Cerix didn’t deserve to freeze to death, and it certainly didn’t deserve to be destroyed later, either.

      “So, who is this Cellos guy?” Raphael asked Eira. “You said he was in the Armed Forces?”

      “Yes. He was a senior officer in my garrison, back in Silvergate,” Eira replied as we advanced up the narrowing street. “Good fellow. Inalia remembers him well, and so does the rest of my unit. Cellos and Trap were our instructors during the initial training modules, and they led us through the first years of service, as well. Cellos has seen a riot or two.”

      “And he’s living in the… slums, now,” Raphael said.

      “His choice.” Eira sighed. “An Armed Forces officer gets a pretty good retirement bundle. Plenty of gold and, in some cases, land, too. Cellos sold his and donated the profits to multiple orphanages across Samotarcis. He wanted to live here, where he came from. He wanted to live out the rest of his days surrounded by his people, close to the streets he used to wander through as a child.”

      The deeper we got into this part of Mykos, the darker and more isolated it seemed to get. Looking up, I noticed more shutters being pulled. The upper levels were usually slightly warmer than the bottom, but that was no longer the case, so the Cerixians had to cover all the windows in their homes. Fewer and fewer people were out, and a sense of danger seemed to linger in the atmosphere.

      “There’s a high concentration of criminals in these parts,” Eira added, glancing around. “Of course, given this fire issue, I bet most of them are hiding under thick blankets right about now. No one’s in the mood to steal or extort people when the planet is this close to freezing.”

      “It’s awfully quiet,” Inalia murmured.

      “They’re scared,” Eira replied. “During the summer, all the windows are open. And all the undesirables are out, looking for someone to prey on. I have to admit, this is the most tranquil version of Mykos I’ve ever seen… We’re here.”

      She stopped in front of a massive wooden door with a small latch at eye level, made of black iron. She knocked thrice, then paused and knocked thrice more. I figured it was her way of letting Cellos know who’d come to visit.

      A few seconds went by. I nervously looked over my shoulder. Inalia might’ve found the silence interesting, maybe even calming, but I didn’t like it. Too much of it reminded me of the calm before a storm—and the last thing we needed was more turmoil. We’d had enough agitation already to last us a lifetime.

      The door swung open, and a portly Cerixian showed up in the frame. He was just as Inalia had described him: bald and full of warmth, his amber eyes measuring Eira from head to toe. The glimmer of recognition turned into a broad and welcoming smile. He’d wrapped himself up in a couple of thick black furs, and steam rolled out from his lips as he spoke.

      “Out of all the people I expected to knock on my door today… Eira Dorres, what a joy to see you again!” Cellos said, then hugged her a little too tight, forcing a slight cough out of her.

      “Long time,” she managed as she politely wiggled herself free of his embrace. Only then did he notice the rest of us. His smile faded when he saw Inalia.

      “Oh, dear,” Cellos mumbled.

      “Please, Cellos, before you do anything, can you just hear us out?” Eira asked, trying to get ahead of the situation. She didn’t need to know that Herakles and Raphael were already ready to shove Cellos back in the house and silence him, if necessary—though it was hard to ignore two well-built tall guys flanking the doorway.

      Cellos blinked several times, then sighed. “You’re in so much trouble, little one,” he said to Inalia.

      “I know. We need your help.”

      He glanced up and down the street, then stepped back, motioning for us to come in. “Come on. You don’t want to be out for too long in these parts.”

      One by one, we entered Cellos’s home. He locked the door behind us, then welcomed us into the large living space that opened in front, a circular lounge area with soft sofas and colorful cushions. Dozens of blankets were thrown around, each of them meant to keep him warm. The fireplace looked sad and abandoned, filled with fresh wood begging to be lit.

      For a brief moment, I had a sense of peace. Perhaps this was our lucky break.

      Then again, I didn’t dare get my hopes up just yet. I’d gotten burned before.
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      We settled on the sofas while Cellos occupied a furry stool he kept by the now-useless fireplace. He wrapped himself up in a couple of blankets and nodded at the others strewn around us. “Help yourselves. It’s freezing already.”

      Riza, Herakles, Raphael, Taeral, Inalia, and Eira didn’t wait to be told twice. It was noticeably colder once we stopped moving. Varga, Eva, and I were more than fine for the time being, given our vampire nature.

      “I’d offer you tea, but I’ve got no fire to boil the water with,” Cellos added. “Water, perhaps? The bottle hasn’t frozen yet.”

      Eira shook her head. “We’re fine, thank you.”

      “Okay, so… What brings you all here?” he asked, frowning at Inalia.

      “Not my fault,” Inalia said.

      “I know,” he grumbled. “I’m sorry this is happening to you. I suppose you all know what’s going on?”

      “The Fire Hermessi was killed,” Taeral said. “The other three did him in.”

      The revelation tore a gasp from Cellos. “That wasn’t mentioned in the emperor’s message.”

      “I was there. I watched it happen,” Inalia replied.

      “Cellos, you’ve probably heard the cultists already, since you told Inalia she’s in trouble,” Eira said, her gaze fixed on her former Armed Forces officer. He nodded. “We’re not sure her sacrifice is the only way to fix the problem. We strongly believe there is information in the original library documents that could help us.”

      “Strongly believe?” he asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow. I had a feeling he knew when Eira wasn’t 100 percent about what she was saying—though, in her defense, neither were we. Heck, we hoped there would be information in the original library that could help us. “Strongly believe” was somewhat over the top.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Eira insisted. “You heard the emperor. Those twenty-four hours he mentioned? Those are for us. We’re doing this, and we need your help.”

      He seemed confused. “How could I possibly help? I don’t even know what original library you’re referring to.”

      “The Silvergate library was filled with copies,” Eira replied. “We recently learned that the originals are here, somewhere in Samotarcis, and that the Brothers of the Shadow have them.”

      Cellos’s face blanched. “Oh.”

      “The emperor is willing to offer them a full pardon and a chance to sit at the negotiating table if they help us,” Eira continued. “We brought the document with us, personally signed by Emperor Tulla himself, imperial seal included.”

      “So, you know…” Cellos murmured. He didn’t seem happy, and I couldn’t quite understand why. I’d thought Eira came to him because of his Armed Forces rank and experience. He probably had some field knowledge about the local Brothers of the Shadow that the Silvergate garrisons lacked. Judging by the look on his face, that wasn’t exactly right.

      Eira confirmed my suspicion. “About your partnership with the Brothers? Yes, I know.”

      Zing! That was new and actually unexpected. It took us all by surprise. I had to give Eira credit. She knew how to withhold crucial information without making us suspicious, at least as far as Cellos was concerned.

      “Why didn’t you tell us that?” Inalia asked her.

      “I knew it might change your attitude toward him, and I didn’t want Cellos to feel like he’s in any kind of danger. We kept in touch over the years and… well, I kind of put two and two together about his collaboration with the Brothers. He kept traveling where they staged riots and attacks. The coincidences were too on the nose.”

      “Wow. Consider me impressed,” Cellos replied.

      “I also know you quit,” Eira said to him. “What got you in with them, to begin with, and what got you out? That, I could never figure out.”

      He let a deep sigh roll out, then pulled the fur covers tighter around him, quivering from the chills. Cellos struck me as the kind of guy who was able to admit his past errors, no matter how questionable his choices. There was an ethical pride about him, noticeable in the way he spoke, and in the way he lowered his head whenever the Brothers were mentioned. He wasn’t proud of his work with them, that much I could tell, and I was willing to bet that Varga would confirm.

      “After I retired from the Armed Forces and came back here, I was struck by the desolation, the heartbreaking disappointment,” Cellos explained. “The Brothers of the Shadow ran some serious propaganda in these border towns—or so I’d thought, at first, until I realized that they were actually telling the truth. There are domains who are being treated poorly, like the lesser parts of the supposedly grandiose whole. The outer regions, in particular, are woefully underfunded and neglected. Hence the slums, the rise in crime along the border towns. The Brothers were actually trying to keep it under control. And, after speaking to old friends of mine, I couldn’t deny it anymore. The empire is wrong and has been wrong in this matter for centuries.”

      “So you joined forces with the Brothers, instead of using your Armed Forces credentials and reputation to gain an audience with the emperor and tell him about it?” Eira asked.

      Cellos gave her a bitter smile. “Now, that’s something a kid like you won’t understand until it’s your turn. Ask me this again when you retire, Eira, but I doubt you will. Because you’ll know what I mean, then.”

      “I’m not following you…”

      “Eira, once you retire, your voice is gone,” Cellos said. “That’s how it works in the Armed Forces. Once you’re done serving the empire, you’re given a nice retirement package and politely asked to step away and out of sight. No one cares what you think or what you see wrong in this world. So, yes, I helped the Brothers. I didn’t participate in any of the attacks. I only provided on-the-ground support and directions.”

      “Not surprised, given your tactical experience. If anyone can scan a town and devise the perfect infiltration, it’s you,” Eira replied, the shadow of a smile crossing her face.

      “You didn’t tell anyone about me,” Cellos said. “Why?”

      “You didn’t do wrong by me, and I owe you a lot. I learned from you. I worshipped you,” Eira murmured. “I didn’t think it was right for me to destroy the sunset of your life. But I did breathe a sigh of relief when I realized you weren’t with them anymore. Which leads me to my next question.”

      “Why I stopped helping the Brothers of the Shadow. They were getting too violent. Innocent Cerixians were hurt. I’d specifically told them not to target certain areas, to steer clear of heavily populated streets, and they went and did the exact opposite. I couldn’t bring myself to help them anymore, so I bid my farewells and took an oath to never reveal their identities or location—which is what you’re asking me to do now.”

      The irony didn’t escape any of us. But Eira was determined and relentless. “Cellos, they were entrusted with the original library documents, long before they renamed themselves the Brothers of the Shadow and started rebelling against the empire. They essentially stole the library and hid it somewhere. We need to get to it, and we’ve got a little over half a day to do it.”

      “The information there could yield a solution for Cerix’s fire problem, one that may exclude Inalia from sacrificing herself,” Taeral added. “The Hermessi are up to something dark and dangerous, and this situation here doesn’t even scratch the surface. If we manage to get some leverage again, we could not only save Inalia, but also Cerix and many other worlds from impending doom.”

      Inalia broke into a cold sweat. I could see the droplets trickling down her forehead. Orange flakes sparkled in her brown irises. I had a feeling the gravity of her situation was coming back to hit her harder than before—a natural development as the hours went by, and we got closer to our deadline. My heart hurt for her, but there wasn’t much else we could do other than track down the damn library.

      “And if you don’t find the library, then what?” Cellos asked, looking at Inalia. “You sacrifice yourself and become the new Fire Hermessi, like those crazy cultists said?”

      “I take it they’re telling everyone in Samotarcis, now?” Inalia mumbled, barely holding it together. Taeral pulled her closer, one arm wrapped around her shoulders. She was also getting colder, and that had to further contribute to her overall state of discomfort.

      “I think they’re spreading the word far and wide across the empire by now,” Cellos said, then shifted his focus back to Eira. “The Lemnos Woods. But do not under any circumstances tell them I sent you. If we survive this frost, I’d like to live out the rest of my days in peace, not fearing for my life.”

      Eira smiled. “They’re based in the Lemnos Woods, huh? Smart.”

      “Where’s that?” Raphael asked.

      “About five hundred miles north of Mykos,” Eira said. “It’s a pretty wild area. Deep lakes surround most of the woods, and there are lots of animal predators in there. It’s not easy to move through. Many Cerixians have gotten lost and died in there.”

      “I can see why they chose it as their refuge, then,” Herakles replied. “Let the natural wildlife keep the outsiders at bay, and you’re good. I’m willing to bet they also feed whatever predators prowl those woods.”

      “They do.” Cellos chuckled. “You know your stuff, I see.”

      “I was a rebel myself once,” Herakles declared with a strong sense of pride.

      “And look at you now,” Raphael shot back without hesitation.

      It made me chuckle. A split second’s worth of tension relief, and I couldn’t be more grateful for it. But Cellos brought the conversation back into focus before Herakles could retaliate against Raphael. The odds were stacked against our prized Faulty, and I hoped he’d get to deliver a solid burn soon. I was pretty sure the two lived and thrived off each other’s snark.

      “I will show you the best way to approach the Brothers,” Cellos said, then got up and padded over to the corner desk, still covered in his furs. He fumbled through the drawers, then returned with a rolled-up map of the Samotarcis Domain, which he carefully unfurled over a small table in the middle. “I don’t know if they’ll be willing to help you, but I can at least show you the way to their campsite. It can get tricky and dangerous if you don’t know where you’re going.”

      We craned our necks so we could all see the map clearly. Inalia shot to her feet, trembling. She didn’t look so good. “Can I use your bathroom, please?”

      Cellos gave her a concerned look. Taeral was tense, watching her like a hawk, ready to catch her if she passed out. She did look like she was about to.

      “Are you unwell, child?” Cellos asked.

      Inalia nodded briefly. “I just need to wash my face. It’s been a long day.”

      “I can’t blame you. Head down the corridor, and it’s the last door on the left,” he replied, pointing behind her.

      She walked out and vanished into the narrow hallway, while the rest of us refocused on the map and Cellos’s instructions. Part of me wanted to go after Inalia and make sure she was okay, but I had a feeling she just needed a moment alone to pull herself together.

      Sometimes, all the company in the world couldn’t fix certain states of anguish. This was most likely one of those instances, so I chose to pay attention to Cellos instead, and make sure we had all the right information for finding the Brothers. Whether they, in turn, had what we needed to stop Cerix from claiming Inalia’s life or not… well, that was a bridge we had yet to cross.
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      All of this was getting to me. Not at once. Not always. Sometimes, it came in mild waves of anxiety. Then, after a few minutes’ worth of sweet nothing, it hit me hard, like a hammer, knocking the air out of my lungs. As we’d moved from town to town, seeing my face suddenly plastered on posters in places I’d never even been to before, I found myself going back to my roots. In my mind, I wasn’t hiding in Cellos’s house in the slums of Mykos. No, I was back home with my mother, in the Hadeen Domain.

      With my fiery red hair, I’d always stood out there. Still, the people never made me feel like I didn’t belong. The Hadeen Cerixians were all good and kind and friendly. We took pride in how welcoming we were. Why, whenever we had guests, we rolled out all the good stuff—my mother’s nut-and-berry cakes, caramelized dried flower batons, and sweet seed sauces were phenomenal. And I made a mean harva tea.

      We used to spend our mornings on the small balcony overlooking the southern edge of our town, Mehel. Endless dunes of red sand stretching across the horizon—a jagged line of black rocks that separated us from the blue sky. At night, especially when there were no clouds, I’d spend hours on the rooftop, counting stars and wondering if there were others out there. Other worlds, with people like us or slightly different from us… or our complete opposite. It didn’t really matter. What really fired me up, ever since I was a little girl, was the certainty that we were not alone.

      And here I was, in a stranger’s bathroom, gripping the sink as if the ground would soon vanish from beneath my feet, with my life in the hands of aliens, of strangers from those other worlds I’d only dreamed of as a kid. On top of that, one of them in particular, made my heart beat a little faster. I’d never thought I’d feel this way, but this innocent crush did help—it gave me a reason to keep fighting. Maybe I’d survive this after all. Maybe he and I would get closer, and we’d see if there really was something between us.

      Thinking of Taeral seemed to help with the panic attacks, too. In just a few days, he’d become my anchor, keeping me tethered to one spot. He stopped me from running off screaming—and that was, by far, the most frequent of my emotions since Acquis had clarified that saving Cerix required my sacrifice. My only comfort in all of this was that the Hermessi hadn’t directly attacked my mother to get me to cooperate. Then again, once the planet died, they all died, my mother included.

      I washed my face with icy cold water. In here, it hadn’t frozen completely. Granted, I used what Cellos had gathered in a large metal bowl. The pipes were already blocked and frosted. Nothing would come through the faucet, other than a tired gurgle.

      “What did I get myself into?” I asked my reflection in the mirror.

      My eyes were sad and puffy. Technically speaking, I hadn’t gotten myself into anything. I’d been forcibly pushed into this situation. Me, a Hadeen girl with no dad who hoped to reach for the stars, someday. Maybe this was meant to happen, exactly so.

      My survival instinct was strong. Unbreakable, even. I didn’t want to die, and I was ready to take any option that allowed me to live. But I also had to be realistic and mentally prepare for that worst-case scenario. I was ready to evacuate the whole planet and start anew somewhere else if it meant I’d get to live another day, but I understood the logistics behind such a move. Lumi wasn’t all-powerful. And this GASP organization of theirs was already spread too thin, their fae people falling victim to the Hermessi’s influence.

      The same Hermessi that flowed through my veins, too…

      I hadn’t told Taeral or the others about this recent development. I didn’t want them to get discouraged in any way. But I was already feeling the other elements resonating inside me. This feeling had begun shortly after Brann’s destruction, as if, in a way, the Hermessi were automatically linked to me, somehow, in his absence.

      I couldn’t sense them approaching, and I sure as hell couldn’t eavesdrop on them, though I would’ve loved to be able to do that. But the buzz was unmistakably theirs, and it sent echoes sneaking around in my mind. Whenever I was dangerously close to giving up, they would try to seduce me into sacrificing myself. Those had to be implanted thoughts, because I wasn’t exactly into “power like I’ve never seen before” or “being one with the cosmos.”

      Wiping my face with a dry cloth, I checked myself in the mirror once more.

      “How will we get out of this, Inalia?” I asked myself.

      Maybe my reflection had a better answer than what I’d come up with so far. If push came to shove, of course I’d take over as the Fire Hermessi and make sure my people survived. But that was still easier said than done. The rest of the crew wondered what the process implied. I, on the other hand, dreaded the thought of hearing such details. Sure, the clarity would’ve been welcome as to how the hell I was going to replace Brann, but knowing more would’ve made it all the more real, an actual possibility.

      I didn’t have the stomach for that. Not yet.

      “We’ll make the best of what we’ve got left from this deadline,” I murmured. “We’ll take it one hour at a time.”

      Chances were we’d still find something in the original library. I was ready to turn the whole of Samotarcis inside out just to find it. But I also had to accept the possibility of utter failure.

      “Stop it,” I reprimanded myself. “Stop bouncing back and forth like this. Pick your road and stick to it.”

      I thought about it for a moment. There was no point in throwing myself around like this, enduring hot and cold showers of hope and dismay. It wasn’t just unproductive, it was torture. I was torturing myself over something I had very little control over to begin with.

      “If they take you as a Hermessi, that means they’ll want you to do their bidding,” I spoke to the mirror. It felt nice, as if I’d separated myself from… myself. It helped put things in perspective for the briefest of moments. “It’ll be either that, or destruction. Then, Cerix will be screwed again, and your sacrifice will have been in vain.”

      We’d talked about this aspect already, but it did help to say it again—over and over, until I chose the path in this epic conundrum.

      “Hold on and fight this tooth and nail, then,” I mumbled, then stepped away from the sink, feeling slightly better than when I’d walked in. I was still pale as a whitewashed board, but at least my resolve was more persistent. That was a good start, as I was expected back inside the living room, ready to reach out to the Brothers of the Shadow.

      A freezing gust of panic nearly swept me off my feet. I was going to meet the Brothers of the Shadow. The single most dangerous opponents of the empire. I’d grown up fearing them—militants with lots of anger and resources who devoted their entire lives to hurting the emperor, the government, and the Armed Forces. Granted, they’d always been less active in the Hadeen Domain because of how we were, as people. The Hadeenians loathed conflict. We were the first to accept the empire’s peaceful rule, in fact.

      “Deep breaths,” I whispered, then walked out of the bathroom. “You’ve got this. Plus, you’re backed up by these amazing, super-powerful creatures who will torch the whole band of Brothers if they try to hurt you.”

      The thought added that extra kick in my step as I walked through the dark corridor. I stopped when I noticed another small hallway connected to this one, to my right. For a moment, I thought I’d gotten lost, which was quite funny, given that Cellos’s place wasn’t exactly a palace.

      I turned right and headed through the hallway, thinking I’d find the living room at the end. I was wrong. There was a room, sure, but not the one I’d initially come from. The door was slightly open, enough for me to see a light flicker inside.

      “That’s odd,” I mumbled, then stepped forward and slowly pushed the door open farther. I held my breath, my eyes bulging as I found myself standing in front of an altar. Cellos had built an altar inside this room.

      I recognized the candles, the painted symbols on polished rocks, and the rudimentary, hand-drawn illustrations of the Hermessi. This was meant to worship all four elements—all four sigils were present. Wait, hold on. Why were the candles burning?

      Cerix’s Fire Hermessi was dead. I was expected to replace him. Until then, or until we figured out another way to save the planet, there wouldn’t be a single flame burning. The temperatures would keep dropping, and… how the hell were the candles burning?

      It made me mad. Here I was, shuddering at the thought of my people freezing to death, and this guy had fire in his—Oh, dear. Better late than never, the realization smacked into me. First of all, the Hermessi hadn’t been truthful about this whole no-fire-just-doom business, since they clearly mustered enough of a flame to give to their followers. And second, Oh, dear sweet skies and seas, Cellos is a Hermessi follower!

      I had not seen this coming, and I didn’t know what to do next. My breath became ragged and quick, my blood curdling as I tried to keep myself focused. I wasn’t safe here. None of us were! Cellos was playing us all…

      I rushed back to the main corridor and stormed into the room, barely holding myself together. My hands and face were burning—and literally glowing. The sight of me startled Cellos, who jumped from his stool and wound up in a corner, as far away from me as possible.

      “Inalia, what’s wrong?” Taeral asked, visibly alarmed.

      “He’s got a Hermessi altar,” I said, my voice trembling. “He’s one of them!”

      “A cult member?” Raphael deducted, and I nodded in return. He then glowered at Cellos, who, despite his robust figure, had suddenly become very small.

      Eira shot to her feet and almost instantly drew her sword, its sharp tip firmly pointed at Cellos. The betrayal she must’ve felt had to sting. “Please, tell me she’s wrong, Cellos.”

      He didn’t say anything for a while, until we all started hearing the winds howl outside. Then, he chuckled.

      “What the hell is so funny, Cellos?!” Eira snapped. “You… You betrayed the empire far worse than your stint with the Brothers! The Hermessi are our greatest enemy, do you understand that? They seek to destroy us all! Not just Cerix! The entire universe, wiped clean!”

      “The chosen will survive,” Cellos replied, narrowing his eyes at her. “Remember, Eira, when I told you it pays to be well informed? You should’ve paid more credence to the Hermessi worship and writings. You would’ve found it all there.”

      “Oh, so you’re okay with killing billions, so a handful, including yourself, would survive?” Amelia asked.

      Cellos nodded. “The truly faithful will be given a clean, new world, to start over. Then, we’ll be able to build a society that can never forget the Hermessi worship, that can never forget where they came from!”

      “Oh, wow, he’s as far down the rabbit hole as anyone can get,” Varga muttered, genuinely creeped out. I, on the other hand, was livid.

      “You’ve been stalling us. Holding us here while the Hermessi caught our scent,” I said. “Did you know we’d come around?”

      Cellos shook his head. “Your presence here was a gift from fate. It’s a clear sign that the universe wants to be cleansed. All I had to do was…” He paused and took out a small wax pellet, which he’d crushed in his hand, letting a deep purple liquid seep out. “All I had to do was give them a signal.”

      That was his signal. It dawned on me then that the Hermessi were employing new methods of contacting their followers. That wax pellet had to be one of them—but what was that liquid? There was no time to ask, as the ground beneath us started to shake, rattling me to the bone.

      The Hermessi were coming. Taeral put his hands out. I caught one. Cellos seemed to know what we were about to do, as he lunged at me, desperate to hold me back.

      “You’re not going anywhere, Inalia! You’re going to be the next Fire Hermessi, whether you like it or not!” he shouted.

      Eira swiftly kicked him right in the groin with her boot. It threw him backward. He collapsed on the stone floor, whimpering from what had to be sheer agony. Eira didn’t care. “Stall us so the Hermessi can catch us, catch Inalia to force her to do something against her will, conspiring with life’s greatest enemy… Cellos, you’ve stooped so low that I hope you die a slow and painful death,” she said.

      He tried to get up and come after us but Raphael threw a knife at him. The blade went straight through Cellos’s neck. I heard myself gasp as the portly Cerixian collapsed and quickly bled out.

      “No need for your overlords to know where we’re going,” Raphael said dryly.

      “I didn’t think of that,” Eira murmured, eyes wide. She took Amelia’s hand, linking herself back to our group.

      Just in time, too, as the rock walls began to crack—deep, asymmetrical gashes that shot from the ground toward the roof. This whole house was going to collapse in less than a minute. But then, it was no longer our problem, as Taeral teleported us out and back to the edge of Mykos, where we’d first come through.

      The foul stench of betrayal didn’t sit well with any of us. At least we’d gotten out of there in time. I mentally thanked the stars for gifting me with such poor spatial orientation. Had I not stumbled into that altar room, I never would’ve seen the Hermessi coming until it was too late.
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      “Well, that was unexpected,” Herakles grumbled.

      “He said, knowing full well that, based on our previous experiences so far, people tend to screw us over with zero qualms,” Raphael replied dryly.

      Inalia was still shaking, equal parts stunned and angered by Cellos’s deviant behavior. She must’ve thought she was safe in that house—as did all of us, for that matter. But Raphael was right. This wasn’t the first time a Cerixian had tried to trick us. The stakes were much higher this time, the repercussions potentially tragic.

      I didn’t want us to dwell on what Cellos had done, especially not Eira. She wasn’t taking this any better. Fury simmered beneath the surface, and I didn’t need Varga’s sentry abilities to tell that much. So, I steered the conversation back in the most productive direction I could think of.

      “He might’ve been truthful about the Brothers being in the Lemnos Woods,” I said. “He had no reason to lie, given that he didn’t expect us to leave his house.”

      Eira nodded briefly. “I tend to agree. Plus, he was right about the forest. It is dangerous and tricky for most Cerixians to move through. He wasn’t lying about that.”

      “Then let’s go there,” Riza replied. “Let’s just go and see what—or who—we find there.”

      We didn’t hesitate. We used Riza’s teleportation ability, this time, to give Taeral a bit of a break. With Eira’s directions, she managed to bring us right to the eastern edge of the Lemnos Woods. The afternoon began to settle over the hills, and with it came below-freezing temperatures. Tomorrow morning would not be as kind as today, unless we got closer to a solution.

      The forest was dark and deep, at first sight. Its trees were huge, reminding me of The Shade’s redwoods. The trees here wore their bark and leaves in almost black, though. It was eerie looking, to say the least, as if each of them had been sculpted from massive chunks of charcoal. The sun was hidden above a layer of gray clouds, and that further enhanced Lemnos’s shadows. It was beautiful, like something out of an illustration, but it also carried the scent of danger.

      Big eyes flickered yellow in the distance—predators, animals with fangs and claws that had perfected their hunting to the point where Cerixians were wary of crossing these woods unless there was plenty of daylight from above, along with several weapons in their baggage.

      “There’s a river flowing through the forest from the east,” Eira said, pointing at a slim silvery line that snaked its way through the tall grass, about six hundred yards away. “We could follow it.”

      “Chances are if anyone would want to settle in a forest, especially one like this, they’d pick a spot that’s closer to water,” I replied. “It’s easier to follow a stream out of the woods, if needed.”

      We walked toward the river, quiet for the most part. None of us could take our eyes off Lemnos’s majestic yet strange trees. Then again, we didn’t have much energy for any kind of chitchat anyway, given the pickle we were in. Still, I occasionally found myself stealing glances at Raphael. He was hard to look away from—and it wasn’t just his Perfect looks. Sure, he’d been designed like this, to stir the heart of any female, to inspire artists and sculptors, to prove that Ta’Zan was a purveyor of masterpieces, but there was more to him that made my heart tingle.

      His sharp humor was definitely at the top of the list of things I liked about him. His intelligence came second. But what I found to be truly endearing was this need he had to belong. Raphael had never truly fit in with his fellow Perfects back on Strava. That much I’d learned from Amane before embarking on this trip with him and the others. Raphael was an independent soul, but still wanted to be part of a group, a clique of supernaturals—just not the one he’d been born into. And the reason I liked this part of him the most was because I sort of found myself reflected in it.

      I could’ve stayed home, in The Shade, teaching. Rubbing elbows with other “wussy vampires,” as my father had once lovingly referred to our closest friends outside the Novak circle. My mom wasn’t the only one who’d chosen a life of comfort and tranquility in the Vale. No, not at all. There were at least six other families who’d settled there and had stayed away from GASP operations. My dad was the sore thumb that stood out at our neighborly barbecues. Like Raphael, I, too, had chosen a path away from “my people,” whose suburbia vibes had never really appealed to me. In hindsight, the only reason I’d stayed there for so long was because of my social awkwardness, but the past couple of days I’d spent in this crew had already proven that I could function incredibly well in groups, not just by myself. Heck, I was lot happier now, despite the troubled circumstances.

      “Anything you’d like to share with the class?” Raphael asked me as we reached the river. I didn’t even realize he’d noticed me watching. Serves me right.

      “Huh? No. Why?” I asked, trying a little too hard to play it cool. I could hardly blame myself for my awkwardness around him. The way he made me feel was enough to tamper with my brain.

      “So, we head up the river, huh?” Eva cut in, eyeing me intently.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. It was as if she’d sensed my cornered position and had decided to draw me out and away from Raphael. She and I didn’t get to talk much, but I knew she was extremely observant. She must’ve noticed my gazing, and she must’ve figured out that Raphael wasn’t the kind to just let it go. I gave her a nod.

      “Yeah. As long as we move by the riverside, we should be fine,” I said.

      Raphael seemed slightly disappointed as he moved away from me and joined Herakles and Eira in leading our group deeper into the woods—not that he knew where we were going, but his skillset, along with Herakles’s, was optimal for the next stage of our mission: recon. He baffled me. Sometimes, I caught him watching me, but said nothing. However, when he caught me watching, he tried to… I don’t know, hold me accountable, somehow.

      Eva stayed by my side, while Varga, Taeral, and Inalia had our backs. Riza stayed ahead, right behind Eira, Herakles, and Raphael. Around us, the light dimmed as we kept moving. The farther we went, the darker it got. The woods were thick and rich. No wonder this was predator heaven.

      “Don’t take it personally,” Eva murmured.

      I looked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Chicken-Wings, over there,” she replied, keeping her voice down. “He’s a little over a year old, still. He might be super advanced, but he’s still socially awkward, especially around people he likes.”

      My mind went blank for a moment. It was as if I was going stupid, one minute at a time.

      “I’m confused,” I whispered.

      Eva chuckled. “Of course. Let me put it this way, because you two are clearly made of the same dough. He’s at the emotional age where boys pull the girls’ pig-tails because it’s the only way they know how to treat their crushes.”

      “Whoa,” I breathed. “Wait, are you trying to tell me he”—I paused, and lowered my voice further—“likes me?”

      Her smile aimed toward a yes, and it nearly made my heart stop. Suddenly, I saw Raphael in a completely different light. What if she was right? What if Raphael actually liked me and chose to be abrasive when I looked at him simply because he was nervous and didn’t know how to act around girls? Oh, wow. Okay.

      “Keep your cool,” Eva said.

      I exhaled deeply and focused on the path ahead. The river flowed freely across a bed of rounded stones. Farther down, about half a mile from where we were, I could see deer-like creatures lowering their heads to drink water. Unexpectedly, large predators were not far behind, watching and waiting to catch them at their most vulnerable. Some of those Cerixian deer would be dead by nightfall, but that was the natural way. I would’ve done something to help them avoid such a fate, but it wouldn’t have been right to intervene.

      Then, I caught Raphael mid-sideways glance. I said nothing, as he looked ahead and spotted the animals, too. He separated from the group and stretched his wings.

      “What are you doing?” Herakles asked.

      “I’ll be right back,” Raphael replied, before flying above the river. The Cerixian deer got startled and jumped across the stream—a dozen of them, running out of the way and unknowingly putting more distance between their small flock and the predators lurking nearby. He then tilted left and dashed between the trees.

      We all stopped, eyes wide as we heard the spine-tingling growl, followed by a tragic yelp. “I think we’re good for a quick break,” Taeral said, staring ahead as Raphael returned with a heavy load in his arms. The closer he got, the better I could see. He’d caught and killed one of the predator animals I’d seen following the Cerixian deer.

      “Oh, smart move!” Varga cheered as Raphael offered the animal to him, Eva, and me.

      “I noticed you three haven’t had any blood since yesterday evening,” Raphael replied. And he was right. Emperor Tulla had been kind enough to have his servants procure blood for us vampires, along with regular food for the others in our crew. “We need everyone to be well fed and strong for what comes next.”

      I gave him a thankful smile. He replied with a nod, then turned around and settled by Herakles’s side. The Faulty rolled his eyes, as he’d just settled next to Riza and—I pressed my lips into a thin line, trying hard not to laugh at the snapshot I’d just accidentally captured. Herakles was hot-heeled over Riza. Raphael had sought some kind of refuge by Herakles’s side, maybe to get away from me or something. And now, Herakles’s game had been ruined. No wonder his eyes were rolling so hard they were white.

      Riza, however, was hilariously serene as she took some food packs from her backpack and spread them around. She’d been quick enough to fill her bag prior to leaving the palace. Smart jinni.

      We sat on the riverbank and ate in relative silence. Eva seemed more comfortable around me, and I didn’t mind that one bit. Her magnetism was something I enjoyed basking in. I’d heard all sorts of tales about her, since Eritopia had been revealed to us. She’d come a long way since those early days.

      “We’ll need to be on high alert, going forward,” Taeral said, and bit a hefty chunk out of a loaf of Cerixian bread. “If the Brothers of the Shadow are around here, somewhere, they’ll know these woods well enough to spot us if we get close. They might try a sneak attack.”

      “Meh. That’s the least of my worries, if I’m honest,” Raphael replied.

      “That’s because you’re a friggin’ pain in the ass to kill,” Herakles shot back. “Some of us are quite ripe for the picking.”

      Raphael raised a sharp eyebrow at him. “Then be better.”

      It made me chuckle, but my humor faded away quickly when Raphael turned his attention to me. It made my throat burn, sometimes. The intensity in those eyes was too much to handle. I refilled my small drinking bottle with fresh blood from the wolf-like beast he’d just hunted for us. For me. Aw… All vampires carried one, a simple glass receptacle with a resealable top that allowed us to gather blood along the way, while out in the field. It certainly came in handy in places like this.

      Once I had my fill, I allowed myself a couple of minutes as the nutrients worked their way through my body. I could almost feel the strength pulsating through my muscles, the energy levels returning to normal. I could still feel Raphael’s eyes on me, but I had zero courage to meet his gaze—as always. Instead, I focused on Varga. “When’s the last time you syphoned?” I asked him.

      His eyes grew wide. “Ugh. I should do that sometime soon.”

      “You can syphon off me, if you’d like,” Eva replied, wearing a perky little smile. The effect it had on Varga was undeniable. My days, this girl knew how to capture a man’s heart, for sure. I could learn a thing or two from her. Or ten.

      “Thanks, I might take you up on that,” Varga said, his voice lower than usual.

      A branch broke, not far from where we sat. It made us all jump, but the voice that followed froze us all on the spot. “Don’t move!”

      Varga’s eyes glimmered gold as he glanced to our collective left. “I think we found what we were looking for,” he muttered.

      “What, the Brothers of the Shadow?” Inalia asked, paralyzed by fear.

      “Trouble,” Varga replied dryly.

      I slowly turned my head to find the source of the voice that had turned us into living statues. He was one of twenty Cerixians, all of them hooded and masked, with black paint on what could be seen of their faces. They pointed a variety of weapons at us, from medium- to small-sized rifles like the ones carried by the Armed Forces, to high-velocity crossbows and longswords.

      We couldn’t exactly attack them now. Not because we couldn’t, but because we had to play nice. If these were the fabled Brothers of the Shadow, then they had something we needed. The original library. Brace yourself, it’s about to get bumpy.
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      “Oh, that’s what you meant by ‘trouble,’” Raphael said, eyeing the masked Cerixians, whose weapons were firmly aimed at us. He made it sound as if they were nothing more than a handful of bugs—the kind that disrupted a picnic. Of course, he was doing it on purpose.

      “Who are you?” one of the Cerixians asked.

      He sounded like the leader, his tone firm, while the others occasionally looked at him, as if seeking his approval. I slowly took a step forward, my hands up in a defensive pose. “We come in peace,” I said. “We have something for you, assuming you’re the Brothers of the Shadow. We wish you no harm.”

      “Assumptions could get you killed in this neck of the woods, but let’s say you found the Brothers of the Shadow—or, better yet, they found you,” he replied. “What do you have for us?”

      “I’m going to reach into my bag and take something out. It’s not a weapon,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “It’s a message from Emperor Tulla.”

      Somehow, his name put them all even harder on edge. I stilled, not willing to risk it. I could easily just teleport myself and whack half of them before they got a chance to do anything, but we needed to do this the right way, if we were to get them to take us to the library. Plus, the emperor was offering them a chance at peace. We had to help him achieve that—I saw it as our way of paying him back for his decision to give Inalia these twenty-four hours to work with.

      “You’re part of the Armed Forces?” the leader asked, narrowing his eyes at me. “I can’t see much under those cloaks.”

      I shook my head. “No, we’re from another world.”

      “Bane, these are the outsiders,” another Cerixian muttered. “The ones who came in a light bubble... landed in Silvergate.”

      “That’s correct,” I said. “Listen, there’s no time to play the I-don’t-trust-you game here. Believe me when I tell you that we really do come in peace. You’d definitely know, otherwise.”

      The leader, Bane, chuckled. “Overconfidence irks me.”

      “Okay, maybe a little demonstration might help,” I replied, and looked at Varga. “Care to change a mind or two?”

      The Cerixians were clearly confused, some exchanging curious glances between them. Varga set his sights on one, syphoning off him to the point where it made his head hurt. It scared the whole group, and Bane pointed his crossbow at Varga.

      “Stop it now, or I kill you.”

      “You can’t,” Raphael replied. However, Varga did loosen his hold on the guy. Two of his crew flanked him, helping him stand upright. “We’re not that easy to kill.”

      “What do you want?” Bane asked, clearly alarmed and most likely aware that he was in over his head, this time.

      “I told you. We have something for you,” I said.

      “Yeah, from the emperor. I heard that,” he snapped. “But why? You must want something!”

      “Can I reach into my bag?” I asked.

      He nodded, so I took the pardon scroll out and carefully tossed it his way. He caught it with one hand, his moves smooth. Good reflexes, I thought. Then again, they lived out here, in the famed Lemnos Woods, where anything could kill them. They had to stay sharp at all times.

      Bane tore off the wax seal and briefly read through the scroll. He glanced up at me. “Is he serious?”

      I nodded. “As you must’ve noticed, these are dire times.”

      “Yeah, the world is basically ending,” Bane said. “Something tells me he or his cronies are responsible, anyway.”

      “Actually, no,” Inalia interjected. “It’s the Hermessi. Their skirmishes have caused the death of one of their own. Surely, you heard the emperor’s message.”

      “I heard it. Doesn’t mean I’m buying it,” Bane replied.

      “You should,” Eira chimed in.

      “I was there. I saw it happen,” Inalia added. “This is real. It’s happening. And you have the original library documents, including some pretty important documentation on the Hermessi. There could be something in there that could help us either reverse the process or strike a bargain with the Hermessi.”

      Bane said nothing for a moment, during which time he measured Inalia from head to toe. I had a feeling he recognized her.

      “Or, we could just turn you in to the people, so you can do what you have to do, Inalia.”

      Yup. He recognized her. Dammit.

      “There are still other options on the table,” I said. “She doesn’t have to—”

      “You know what?” Inalia cut me off, her eyes fixed on Bane. “I am so damn tired of people deciding my life for me. I’ve had enough. You don’t get to tell me what I’m going to do. Kill me, if you want, but don’t expect me to be intimidated or even worried about this. Right now, everything I’m doing is to save all your asses! I could just pack up and leave. Instead, I’m here, freezing my ass off in the middle of nowhere, trying to reason with you people!”

      That seemed to tamp Bane down a bit. I couldn’t see their faces, but I could tell from the way their frames softened that Inalia had gotten to them. The chances of them getting violent against us had dropped significantly.

      “Besides, that’s not how it works. You can’t just hand me over to a bunch of desperate people and expect something to happen. Becoming the new Fire Hermessi would require my consent. That much I know about the whole process. Right now, that’s not something I’m willing to do.”

      “You have hope,” Bane replied.

      “And about sixteen hours left to find another way to save Cerix,” Inalia said. “Which is why we’re here. We need your help.”

      “I take it the emperor told you about the library,” Bane said.

      “Think about it this way. Help us, and, if we succeed, you’ll get your chance to sit down with the emperor and the authorities. Maybe even reach an agreement. Don’t help us, and you won’t even have the opportunity to tell the emperor to go screw himself, if that’s what you really want. Either way, you have more to gain from working with us than you do by forcing us to take what we want, instead of asking for it nicely,” I said.

      Bane thought about it for a moment. “I’d love to flip him off, that’s true.”

      “We’re just trying to save Inalia’s life,” Eira replied. “The Hermessi are out of control. They don’t care if Cerix lives or dies. We do.”

      “What if you don’t find what you need in the library?” Bane asked. He motioned to the others to lower their weapons. I breathed a sigh of relief, thankful we didn’t have to do things the hard way. Even in these circumstances, GASP agents had to do their best to resolve things in a diplomatic manner. Violence should never be an option.

      “We’re also considering a mass evacuation,” I said. “Provided we can pull it off. They’re handling the calculations and logistics back at the palace as we speak. If that doesn’t work…”

      “I won’t let my people die,” Inalia finished my sentence for me, her voice weak and shaky. It hurt me, deep down, to even think about that scenario.

      “No matter how we save Cerix and/or its people, you’ll have a chance to do something none of your predecessors could,” Amelia intervened. “You could very well end the conflict between the Brothers of the Shadow and the Cerixian Empire.”

      This wasn’t the first time I felt pride in how our team came together to make a case in front of complete strangers, and it wasn’t going to be the last. I could easily see how the Brothers were beginning to loosen up in front of us. It proved that logic and reason could always be a GASP agent’s first option prior to engaging in combat. I intended to one day apply the same principles in ruling the Fire Star, as well—provided we got out of this mess alive, so there would be a Fire Star waiting for me to go back to.

      “To be fair, I didn’t think Emperor Tulla would ever admit to anyone that his dynasty lost the library to us,” Bane grumbled, and put his bow back in its leather holster on his back. He took his mask off, revealing his face. The black paint helped cover some of his individual features, but I could still make out the sharp lines of his jaw and the deep-set eyes. “Follow me.”

      He and his band of brothers took us deeper into the Lemnos Woods. The darker it got, the more hisses and growls emerged from the forest’s hidden underbelly. Predators prowled in this area, heavier than in the outer territory we’d left behind. The trees were bigger, too. Thicker, with heavier branches and rich leaves. All black, of course. Black and cold, as the temperature dropped another degree. Steam rolled out from my nostrils whenever I exhaled.

      “How long have you all lived here?” I asked Bane.

      “For as long as I can remember. Like my father, my grandfather, and my great-grandfather before me.”

      “You’re all descendants of the first Brothers of the Shadow, aren’t you?” Amelia replied.

      “More or less. Some of our younger warriors come from nearby towns. A few traveled thousands of miles to be with us. Like Ronin, over there,” Bane said, pointing at the Cerixian who had been on the receiving end of Varga’s aggressive syphoning. Ronin was still understandably sour about that particular episode.

      “So this isn’t the whole crew, then,” Raphael concluded, prompting Bane and the others to chuckle.

      “Not at all. There are hundreds of us. Most settled in the cities, ready for action when the Brotherhood calls. The rest of us… well, we like the Lemnos Woods. We’re the most wanted. The known criminals. We’re better off in the shadows here, where we belong.”

      After what felt like an hour’s worth of trekking through the deepest and darkest parts of the Lemnos Woods, we reached a conglomerate of black rocks clustered together, with sharp tips and jagged edges. Right in the middle, I could see a crevice. The Brothers went in first, while Bane stayed back for a moment, checking our surroundings. His pupils dilated, his ears twitched, and his nostrils flared, as he used his senses to make sure we hadn’t been followed here by anyone. They may have been living too deep in the woods for people to come after them, but still, I did appreciate the extra precautions. It explained how the group had lasted for so long.

      “You live in caves, then,” Herakles said, watching as the last Brother went in.

      Bane gave him a brief nod. “It’s something we can protect or abandon, if push comes to shove. There are thousands of tunnels running underneath the domain. All over Cerix, for that matter,” he replied, before going inside. We followed, quiet and observant of the tunnel system that unraveled before us. “They were once used to transport explosives, weapons, food, and medical supplies from one front to another, during the wars.”

      “I understand Cerix has seen its fair share of those,” Riza said.

      The passages were wide enough to let three people move easily throughout. They narrowed at junctions with other tunnels, and they could be easily destroyed if needed—a fae could effortlessly bring the whole thing down on a two-mile radius.

      “The Hundred-Year War, the Clarinsian Conflict, the War of the Roses…” Bane replied, offering a few examples. Judging by the tone of his voice, there were more.

      Amelia chuckled. “Interesting. Where I come from, there was a War of the Roses, as well.”

      “Was it bloody enough to claim the lives of tens of thousands?” Bane asked.

      “And then some.”

      “Ours killed hundreds of thousands. There was also the Brookys War, between Hadeen and Samotarcis,” Eira added. “The Magnis Skirmish, the Sea Wars… We had about three of those, between different domains—”

      “Yeah, yeah, Cerix has had a few rough patches,” Bane cut her off, knowing, like the rest of us, where she was going with this. “Don’t give me the whole empire-means-peace crap.”

      “But it does! We haven’t had a war in hundreds of years,” Eira retorted.

      “There are thousands of Cerixians suffering. Many of them dying,” Bane replied. “The empire is a dream, a utopia. It’ll never work. The kingdoms will never truly renounce their sovereignty, and when the time comes, they’ll rise up and take back what’s theirs.”

      Aware that this conversation could easily descend into conflict, I stepped in. “So, where are you taking us, exactly?”

      “To the library,” Bane said. “Our camp is that way,” he added, pointing to a tunnel to our left. I could hear the boots of his Brothers thudding through it. “We’re going down there.”

      We made a sharp right turn and descended through a narrower tunnel. Light cables stretched along the ceiling in every single passage, casting their faint, warm glow across the underground maze.

      “How is lighting here possible? It’s artificial, isn’t it?” Amelia asked.

      “We tapped into Lemnos City’s lighting system,” Bane explained. “It’s only a few miles north of the woods. It took us a few months to pull all the conduit cables, but here we are. Light is crucial in these parts, especially since most animals hunt at night. Some have wandered into the tunnels but didn’t venture too deep. Light means trouble. Granted, since the Fire Hermessi died, the cables have been a lot weaker.”

      “Does anyone else find it bitterly ironic that the Cerixians managed to invent artificial lighting, yet still rely on natural fire for their planet to exist?” Raphael asked. “No? Just me? Okay then.”

      “Fire is fire, no matter how you use it,” Amelia replied. “It’s the base of any heat source, natural or artificial. In the end, without that base, nothing works as it should.”

      “Well, fire seems like our potential downfall.” Bane sighed. “We didn’t ask for any of this.”

      “Neither did I,” Inalia grumbled.

      “Whoa…” Amelia’s voice trailed off as she stopped right next to Bane.

      An enormous chamber opened up in front of us. The floor was flat and oval shaped with black walls rising into a domed ceiling. Other tunnels originated from this place, and Bane pointed to them.

      “There’s a total of sixty rooms. Each about the same size as this one. They’re sealed and isolated to keep the manuscripts and papers dry. It’s all part of the library,” he said.

      “Oh wow,” Amelia murmured, already gawking at the countless piles of books, manuscripts, and scrolls. They’d all been organized, from what I could see, with large pieces of paper mounted on top of each pile—the Cerixian equivalents of fiction and non-fiction, I presumed. Genres, themes, and so on.

      There were thousands in this room, alone. Bane seemed pretty proud.

      “We do a pretty good job of preserving and curating them,” he said.

      We spread out, browsing the literary sections. Inalia and Eira were looking for the Hermessi-related materials, moving from one pile to the next quicker than the rest of us. From the looks of it, we had our work cut out for us. There was a lot of material to go through.

      “How many books are in here?” Raphael asked, his eyes wide as he surveyed the room.

      “Millions,” Bane replied dryly. “I know. Lots to read if we ever get bored.”

      “Where’s the Hermessi section?” I inquired, eager to get started.

      “The third room from that tunnel,” Bane said, pointing at the first door to our left. “You can’t miss it. Most of the manuscripts have the Hermessi’s sigils on them. You know, the basics. Water, fire, earth, and air.”

      Inalia turned to face me. She’d lit up like the sun. Her skin had a peculiar glimmer, as if her excitement translated into literal fire burning underneath. She was thrilled, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, blame her.

      “This could be it,” she whispered to me.

      I nodded slowly. “Let’s hope so.”

      “Take whatever you read with a grain of salt,” Bane instructed us. “Most of the Hermessi-related writings are legends. Ancient lore, written by strangers or verbally passed down from one generation to another, until a scholar decided to gather them all in a compendium or two.”

      “Be that as it may, there’s a grain of truth in every tale,” Eira said, giving Inalia an encouraging smile. I wasn’t sure she meant it. Part of me felt like she was only trying to comfort Inalia, to make it easier on her. Give her a small thread of hope to hold on to.

      Whatever her reason, it didn’t matter. It worked.

      Inalia was the first to dart through the tunnel, straight into the third chamber. We had a lot to go through, and very little time left to do it. By morning, Inalia’s fate would be decided, one way or another, and all I could do was hope that these Hermessi archives did in fact hold the key to her salvation.
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      A couple of hours went by as we scoured all the Hermessi-related texts. Amelia, Inalia, and Eira took copious notes, while Riza organized them based on their theme: origins of the Hermessi, their ancient laws and rituals, the history of Hermessi worship on Cerix, and a number of miscellaneous legends that could turn out to be true. Some of the stories in there sounded eerily similar to our experiences, including the Blackout.

      Most of the information we’d gathered so far could be potentially useful, but none of it gave us any hint on how to prevent Inalia from sacrificing herself without destroying the planet in the process. The glow that she’d walked in with had quickly faded as she flipped through pages and found absolutely nothing that could save her.

      Bane stayed with us, if only just to keep an eye on what we did. That seemed normal. We were still strangers in his home. But he, too, had noticed Inalia’s slow but certain descent into despair, even when she said nothing at all.

      “You shouldn’t expect your salvation to be miraculously hidden in one of these books, you know,” he said to her, his voice low as he sat down next to yet another pile of manuscripts she’d taken on.

      The glare she shot him would’ve been enough to chill the blood in his veins. But it only made Bane laugh.

      “I don’t see why I can’t hope to find something here,” Inalia mumbled, and proceeded to flip through another book. “It’s all I’ve got left, after all.”

      “One option, so far, is to summon a Hermessi and broker a deal to stop Inalia’s sacrifice,” Riza said. “But we have no idea what they’d deem valuable enough to make it hold. To even be interested, for that matter.”

      “Hope is good to have,” Bane replied. “But it’s a dangerous thing to hold on to. It can make the truth hurt even more when it does set in. Don’t take this the wrong way, I do hope you survive this, honey, but I’d hate to see you disappointed.”

      Inalia offered a sour chuckle in return. “I think that ship has already sailed.”

      We’d already brought Lumi up to speed with our progress so far, but we’d yet to reach a positive conclusion. On the contrary, things looked just as grim on her end. There was no good news coming from the emperor’s palace either.

      According to their calculations and projections, there weren’t enough resources to get everyone off the planet in two days. Not even if we had all of the interplanetary spell supplies required for such mass evacuations. Plus, Lumi was on her own out here as a swamp witch. The rest of her kind were stuck in The Shade, in Eritopia, and on Neraka, dealing with major hardships also caused by the Hermessi. The amount of energy required to prepare all this and to see it through safely was insane—and Phoenix had yet to find a safe planet for the Cerixians to call home.

      Cerix was the only inhabited world on a ten-thousand-light-year radius so far. Even if, by some miracle, we gathered the resources and energy needed to perform a mass evacuation via interplanetary spell, there was no destination. We’d bitterly agreed that this wasn’t an avenue we could follow, and the emperor had kindly asked Lumi to remind us that the deadline was still the same for Inalia. It made my stomach hurt. It had me on edge, to the point where I could barely focus.

      Looking around, I realized we were all in the same boat. The frustration, the angst, and the fear could be felt in each of us, without Varga reading our emotional auras. It was written all over our faces.

      “That being said, summoning a Hermessi might work if you have something good to give them,” Bane said.

      “We just agreed we don’t have anything,” Eira replied, her tone clipped.

      “Well, that’s not entirely true, now is it?” he said.

      We’d told him about the Hermessi cults and what they’d done to our people, their plans, and the lengths they’d gone to in order to stop us. Wherever Bane was going with this, I didn’t like it. He struck me as the pragmatic type, with some sociopathic tendencies, to say the least—it had to be what made him a great leader for the Brothers of the Shadow, but his ideas could border on crazy, if given free rein.

      “What are you talking about?” Inalia asked the question I’d hoped she wouldn’t. I could already hear his answer in the back of my head, before he even opened his mouth to reply.

      “You can promise you’ll stop pursuing this mission against them, for example,” Bane suggested, making me pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “It won’t work. First chance they get, they’ll obliterate us.” I sighed. “That’s why we’re always on the move.”

      “Then stop moving. Offer your surrender in return for Inalia’s salvation,” Bane said.

      Amelia shook her head. “Why would they save Cerix like that, if they plan to destroy entire civilizations anyway? Don’t you see? Even if Inalia sacrifices herself, the Hermessi’s ritual will continue, and it will wipe out this world and ours and all the others we’ve yet to discover. Us surrendering isn’t an option.”

      “Maybe I should just call it quits now, stop wasting everyone’s time…” Inalia managed, tearing up. Within seconds, I was kneeling in front of her, firmly gripping her shoulders. The move surprised her.

      “I’m not giving up on you yet,” I said. “I’ll keep trying until the very last minute of that deadline. Hell, if I can buy us another hour after that, I will. And I’m sure I speak for the rest of the team as well.”

      “Oh, you most certainly do,” Eva chimed in, smiling as she closed one book and got started on another. The others nodded in agreement, and it was all I needed to hold on to my resolve for a little while longer. “Inalia’s too cool to get herself sucked into this Hermessi crap.”

      There was a part of me that simply refused to surrender. I was drawn to her in more than one way, and I didn’t want to deny it—not to myself or anyone else. I laid it all out there for her and the others to see. It drove me nuts to look at Inalia and think that twelve hours from now, she’d lose her body and join the enemy just to save her planet. It was cruel. It was despicable on the part of the universe to mess around with her like this. It was unfair.

      “Sorry. I thought you might have some wicked ace up your sleeve or something,” Bane replied. “In the end, the Hermessi made our world. They facilitated the conditions that eventually created us. We’re talking about extremely powerful entities here.”

      “They’re not indestructible, though,” Eira replied, her brow furrowed. “We’ve seen it so far. They can be destroyed.”

      “Not without harming the worlds they fuel as well,” Amelia reminded her.

      “Are we 100 percent sure about that?” Raphael challenged her.

      “Guys, I think I found something about the ritual!” Herakles croaked, staring at an old parchment which he’d just unraveled.

      “The ritual,” I murmured, slightly confused for a moment.

      “The one that requires fae bodies,” Herakles clarified, thus bringing me back to the much bigger picture of what had brought GASP to Cerix in the first place.

      “What does it say?” Inalia asked. She probably wanted to distract herself from the absence of useful answers regarding her own situation. I felt the same way. I knew that her worst-case scenario could still be the only outcome, but I couldn’t renounce the hope that maybe, just maybe, we’d find something in this library that could give us some leverage against the Hermessi—something solid enough to get them to agree to a bargain.

      “The precise number of fae bodies the Hermessi need to complete the ritual. Five million on the dot,” Herakles replied. “That’s how many sources of elemental energy they need to amplify their own and… Nature will rain down upon the people and wipe the worlds clean, so life can start again, anew.”

      “That’s what it says?” Eira murmured, checking the text as well.

      “I’ve been at this for long enough to get the gist of what the Cerixians wrote down,” Herakles replied.

      The color vanished from Eira’s cheeks. “He’s right. Five million fae to become destroyers of the very worlds they built.”

      “Damn. If they keep up this cut-and-spell thing they’re doing back home, they’ll reach that number soon enough,” Raphael said, visibly concerned.

      “Days? Weeks?” Amelia asked him. “I should be able to estimate that myself, but my brain is so tired at this point.”

      “Weeks. Maybe two weeks, if GASP manages to slow the cultists down,” Raphael replied.

      “Wait. There’s more,” Eira added, flipping a page and quickly reading before she gave us the brief summary. “The ritual needs to take place at a certain time. When all the twenty planets in the In-Between’s very first solar system are perfectly aligned.”

      That threw us all for a loop. We spent the better part of a minute staring at one another, trying to take it all in. Bane’s eyebrows were arched upward as he glanced at me.

      “How do you figure out which is the oldest solar system in the universe?” he asked, breathless. “Our scientists have only gone as far as just outside our solar system with their tools. Assuming you’re travelers of many worlds, do any of you know how to find this fabled first cluster of planets?”

      I thought about it for a moment. Amelia beat me to it. “Phoenix could do some research from home base. He’s got the telescopes and the AI I helped set up for GASP in all our stations to help him. He could find out.”

      A second later, she’d already pressed her earpiece button, passing all this information to Phoenix. The more we knew about the ritual, the better our odds of stopping it. So far, it hinged more on finding the solar system in question and understanding exactly how much time we had left before it all went south for every single creature in the In-Between.

      Eva was the first to recognize the next issue out loud. “Even if we do find this first solar system, we still don’t know how to stop the ritual. Or the Hermessi. They’re clearly determined to do this one way or another.”

      “We need more info about the Hermessi. Some accurate intel,” Varga replied, scratching the back of his head. “Our only useful source is dead. Acquis won’t come out. Or at least, I doubt he will. We all saw how he acted the last time we spoke. The others are watching. And Vesta is out of the question, as are all the other fae that were with us before and during the Blackout. We’ve got no one left to reach out to Aya.”

      It hit me then, as I scraped the bottom of my memory barrel. It rammed into me, actually, almost knocking the air out of my lungs. “Ramin…”

      “Huh?” Raphael replied.

      Amelia shrieked with excitement. “Oh, my stars! Yes! Tae, yes! You’re a genius!”

      “Hold on, let me check first whether it’s possible,” I said.

      “What is he talking about?” Raphael asked her, while I pressed my earpiece button.

      “Harper, are you around?” I called out.

      Amelia told Raphael and the others in our crew who didn’t know about Ramin, the Fire Hermessi of Neraka. He’d once helped Harper defeat Shaytan, the daemon king and Zane’s father, and he’d been our first known contact with a Hermessi.

      “I’m around,” Harper’s voice came through.

      “I need a favor from you. Well, we all do,” I said.

      “What’s up, Tae?”

      “It just dawned on me. What if you try and reach out to Ramin on Neraka?” I asked.

      For a moment, there was silence on the line. “I never thought of that. I should be ashamed of myself,” she replied.

      “Don’t be. You’ve got enough on your plate already,” I said. “Can you do it?”

      “I can certainly try. I’ll need a few hours, though.”

      “How many?”

      “Three, maybe fewer if I get lucky and establish a link. I need to get to Neraka first,” Harper said. “But I can certainly try, Tae.”

      “Please do. We’re reading through a lot of Hermessi lore right now, but there’s only so much truth we can get out of it. It’s best if we manage to get some data straight from the source,” I replied.

      “I’ll see what I can do. I only hope Ramin is not hostile to me now. You know, he could be one of them.”

      By “them,” she meant the Hermessi who were dead-set on completing the ritual, and not the rebels we’d learned about recently. And yes, that was a risk that Harper was going to have to take, in order to find out more about the elements and what we could do to stop them.

      “Legends can be deceiving,” Harper added. “And if you’re to save Inalia’s life, little prince, you need facts.”

      “Who are you calling ‘little prince?’ We basically grew up at the same time,” I said, in a feeble attempt to remove some of the pressure.

      She giggled softly. “How are you holding up over there?”

      “Not as well as we’d hoped.” I sighed. “We’re not making any headway with Inalia’s issue. There isn’t much written about replacing a Hermessi, other than rumors that others have done it before.”

      “Other Cerixians?”

      “Yeah. We still have a lot of manuscripts to go through. Maybe we’ll find out more later,” I said.

      Eira’s voice cut through the momentary silence. “Son of a… Tae!”

      “Harper, I’ll talk to you later,” I said, before ending the call and shifting my focus to Eira. “What’s wrong?”

      She held up a scroll, pointing at a string of words. One name stood out even from a few feet away, skillfully written with elegant swirls. “Brann wasn’t the original Fire Hermessi. He was once a Cerixian, half Hermessi, like Inalia.”

      “That is definitely new information,” Inalia mumbled, genuinely stunned. “So, Cerix must’ve been through these motions before, then… My plight isn’t at all unique.”

      There was a drop of bitterness in that statement. Eira turned another page. Then, as she read through the text, she released a slew of the most profane words I’d ever heard. She shot to her feet, nearly crumbling the scroll in her tightened fist. “And Acquis, my father, isn’t the original Water Hermessi, either,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Let me guess, a Hermessi child, as well?” Raphael said, pursing his lips.

      “That’s it!” Eira exploded, lighting up blue from the inside. This side of her made Bane move backward, as he sought to put some distance between himself and Eira. Not that I could blame him. The rage in her was visible.

      “Eira. You need to breathe,” Inalia said to her, in an attempt to calm her down.

      “I’m not doing that calm-yourself crap!” Eira replied. “I’m doing the summon-my-father-and-potentially-beat-him-into-a-pulp-until-he-tells-me-the-truth bit! And you’re going to help me!”

      Inalia blinked several times and gave her a faint nod. “Okay. But are we safe doing this here?”

      “The planet is dying anyway. Riza or Taeral can teleport us out of here if needed,” Eira replied. “We don’t have time to tiptoe around these elementals anymore. I need to talk to my father, now!”

      “Just be careful,” Raphael said, nonchalantly leaning back on a stack of books. He’d grown tired of reading, by the looks of him. Or he was bored. Either way, he was clearly taking a break. “He can tell you more about replacing a Hermessi. Try not to get on his bad side. I’m sure Acquis will keep a low profile, since he doesn’t want the rest of his ilk coming down here and making a mess with his daughter around, but still. Don’t piss him off.”

      Despite her anger, Eira seemed to understand where he was coming from. Raphael was right. If anyone could tell us everything we needed to know about Inalia’s possible future, it was someone who’d once been in her shoes. Acquis had a lot to answer for, and his daughter was determined to drill him about it.
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      I’d known Eira since we were kids, and I’d rarely seen her like this. On one hand, I found her anger and concern endearing—beneath all that snark, I knew she loved me as much as I loved her. The sisterly bond between us cared little for blood ties. At the same time, I was tempted to take away any sharp objects from her vicinity. When Eira got mad, she got mad.

      “What are you gawking at me for?” she asked me, her skin still glowing blue.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, realizing that I’d spent the past minute gazing at her, lovingly. I put my hands out as Taeral’s crew curiously gathered around us. “You guys might want to keep some distance,” I said to them. “I’m not sure how our bodies will react.”

      “Or Acquis, for that matter,” Eira added.

      Taeral and the others were considerate people, so they stepped back, leaving a three-yard radius of empty space around us. Bane stayed close to Raphael and Amelia, watching Eira and me with understandable concern.

      “Do they always glow like this?” Bane asked quietly. I noticed the orange shimmer on my hands, concluding that I, too, had begun lighting up from the inside. It was a funny thing to experience, since I couldn’t actually feel any of it. These glow reactions were clearly linked to our emotional spectrum, and I was nervous. Eira was angry. So yes, we were both… incandescent, albeit in different colors, pertaining to the elements that had created us.

      “It’s connected to their feelings,” Raphael briefly explained. “To answer your question, no, not always. Just when they’re pissed off.”

      “Or sad. Or scared,” Amelia added, correcting him. It earned her a raised eyebrow from Raphael. There was a playful way about him, especially when it came to teasing her. Oh, he loved teasing Amelia. I found it sweet, coming from a creature like him.

      Glancing at Taeral, I noticed a reassuring half-smile stretching his lips. As if he was still telling me, in his own way, that everything would be okay. Deep down, he probably knew it wouldn’t be. We both knew. But neither of us had the courage to say it out loud.

      “Inalia, deep breaths, okay?” Eira said, drawing my focus back to her. “We’re about to go look for my dad. Hopefully without drawing the other bastards’ attention.”

      “Your dad,” Bane mumbled, slightly confused.

      “Yeah. The Water Hermessi. In short, both Inalia and I have Hermessi fathers. Inalia’s was Fire, mine is Water. And an unreliable schmuck who only half helps when he’s around,” Eira replied dryly. Bane nodded slowly, reluctant to ask for more details. Not that I could blame him, given Miss Snappy holding my hands. “And no, we haven’t done this exact thing before. Not the two of us together. But I caught a few tips and tricks from what I’ve read so far in here.”

      “That explains your self-confidence,” I whispered, stifling a grin.

      “It’s true, though. We’re both halves of different wholes. But our energy is more or less the same. So if we channel it and direct it at Acquis, we may have a better shot at finding him, specifically,” Eira explained. “We just need to do what we normally do on our own when looking for the Hermessi, but together. Our minds need to be specifically set on Acquis, though. I don’t want us to draw the others out.”

      “For good reason.” Herakles chuckled. “I’m just getting comfortable here.”

      Indeed, comfortable he was, lounging atop a pile of old manuscripts. It didn’t take long for Riza to knock him over. “Dude. Precious materials here!” she chided him.

      Herakles shrugged. “I’m precious material, too.”

      It prompted Raphael to let a chuckle loose. A short and sharp one, enough to irk Herakles a little. I loved these two. The dynamic between them was rare and hilarious. I only wished I’d get more time to spend with them—at least before it all went down the drain…

      “Come on, focus,” Eira said to me.

      I did. Closing my eyes, I let myself go. We held on tight to one another as darkness engulfed us like a silent storm. I had Acquis at the forefront of my consciousness, just like her. We searched for him through the fabric of the universe. We became immaterial wisps of pure energy, spreading and stretching outward, with little regard toward the known dimensions of cosmos.

      For a while, all we saw was utter blackness, with the occasional twinkling star somewhere in the distance.

      “Focus on Acquis,” Eira said to me.

      “I am.”

      “Then where the hell is he?”

      We seemed to stop for a moment, swirling around, looking for him. Only then did I see how Eira looked outside her physical body—a humanoid figure made of glowing blue water, infused with ethereal shimmers impossible to reproduce in the real world. I looked down and noticed my own, liquid-fire veins that flowed together and formed me. A version of me I’d never seen before.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Last time I was in this place, I didn’t have a body at all.”

      “We were just insignificant blips. It’s different this time, isn’t it?” Eira replied, checking herself. “It looks cool, though.”

      “Yeah, it does.” I giggled.

      She stilled, then gently touched my face. It felt like cool water pouring down hot rocks. A soft sizzle as her Hermessi energy came in contact with mine. “I don’t want you to go,” she said, her voice low.

      “I don’t want to go, either,” I replied.

      Something moved, not far from us. We both turned, still floating in the nothingness, and saw it. A seemingly endless column of water surging toward us, spiraling through the depths of cosmos at an incredible speed. Everything about this Hermessi plane excursion was different from the last time I’d been here. Whether it had something to do with my inner growth since Brann’s death or my energy partnership with Eira, I wasn’t sure. But I had a lot more clarity than before.

      And I knew that it was Acquis coming at us.

      “Thank the stars, he’s alone,” Eira said.

      “What are you two doing here?!” Acquis hissed. He didn’t seem too happy to see us. He circled around us, a great snake of the purest water, flowing endlessly. Ancient Cerixians had seen this form of his before. I remembered somewhere… They’d referred to it as the “Ring that Gives Life.” Oh, if only they could see him and his brethren now.

      “Hey, Dad,” Eira replied. “We need to talk.”

      Acquis seemed to look at us, though there weren’t any eyes. It felt like all his attention was pointed at us. “You know it’s dangerous to seek me out like this! The others might find us!”

      “Well, like I said. We need to talk.”

      I could almost hear the sigh he let out. Clearly, his daughter exasperated him. Good.

      “What do you want?” Acquis asked.

      “You never told us you’re not the original Water Hermessi,” Eira said. “And Brann wasn’t the original Fire Hermessi, either.”

      Silence gathered between us, the pressure thick enough to make the air crackle here and there, like microscopic thunderstorms. “I take it you’ve found the original library of the Cerixians,” Acquis replied.

      It was my turn to get angry. “You knew about it, and you didn’t tell us.”

      “Why would I tell you anything, Inalia? I betrayed my kind badly enough as it is. I couldn’t risk doing worse,” Acquis said. “What I did, however, was merely to protect Eira. Someday, she may be the one to take my place.”

      Eira pointed an angry finger at him. “If that day ever comes, I will leave and let Cerix die of thirst. You hear me?! You selfish bastard! You and your brethren have done nothing but harm! You caused the deaths of many innocents. You killed your own elemental brother. You made me without ever wondering what life would be like for me, as a Hermessi child. You don’t get to trickle around here like you’re pristine and all-powerful and ever the wise one, Acquis. So spare me the I-wanted-to-protect-my-daughter crap. If you really wanted to protect me, you wouldn’t have had me in the first place!”

      “I still can’t get over the fact that you knew about the original library and kept it to yourself,” I grumbled, crossing my iridescent arms.

      “There is information in there that is of no use to you whatsoever,” Acquis replied.

      “Then why didn’t you tell us?” I asked.

      “It didn’t cross my mind, dear child. I have bigger things to deal with.”

      “Like destroying entire worlds in an epically cosmic reset?” Eira asked.

      The water serpent stilled for a moment. “It needs to be done.”

      “Why? Why do you want us all gone?” I replied.

      “We only want the worthy to survive,” Acquis said. That was new information. So, the annihilation wasn’t going to be total, but rather… selective?

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Acquis, for once in this lifetime… can you please… just be honest with me?” Eira asked, her shoulders dropping. She sounded sad, almost spent. Tired of dealing with this kind of vague encounter, over and over again. “Just tell me.”

      A few seconds went by in absolute silence, while Acquis seemed to make up his mind. “What is it you wish to know? If I can tell you, I will.”

      That was better than nothing. Eira and I both agreed with that, without having to say it out loud. Eira stepped forward, getting closer to the water. I could see her luminescent figure reflected onto the rippling surface.

      “You’re not the original Water Hermessi,” she said.

      “I’m not. I was once a Hermessi child like you and Inalia. Half elemental and half Cerixian.”

      “Brann, too,” Eira replied.

      “Yes. It’s why our hearts are so weak toward the Cerixians. Why we’re inclined to help, even when we should be focused on the ritual. On wiping the slate clean,” Acquis explained. “Some Hermessi can be like that, too, though they’re extremely rare across the universe. In my case, my father was the original Water Hermessi. Brann was second generation, which would make Inalia third. His father was also a Hermessi child. His grandfather was the original fire. Brann and I didn’t know what happened to him, but we do remember what happened to our fathers many eons ago.”

      “They died and you replaced them,” I said. “The same way I’m supposed to replace Brann next, right?”

      “Indeed. It was because of this same ritual,” Acquis replied.

      Again, new and downright shocking information. “Hold on. The Hermessi have tried to pull this stunt before?”

      “Yes. It didn’t end well. The ritual was never completed, and both our fathers were destroyed in the process,” Acquis continued. “Brann and I always believed the other elements to be responsible. But, shortly after they died, something happened. Something of cosmic proportions. The Hermessi were all suppressed. Reduced to mere functional elements. It wasn’t until the Blackout of Strava that we were able to truly ascend once more.”

      “If you were lying dormant, how did you and Brann conceive us?” I asked, slightly confused.

      “The great sleep caught us both in Cerixian bodies, while we were visiting our homelands. Brann and I were never affected, but we kept a low profile, for the most part,” Acquis said.

      “But the other Hermessi were suppressed,” Eira concluded.

      “Those who survived the phenomenon, yes.”

      “What phenomenon?” Eira and I both asked at the same time. Acquis had suddenly become quite the chatterbox. I figured we could milk all the intel we could before something went wrong. Knowing myself well enough, something was bound to go wrong. It always did.

      “We don’t know. When we ascended as the new Fire and Water Hermessi, the others wouldn’t tell us,” Acquis replied. “We only knew that it had killed many of the originals after they’d attempted to perform this same ritual. Shortly after Brann and I became full Hermessi… the great sleep happened. Mind you, the two of us still longed for our Cerixian lives, so we’d often possess a body to be around our people. So, we were left out.”

      “I’m willing to bet we won’t find any of that original information in the library,” I muttered to Eira.

      “You might find a vague reference to the great sleep,” Acquis said, “but I doubt you’ll read anything about the phenomenon that stopped the first ritual.”

      “You really don’t know who did it, huh?” Eira replied, sounding doubtful.

      “I swear to you, I don’t, my child. Maybe the others knew I’d be weak enough to tell you, but they never shared that information with me. Or Brann, for that matter. But I admit, I am worried that, this time around, the Hermessi have gotten a lot farther with their ritual.”

      “I’m surprised no record of the first attempt was saved, past a few solitary mentions in ancient books,” I said, trying to understand who had been alive, back in those days, to witness it. How would it have manifested? Like now, with fallen fae and dangerous death cults? Or different? Perhaps subtler?

      As if reading my mind, Acquis answered. “There were earlier species of your kind, back then. Ancient Cerixians, fundamentally different in physiognomy and culture. All across the universe, the worlds were still young, reckless, and curious. Peculiar species of fae and Druids that no one’s even heard of today. Other times completely, Inalia. And records weren’t kept then, the way they’re kept now. You know that.”

      “They only had spoken legends, passed down from generation to generation,” I said. “Maybe the occasional clay tablet, but… yeah, I can see how an event of such magnitude might get lost in the annals of history.”

      “You said the Hermessi have come a lot farther with the ritual now,” Eira interjected. “What did you mean by that?”

      “They’re on track to acquire the bodies they need to complete it,” Acquis replied.

      “The five million fae, you mean,” I said.

      “You know about that, too…”

      “Our bodies are in the original library as we speak,” Eira retorted. “Come on, you’ve got to give us some credit.”

      The water serpent contracted and gathered into a large ball. I could see my own reflection looking back at me. I was strange indeed. Just a myriad of glowing orange vessels built in the shape of a Cerixian female, but with no specific facial features that would set me apart from others like me. This was my essence. My Hermessi spirit.

      “Inalia, I need you to understand something,” Acquis said, his voice softening. “I cannot openly help you, but I am staying close to the Hermessi. I do my best to be faithful to my kind, but I’m not at peace with what is going on. If I learn something of value, Eira will be the first to know—unless my brethren suspect me of playing both sides. My point is, no matter what happens next, Cerix needs its Fire Hermessi. Brann had to leave everything behind, too. But he did it. He stepped up to save his home world.”

      “What are you trying to say?” I asked, though part of me already knew the answer.

      “It’s time for you to step up as well,” he replied.

      I’d yet to find the courage to do that. How had my father done it? How did one go about performing such a conscious sacrifice? My heart tingled at the thought of Taeral, and it bled merely from the idea of never seeing him again. My life on Cerix. My mother. The handful of friends I had. The future I’d planned to have, trekking the stars and discovering new worlds.

      Why did I have to give all of this up? It wasn’t fair.

      But maybe Acquis was right. Maybe I was the only way to save Cerix… Nevertheless, I held on to my deadline and raised my chin, determined to get as much information from Acquis as possible before our time together ran out. He’d said it himself: the other Hermessi would eventually find us. And we needed to know more about any possible way of kicking their elemental asses.
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      Whatever Eira and Inalia were up to, it seemed to be taking a while. I decided to leave Taeral and the rest of our crew with them and the library archives. I’d had enough of the tiny, almost-impossible-to-read texts, inked on musty, yellowed pages. I needed to move around a little. Maybe there was some anxiousness involved, too.

      After all, we were on a tight schedule, and it wasn’t just Inalia’s time that was running out. I only hoped that Phoenix would come back to me with the right information about the In-Between’s oldest twenty-planet solar system. There were thousands that we’d observed so far, and there were bound to be more, farther out into the unobservable universe.

      Meanwhile, I had a flicker of time to pass, and I chose to spend it in the tunnel maze. The passages stemming from the original library seemed to go deeper up north, so I followed one at random. I figured it would lead somewhere. Brownie points if it took me to the surface—it would’ve made an excellent escape route if the Hermessi came around. That was bound to happen soon, anyway.

      I admired the sleek black walls of the narrow tunnel. Whether it was natural or Cerixian-made, it didn’t really matter. It looked beautiful, and the stolen light cables gave the stone a curious ultramarine sheen. As if black wasn’t really black in this place.

      “Where are you off to?” Raphael’s voice startled me.

      I sucked in a breath, then turned around and glowered at him. “Sneaking up like that might get you killed someday.”

      He chuckled, his hands behind his back. He looked like a little boy caught doing something naughty. “I thought you’d hear me with your vampire senses.”

      “My mind was somewhere else.”

      “That might get you killed someday.”

      “Ha. Funny,” I said, and continued my walk through the tunnel.

      Not at all invited, Raphael joined me. “Where are you off to?”

      “Nowhere in particular. Just going for a walk.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked. He seemed genuinely concerned.

      I nodded briefly. “Yeah. My eyes sting. An eidetic memory can do that to someone after thousands of pages read.”

      “Eidetic memory?”

      “I thought you knew what that was,” I mumbled.

      He shook his head. “I might’ve not paid attention in class.”

      “What class? You’re a year old. An overdeveloped toddler, basically.”

      Raphael came in front of me and stopped, forcing me to come to a sudden halt, as well. I nearly bumped into his chest. His natural scent flooded my senses, making me lose my thoughts for a moment. I’d gone from sassy to derp-mode in less than a second. I’d begun calling it the Raphael Effect. It only happened with him.

      “You’ve got a sharp tongue, Amelia. But it might get you in trouble at some point,” Raphael said, his voice low and gruff. The green and blue in his eyes darkened, like a stormy ocean and a midnight sky had set their sights on me. Their intensity sent electrical ripples down my spine, causing the fine hairs on the back of my neck to stand up to attention.

      “Trouble? As in?”

      I couldn’t yield. Raphael could be imposing and intimidating, and he sure loved to yank my chain, but this felt like one of the moments where I had to raise my chin up high and show him that, when all the fun and games were over, I could still kick asses and take names, if pushed to it.

      “Ah, there she is,” he muttered, slightly amused.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The lioness I knew you kept hidden somewhere inside you,” Raphael replied, wearing a broad grin. “Just don’t scratch me, kitty. I’m only playing.”

      It dawned on me then that he’d been pushing my buttons on purpose, waiting to see when this side of me would come out. What was the endgame, though? What did he hope to accomplish with such tactics?

      “Why are you playing?” I asked.

      “Because you seem like a lot of fun to play with.”

      That didn’t answer my question, per se, but I wasn’t ready to dig any deeper. His close proximity was throwing all my reflexes for a loop. I actually felt vulnerable, standing so close to him. His lips parted slowly as he looked down at me, and I had no idea what to do next. Were we flirting? Or was I really just some shiny new toy for this Perfect creature who was still learning to be part of a group?

      I moved past him and kept walking. Despite the tension still sizzling between us, Raphael rejoined me, temporarily quiet. Blood rushed through my veins, making my heart pump harder whenever I stole innocent glances at him—I knew he watched me, too, when I wasn’t looking.

      “So, eidetic memory,” he said, bringing the subject of our conversation back into focus.

      “Photographic memory,” I replied. “I remember everything I read or see, in general. It’s more of a condition, rather than an actual advantage, if I’m honest. There are some things I’d rather forget.”

      “Like what?”

      “The people whose deaths I’ve witnessed, for starters. Anyway, I consumed a lot of information in the library, back there, so I need a bit of time to process everything,” I said, my voice gradually trailing off. “This is so… beautiful.”

      “It’s natural, by the way. In case you were wondering.”

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      Raphael gave me a sly smile. “Bane told me. Ancient Cerixians might’ve dug these tunnels, but the smoothness and near-perfect roundness is natural.”

      “How so?”

      “I have no idea. He didn’t go into details. The black stone is probably soft, easy to grind down. He did mention floods in the tunnels, at some point. They might have something to do with this. Plus, the air currents over time can do this, too,” Raphael explained. “Nature is an incredible entity. An artist, in the true sense of the word.”

      I sighed deeply. “Speaking of, where are we headed with it?” I asked rhetorically. “They’ll keep hunting us. You know that, right?”

      Raphael nodded. “They’ve yet to pull out all the stops, though. I’m willing to bet they’ve got more tricks up their elemental sleeves to catch us. I doubt they’re trying hard enough.”

      “Surely. But I do find their behavior encouraging,” I said as we walked through the black tunnels beneath the Lemnos Woods.

      “Encouraging, as in they have valid reasons to stop us,” he replied.

      It was my turn to nod. “We’re doing something right. That much we know for a fact. Otherwise they wouldn’t even bother with us.”

      “Like Taeral said. All we can do is keep pushing from here on out. If the Hermessi consider us a threat, we might as well be one of the big ones,” Raphael said, a devilish twinkle settling in his eyes as he gazed ahead. I had a feeling he was itching to stick it to them—granted, so was I, and the rest of our team.

      My stomach contracted. A thought came back to me, a bitter reminder of a reality that was not that far away from us. “They keep taking fae,” I said. “We’re at thousands fallen, now. It’ll be millions in days, maybe a week or two, tops, if we’re lucky; or if we’re successful in coordinating against their cults.”

      “Amelia, whatever happens, we’ll do what we can to stop it,” he said.

      “Worst-case scenario, we can just evacuate whomever we can and just scram, right?” I replied, a nervous chuckle slipping from my throat. “We can always close the portals to the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension. Stick to the earthly one. But even that doesn’t guarantee any safety. There are Hermessi in all the known dimensions. Not to mention the ones we’ve yet to hear about.”

      “You’ve thought that far along, huh?”

      I glanced at Raphael and found him smiling down at me. I offered a shrug in return.

      “I have to,” I replied slowly. “No one else will, but I have to consider all options, regardless of how crazy or cold they might be.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      It was my turn to stop, just so I could stare at him for a moment. “What do you mean?”

      Raphael stopped as well, then turned to look at me. “When you say that no one else will think about these worst-case, universal-damage scenarios. You’re wrong. I’ve thought about it, too.”

      “Wow. Okay…”

      “What? I’m serious. I’ve thought about this. Failure may not be an option to many, but it is to me. It’s how I was designed.”

      “So what would you do if our dimensions were beyond saving, then?” I said, surprised by his thinking. I couldn’t help but appreciate the depth of his foresight.

      “We’re operating on a few theories here, but hypothetically speaking, I’d consider finding another dimension.”

      “If the Hermessi start the Ritual, it’ll affect all the dimensions, all the universes, including the ones we’ve yet to discover.”

      He breathed out, glancing at the curved wall for a second. “How sure are we about that? We know next to nothing about the Ritual’s impact. We do know it’s mainly heralded by the In-Between and Supernatural Hermessi, and that their influence spilled into The Shade, but other than that we can’t be sure. So if there’s a way out via a fourth dimension, I’ll take it. But not before giving it my best shot to defeat them here.”

      “I gotta say, I’m… I’m at a loss for words.”

      “In a good way? Or a bad way?” he asked, widening his eyes.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. We’ve been taught that sacrifice is honorable.”

      “If it’s meant to buy others time to save themselves, yes. If it’s the only way to stop evil, yes. But if it’s futile, if one’s sacrifice would do absolutely nothing for anyone involved, then what would be the point, Amelia? If there’s one thing I’ve learned so far, it’s that life is incredibly precious. And those of us living the longest should be able to appreciate it. So yeah, theoretically speaking, if there’s a fourth dimension to run off to, I’d go. I’d grab as many people as I can, and I’d go.”

      “It’s not even a theory at this point. It’s a dream,” I mumbled.

      “When the crap hits the fan, I’m sure we’ll all be scrambling to make it come true.” Raphael chuckled. “But frankly, I’d rather focus on what’s here, on what we can still do.”

      His brow furrowed as he saw something over my shoulder, farther ahead from where we’d stopped. He resumed the walk, but his pace quickened. I went after him.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “There’s a draft,” he said, then stopped in front of a tunnel opening to his right. “This is weird…”

      I waited for him to say something else, but he just stared into that dark passage. There were no lighting cables mounted through it—that much I could tell from my angle, inches behind Raphael.

      “Go on,” I replied, hoping it would get him to either move so I could get a better look, or tell me what had gotten him so intrigued.

      “This one’s different,” Raphael said, then went in. I followed, soon finding myself equally fascinated. This tunnel was raw, with jagged walls and rocks still crumbling beneath our boots. The others had been smoothed close to perfection.

      “It’s new, I think.”

      We traveled its entire length—about half a mile, more or less—in complete darkness. Our senses allowed us to move safely. My irises were widely expanded, taking in every shape that would’ve eluded the human eye.

      There was also a strange light coming in from the other side of the tunnel. A strange pink that pulsated, casting a fuchsia glow across the black stone walls. The closer we got to it, the better we could see.

      “Do you think the Brothers know about this one?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “I’m not sure. I think it depends on where it leads.”

      The end of the tunnel opened up before us, and we both froze, rendered speechless by what we could see. “Oh,” I managed, before my breath got stuck in my throat.

      There was no other route from here. This was it—a gigantic spherical chamber, about the size of a concert hall. Unlike the tunnel, its walls and ceiling were smooth, fuchsia light playing across the obsidian-like stone. The floor was somewhere below the deep puddle of… liquid pink. It seemed oddly familiar.

      A strange gurgle caught my attention. “What the…”

      Eggs. Actual eggs, each about twelve feet tall, made of some type of crystal, kept bumping up to the surface of the pink water. They slowly floated toward the water’s edges, getting themselves attached to the wall, somehow. I couldn’t see the binding process from where Raphael and I stood, but they definitely didn’t budge from where they stopped. Others kept popping up, as if expelled by the water, also joining the first batches closer to the walls.

      “There are dozens now,” Raphael said, his gaze fixed on one, in particular. “But there might be more underwater.”

      I spent the better part of a minute staring at it, too. It was identical to the others, but, for some reason, it had captured our focus. The casing was pure crystal. Multiple colors reflected across its polished surface. Something moved inside.

      “What kind of phenomenon is this?” I asked, talking mostly to myself.

      My instinct was way ahead of me, stiffening my joints and muscles. None of this felt right. It was incredibly beautiful, but it didn’t seem like something one normally found out in the wild.

      “There’s something inside them,” Raphael concluded. He crouched by the edge of the puddle and reached out to the nearest egg. As soon as his fingers touched it, the surface lit up for a split second, and Raphael quickly withdrew his hand, giving me a worried look. “It burns hot.”

      What was in those eggs? Where were they coming from? And most importantly, was this typical of Cerixian nature, or were we stepping into something much weirder and potentially catastrophic? I’d seen enough movies to know that eggs in a hidden cave were never really a good thing.
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      My parents stayed by my crystal casing, quietly watching me as I slept. I’d been brought back to The Shade, mainly because the GASP witches wanted to have me close and under extra protection. They feared my enhanced elemental abilities might make me more dangerous once the Hermessi’s influence was complete. Once I lost control over my body for good.

      I stood next to it, ethereal and unseen. I’d been like this since Vikkal had done his cut-and-spell thing on me. Zeriel couldn’t be with me for too long. He was needed to hunt down the hidden cult members that had been wreaking this new havoc among the fae in both the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension. Even The Shade wasn’t 100 percent secured. Visarion had been but one of the Hermessi loyalists responsible for the hundreds of fae now kept in charmed crystal casings. With every hour that passed, more of us were brought in. It had gotten to a point where the witches had to expand the sanctuary building and add another level to it, just to make sure it could hold us and the many others that were yet to come.

      “Oh, man, this is quite the mess I’ve gotten myself into,” I murmured.

      No one else could hear me, so I only had myself to talk to. I’d screamed myself hoarse, hoping I’d get through to someone. I couldn’t touch anyone or anything. All I could do was stand here and watch the chain connecting my body and soul get blacker, one link at a time. It was like an infection, starting from the body. The Hermessi’s influence had taken over, but it had yet to sever the chain. That much I’d figured in the hours I’d spent staring at myself and trying to make sense of all this.

      I had a feeling that, once the last link turned black, that would be it. I’d lose my last chance to recover my body. That begged a difficult question: what then? Death? Permanent limbo? Would I be consumed as well, absorbed by the Hermessi, or would I be left as some kind of ghost, forever wandering this world?

      We knew little to nothing about death and what was beyond. I’d heard about ghouls and Ben’s brief stint as a ghost, but there wasn’t much to go on. His return to this world had been made under special circumstances. Who was going to save us, the many who’d been kicked out of their bodies? I couldn’t be the only one like this… but, looking around, I couldn’t see anyone else in a similar state. I only saw their bodies.

      “Any word from Cerix yet?” my mom asked Rose, who stopped in her tracks. She’d been out back, checking the serium supplies. The sanctuary was running low, and she needed to arrange for another shipment from Strava. They used the crystals to power up the protection spells on our crystal casings. The hope in my mom’s voice tore me to shreds whenever I heard her.

      “Not yet,” Rose replied. “Tae and his crew have found the Brothers of the Shadow and the original library. They sent Phoenix some information, but there’s nothing there that could help with what’s going on here.”

      “What did they find, then?” my dad asked. His eyes were puffy. The last time I’d seen him cry was when we’d reunited on Neraka. But those had been tears of joy.

      The last thing I’d ever wanted was to cause them grief. They’d lost me before. They couldn’t fathom possibly losing me again—yet, that could very well happen if we didn’t find a way to stop the Hermessi from taking over our bodies. At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel relieved. The cults hadn’t gotten to them. For the time being, anyway.

      There were a multitude of emotions storming through me, and I was amazed by the fact that they all somehow felt amplified, ever since my soul and my body had been separated. Grief nearly crippled me. Fear and sadness ate away at me. My longing for physical contact would soon become unbearable.

      Rose sighed. “We know a little bit more about the ritual. It requires five million fae bodies, and it will be completed when the twenty planets of the In-Between’s oldest solar system are perfectly aligned.”

      My parents looked at one another, then Mom gave me a slight frown. “So, others will suffer like my Vesta…”

      “I’m afraid so. We’re hoping to find a way to stop them before it gets to five million, but I’ll be honest, it’s not looking good,” Rose explained, her voice shaky. She was fighting back tears—her brother, her niece, and her grand-nieces were all like me, out cold, unable to wake up. I understood what she was going through. It hurt.

      Dad rubbed his face, as if that would relieve some of the tension that had accumulated inside him. It didn’t. He was still on edge. I could almost feel it. “What solar system are we talking about?”

      “We’re not sure. Phoenix is looking into it. Eritopia is just one of many we’ve identified with twenty planets. We now have to figure out which one sprung up first,” Rose said. “But we’ve got nothing on how to reverse what’s happening to the fae. I’m inclined to believe this will stop when the Hermessi are stopped, but we are nowhere near a solution on that front. These are world-making and world-breaking entities we’re dealing with.”

      The disappointment hanging over their shoulders was almost tangible. I turned away, unable to watch my parents in pain for another second. Instead, I focused on Ben, Grace, Vita, and Caia. My casing was close to theirs, and I could see them clearly—serenely sleeping, as if without a care in the world. I was willing to bet that, like me, they were helplessly tethered to their bodies, trying to reach out, desperate to do something… anything. But they couldn’t. Our only option was to be here, watching it all unfold like a bad movie. I also wondered why I couldn’t see them, but that was just one of the too many questions irking me.

      I couldn’t allow myself to be helpless anymore. I’d seen the anguish in Zeriel’s blue eyes. I was of no use to anyone if I wallowed in this misery. No one had prepared me for any of it, and I’d always focused on the solution, rather than the problem. In this case, my problem was that I was somehow stuck between existential planes, unable to reach out to my parents, my fiancé, or my friends and allies. Taking action—any kind of action—was the only way I knew how to cope, especially with intensified emotions such as the ones I’d been experiencing since I’d been out of my body.

      I surveyed the sanctuary for a while, but I didn’t get too far from my casing. The chain didn’t extend, and, knowing almost nothing about it, I didn’t want to risk weakening or, worse, breaking it. So I circled around my casing a couple of times, both clockwise and counter-clockwise, paying attention to the conversations around me. I put the snippets together, forming a rather clear picture in my head.

      “Taeral and the others are digging into the original library documents on Cerix,” I heard Rose tell Sofia and Derek a few minutes later.

      Somewhere to my left, Jovi and Anjani were visiting Vita. Bijarki had come back to be with her, after a brief search mission through The Shade’s extension, where the rest of GASP were still dealing with the fallout of that attack.

      “We’re not sure if there’s any other way to save Cerix, besides Inalia’s sacrifice,” Jovi said to Bijarki. “If she ends up doing that, she’ll become a Fire Hermessi. Then, we’ll see what happens next. Chances are the others won’t allow her to help Tae and his crew. It’ll be an extra force on the enemy’s side.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” Anjani replied. She was the hopeful one. Someone had to be. It sounded as though Tae and his team had their hands full.

      “Harper is on her way to Neraka,” I heard Tejus say to Rose. He and Hazel had just come in from the redwood forest. They’d been out hunting for another covert cultist responsible for many of the fae now stuck here in magical comas. “Taeral had a good idea about Ramin.”

      “Ramin?” Rose asked, momentarily confused.

      She didn’t immediately remember the Fire Hermessi of Neraka, but I did. I’d been there. I knew what Tae was talking about. “Oh, snap,” I murmured. “He’s right. Harper and Ramin were pretty tight back then.”

      Once Tejus explained this to Rose, she lit up like a Christmas tree. I knew how hard it was for her to keep her hopes from getting too high, but she could no longer control it. If Harper reached out to Ramin again, she could dig up potentially crucial information that would help GASP against the Hermessi.

      “But the question remains,” Hazel replied, ever the voice of reason. “Will Ramin turn on his kind to help us?”

      “We won’t know until she tries it, honey,” Tejus said.

      “What if he hurts her instead?” Hazel asked, genuinely concerned.

      What were the odds? Judging by Tejus’s brief moment of silence, not negligible.

      “Let’s see if she makes contact, first,” Rose said. “I suppose Caspian will be with her at all times.”

      “Fiona and Zane, too. They’ve agreed to do it in the Infernis palace,” Tejus explained. “It’s close to one of the planet’s most powerful fire sources.”

      I caught movement at the corner of my eye. Turning my head, I stilled, almost petrified. Someone was watching me. Me. Almost-dead me. I held my breath for a moment, trying to ascertain whether I was seeing things or not. Madness could very well be a side effect of getting kicked out of one’s body. Maybe.

      All the conversations around me dimmed down to mere murmurs. I’d gotten the gist of what was going on, anyway. The conclusion? We were neck-deep in trouble and had no way of getting ourselves out of it. On top of that, chances were it would only get worse.

      But the guy watching me seemed out of this world.

      He sat atop one of the vacant crystal casings, about twenty yards from me. Even seated, I knew he was tall. His hair was short and dark, combed neatly in a fashion that reminded me of the early 1920s on Earth—Harper had insisted that I study Earth’s history to understand the many ways in which our worlds were related. The fashions of the 1920s and 1930s had stayed with me. For some reason, I’d found the styles quite appealing. And the men, with those slick looks and bedroom eyes…

      This one was different. He did in fact wear a black suit. An actual custom-tailored black suit. Long, straight pants and perfectly fitting jacket, matched with a white shirt and red satin tie. Hell, he even had a matching red handkerchief neatly folded into his chest pocket. Shiny shoes and red socks. I had to give it to him, he had his own style. What drew my attention most, however, was the golden pocket watch he held in one hand. He flipped it open once in a while, when his thumb didn’t move over the filigree design of its cover.

      “Can you see me?” I asked.

      The color seemed to vanish from his cheeks when he realized I could see him. Was I not supposed to? I mean, it was impossible to miss him. Whoever and whatever he was, the guy was gorgeous. Straight out of a glorious black-and-white movie. What was that guy’s name? The one Serena was so crazy about, to the point where it even irked Draven? Ugh…

      Rudolph Valentino. Yes. That was him. This suited fella looked a lot like him.

      “Hello?” I added, waving at him.

      He slipped off the crystal casing and took a couple of steps back, pocketing his watch and frowning at me. Oh, he definitely hadn’t thought I’d see him.

      “Who are you?” I asked, hoping I’d eventually get an answer out of him. He said nothing. Instead, he moved farther backward. Panic gripped me. “No, don’t go! Wait!”

      Finally, he stopped moving, staring at me as if he’d just seen a ghost. Oh, wait…

      A few moments passed in heavy silence as we watched one another, each of us trying to figure the other out. I had no idea who or what he was, but the one thing I could say for certain about him was that he hadn’t expected this.

      “How can you see me?” he asked, his voice smooth and low.

      I offered a shrug. If I’d had a body, my heart would’ve gotten stuck in my throat by now.

      “This is odd,” he added.

      “The fact that I can see you is odd?” I asked, my snark on full blast. “What about me being stuck on the outside like this? It’s not… odd?!”

      He shook his head. “Not really.”

      “Oh, so this is just everyday, run-of-the-mill, casual stuff, right?”

      “They’re all synonyms, by the way,” he replied dryly.

      “Thank you for the grammar lesson,” I said. “Now, could you please enlighten me? I’ve been on my own like this for hours!”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, still frustrated about the little stuff. “Seriously, though, how is it that you can see me? I don’t get it.”

      The question wasn’t exactly addressed to me, but I felt compelled to respond nonetheless. “I don’t know. And I’m not sure I care until you tell me who or… what you are.”

      He shot me a stare—the cold kind that could easily send shivers down my spine. Only, my spine was still attached to my body, inside the crystal casing, so fortunately it didn’t affect me. My frustration, on the other hand, was bubbling dangerously close to the surface.

      “You don’t see the others, do you?” he asked.

      “Others?”

      “Like you. You must’ve realized you’re not the only one in limbo by now.”

      I couldn’t ignore the mild condescension in his tone. “Obviously not.”

      “Hm, it’s not like I can do anything about it, and I’m not sure you’re going to survive this, so I might as well go ahead and say it,” he replied, straightening his back and raising his chin. “I’m Seeley. And I’m a Reaper.”

      The revelation knocked me loose. I blanked out. I couldn’t process what he’d just said, though I did have a heap of additional questions now. But then, dread came over me like a blanket of ice as I realized a most horrifying truth.

      My soul was out of my body. And I stood before a Reaper.

      I’d only heard the title in stories from the In-Between, and a few from the earthly world. In none of those tales did an encounter with a “reaper” end well. Ever.
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      Seeley took a step forward, and I instinctively moved backward in response. I even put my hands in front of me, as if that was going to stop him if he wanted to come at me.

      “Don’t touch me!” I gasped.

      He froze, his gaze flickering with amusement as he looked at me.

      “I’m serious! Don’t come near me!” I added, foolishly deceiving myself into thinking that might work. A desperate soul was never known for clarity of thought, after all. If Seeley was a figure of death, and I could see him and talk to him, well… it didn’t bode well for me. Suddenly, the thought of never seeing Zeriel or my parents again threw me into pure chaos. Even without my body, I felt as if I was about to hyperventilate.

      “Relax. It’s not your time. Yet,” Seeley replied.

      “Yet?” I croaked.

      “Well, your soul hasn’t been fully separated from your body,” he said. “Yet.”

      “Again with the ‘yet.’”

      “You see that chain, right?” he asked, looking at my only connection to my body. I nodded slowly. “It’s what we normally refer to as the life-chain.”

      “We?”

      “Me and others like me.”

      “So there’s more than one Reaper,” I concluded. I quickly figured I might as well gather some intel while I was in this state. Whether I’d live to tell this tale to anyone afterward… that remained to be seen.

      “Yes. And you see your chain turning black,” Seeley replied, diverting the conversation away from himself. That rang a little bell in my head. I’d have to work a little harder if I wanted to know more. Maybe he wasn’t all that sure I’d die, if he decided to withhold any information about the afterlife or about “others like him.” Maybe. Here I go again, hoping for the best.

      “I see it. It’s bad, isn’t it?”

      He nodded once. “I’m afraid so. The energy eating through it is powerful. Once it consumes the last link in your chain, it’ll break. Then your spirit will be free, and I will reap it.”

      “How is this fair?”

      “It may not be. But it will be your time to go soon, Vesta.”

      “No. No!” I shouted. “No! Why? Why are you letting this happen?!”

      Seeley frowned, as if he didn’t understand the question. “Why am I letting this happen?”

      “Oh, for… Gah!” I roared, dropping to my knees. I couldn’t feel the chilly surface of the white marble floor, but I could imagine the sensation. So many things were going through my head at once, so many questions. I had a hard time focusing. This couldn’t be happening to me. It wasn’t right.

      Seeley came closer, prudent in his pacing as he reached me, and crouched so I could see him better. He’d seemed quite normal from afar, but now I could see the strangeness that was probably characteristic of Reapers. There was a faint transparency to him—if I looked at his face for long enough, I could see the shapes and movements behind him, namely the witches who buzzed around to look after the fallen fae.

      And his eyes… They were black as night. The darkness covered the whites of his eyes, too, as if he’d been left with two ink-black marbles instead. His cheekbones were sharp, and the blade of his nose reminded me of Native American men. There was a sense of pride in his expression, the kind that came with a certain heritage and education. I found myself wondering what his story was, in the midst of all this chaos.

      “Vesta, I’m summoned when a spirit leaves a body,” he said. “Granted, in this case, like with the others in your vicinity, there clearly was an error. I was supposed to come once the chain was completely severed.”

      “But… you got here early?”

      “That’s right. What troubles me is that you can see me, when your life-chain isn’t even half-eaten by the Hermessi’s energy. Normally, you’d only see me once it’s—”

      “Completely severed,” I repeated the term for him, as the truth of my weird condition began to set in. “So, what makes me different?”

      “I’d lie if I said I had an answer to that. I don’t,” he replied. “But I do know that there’s nothing I can do to stop what’s happening to you. I don’t know what stories you’ve heard about Reapers, but—”

      “That’s all I’ve heard. Stories! You’re not supposed to be real!”

      He smirked. “In other worlds, there are people who think the fae are mere characters from stories and fairy tales.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening to me,” I mumbled.

      Seeley sighed and settled on the floor next to me, absently watching the witches go by. Arwen and Mona were already preparing two more crystal casings, as GASP agents brought in two more fae. This wasn’t going to stop anytime soon, that much I knew with absolute certainty.

      “I can’t stop it,” he said. “I cannot intervene. I’m not omnipotent. I’m no god. Granted, I can be omnipresent, but that’s always exhausting—”

      “You can be in multiple places at once?” I asked, genuinely awed.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “That’s what you want to know, while standing on the doorstep to death?”

      I thought about it for a moment. As emotional as I was, there was also a sense of clarity. Logic demanded my attention, and, to be honest, I was better off focusing on what I could do rather than what I couldn’t do. I feared death, yes, but if I couldn’t do anything about it, maybe I could at least figure out a way to (a) get valuable intel from Seeley and (b) slip it into the world of the living before my term expired.

      “Mm-hm,” I replied with an energetic nod.

      Seeley wasn’t entirely convinced. “You’ve gone from ‘Please don’t let this be the end!’ to ‘Tell me more, tell me more!’ a little too quickly for my comfort.”

      “Hey, man, I’m dying. You said it yourself. It’s irreversible. And I have no intention of wasting what time I have left crying and wallowing over it.”

      I hoped I’d made a convincing case. Part of me was already hard at work praying that my impending death could still be overturned. That was what actually preserved my sanity, if nothing else.

      “A Reaper can be in up to three places at once,” Seeley conceded. “It’s a matter of preserving and consuming energy. Of course, I’m one of those illustrious Reapers who can achieve such a position across time and space, but it doesn’t last long. We’re limited in our capabilities.”

      “What’s out there? How are you Reapers made? What do you actually do?” I asked, then instantly regretted bombarding him with so many questions at once.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “We reap. I thought that was obvious.”

      “As in, you collect our souls.”

      “Yes.”

      “And where do you take them?” I asked.

      He chuckled softly. At least his sense of humor was there. I would’ve been extremely miserable with a gloomy Reaper. This one made my impending doom a tad more tolerable. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out when it’s time.”

      “Ah, keeping your cards close to your chest.”

      “It’s protocol, Vesta. Sometimes fate makes other people come back and tell their loved ones what they saw and experienced. That’s how stories about us first came to light,” Seeley replied. He glanced at my parents. “I honestly think you should be spending what time you have left saying your goodbyes. Not drilling me for information.”

      I felt hot and cold all at once, as if I’d been caught with my hand in the forbidden cookie jar. I shook my head, my determination stronger than ever.

      “It’s not in my nature to just sit down and take it,” I said.

      Again, his eyebrow arched upward as he measured me from head to toe. It made me laugh a little, and it felt nice.

      “Granted, I’m literally sitting down, but you know what I meant,” I added.

      “I do. You’re a warrior to the very end, aren’t you?”

      I sighed deeply, from the bottom of my being, my gaze wandering around the sanctuary. I’d fought alongside most of the creatures that were in here—both those still standing and those resting in their crystal casings. I’d met the most incredible creatures over the years. My life, so far, could be categorized as tragically short, given the Reaper sitting next to me, but by the stars, it had been such a great life. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Through and through,” I replied.

      “For what it’s worth, I am sorry,” he said. “For you, for your parents, for Zeriel.”

      I gawked at him. “You know about him?”

      “I know everything. From the moment a person enters my radar for reaping, I’m informed of all there is to know about them. Who they are… what they’re like… what they’ve done. Like I said. Everything.”

      That felt awkward and then some. Seeley knew “everything” about me, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing. “Then, if you know me as well as you say you do, you realize I’m going down kicking and screaming, right?”

      It was his turn to laugh. For a moment, despite the ethereal look and the chilling black eyes, Seeley looked more like a young man, and less like the entity that would take my soul away to who knew where.

      “Everyone objects to being reaped, Vesta,” he said. “No one ever goes willingly. But, in the end, they all go.”

      “Not everyone goes,” I said, and nodded at Ben, resting in his crystal casing with River by his side. She’d run out of tears to cry. Her husband, her child, and her grandchildren were in trouble, like me. If I’d felt sorry for Rose, my heart was shattered when I looked at River. This hit her the hardest.

      “Ah, yes,” Seeley replied, pursing his lips. “One of the few to come back. Merely a glitch, Vesta, nothing more, nothing less. Besides, it looks like he’s going away for good, this time. Coming back where he belongs.”

      “Didn’t he deal with a Reaper, as well? From what I was told, he wandered as a ghost for a while, before he made a deal and came back as a fae,” I said, remembering his account of that particularly gruesome experience.

      Seeley sighed. “His Reaper was the epitome of incompetence, I’m afraid. Never showed up. I cannot disclose the details as to why that happened, but I can assure you he paid the price, in full.”

      “Paid the price?”

      “Let’s just say he lost his job.”

      “How does a Reaper lose his job? Is it a job? Who hires you? Who made you? Where are you from? How are…” My voice trailed off as I noticed him glowering at me. Once more, I’d allowed my mouth to go ahead without me. “Sorry, I’m just curious.”

      Seeley leaned back against the crystal casing behind us. In it, my body glowed. A couple of feet away, my parents stood and lovingly watched over me. There wasn’t much else they could do. My spirit ached, reminded that I may never see them or Zeriel ever again. My love…

      “There are billions of us out there,” Seeley replied, staring blankly ahead, as if remembering something that he didn’t like. As weird as those black eyes of his were, there were a lot of emotions visible in them. “We’re scattered across all the galaxies and all the existing dimensions. Some of us are busier than the others. The In-Between, I’m afraid, has seen its share of deadly action lately, and it doesn’t seem to be stopping anytime soon.”

      “Hold on,” I said. “It wasn’t just Ben who spent some time in spirit form. I know Lucas and Kailyn went through a similar experience, as well. Would you say their Reapers were also… epitomes of incompetence?”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow at him. Seeley let a deep sigh out. The kind that said he didn’t want to talk about this. Still, I pressed him harder.

      “Seriously, I deserve some answers. I know of at least three people who died and came back without any stories, any inkling of the existence of Reapers,” I added.

      “I’m not at liberty to give you details. But I can say that Reaper selection isn’t always good. We’ve had some bad apples. Some more rotten than others. In a few cases, said rotten apples failed to perform their Reaper duties. At one point, there were thousands of spirits lost, not knowing what they were or what came next.”

      That made me remember something about the fae relating to “lost spirits”—specifically, the fact that they could see ghosts and had once even collected and served them up to a settlement of ghouls. Seeley had to know about this.

      “Okay, so I get lost souls with no Reapers to help them. I even get Reapers misplacing these souls. But were you aware that, at one point, Sherus and his crew were plucking these souls from their wandering states and handing them over to the ghouls? Fae can see ghosts, too.”

      Seeley’s jaw was locked for a moment, as he pondered his response. “That’s something we’ve since fixed.”

      “How can you fix that?”

      “With some help from Death,” Seeley replied dryly. “The fae haven’t been able to see spirits in a while now. Or ghouls. We fortified our plane of existence—the little thread between the world of the dead and that of the living. Fae are now more deeply embedded into the plane of the living, and they cannot see past it anymore. Haven’t you noticed that there have been no mentions or sightings of lost souls or ghouls for quite a few years, now?”

      Come to think of it, Seeley had a point. It meant that Reapers, or Death, had the power to conceal this plane of theirs and of spirits, if needed.

      “Why didn’t any of the fae notice?” I wondered aloud.

      Seeley smirked. “They probably have noticed, but none are working with ghouls anymore, so why bother wondering why they can’t see spirits anymore? Maybe some did wonder, but don’t you think you’ve all been busy enough to not give this subtle change a second thought? It’s not like ghosts were an integral part to the existence of your species.”

      I supposed he was right. It couldn’t have been a priority to investigate over the years. After all, not seeing ghosts anymore would’ve made them think that more spirits were moving on, which was supposed to be a good thing. The fae didn’t know that they simply couldn’t see them anymore. Besides, plenty had happened since to distract them from it.

      “So, all of this ‘cloaking’ shenanigans just because of crappy Reapers?” I asked with a snort. “That’s what you’re going with? And your Reapers really messed up on such a wide scale? A lot of souls got lost, Seeley.”

      “That’s the official story.”

      “But not the truth.”

      “Vesta. You’re pushing it.”

      I shrugged. “Not much else I can do right now.”

      “Let’s just leave it at this: Ben, Lucas, and Kailyn got lucky. Luckier than the thousands who weren’t reaped, and got lost or taken by ghouls or ghoul-serving fae. Ben, Lucas, and Kailyn, in fact, were stupid lucky because they were brought back. By the time we realized what was going on, they’d been revived. We got the others back eventually, but… your friends? They’re the ones that got away.”

      A few minutes passed in silence. I would’ve killed to get the details to this particular story, but judging by the look on his face, Seeley wasn’t going to give me anything more on that topic. Not for now, anyway.

      So I steered back to what really burned me. “Do you know anything about the Hermessi? You’re aware of what they’re doing to the fae, that much I can say with certainty.”

      He nodded. “I know enough. Unlike many of my peers, I make it my business to be informed of the events that plague a certain dimension. It makes my job a little easier, and it makes me very good at my job as well.”

      “So you’re stationed in this dimension, so to speak.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where are you from?” I asked again.

      Seeley grinned. “You’re obnoxiously curious. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Yes.” I chuckled.

      “I reckon it’s one of the things Zeriel loves most about you.”

      That hit me right in the plex. “You know about him, but have you seen him?”

      “I’ve been here since they brought you in. I’ve seen him, yes. He’s broken up about you,” Seeley replied. “Nothing hurts more than a broken heart, I suppose. Then again, there’s tooth infection. That’s a bitch.”

      I stifled a laugh. This guy was priceless, and I wasn’t sure whether I should be glad or terrified to be around him right now. Then again, what other choice did I have? I was useless against the Hermessi. Heck, they were literally eating away at my flesh, while I sat on the outside, helplessly watching them take over.

      “You really can’t do anything against the Hermessi?” I asked, though I already knew what he’d say.

      He shook his head. “I told you, no. I cannot intervene in the affairs of the living. I shouldn’t even be here so early.”

      “Then why don’t you go and come back later?” I replied with a devilish grin.

      The look he shot me wiped it off my ethereal face in an instant. “You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Well, it doesn’t work like that. Two parts of me are busy elsewhere, already. The rest of me is stuck here until it’s time to reap you. That’s the protocol. I cannot leave you until you move on. And thanks to this ridiculous glitch, I can’t reap you until the chain breaks on its own.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder, was this the universe working in my favor, in its own awkward and crazy weird way? Was I really destined to die, or was this entire situation a “glitch,” like Seeley had called it?

      My first instinct was to answer yes to both self-addressed questions, but I also had to maintain a sense of realism. One thing was ironclad certain: there was no way for me to go back into my body unless the Hermessi influence was removed, and we had no knowledge of how to do that. Another thing that couldn’t be disputed was the fact that I was in the presence of a Reaper, which apparently meant it was close to closing time for me.

      And yet, the little fire burning inside me wasn’t ready to fizzle out. Not while I still retained my consciousness. So, in response to this peculiar and downright baffling situation, I crossed my spirit legs and let go of some of the angst I’d been holding in. I chose to focus on what I could influence—in this case, one Reaper’s mind. Perhaps I could persuade him to tell me more about himself, about his kind, about death in general, and, most importantly, about the Hermessi.

      He’d said it himself. He did his research.

      Seeley knew something the others in the living world didn’t.
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      I’d done my best not to be pissed off about the Hermessi ruining my wedding with Caspian. I’d tried to be mature about it, but with every hour that passed and every fae that fell under their wretched influence, I could feel the anger bubbling. I’d been slow-cooking for days now, and watching chunks of my Novak family fall sick and get locked inside charmed crystal casings was the last straw. The camel’s back wasn’t broken. It was shattered.

      In our constant turmoil and the multiple field ops to track down and bring in as many of the death cultists as we could, both Caspian and I had forgotten about Ramin and my connection to him. Thankfully, Taeral had remembered. Our Nerakian adventure seemed so puny and so long ago, in comparison to today’s catastrophes.

      Caspian came with me to Neraka—no way he’d let me do this alone. Fiona and Zane were kind enough to host us in their palace in Infernis, the daemon capital. White City had been quarantined and secured, with several witches and Manticores in charge of taking care of the ill fae. We’d had some stationed here as part of GASP, and they’d all fallen under the Hermessi’s influence. Whether the cultists had come along with them—our own people betraying the others—or they’d been locals of other species recruited by the Hermessi, we didn’t know for sure. None of the assailants had been caught here. Instead, there were five hundred crystal casings already occupied in White City, all of them fae. At first, we’d thought it impossible for the Hermessi to affect anyone other than the fae, but the Cerixian cults had proven otherwise.

      In order to get what they wanted, the Hermessi could reach out to anyone. Fortunately for us, only the fae were affected by their elemental influence. At least that bought us a little time before the five million body mark for the ritual was hit.

      Down below, in Infernis, the atmosphere was slightly calmer. The daemons weren’t easily shaken by the events. Maybe they were just fearless, even a little reckless by nature, but it helped. A strong mind and spirit were needed to keep the overall mood up. Therefore, Neraka was less gloomy than The Shade and Eritopia, for example. My heart broke for the fae planets. They’d taken the heaviest hit, with thousands of fae already sealed inside crystal casings. My only hope was that, if the Hermessi completed their occupation, the casings might stop them from moving forward with the ritual. They were the work of the Supernatural Dimension and The Shade’s most powerful witches. I had to cling on to that sliver of hope.

      “We haven’t had any other fae fall ill since yesterday,” Fiona told us as she and Zane escorted us into one of their guest rooms. The palace was huge. Glancing around, I could almost see the moving statues that Shaytan had used to hunt us down—the Death Claws that had claimed the lives of many. Ironically, I would’ve given anything to go back to that time, instead of dealing with this ample disaster. Greedy daemons and Exiled Maras I could handle. The elements themselves… not so much.

      “That’s good news, right? It means the field ops here are yielding results?” I asked.

      “Not really,” Zane said. “There aren’t that many fae left standing on Neraka. Most of the envoys were already affected.”

      “And we haven’t caught any cultists, either,” Fiona added.

      As soon as we were settled in a wide, circular lounge room, one of the servants brought in baby Sophia, Fiona and Zane’s gorgeous little girl. Swathed in soft linens, Sophia was half human and half daemon—the latter evidenced by the pair of tiny horns, each growing about two inches from behind her ears. They were little now, barely a couple of bony lumps, but, as the years would pass, they’d grow long and curved, much like Zane’s. All we had to do was make sure she’d live to see that day, since the Hermessi were hell-bent on wiping us all out.

      Fiona was turned back to her vampire self, once again pale and destined to never see the light of day again. There was a faint sadness in her eyes. The nine months she’d spent as a human had reminded her of the joys of walking in the sun, of eating food and other bits that made it harder for her to drink vampire blood afterward. She settled into one of the giant, silk-threaded cushions, with Sophia in her arms, while Zane lounged next to them, never too far away from the apple of his eye.

      It felt good to see them like this. It reminded me that there was still love and purity in this world, all of it worth protecting and even dying for. I softened in Caspian’s arms, both of us sinking into our oversized cushion. Another servant brought in chilled blood and water for us to have, along with Sophia’s special baby bottle. The formula inside it shimmered, catching my eye.

      “What’s in that?” I asked.

      Fiona smiled, then gave Sophia her bottle. “Corrine’s special formula. A little bit of magic goes a long way to help a baby hybrid like ours develop to her full potential.”

      “Oh. That’s new!” I exclaimed, wondering what the benefits were.

      “She worked with Amal and Amane on it, actually,” Fiona said. “It’s got some essential nutrients, along with my milk and a few genetically modified proteins to help her bones grow strong.”

      “We’ve come a long way, it seems,” I observed, resting my head on Caspian’s chest. The sound of his heart beating was the only thing I needed right now. It was smooth and even—the kind of rhythm I’d never get tired of.

      “Truth be told, there have been a lot of hybrids born lately,” Caspian replied. “Some species are dramatically different, too, so I’m guessing this type of formula is meant to help the baby’s survival and healthy growth.”

      Fiona nodded. “Absolutely. As much as we’d want, it’s not just our love that makes little miracles like Sophia happen,” she murmured, then kissed her baby’s forehead, while the little one gripped her bottle and continued suckling, without a care in the world.

      “You’re head over heels.” I giggled at Zane, who gave me a proud grin in return.

      “How could I not be? She’s perfect; her mother’s perfect,” he said, but quickly turned serious. “We just have to make sure we get to live to watch her grow up.”

      “I’m sorry about your wedding,” Fiona replied, wearing a faint but sad smile. “You didn’t deserve that fresh hell.”

      “Yeah, us too,” I muttered, feeling Caspian’s arms tighten around me. “I’m not sure how we’re going to get out of this alive.”

      “Hey, don’t go down that road,” he softly said to me. “It’s too early for despair, and you’re not one to wallow in it, anyway.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I sighed, almost not recognizing myself for a moment.

      Zane smiled. “It’s absolutely normal to feel despair. But it’s not in our nature to let it eat away at us. We’re in a lot of trouble, yes, but we’ve got a hell of a lot to fight for, don’t we?” We all nodded. “Let’s take it one step at a time. We’re all doing the best we can with what we’ve got right now. GASP has operations all over the In-Between and the Supernatural Dimension to annihilate the Hermessi death cults. They might not succeed in weeding them all out, but I’m sure it’ll at least slow them down—enough for the Hermessi to take longer to hit that five million they need. We’re all involved, we’ve all put our best warriors into this. Then there’s Cerix. That place has been a treasure trove of information since Tae’s crew found it. We’ve learned more about the Hermessi in, what, three days?” he asked, and we all nodded again. “We’ve learned more about the Hermessi in three days than we did in the past year. And I’ll be honest, I don’t think they’re invincible. The universe wouldn’t allow it.”

      I found myself intrigued. And so did Caspian. “What makes you say that?” he replied, asking for both of us. Our souls were synced. We knew what the other was thinking and feeling all the time. And this link was one of the key elements that helped me retain my sanity. Watching Caia and Vita sleep in those crystal casings had taken its toll on me—I loved them both dearly, and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing them to the Hermessi. The same could be said about their mom and grandfather, of course. But, emotionally speaking, I was most attached to the girls.

      “When my father thought he was invincible, the universe proved how horribly wrong he was,” Zane explained. “Granted, the universe did it by bringing you people here. But it was the universe, and nothing else. He tried to be above everyone, and he failed. Ta’Zan tried the same. He, too, failed. And your family has a ton more historical instances in which some attempted to reach this invincible and supreme status, only to be dragged back down from their pedestals. I’m just saying, I don’t think the Hermessi are any different.”

      “But they kind of are,” I said. “In most of the instances you’ve mentioned, the Hermessi were the agents of the universe as you describe it. They proved our villains wrong. This time, however, the Hermessi are the villains. How do we prove them wrong?”

      Zane thought about it for a moment, while Fiona put Sophia’s empty bottle away and wiped her little, pink mouth with a silken scarf. The baby was happy and ready to sleep, now, her eyelids gradually dropping. “I think we should start by acknowledging that the Hermessi are no longer operating as agents of the universe,” Zane ultimately concluded. “If we start treating them like the enemy, and not this unstoppable force, we might get somewhere. Think about it. If they really were invincible, they would’ve wiped us out by now. They wouldn’t have needed these extreme and ample rituals to break us. They’re limited, Harper. That should tell us something, along with the fact that they’re really keen to stop Tae and his crew.”

      I nodded slowly. “You make a fair point.”

      He did. If the Hermessi were this all-powerful mega-force of doom, why did they need to seduce these cultists into doing their bidding? With that in mind, I started to see them through a different lens. Sentient entities with a lot of power, yes, but natural limits and restrictions that could only be broken through these insane rituals.

      I relaxed in Caspian’s arms. “Then it’s time to talk to Ramin about it.”

      “We’re here if you need us, babe,” Fiona said to me.

      “Let’s wait and see if I actually manage to reach out to him. It’s been a long time, and, since I left Neraka, I haven’t thought about talking to him again.”

      “You’re a little rusty,” Caspian jokingly muttered in my ear. “But you’ll be fine. I’m not letting anything happen to you, Harper, so just let go and close your eyes.”

      “And think about him,” Fiona added. “Set your mind on Ramin. I know it’s how Vesta made her connection to Aya on Strava.”

      Vesta, too, was in the same kind of trouble. I’d teared up at the sight of her. She’d come a long way since her savage teenage years on Neraka, and she didn’t deserve any of this monumental crap storm. Zeriel was devastated.

      Ugh, focus! Think of Ramin. He might help fix all this. Emphasis on “might.”

      “Okay, here goes,” I said, then closed my eyes, content with Caspian’s body heat enveloping me and gradually carrying me away from consciousness.

      “Good luck, babe,” I heard Fiona reply.

      Darkness swallowed me whole, though I could still hear their voices and their conversations. It took me a while to completely disconnect—or maybe it was just seconds. I no longer had a notion of time. I focused on Ramin, remembering the Ekar bird and its fiery form as it crashed into Shaytan, setting him ablaze.

      I feared hope, in general, but I couldn’t help it this time. I reached out to it in my sleep, wishing it would come to me in the burning form of Ramin—the one Hermessi that might still be on our side. Emphasis on “might.”
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      As soon as I opened my eyes, I knew this was a lucid dream.

      Everything around me seemed off. Now, the question was whether I’d made it to where I was supposed to go. My dream world was filled with things from reality. Trees, rocks, buildings, and bridges that stretched over rivers. But they were skewed and everything was slightly different, as if painted with watercolors. The green was blue. The blue was red. The red was yellow. The black was white. It took a while for my eyes to adjust to this strange surrealism.

      I walked through it for a while, noticing how the shapes warped around me. I was a droplet of oil drifting quietly through the water. I couldn’t touch anything—every blade of grass, every stone, and every branch was elastic, bending away from my fingers.

      Eventually, I found a forest path leading up to a bright yellow cliff. The sky above was splattered red. Like an ocean of blood, with black clouds and no sun. “This is beyond weird,” I mumbled as I made my way up to the top of the cliff.

      Strange chirps echoed around me. There were little winged creatures here, but I couldn’t see them. The wind rose as I reached the peak. It was warm and cold at the same time. Someone stood at the very top, the highest point in the land. I stilled, trying to figure out whether I knew him. He wore a long, dark blue coat, his back to me. The fiery curls on the top of his head gave me a sense of familiarity.

      Had I actually found him?

      “Ramin?” I asked, my voice sounding distant, as if slipping through from another dream.

      He turned around. His eyes were incandescent—two droplets of lava. He smiled.

      “Ramin,” I concluded, feeling my heart expand with joy, then quickly contract with fear as I thought, for a brief moment, that he might be one of them. A hostile. I didn’t move, waiting for his reaction.

      He looked as though he’d been painted as well, with large and rapid brushstrokes. His features weren’t fully defined, but I could tell that he was wearing someone’s flesh. The eyes were the only thing that stood out, that didn’t match the rest of him.

      Ramin brought his index finger up to his lips, motioning for me to stay quiet. I was compelled to obey him. He offered me his hand, and, for a few minutes, I just stared at it, wondering whether I should take it. Could he be trusted? Was this a trap of sorts?

      What would his reason be? It didn’t make sense. Ramin had helped me more than once, and, if he’d wanted me dead, he would’ve flooded Infernis with burning lava as soon as I’d set foot inside. That much I knew was now possible, given the increasing strength of the Hermessi since the Blackout and since their influence had begun spreading through our fae.

      This is silly. I reached out to him. He wants to show me something.

      I figured I’d be better off following him to wherever he wished to take me, so I took a leap of faith and put my hand in his. His smile broadened. Then, we both became mere wisps shooting across a multicolored cosmos. I’d lost my shape and senses as we swooshed through the vast universe—I’d somehow left my dream state and my body in Infernis.

      I’d become a projection, soul-walking and moving through dimensions faster that the speed of light. Everything flickered past me. I held on tight, listening to his voice in my head.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” he said. “I’d thought about leaving Neraka to come looking for you, but you got here first, Harper.”

      Relief washed over me. “You’re not one of them,” I replied, watching the stars dart past us. I had no idea where we were going, but I didn’t let go. Something told me that if I severed the link, I’d be forever lost in this secret dimension.

      “They don’t know that,” Ramin said, giving me a sideways glance as we continued our journey, weightless.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “You’re the only one I could reach out to for this, Harper. I’m trusting you with my life by doing this. I need you to remember that.”

      “I will. I promise. But what’s happening here?”

      “It’s time for you to repay that favor,” Ramin said. “I helped you with the daemon king. Now, it’s your turn to help me.”

      “Oh, okay. Um, how? How could I possibly help? I’m the one who reached out to you for assistance.”

      “I need you to stop this madness. What they’re doing… It’s not right. I’ve done what they’ve asked of me, and I hate myself for it, but… it’s the only way I was able to survive, to live to this moment so I could speak to you,” Ramin said. I would’ve asked for more details, but I figured it had something to do with the death cults.

      “You got the fae on Neraka ill, didn’t you?”

      “I am sorry, Harper,” Ramin replied. “I hope, someday, you may forgive me for it. But, for now, I need you to stay quiet and come in.”

      We seemed to be slowing down, as a humongous, black abyss opened up before us. The stars and the other planets were gone. The gaseous pink-and-yellow clouds had vanished. Nothingness awaited, and, for some reason, it filled me with dread.

      “Come in?” I asked. Maybe I hadn’t heard him right.

      Ramin hovered in front of me. He unbuttoned his coat, opening it wide. “Come in. Trust me, Harper. I would never hurt you. I just cannot let anyone see or hear you where we’re going.”

      This was already fifty-thousand dollops of weird, so I thought… What the hell? I moved forward and wrapped my arms around his slender figure. His coat covered me. Night itself swaddled me like a newborn baby, as strips of fire emerged and seemed to tie themselves around me. I would’ve screamed, but my voice was gone.

      “Don’t worry, Harper. My fire would never hurt you,” Ramin said. He sounded a lot louder, as if I’d gotten stuck at the bottom of a barrel and he was talking to me from above, his voice echoing around me like rumbling thunder.

      Before I could even react, I felt us both drop. I was tethered inside a fiery tornado that fell through the black abyss. We were going somewhere—far away from any reality or dimension I’d become familiar with. I moved when Ramin moved. My limbs had become his. His core had become mine. His vision, mine. We were one and the same, inseparable. And he’d been truthful. The fire didn’t burn.

      We landed smoothly on a wide disc made of undulating layers of obsidian and tourmaline. Above us, the night sky stretched black, dotted with myriads of stars. I held my breath, realizing that we were no longer alone.

      “Remember, Harper, keep quiet and listen,” I heard Ramin say to me.

      I didn’t need to be told twice, as I realized we were meeting other Hermessi. There were dozens of elementals present, all of them in peculiar humanoid forms made of blazing flames, diamonds or trees, flowers or precious minerals, water or glimmering ice, clouds or air ripples… They’d all come here—wherever “here” was—to talk. This was equal parts insanely cool and terrifying at the same time.

      Were these the bad guys? Or the rebels we’d all been hoping to meet?

      “What took you so long?” a water figure asked us. I almost felt bad, as if I was late for class, or something. The Water Hermessi’s voice was smooth and feminine, but sharp enough to leave a permanent impression in my long-term memory.

      “My apologies, Aya,” Ramin replied, and my heart skipped a beat.

      This is Aya! The fabled Aya! Holy crap!

      “We don’t have enough time as it is,” Aya said.

      “Enough with the berating.” An Earth Hermessi came forward. “You know Ramin is on his own on Neraka. It couldn’t have been easy for him to get out, even for a few minutes.”

      Junnoh is the Earth Hermessi of Persea, I heard Ramin whisper in my head. “Thank you, Junnoh, for understanding. It hasn’t been easy at all. But I’m here now. What’s going on? Where are we with our mission?”

      “Acquis is under Leb and Sebbi’s watchful eye,” Junnoh said. “He can’t leave Cerix like us. Not until they get Brann’s replacement instated.”

      “We’re talking about the fire girl, Inalia, right?” Ramin asked.

      “Enough about her!” another Water Hermessi snapped. “We have bigger things to deal with!”

      That’s Mal, the Water Hermessi of Calliope. The fire next to him is Firr, the Fire Hermessi. We were blessed with two allies from Calliope, Ramin said to me. I was in sheer awe of what I was witnessing, speechless and starry-eyed as I watched them all come closer. The energy coming off them was sensational. I wondered if I could maybe syphon something off one of them. What would that feel like? What would it do to me? What were the odds I could even do it while soul-walking, when my body was trillions of miles away in another dimension? I decided not to risk exposure by trying something no other sentry had ever tried. But I did make a note to consider it as an option, and to share it with all the other sentries I knew—Varga included. Worth a shot.

      “Their influence is growing,” Mal added. “Hundreds of fae are falling under it every day, across the two realms.”

      Two realms? I thought my question to Ramin.

      What you creatures refer to as the Supernatural Dimension and the In-Between. There are other planes of existence, as well, but we haven’t reached them yet. We know, for a fact, that the fae reside in three dimensions—the one you come from, with your Shade, the Supernatural Dimension, and the In-Between. Ramin said.

      “But you haven’t had signs of influence from the third?”

      A Fire Hermessi came closer, shaking his head. “All of Earth is on my side,” he said. “And we’ve yet to find other distant worlds where the Hermessi might be active. My realm seems to be less generous with the life-giving elements. Maybe we deserve it.”

      “Tebir, do not despair. We are thankful for your presence and support,” Aya replied to him. “Few planets have come forth as rebels, with all four Hermessi on one side. Earth is special for it, trust me.”

      He’s the Fire Hermessi of Earth, right? I asked Ramin. I could almost feel him nod.

      “It’s only a matter of time before they touch the five million fae they need for the ritual,” Ramin said to the others. “Those of us who try to stop them face consequences that are too dire to ignore. We’ve all seen it with Brann and the others who’ve been destroyed.”

      “At least Cerix is fortunate to have Hermessi children surviving their parents,” Junnoh replied. “The same could not be said for Alpha Sentis or Melyana…”

      Other planets? I thought.

      Yes. Their Fire and Water Hermessi rebelled. Alpha Sentis froze to death, its species all wiped out. Melyana dried up. Millions of innocent creatures already dead, Ramin replied.

      “There is an upside to this growing influence of theirs, though,” Aya interjected. “It’s not just their powers that are growing. Ours are, too. We might be able to do something, after all.”

      “Firr, you were here when the intervention occurred. I know we’ve asked before, but maybe you’ve remembered something in the meantime,” Ramin said. “Who stopped the Hermessi before? Most of us here are young. Our predecessors perished back then.”

      “Back then” meant eons ago, in pre-ancient times when the Hermessi had more meaningful contact with the creatures of the planets they nurtured. “Back then” was an era when the Hermessi children were born in bigger numbers—or so I remembered from Amelia’s reports of what they’d read in the Silvergate library, prior to Brann’s death. It was time to confirm something with Ramin.

      So most of you rebels here were Hermessi children at first, too? I asked.

      Not all of us. I, for one, along with Mal, Junnoh, and Aya, for example, came to be on my own, Ramin explained. It’s difficult to explain, but it’s as if the universe didn’t want our planets to die when our predecessors were destroyed. The same isn’t happening now, I’m afraid. Something has changed.

      “I’m sorry, no. I’ve lost all sense of time since that fateful day. I could never remember what happened before. And I don’t mean just the intervention, as you call it,” Firr said. “I don’t remember my existence prior to it. I’ve tried, but… nothing comes to me.”

      This was strange, to say the least. But it did shed some light and offered a few answers to some of my most burning questions. Eavesdropping on a bunch of rebel Hermessi sure had its perks, and I already couldn’t wait to get back and share my findings with the others. At the same time, despair was still threatening to overcome me. As it stood, the rebel Hermessi were powerless to stop the ritual. This wasn’t a good basket for all our eggs.

      “We still don’t know who did it,” an Air Hermessi added. “All I remember is that the world was dangerously close to an end, and then I was asked by the other elements to take over for my mother. After that, everything went back to normal.”

      That’s Helus, Air Hermessi of Purgaris, Ramin said to me.

      “We do know it ended abruptly and long before the five million mark,” Aya replied. “And that’s what worries me. We’re dangerously close to the ritual being completed this time, and there’s no intervention. I don’t understand why.”

      “Maybe the universe wants all this life we’ve built to perish. Maybe the ritual needs to happen, this time around,” Junnoh suggested.

      “That’s nonsense,” Ramin snapped. “Why? It’s not fair! We’ve worked hard to build these worlds. We’ve watched life hatch from its very first cell, deep in the primordial waters, until now… Look at what our creations are doing. Building bridges, reaching out to one another across the galaxies. There is peace and prosperity, and those who seek war do not live for too long. We’re right where we’re supposed to be.”

      “According to our stubborn brethren, the universe has reached the age where a purge is necessary,” Firr grumbled, crossing his fiery arms and shaking his head. “They’re obsessed with this ritual. They keep telling us it’s time, it’s time. It’s like they’ve gone insane. We cannot reason with them anymore.”

      “We don’t know what intervened the last time this happened, but I know we can’t rely on another such miracle to come save us now,” Aya concluded, her tone firm, determination blaring out of her like a vibrant aura. “Our evil brothers and sisters have learned from their past. First, they won’t tell us who stopped them back then. Some of them might know, but they’ve kept it to themselves, most likely fearing rebellion. So I doubt we have a chance of learning the truth about that anytime soon.”

      “Their confidence irks me as well,” Ramin added. “The Hermessi have been dormant since, and we’ve not been able to produce new Hermessi children. It puts our planets at risk if we don’t have replacements available.” I didn’t like the way he spoke of creatures like Inalia and Eira as if they were spare parts to this big machine of theirs. “And, like we’ve all said before, the universe doesn’t seem willing to help us stop the ritual, this time around. Which leaves us with just one other option.”

      “What’s that, Ramin?” Aya asked.

      I, too, wanted to hear his thoughts about this. As it stood, it didn’t look good for us. On a cosmic level, we were royally screwed.

      “The GASP crew that’s currently on Cerix,” Ramin said, surprising me. We knew that Tae and his crew’s work was important, but I didn’t think it would be big enough for the rogue Hermessi to acknowledge it like this. “Leb and Sebbi are determined to squash them. The others are urging them to destroy the entire team. That tells me they might discover something that our brothers and sisters don’t wish to see the light of day, ever again.”

      A brief silence settled across the gathering, as we all processed Ramin’s assumption. The seedling of truth within it could not be ignored or denied. In my heart, I knew he was on to something with this.

      Firr nodded in agreement. “They’re afraid that GASP crew will unearth something they don’t want the rest of the worlds to know—us included.”

      Us, the rebels, he means? I asked Ramin.

      Yes, though our identities have not all been revealed, Ramin told me. There is suspicion among the Hermessi, in general, but without proof, they cannot accuse any of us of treason. That’s why they all refuse to talk about the intervention, in the first place. They don’t want to risk one of us rebels learning about it, because they know we’d take action and go to the ends of the world to stop this ritual.

      “I was wondering,” Mal said. “Consider it a side note to what Ramin just said, but keep it in mind, nonetheless. When the first intervention happened, many Hermessi were destroyed, thus crippling the ritual itself. Then, their children came forth as their successors. In some rare cases, such as mine and others here, new Hermessi were created. There’s ten of us, in total, that I know of. The other Hermessi heirs were children first. Maybe, this time around, the force that stopped the ritual then cannot do it again, because there is a shortage of Hermessi children to replace the bad apples.”

      “So, there’s no outside intervention happening because it would destroy too many Hermessi in the process, and it wouldn’t be strong enough to make that many new Hermessi to replace them, since there are few Hermessi children living,” Aya replied. “Am I getting that right?”

      She is, I thought. And it made sense. If this greater force wanted to save the world, it couldn’t do so by dooming thousands of planets to self-destruction by wiping out their Hermessi without replacements. Standing back, this time around, sounded like the sensible thing to do. Destroying civilizations through the ritual was less destructive than planets dying altogether without one or more of their elements. The realization made my stomach sink.

      “Yes,” Mal sighed. “Which means that Ramin’s avenue is the only one we have. Whatever those GASP agents are up to, we should find a way to help them without getting ourselves revealed as rebels.”

      “How would we even begin to do that?” Aya asked. “We cannot leave our planets to assist them. I sure don’t want to end up like Brann. There’s no one to replace me on Strava!”

      “I think that’s what our brothers and sisters are banking on,” Firr said. “That we’re limited by this fear of being destroyed. They’re not that far off, either. I’m not sure how much longer some of us will last.”

      “There’s something else,” Tebir replied, his fire burning brighter. “There’s word coming from the In-Between that they’re about to try something truly abominable to stop them. Because of the two jinn on that GASP crew, our brethren can’t catch them. They’re never in one place for too long.”

      “What are you talking about? Where did you hear this?” Aya asked, suddenly alarmed.

      “Pyrr, the Fire Hermessi of the Fire Star. He let it slip to one of the templars there. You know word travels fast through the flames. I’ve just heard it myself,” Tebir said.

      Ramin flared with shock. I could hear the whispers myself, coming from a fire fae in GASP custody. A string of words that, at first, didn’t make sense. Surely, one of the Mara agents on our side must’ve broken the guy down, forced him to spill some, if not all, of the beans. This was happening in real-time, I realized. The other Fire Hermessi present lit up, as well.

      “I can hear it, too, brother,” Ramin murmured, as horror engulfed me. “Leb and Sebbi have begun toying with the natural order, bringing forth creatures that shouldn’t even exist, all for the sole purpose of hunting that GASP crew.”

      What the hell could that possibly mean? What creatures were they talking about?

      “If the Hermessi themselves can’t hunt these agents down, then their monstrous experiments surely can,” Ramin concluded.

      “What limits us as elements does not apply to living creatures,” Aya breathed. “What… What can we do, my fellow rebels? We’re stuck to meeting in these hidden dimensions, plotting against our own kind, while they tip the natural scales in their favor, just so they can complete that damn ritual!”

      “Whatever comes out of the bowels of Cerix, it was made solely for the purpose of hunting down that one crew,” Ramin said. “The best we can do is find a way to warn them.” Granted, that was redundant, since I was right here with him, hearing everything loud and clear. “We cannot trust any fae to deliver the message,” Ramin added. “They’re susceptible to our brethren’s influence.”

      “Can we reach out to anyone else?” Mal asked.

      Aya nodded. “I did manage to slip into a vampire-sentry’s dream, once. Her name is Elonora. I could try again.”

      “Leave this with me,” Ramin replied. “I know the right person I can speak to about this. Worry not, I’ll make sure GASP is alerted.”

      Thank you for this, Ramin, I thought, filled up with warmth and gratitude toward him. He could certainly feel it. I do have one more question. The ritual involves the oldest twenty-planet solar system in the In-Between. Do you know which one it is?

      “The ritual is meant to be completed when the planets of the first twenty-planet solar system are aligned,” Ramin said out loud. “We still don’t know which system the ritual refers to, do we?”

      “Tebba, the Water Hermessi of the Fire Star, said that only one of the Hermessi leading this ritual mission knows which system that is,” Mal replied. “I told you, they’re keeping their cards close to their chest, this time around.”

      “Because they know they can be defeated!” Aya shouted, the water that made her rippling with pure anger. “It’s why they’re drilling for life in the pink waters of Cerix. They’re scared of failing again.”

      I was tormented by newfound energy and crippling fear. On one hand, I’d just acquired first-hand and incredibly valuable intel, straight from the Hermessi horse’s mouth. On the other, I’d yet to gain any scope on how the Hermessi could be stopped, in the end. We knew they could be, but we still didn’t know how.

      Two things lingered heavily in my consciousness, while I found an inkling of comfort in Ramin’s inner flames. First, that there had been outside influence of titanic proportions present during the Hermessi’s initial ritual attempt. It had stopped them, and it had destroyed many of them in the process.

      Second, this notion of creatures made from the pink waters of Cerix. What were they, exactly? They sounded like cheat codes on the evolutionary scale, designed solely to find and kill Tae, Lumi, and the rest of their crew. I needed to make my way back to consciousness now, desperate to warn the others of everything I’d learned.

      “Quiet,” Aya hissed. “Can you hear that?”

      Silence fell over the small Hermessi rebel group. A few seconds later, we could certainly hear it. A strange whirring. Wings fluttering. No, winds. Strong winds sputtering through cosmos, howling and screeching angrily.

      “Everyone, scatter!” Mal warned us.

      In an instant, the gathering broke. Wisps of water, air, earth, and fire dashed in different directions, as far away from the obsidian and tourmaline disc as possible. I was jolted by Ramin’s sudden movement. He flew us far away, but I could still see the hundreds of elements converging on the circular platform.

      The other Hermessi had found our meeting spot. And they trashed it.

      As Ramin penetrated the depths of space and time, I watched as the disc was splintered by violent blazes and storms, earthquakes and tornadoes, until billions of shards were scattered across the blackness. Some of the Hermessi spread outward, racing to catch the rebels before they disappeared. Before they could identify them.

      “Hang in there, Harper,” Ramin said to me. “It’s about to get rough.”

      Oh, it most certainly did, as we wound up plummeting and spiraling toward a galaxy below, with a furious cluster of Water Hermessi on our tail. I became one with the fire, allowing Ramin full freedom of movement so he’d get us away from here.

      My mind was sharp, but the horror gripped me tight. If Ramin got caught with me in him, we were both done for. I worried about the other Hermessi rebels, too. Clearly, the baddies had come to play, and I doubted they’d be interested in taking prisoners.

      No, this had the looks of a seek-and-destroy operation, and Ramin and I were targets.
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      A crack appeared in one of the eggs.

      “Uh, Raphael?” I croaked, my eyes wide as I watched it spider across the crystal surface. The figure inside began to twitch, as if struggling against the shell.

      Raphael followed my gaze. He, too, seemed stunned. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.” Yet he stayed remarkably calm. We’d stumbled upon a sphere-shaped cavern with pink water that kept pushing these weird-ass crystal eggs to the surface, and now, said eggs were beginning to crack.

      One by one, they all began to break.

      “They’re… hatching,” I said, my voice trembling. “Raphael, they’re hatching…”

      “We should move back, just in case,” Raphael replied, gripping my wrist firmly as he pulled us both away from the edge of the pink water pool.

      “What the hell are these things?” I asked, though I knew he wouldn’t have the answer.

      The first egg split open with a spine-tingling crack. Out came a most horrifying creature, still glazed in amniotic fluid. It was big, with four limbs—each of them long and slender, with multiple articulations and ending in long, sharp claws. Its head came with four sets of eyes, each blinking separately from the others, and a broad jaw that held dozens of perfectly sharpened fangs. Beneath the amniotic goo, I could see the sturdy muscles and the short, black fur coat. Whatever this thing was, it seemed to be a cross between a black panther and the aliens from Alien. Spikes covered its ridiculously long tail.

      The creature took a moment to awaken and become fully aware of its surroundings, while the other eggs continued to hatch, producing identical copies of the first one. Bile rose up to my throat. Fear made my blood freeze and clot my veins, making it harder for my heart to beat properly.

      Then, the creature found Raphael and me on the other side of the pool. It blinked several times with all eight eyes, then bared its too many fangs at us.

      “Amelia, I think we should run,” Raphael said dryly. “I think they’re hungry.”

      The trouble with unidentified creatures was not knowing what their limits were. Said limits certainly couldn’t be tested in cramped spaces such as this cave or the tunnels—our environment impeded our ability to fight back. The best we could do, given the circumstances, was run as though our asses were on fire.

      “No argument there,” I replied.

      A split second later, the first creature roared so loud, it sent shivers down my spine. The others joined in, and the echoes spilled out into the tunnel behind us. I got jerked back as Raphael caught my hand and started to run. I quickly regained my footing and ran back through the passage with him.

      “Sweet deliverance, we are in so much trouble!” I added, running as fast as my vampire legs could hold me.

      We both glanced back, watching the tunnel darken as the creatures came after us. There were dozens of them, each determined to catch us and… well, eat us. We didn’t have any fire to fight them off, either. Maybe this was all deliberate, somehow!

      “This is one of those moments I find myself hoping my meat is stringy,” Raphael breathed, then increased his speed without letting go of my hand. He threw back a powerful wind. I followed its trajectory and found myself disappointed. The creatures just dodged the air blast with incredible agility. Some were running on the ceiling or on the walls, making use of all the available space to come after us.

      “We need to warn the others,” I shouted.

      “We need to survive, first!” Raphael retorted, then threw another gale at them.

      This time, however, it was a lot stronger, breaking chunks of the walls off as it swooshed toward the creatures. He’d put more energy into it. He managed to take down just one of the creatures. To my horror, it simply shook it off, then got back up and caught up with the others. And they were fast. Dammit, they were so fast!

      Raphael cursed under his breath as the creatures snarled and snapped their fangs in their pursuit of us. He pushed me forward, prompting me to look back at him in sheer terror. “Go!” he said. “I’m bringing the tunnel down! Go, Amelia! Go!”

      There was no time to argue. No time to think. There wasn’t even a second left for me to object.

      All I could do was obey. So, I ran. Faster. With more urgency in my heels than ever, as I darted through the tunnel and prayed to all the gods that Raphael would join me in safety soon enough. A bloodcurdling rumble traveled through the passage.

      I briefly looked over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of Raphael stopping. He turned to face the incoming creatures, then shoved his fists into the black walls, crumbling the stone against his knuckles. The ground started to shake.

      It brought the creatures to a standstill, as they tried to figure out what was happening. An earthquake surged through the tunnel, so powerful that I lost my footing and wound up on the hard ground, sliding across the stone and scraping my knees in the process. The collapse thundered through, as the tunnel came down in massive chunks of stone just as the creatures scrambled to get to Raphael before they got caught in the fall.

      But Raphael was one step ahead of them. With one last effort, he pushed out another gale-force wind while the stone kept coming down, crushing some of the beasts. He ran back after me, breathlessly scooping me up with one arm. He carried me through the rest of the passageway, then slapped the wall on our right before entering the main tunnel back to the original library cluster.

      Behind us, the whole thing broke down.

      After the slap, the rest of the tunnel collapsed, as well. Black dust rolled out, filling our lungs and making us both choke as Raphael kept running and carrying me like a light sack of potatoes. I didn’t even get a second to complain about this.

      “Did it work?” I asked, then sucked in a breath at the sound of claws scraping against the stone. “Forget I asked.”

      “We don’t have much time,” Raphael said. He firmly tightened his hold around my waist and sprinted toward the end of the tunnel. From there, we had at least another mile of tunnel mazes before we reached the library and the rest of our crew.

      I pressed the call button on my earpiece, but I couldn’t get through to anyone. “I can’t use the comms line,” I said.

      “Telluris?” Raphael asked.

      It was my turn to curse, because I couldn’t reach out to Taeral through our soul connections, either. What in the world was going on here? Then it hit us both as we noticed the shimmering black stone around us—we’d seen it before, but we had different lenses now, so to speak, as we realized something.

      “The whole tunnel is blocking the comms. There’s something here that’s messing with it and Telluris,” Raphael voiced our conclusion. “As I was saying, we need to warn the others, fast!”

      “You can put me down now!”

      The sound of approaching creatures made me yelp. “They’re getting through the collapsed tunnel,” Raphael replied, ignoring my request. “Hold on!”

      Other than the arm he’d snaked around my waist, there wasn’t much else I could hold on to. But I had to admit, we were moving a little faster like this. Raphael was slightly more agile than me. Perfect and all that. I thought of using my pulverizer weapon, but the creatures were moving too fast. Again, this narrow space we had to work with was a serious problem. It got worse when the ground started shaking again—only I hadn’t seen Raphael slap any other wall.

      “Was that you?” I asked, wide-eyed.

      Raphael took too long to reply. “Nope.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      Things had just gone from terrible to much, much worse. We were being chased by the scariest monsters I’d ever come across, and the Hermessi had found us. Our comms didn’t work in the tunnel and neither did our Telluris links. Worst of all, we didn’t know what was doing this. We’d experienced issues with forcefields and spells being used to block the soul connections, not to mention Ta’Zan’s comms blocking towers—but something else was at work here.

      Our only option was to reach the crew and get back to the surface before the whole place came down on us, or before we became the creatures’ first dinner. Remembering Raphael’s remark, I highly doubted his meat would be stringy. With all the muscles on him, I was willing to bet he’d be like a rare steak to these monsters.

      “Just hold on,” Raphael said, then increased his running speed again. I wondered how much faster he could go. I was already brushing rather violently against the cold air in the tunnel. “I’m not letting them get to you.”

      I almost melted a little upon hearing that statement. Then, reality kicked me in the shins.

      “Can’t lose the team’s computer, now, can we?” he added.

      I deflated like a cheap beach ball, then shook it all off and slipped from his grip. A moment later, we were both running side by side again. I was putting in the extra effort to keep up with him, simply because I refused to be some kind of damsel he could just carry around like a purse. Ha, ha, Raphael with a purse.

      “What the hell? I told you I’m faster!” he chastised me.

      “And I’ve repeatedly told you to stop underestimating me,” I snarled, then used the adrenaline coursing through me to get ahead of him by a couple of feet.

      Behind us, though we couldn’t see them just yet, the monsters were making their way out of the second tunnel jam. Raphael slapped the wall again. Only, this time, nothing happened. “The earth stopped shaking altogether,” he muttered, as we both realized that the tunnel had gone completely still.

      “It’s the Earth Hermessi. He’s cut you off from his energy,” I said. “You can’t use your fae abilities while it’s around, I think.”

      This kind of selective power outage only made things more difficult for us, but, nevertheless, we had to keep moving. If the creatures or the Hermessi got to us first, it would doom the others too. I couldn’t for the life of me let that happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Inalia

          

        

      

    

    
      My soul was unraveling as I tried to make sense of what we’d learned so far, along with its implications for my own future—or lack thereof, if I chose to make the ultimate sacrifice. There were too many things happening at once. Too many unknowns. Still, I had to push through. Even if I’d have to take Brann’s place in the absence of better options, I needed to make sure I helped Eira and Taeral and the rest of their crew. The Hermessi were up to no good, and they had to be stopped.

      “We used to be neutral,” Acquis said, bringing me back into our current corner of cosmos, where Eira and I had only brought our souls—our bodies still in the underground, in the original library beneath the Lemnos Woods of Samotarcis. “We used to care for our planets and the creatures we helped create.”

      “What happened, then?” I asked.

      “Time, I suppose. Well, better said, the absence of it,” Acquis replied. “Millions of years have passed since the first Hermessi came into being. Millions of planets born and destroyed. It’s natural, for one thing, to have a beginning and an end. Maybe, someday, all the Hermessi will die out. Maybe the universe will become this endless field of lifeless rocks and burning stars… who knows?”

      “So, what? Because they’ve been around for so long, the Hermessi have lost their marbles?” Eira asked, unconvinced.

      “We are not perfect, child. We did the best we could with what we were given. There was no manual for who we are and what we are meant to do. We tested our limits. We accidentally wiped out entire worlds in the process. But we built new ones after that—I speak for the others, however. I’ve only known Cerix, since I was still a Cerixian myself.”

      “You’re referring to the elders, the old guard, so to speak,” I concluded.

      The water ring that swirled around us swelled in response. It felt like a yes.

      “We played with the laws of the universe. We discovered that our energy could be limited or amplified. That if we had a certain number of living bodies, we could use them as conduits. The bigger the number, the greater our ability to destroy and create. The old guard, as you call them, devised the rituals. They became essential to our culture over time. To many, the rituals are the single most important aspect of our existence. I suppose they cannot see life without performing them every few millennia or once in a million years… I don’t know. I couldn’t reason with my older brethren about this. It’s either ‘we do this’ or ‘we do this,’ and they will not accept any other answer from the rest of us.”

      “But why? What makes them think we all need to be wiped out?” I asked.

      “It is common knowledge among the Hermessi that it takes about two million years for any civilization to achieve the highest point of its societal development, and then it will devolve into self-destruction,” Acquis explained. “It’s been two million years since the last time this end-of-days ritual was attempted. Four since the slate has been wiped clean across the universe, since the ritual was, in fact, completed. It’s part of our Hermessi tradition, like I said. They would’ve tried it sooner, but the backlash from two million years ago rendered them all useless on a cosmic scale. It reduced them to mere elements. Since the Blackout, however, they’ve grown stronger, and they’re determined to complete the ritual this time.”

      Eira tried to get more information out of him regarding that previous attempt. “What was the backlash, exactly? What was it that had the power to destroy so many Hermessi and put the survivors to sleep for… two million years?”

      “It was an outside force, I told you,” Acquis replied.

      “Yeah, that’s not enough. You need to explain what this outside force is,” I said firmly.

      “Listen, there’s no time for this, not right—”

      “Make time!” Eira shouted. “Entire civilizations are at risk! And for what? For your brethren’s obsession with sticking to their patterns?”

      “The Hermessi have seen enough civilizations grow and die to decide on the two million years’ worth of living,” Acquis replied. “If they’re allowed to live past that, they become destructive to the point where the planet itself suffers, often beyond repair. We are Hermessi. We are the planets. So why wouldn’t we make sure our worlds live longer? If we have to wipe out entire species to do it, so be it! Most of what’s in this universe right now has been around for more than four million years. In distant galaxies, planets destroyed one another with magic they should’ve never gotten their hands on, in the first place! There is logic behind this madness.”

      “Then you’re okay with it,” Eira retorted.

      “I’m not. I’m just saying, I understand where my brethren are coming from. I do, however, believe that these civilizations could be warned, helped to mend their ways, before this final solution that is the ritual.”

      “What outside force stopped the Hermessi two million years ago, Acquis? I’m sure you know, but can’t bring yourself to tell us,” I asked once more, surprised by my own courage and determination. It could be that my mentality was already shifting, as if my courage had grown three sizes in the face of danger and death. I was doing and saying things I’d never thought possible a week ago.

      Acquis pulled himself into a smaller water bubble, moving around us like a curious bee. Distant stars were reflected in his surface, which rippled at Eira’s touch. His voice, however, was as loud and clear as ever. “There were suspicions among us, the young Hermessi, regarding the demise of our predecessors and the great sleep. We followed a logical thread, of course. What I do know is that the old guard won’t breathe a word about that event.”

      “Okay. So what was your assumption, then? What did the new guard think happened two million years ago?” Eira asked.

      “What force is endless and stronger than all of us put together?” Acquis replied.

      A second went by in silence as both Eira and I thought about it. “Life?” I suggested, unconvinced by my own answer.

      “We are life-givers, Inalia,” Acquis said.

      “Then maybe—” Eira didn’t get to finish that thought.

      Everything went black. In a split second, I felt myself pulled back, torn from that hidden corner of cosmos and hurled across like a loose rag. Everything about me hurt, until my spirit was reunited with my flesh. Dazed, I glanced around, noticing Eira back and by my side, equally confused.

      “Come on, we need to go!” Taeral warned us, gripping my shoulders firmly.

      “Huh? What? What just…” My voice trailed off as I heard the rumble in the tunnels. Amelia and Raphael stood in the cave room’s rounded doorway, panting. Their eyes wide and filled with… concern. Fear. It quickly passed over to me. “Tae, what’s going on?”

      He helped Eira and me up, then handed us our bags and weapons, which we’d left on the floor during our out-of-body meeting with Acquis. “Something is coming. We need to leave.”

      “What’s coming?” Eira replied, blinking rapidly.

      A spine-tingling screech echoed through the tunnel. It was swiftly followed by the most terrifying roars I’d ever heard. Claws scratching at the black stone. Shivers traveled down my spine, as my survival instincts kicked in with lightning speed.

      We rushed out into the tunnel leading back to the first chamber, joining Amelia, Raphael, Herakles, Riza, Varga, Eva and Bane as we moved away from the growls and paralyzing howls.

      “Seriously, what the hell is that?” I asked.

      Taeral caught my hand in his, and I took Eira’s in mine, afraid I might lose her along the way. We ran through the passageway, crossing multiple chambers, as the animal sounds got closer behind us. It was only a matter of time before I’d find out what those creatures were—and I sure didn’t want that.

      “I’m sorry I had to wake you both up like this, but we couldn’t wait any longer,” Taeral said.

      “You’re not answering my question!”

      “They’re creatures of some kind, and our comms are down in the tunnels,” Amelia replied.

      “What creatures?” Eira croaked, glancing over her shoulder. The color vanished from her cheeks. “Oh, no.”

      I followed her gaze and felt my stomach crumble at the sight of those monstrous things. They’d just spilled into the main corridor, and they were headed toward us. The giant fangs. The sharp claws. The beads of drool hanging from their gaping jaws… their many eyes. They were nightmares incarnate and nothing I’d ever come across before.

      My yelp best described what I thought of them, as I kept running even faster, with Eira and Taeral linked to my hands.

      “We need to warn the Brothers and get them out!” Bane added, pale with terror. He fumbled through his shirt and took out what looked like a wood-carved whistle. He blew it, emitting a shriek that sounded like an incredibly angry pterodactyl, but it seemed to work.

      Within seconds, murmurs and thudding boots filled the cave system with rumbling echoes. The Brothers had been alerted. They probably had that whistle as part of some kind of evacuation protocol.

      “Everybody get out, now!” I heard Herakles shout farther ahead. He and Riza had gotten to the first chambers faster, just in time to bump into a small mass of Brothers as they tumbled out of the chambers, desperate to reach the surface.

      “What’s going on?” one of the Brothers’ voices came through.

      “Get out, dammit! Now! Now! Move!” Riza commanded.

      Shortly thereafter, we made it to the first chamber, just as the last dozen Brothers scrambled through the exit tunnel, while Herakles and Riza waited for the rest of us. Bane sped forward and joined his mates, rushing up the steps leading to the surface. Other Brothers came running in from other nearby chambers—all of them pale and terrified. They, too, had heard the creatures.

      Raphael stayed back, slapping the tunnel walls with his bare hands. He couldn’t do it on his own, though, and I didn’t understand why. “The Hermessi know we’re here. They’re preventing me from using my fae abilities. I need some help!” he shouted.

      Without hesitation, Riza joined him, whispering something. Her palms lit up in the same color as her amethyst eyes. She touched Raphael’s hands, palms still pressed against the black stone walls. Then, she clapped her luminescent hands, releasing what looked like a pulse just as the creatures got close enough for me to see their shadows reflected in front of the main chamber’s entrance.

      The rumble that followed made me want to get as far away from here as possible.

      Riza and Amelia grabbed Raphael, then linked hands with the rest of us, just as the last of the Brothers we knew about made it out. The ground trembled beneath us. The entire tunnel system collapsed as we vanished.

      We reappeared on the outer edges of Lemnos Woods. The earth was still shaking. Dust puffed out here and there, between the trees, as the caves came down underneath. I could only imagine the damage such an event implied—but I hoped it had also sealed those monstrous creatures in.

      Varga’s eyes glistened gold as he scanned the area. “I don’t see that many Brothers out there,” he said quietly. “I’m afraid we didn’t get all of them out.”

      “We couldn’t have gotten them all out in time,” Taeral replied. “It all happened too fast.”

      “How… What… Somebody explain this to me!” Eira cried out, shaking like a leaf. Varga kept his True Sight on the Brothers, most likely watching and making sure they got away from the caves, as the ground tremors dwindled.

      “There was this cave chamber, far from the library,” Amelia said. “Raphael and I were out exploring. We found it all quiet, but it was strange. A sphere-shaped grotto with pink water on the bottom. Crystal eggs kept floating to the surface, and inside them, we could see something moving. By the time we realized we were in trouble, most of the eggs had already hatched, and the creatures were coming for us.”

      “Creatures. Creatures. I keep hearing the word, but it doesn’t make sense. What creatures? The monsters I saw back there, with too many eyes and claws and… ugh…” Eira shuddered and shook her head, probably trying to lose the image.

      “We don’t know what they are,” Raphael replied, frowning. “You’re a local. You’d know more than us, for sure.”

      “There is nothing that just comes out of crystal eggs from pink waters from the bottom of the freaking earth!” Eira said, aggravated and understandably horrified.

      “Guys, trouble,” Varga interrupted our baffled exchange. “We need to get back there!”

      “What? Why?” Taeral asked.

      “The Brothers… those things are tearing into them. We can’t let them all die!”

      Taeral looked at Eira and me, as if waiting for our approval. To my surprise, Eira was the first to nod. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      “Thought you were scared of them,” Raphael replied with a cold grin.

      “Yeah, but it doesn’t mean I’m cool with letting them kill people,” Eira snapped.

      We linked hands, and I braced myself for the worst. My heart pumped at hyper speed, my skin lighting up orange as soon as we set foot on the wavy and fractured ground above the collapsed cave system we’d briefly teleported away from.

      The horror unraveled faster than the adrenaline rushing through my veins. Brothers were running in different directions, as the creatures fought their way out from the underground, then went after them. A few of the Brothers made it, vanishing behind the distant black trees, but most were pinned down. The creatures were hungry, their fangs tearing through flesh and bone as if they’d stumbled upon the greatest buffet. I caught a glimpse of Bane slipping from a pair of claws. He made a run for it without ever looking back. I didn’t even have time to wonder if I’d see him again—his attacker moved on to another Brother, weaker and slower. The poor Cerixian didn’t stand a chance.

      My stomach turned itself inside out. Anger took hold, and I quickly translated it into fire. For some reason, I could use my elemental ability. Taeral and Raphael had their other strengths to rely on. The Hermessi definitely knew we were here. I could feel their eyes on me, their whispers traveling along the rising, chilly winds.

      I cast fires at every creature I could see—devastating blazes that would’ve instantly cremated any other foe. But these monsters seemed almost immune! The flames barely touched them. Maybe a blister here and there, at best. I couldn’t help but curse under my breath.

      Eira’s water ability was strong, too. It was as if the Hermessi could pause a fae’s elemental connection to them, but were unable to do the same with us, their children. That was good to know, going forward. However, it didn’t help our situation much. Eira managed to draw out snaking threads of water from the underground rivers flowing beneath the cave system. They froze as soon as they reached the surface, but she could still hurl them around like projectiles. Still, all she managed to do was smack some of the creatures, thus drawing their ire and bared fangs.

      Taeral and his crew spread out, trying to destroy these creatures before they killed all the Brothers of the Shadow who had been left behind. Part of me prepared for the worst-case scenario—these monsters kept spilling out from below, as if they were being mass-produced from the bowels of Cerix. We were already outnumbered, but I took comfort in knowing that Taeral’s crew was one step above the “badass” label.

      “Oh, crap,” I bit out, my gaze fixed on one particular creature.

      It teleported across the conflict area, darting from one body to the next in a bid to eat as much as it could before Taeral and Riza could get to it.

      “They’re teleporting. They’re freaking teleporting!” Eira shouted, equally stunned by what she was witnessing.

      I could handle monsters that were immune to my fire or Eira’s water, mainly because Taeral’s crew had other tricks up their sleeves—such as teleporting. But if these creatures could teleport as well, how in the world were we going to get out of this mess?

      That question was left unanswered, as one of the monsters set its sights on me.
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      I saw the gruesome creature lunge at Inalia. A second later, I was right in front of it. I swung my sword out wide, mercilessly cutting through its chest. The skin split open, and blood sprayed out. It tumbled backward, but, in less than half a minute, it was already back on all fours, the wound on its muscular chest healing.

      We were learning a lot about these creatures in a matter of minutes.

      “We’ve got to get the others out,” Amelia said, then bolted in the direction of one Brother, about twenty yards away. She moved fast, light on her feet, as she dashed past the creature towering over the Cerixian man and left it with claw marks that ran painfully deep. The beast growled, temporarily distracted as it chased after Amelia. The Cerixian man was able to get up and run away, while the rest of us kept the monsters distracted.

      “A little while longer, dammit!” Riza grumbled, then vanished and reappeared forty feet back. A creature showed up right next to her, determined to tear her to shreds.

      “This is unbelievable,” I mumbled, unable to process what I was witnessing.

      None of our blows were fatal to these monsters. Sure, we managed to annoy, injure, and distract them long enough for the remaining Brothers of the Shadow to get up and escape, but we didn’t seem able to kill them. Whatever these creatures were, they’d been designed with people like me in mind.

      Riza was trying to get another Brother out of harm’s way, dodging one creature, but she had another that had caught her scent and was able to teleport along with her, across short distances. I instinctively wondered if they could do the same where miles were concerned.

      I stayed close to Eira and Inalia, surprised by their quick reactions. They complemented each other beautifully, as well. Inalia had destructive fireballs at her fingertips, while Eira used water from the underground to launch ice spears at any of the creatures that dared approach them. The one I’d cut through was back, as well, circling around us and licking its ridiculously sharp fangs, looking at me as if I were its prime rib steak dinner.

      Needless to say, I was scared. I couldn’t say it out loud, but I was scared. Not of the monsters themselves, because we could kill them, eventually, if we worked hard enough. No, I was scared by the number of Cerixians that had already died, and, most importantly, I was scared by the extent to which the Hermessi were going to in order to get us.

      “This has to be the Hermessi’s doing,” I said, mostly to myself, then teleported myself behind the enemy creature. It vanished. A split second passed, and I heard the bloodcurdling growl in my right ear, its hot and putrid breath brushing against the side of my neck.

      Think fast.

      I teleported again, leaving the creature behind, before it could snap its jaws shut and rip me apart. However, as quickly as I moved, so did it. It reappeared in front of me, on its hind legs and with its front claws out, eager to break me.

      “Get behind me!” I heard Inalia shout.

      I did. I teleported myself right behind her.

      “Duck!” she said.

      Without hesitation, I dropped to the ground and glanced behind me. The monster teleported itself closer as well, persistent in its pursuit of me. I did spot the glimmer of surprise in its many eyes when it saw Inalia. Fire shot from her incandescent palms. She groaned from the effort, sweat covering her face, but she did it—she released a curtain of fire strong enough to take one creature down.

      I shot back up and gave her a thankful smile. “You should consider a career with GASP,” I said.

      “I might, if nothing else comes up,” she replied with a wink, then turned her focus to the other creatures that were moving in on us. It was a painful reminder that she was still expected to sacrifice herself as the next Hermessi.

      Herakles’s grunts startled me. Looking around, I spotted him on the northern edge of our battlefield, pinned down by two creatures. It had taken two to hold the titan in place, and I worried they’d be the end of him, too.

      I teleported next to them and slashed with my sword multiple times, going for the soft parts, their chests and thick, strong necks. There were muscles there that I could cut through. The aim was to deliver enough damage to keep them busy while I rescued their targets. I managed to teleport Herakles back by Eira and Inalia’s side, noticing how the creatures continued to circle them, without attacking.

      Inalia’s fire and Eira’s ice hurt them, but, still, they didn’t retaliate. That seemed odd, at first, until I realized what was going on. One creature had tried to attack Inalia already—but only once. The others seemed to be holding back now. Maybe my theory was correct and much more complicated. Maybe the Hermessi had control over these monsters and were able to tell them not to attack the person they perceived to be the next Fire Hermessi. The elementals’ children were off limits, from what I could tell.

      On the other side of the cave opening, from which more beasts emerged, I could see the trouble that the rest of my crew was in. Amelia was holding on well, and so was Eva. Both were fast and agile enough to avoid the serious hits as they did their best to rescue a couple more Cerixians. Varga had caught one creature in a syphoning link, but three more were coming up behind him.

      Riza couldn’t lose the five creatures that were teleporting with her. And Raphael had his wings fanned out, flying around and cutting through as many monsters as he could. Deformed bodies started dropping, blood pooling around them. But the victory didn’t last long, as a more enterprising creature rammed into Raphael from the side and took him down.

      I tried to zap closer to his location so I could help, but I got cut off by two monsters with their sights set on me. Two short arrows flew past my head, both piercing the creatures’ foreheads. All their eyes grew wide and glassy as they collapsed, lifeless, on the cold, hard ground. Glancing behind me, I saw Herakles with his wrist-mounted crossbow, sneering.

      “They’re not impossible to kill, then,” he said.

      I shook my head. “No, just difficult, and we’re already short on time!”

      “Tae, watch out!” Amelia screamed.

      Too late. I was tackled. I landed hard on my left side, my face nearly crushed against a jagged rock. I felt the skin crack, warm blood trickling down my cheek as I wiggled around to avoid the incoming claws. One creature had just gotten the drop on me, and I had mere moments to get myself out.

      These bastards were big and agile, a cross between different species. Their teleportation ability offended me, so I wasn’t willing to let myself die here. I muttered a curse under my breath, then punched the monster hard in the chest, with all the strength I could muster. It was enough to push it, enough for me to bring my knees up and slip my boots between us. I kicked it, then zapped myself out of its reach.

      My reprieve didn’t last long. The creature showed up next to me.

      “This is getting repetitive and annoying,” I grumbled, then slashed at it with my sword and knife. I gave it everything I had, until I remembered Herakles’s move with the crossbow arrows. Those were precise headshots he’d delivered—right between the eyes.

      I ducked and swerved around to avoid the creature’s left set of claws, then jumped and drove my knife into its forehead. It froze, staring at me in what had to be sheer disbelief—the last inkling of conscious thought before its damaged brain shut down, permanently. It fell to the side with a heavy thump, and I retrieved my blade, thrilled to see another freak of nature go down.

      “Aim for their heads!” I shouted.

      “Yeah, easier said than done!” Raphael moaned while straddling one of the creatures.

      This wasn’t looking any better. There were still a dozen Brothers left here, all of them injured, crippled to the point where they could no longer walk on their own. We were grossly outnumbered, and the creatures’ ability to teleport severely hindered our rescue operation.

      This fight wasn’t going to end soon. If we took one creature down, two others took its place. They were all remarkably fast and resilient, in large and constantly increasing numbers, and they were determined to kill us. Before I could even think of a way out, I had four monsters to deal with, on my own. One way or another, we had to get out of here. But first, we needed to make physical contact so I’d be able to teleport everyone away from here. Hoping, of course, that the creatures wouldn’t be able to follow us across wider distances.

      But, no matter what I did or how I moved, our monstrous enemies were clearly adept at keeping us apart from one another. We’d willingly walked into this in order to save as many innocent Cerixians as we could—and now, we had to get ourselves out. The dozen Brothers left were doomed to die soon, and in horrible pain, as the creatures gained more territory.

      Riza managed to get them all in one spot, eventually, but, as soon as she did, more creatures appeared around the Brothers and started tearing into them. I felt the need to retch but couldn’t. A single second that we didn’t spend fighting for our lives could lead to the demise of one or all members of my crew.

      Myself included. But I’m not going down without a fight.

      I raised my sword and all the hell I could muster, swinging left and right in a constant spinning motion as my four monsters tried to go for the kill. Ribbons of blood rippled around me. The sleek sound of steel cutting through flesh and bone. I went all in, angry and determined to either survive or die taking as many of these fiends down with me as I could.

      Time was running out for all of us, not just Cerix.
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      These were genetically designed monsters. They weren’t accidents or flukes of nature. They had been made, from top to bottom, specifically to hunt us down—that had become painfully obvious not from the tunnel chase but from their teleportation abilities. In the end, it made sense.

      Jinn were creatures of Mother Nature, too. And the very concept of Mother Nature belonged to the Hermessi. The elements and their combined work helped shape many worlds, creating the conditions required for certain lifeforms, including the jinn. Therefore, it made sense that the same Hermessi would then be able to copy these features into other animals.

      In this case, the monsters came from crystal eggs, spawned out of pink waters deep underground. Incredibly weird—but not unique. Not unprecedented. I remembered everything. Every little odd piece of information I could get my hands on from across the In-Between. And I certainly remembered the Daughters of Eritopia and their birthplace. The tall mountain with pink waters and the crystal eggs from which they came… Viola included. I’d already made the connection. I just needed a safe minute to tell Phoenix about it, so he’d bring it up with his soulmate and her special sisters. The big girls had some ‘splaining to do.

      However, I was a little tied up at the moment, dodging the snapping jaws of three different creatures at once. Whenever they missed me, they got loud and shrill, hissing and snarling as if they’d missed out on the greatest snack ever. I was beginning to think like Raphael on this, that they’d take zero pleasure in feasting on my flesh, but I didn’t want to wait around for them to find out what it was like.

      I slid down on my knees and past one of my foes, my sword out as it sliced through its pumped calves. It squealed, then collapsed, helpless as blood gushed out. I’d severed its tendons. It would heal soon enough, so I only had a few more seconds to make that hit count. I turned around and sprang upward like a most athletic frog. I wound up on top of it, my sword crushing its way through the skull.

      “Straight to the head, says Tae,” I whispered, then turned my attention to the other two creatures, who were now four. “Where the hell do you crap-bags keep coming from?!”

      Looking at what was left of the cave opening, I got my answer. One by one, more of these monsters kept working their way out, clawing at the rubble and dirt until they could breathe again, their beady eyes many and wide as they noticed us. Their delicious reward, if they caught us.

      The sound of wings fluttering, followed by a violent thump, drew my attention for one, hot, dangerous moment. I saw Raphael in the middle of a forced landing, his body entwined with that of a creature as he tried to get himself back up. The only way to permanently kill Raphael now was either via pulverizer weapon or via extremely angry swamp witch. The best way to slow him down, however, was to cut off his head. Or rip it off. Judging by the number of wounds he was already carrying, Raphael was creepily close to exactly that happening to him. The monster he fought with was relentless and frustrated, clawing at my Perfect and desperately working its way up to a decapitation.

      My Perfect. Sheesh.

      I couldn’t help myself. Before my own “pre-assigned” monsters could charge at me, I dashed across the bloodied forest floor and rammed my sword through the creature now straddling Raphael and angrily trying to chomp on his head with one bite.

      Another monster’s head rolled past my boots, its tongue out and limp. I followed the trail of blood it had left behind and noticed Riza, panting and sweating, still surrounded by multiple fiends. She was nowhere near done, but I did appreciate her approach. Raphael managed to stab his wounded fiend in the head, then pushed it over and got back up.

      “Thanks, hotness,” he said to me.

      My cheeks were in flames. What quick reactions I had, whenever he paid attention to me! It was unbelievable—unlike the six more creatures who were already running toward us. They were believable. And palpable. And itching for my flesh.

      Back to back, Raphael and I assumed our fighting positions as the monsters got closer. They came in from different angles, but we could handle multiple points of entry as long as we had our weapons and sharp instincts.

      “You mean hot mess,” I replied dryly. “Because that’s what this feels like.”

      The few seconds we had to get our bearings were exactly the small amount of time I needed to truly take in my surroundings. Our crew was getting tired. One of twelve Brothers had been snatched away from his group and torn to pieces by a pack of creatures. Taeral did his best to keep the others safe, with Eva and Varga’s help. Our vampire-sentry wonder-boy had sustained serious injuries to his chest and legs. They were slowing him down significantly. I didn’t see this ending well for him.

      We were still too far apart from one another to perform a safe teleportation. I was ready to leave the last eleven Cerixians here, if that was what it took to save my crew, along with Inalia and Eira.

      “Notice how they’re not touching the Hermessi girls,” Raphael said, as if reading my mind.

      “These… Shills are programmed not to harm them, I guess.”

      “They weren’t at first.”

      “The Hermessi probably tweaked that at the last minute. You know they’re here, Raphael,” I replied. He nodded in agreement.

      “The wind is stronger. The ground keeps letting these Shills, as you call them, out. I’m not sure what water can do to add to their presence, at this point. Cerix is freezing, anyway.”

      “They’re watching,” I said. “The sadistic elemental bastards are watching.”

      “Should we get Lumi out here?” Raphael suggested.

      I wanted to say yes, but the damned monsters came at us again. There was literally no time to even reach out for help. Our only option was to keep fighting until their numbers dwindled or until we got close enough to one another to teleport out of here.

      Eira tried to come forward and help Taeral, but she was blocked by a dozen monsters. They snarled at her but didn’t dare take a bite. It was enough for Eira to move back by Inalia’s side, and they both continued firing their elemental blasts out at them—fire and ice, in crippling rounds. Still, it wasn’t enough. We weren’t getting anywhere like this.

      As Raphael and I fought tooth and nail to retain our physical integrity, I caught glimpses of the rest of the crew. The Shills were fast learners, too. They’d already learned Riza’s teleportation pattern across short distances. They were even able to surprise her by appearing in one place shortly before she zapped herself there.

      “Riza, don’t!” I screamed as I watched her vanish.

      A Shill waited for her in front of an old stumpy black tree. As soon as she appeared in front of it, she stilled. Its claw came out and lashed at her. Herakles was quick to get her out of harm’s way before she could even think of a reaction.

      “We should’ve brought Lumi with us,” Raphael said.

      “Telluris!” I croaked, remembering the soul link spell. I didn’t have one with Lumi, but maybe one of the others on my team did. “Telluris!” I shouted, hoping the others would hear me loud and clear. “Does anyone have a Telluris link to Lumi?!”

      Seconds passed without an answer. It was swiftly followed by a string of curse words coming from Taeral’s direction. “No, I don’t,” he said. “In hindsight…”

      “Yeah, well, in hindsight we’re all geniuses!” Herakles retorted.

      Varga managed to get away from the Shills for long enough to press the call button on his earpiece. “Lumi! Come in! Lumi, you there? We need help!”

      Judging by the disappointed look on his face, nothing came through. This couldn’t end well for us, especially if we had no way of reaching out to Lumi.

      “The comms are still down. How’s that possible?” Varga breathed, utterly distraught. He didn’t have time to wallow, and neither did the rest of us, as the Shills continued their feverish attacks.

      “It might be these woods, not the underground caves,” I said. “Maybe it’s the trees jamming our communications. Or maybe it’s these freaking Shills, I don’t know! Either way, we obviously need to get out of here!”

      “That’s it, I’ve had enough of this crap!” Riza snarled, bolting to the middle of the wide circle we’d formed, each square foot riddled by bloodthirsty Shills. She whispered a series of spells in a language it took me a while to recognize as ancient jinni tongue. She was digging into her personal archive of jinni magic.

      Her hands lit up purple, along with her eyes, as the winds intensified around us. The Shills tried to get to her but bumped into an invisible barrier that forced them to keep their distance. They didn’t like that one bit, so they tried a little harder. Each time, however, they failed. And it felt like it was only the beginning, as Riza continued chanting and as nature itself began to react.

      “How is that working?” Raphael asked, slightly surprised. “I can’t use any of my elemental abilities.”

      “She’s not using anything elemental. That’s jinni magic,” I said. “Old and powerful stuff, the kind they only teach a select few.”

      I remembered the ancient scrolls in Nuriya’s personal collection. I knew she’d passed them on to Aisha, as well. It made sense that Aisha in turn would teach her daughter about them. The spells required a tremendous amount of energy and self-control, but they could deliver extensive damage if performed properly. However, they weren’t all swift and instant like swamp witch magic. Some, such as this one, required multiple chants, most likely given their more complex nature—fortunately for Riza, the barrier she’d set around herself was quick to react to potential intrusions, as the monsters kept trying.

      The more they did, the harder they were pushed back.

      “Riza, what are you doing?” Taeral asked, squinting from the intensifying, gale-force winds that were now pummeling us.

      “Slowing them down!” she shouted.

      “You’re slowing us down, too!” he said. A moment later, he was on his back, one Shill eager to rip into him. Fire swallowed it whole, courtesy of Inalia. Taeral pushed the beast off him, then resumed fighting the others.

      A pulse left Riza’s body. A purple-pink shimmer traveled through a one-mile radius around her. The particles went through the Shills, as well, who stopped for a moment, reasonably confused. But nothing else happened. As soon as she realized that, Riza went pale.

      “Dammit.”

      “What… What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “No time to find out, either!”

      The Shills scrambled to get to her. She brought her sword out, a devilish twinkle present in her amethyst eyes. She wasn’t done trying, and I liked her even more for that. Seeing that drive burn in Riza like this… it motivated me to keep fighting, as well. I’d never thought I’d experience combat fatigue on this mission, yet here I was. My knees weakening, my arms feeling heavier, but my heart thumping faster. My resolve stronger than ever.

      Several Shills tried to jump at Riza. A bright ultraviolet purple light burst through them. They squealed and moved back, their many eyes reduced to just as many vicious slits, their glares oozing vindictive wrath. Whatever that spell was that Riza had just performed, it seemed to have worked. At least partially. I wasn’t sure.

      “What the hell was that?” Herakles asked, equally baffled, just before he shot his crossbow at an incoming Shill. The creature came to a sudden and fumbling halt, the arrow stuck in its forehead. The brain hits were still the most efficient way to take these monsters down—when we weren’t ducking and dodging for our lives.

      “I tried something,” Riza managed, blinking rapidly.

      “Something?” I replied, raising an eyebrow. I didn’t have time for more, as I fought my own share of Shills. It was never-ending and frustrating, already.

      “An old spell! I didn’t really know what I was doing, but I think something took,” Riza explained. Another creature tried to hit her. Instead, it got itself electrocuted by the same purple flash of light exploding from within.

      “Yeah, you’ve basically protected yourself from these creeps,” Herakles concluded. “Care to share with the rest of us?”

      “Not sure I know how,” Riza said. A grin soon stretched her lips. “But I know what I can do with this.”

      Without further ado, she teleported herself across the fighting area, where Inalia and Eira were. As soon as she got there, the Shills went after her. Once more, the protection spell reacted and kicked them all back with what looked and felt like purple lightning. Riza then darted forward and stabbed one of the Shills right in the skull. The others around her roared, desperate to reach her. The purple lightning flashed through them again—and it looked like it hurt like hell.

      I heard her cackle before she got up and pointed her sword at another Shill. “I think I’m at a bit of an advantage here.”

      She bolted and tackled a Shill. Then another. On and on, she took advantage of this peculiar immunity she’d enchanted herself with. And it was working, in a way. She was able to confuse and kill more Shills, yes, but my heart sank like a chunk of lead when I saw the ground ripple and continue to spit dozens more out.

      We weren’t getting anywhere like this. And we couldn’t teleport separately. We weren’t even sure we’d be able to shake the Shills across larger distances. In the meantime, we continued to fight. Riza with her newfound purple lightning barrier. Taeral with his sword and teleportation, still struggling to evade his batch of Shills.

      Varga with his injuries, his barrier and syphoning skills. Eva with her snippets of Druid magic and vampire reflexes. Raphael with his sword and his mighty strength, in the absence of his fae abilities. Herakles as the rogue warrior he’d always been, ruthless and savage and remarkably precise with his crossbow shots.

      But our comms were down. There was no Telluris link to Lumi, either. And the Shills kept coming. As one of them succeeded in dragging another Brother away from the remaining cluster of injured survivors, and as its fangs plunged deep into his flesh, the dread hit me like an oversized iron hammer—almost knocking the air out of my lungs.

      These were resilient sons of bitches.
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      Wheezing, I came back from my outer-body experience. I eagerly clung to Caspian, desperate to feel someone real, my fingers tingling with strange sensations. I’d just pulled off something that only Vesta and a few other fae had been able to do—I’d reached out to a specific Hermessi, and I’d participated in the most incredible conversation ever. I’d been a fly on the wall as the rogue Hermessi had gathered to discuss the fate of their worlds and ours, given their brethren’s determination to wipe us all off the map.

      “Are you okay?” Caspian asked, worriedly watching me as I took deep and greedy breaths, relishing the sensation of having a body again. It felt weird without it, I thought, in hindsight.

      I nodded. “Babe, there is some crazy cosmic power at work out there.”

      “You found Ramin?” Fiona asked, her eyelids somewhat droopy. Judging by the looks on her and Zane’s faces, they’d been close to falling asleep prior to my awakening.

      “Yeah. And the other rogue Hermessi, too,” I answered. “It was weird. Ramin took me in, quite literally. Without a body, a spirit-walker can hide inside a Hermessi’s elemental manifestation, it seems. Add that to the list of things I never thought I’d learn myself.”

      “Is he one of the good guys, then?” Zane asked.

      I nodded once more. “And all of Earth’s Hermessi. Which was extra shocking because I didn’t think the elements from our dimension would wander into the In-Between like this.”

      “With cult members infiltrating The Shade, I’m not surprised they’d want to help the other Hermessi,” Caspian said. “These evil elements are sending their servants to Earth’s turf. There was bound to be some kind of retaliation.”

      “Makes you wonder if there would be other Hermessi willing to interact with the In-Between from our dimension,” I said. “Then again, Earth is still the only inhabited planet we know of in our dimension.”

      “It wouldn’t be the only one with the conditions for life,” Zane replied. “Anyway, I think we’re too early in the game to explore that. Besides, if there are other Hermessi in the earthly dimension besides Earth’s, there’s no telling what their mindset would be. Best not poke the monster.”

      “What did Ramin say?” Caspian asked me.

      I took another deep breath, then proceeded to tell him everything about what Ramin had said to me, about his plea for help in return for his support during our war with Shaytan, and the extraordinary meeting of rogue Hermessi I’d listened in on. By the time I was done, they were as stunned as I was.

      “Okay, so, first off, I feel I still have to say this. Kudos to our Earth Hermessi for pitching in. It cannot be easy to jump from one planet to another, let alone skip across dimensions,” Fiona said after a second’s worth of pause. “Second, the rogues are clearly in danger for working against their kind. They must have strong motivations to keep doing this, regardless of the risks.”

      “The Hermessi don’t have any sense of morality, of good and evil,” Zane reminded us. “They’re not heroes or villains; they’re neutral and primordial. However, some obviously have compassion. They care about the living creatures that they, themselves, have helped spawn. Correct me if I’m wrong, but that’s how I’m seeing it.”

      “You’re right,” I replied. “I’m most worried about those creatures they mentioned. Tampering with the natural order to create the perfect hunters. The baddies are determined to take down Taeral and his crew, and, at the risk of repeating myself, that’s great—we’re definitely on to something here. But it’s also terrifying, because I can’t help but wonder, what sort of creatures would we be talking about? Would they be worse than Ta’Zan’s Perfects and Arch-Perfects, for example?”

      Caspian scoffed. “Ta’Zan’s work was purely mathematical and science-based. Clipping and connecting different DNA strands, carefully designing the ideal humanoid specimen. If the Hermessi were to do something similar, I doubt there would be such artistry involved. Nature is raw and powerful and serves to secure the survival of the species. I’d think their ‘creations’ would be more focused on hunting supernaturals rather than displaying a pristine physiognomy, for example.”

      “So, freaks of nature.” Zane chuckled, though the bitterness in his tone didn’t escape me.

      A sense of urgency came over me, and I pressed the call button on my earpiece and reached out to Lumi, first. She was with Emperor Tulla and Trap Mellon, stuck in a nerve-wracking vicious circle as they struggled to come up with a mass evacuation solution for Cerix—one that would avoid Inalia’s sacrifice. They weren’t making any progress. The process was too ample, and it required too much energy. Cerix didn’t have that much time left before people started to die from the decreasing temperatures.

      “I’ll let Tae know,” Lumi replied once she was briefed. “You should let the rest of GASP know as well. Whatever it is that the Hermessi will throw at Tae’s crew, they might try it on other planets too. We should be prepared for anything, including freakish anomalies created solely for the purpose of hunting our agents down.”

      “Yeah. Our main priority would be to figure out how to kill them,” I said.

      “The Hermessi do not lack resources,” Lumi muttered. “They’d just send more. The stakes are rising, Harper, but you’ve helped us make significant progress. It’s good to know we have Hermessi allies from Earth, Calliope, Purgaris, and even Strava to work with.”

      “Maybe one of them might be able to find out more about the intervention that stopped the Hermessi’s first five-million-fae ritual,” I said. “I think I’ll stick around here for a while longer, in case Ramin has more information to give us.”

      “Yes, that’s interesting, to say the least,” Lumi replied. “I’d certainly like to know what was powerful enough to overthrow the natural elements and even destroy some of them. From what I remember during my communions with the Word, the universe itself is a living organism. The Hermessi are just a part of it, much like the Word. We’re mere particles, compared to them. It makes sense that there would be a force out there that’s able to stop the Hermessi when they reach such… extremes.”

      “True, but the rogue Hermessi seemed worried,” I reminded her. “They’ve not seen anything to point to a repeat of that previous scenario. Whatever did them in the last time might not be around to help us.”

      Lumi paused for a moment, before exhaling. “Then we’ll have to dig a little deeper, Harper. But you’re right, you should stay on Neraka for a few more days. Perhaps Ramin will have something for us. Something that might help us tip the scales in our favor.”

      After our conversation ended, I reached out to Great-Grandpa Derek and Great-Grandma Sofia. They told me about the increase in affected fae, including Caia, Lucas, and Kailyn. It killed me to think of them suffering like that, reduced to dormant bodies, locked away in charmed crystal casings while the rest of the GASP federation struggled to make sense of all this and fix it before it got out of control.

      Once I brought them up to speed regarding my encounter with the rogue Hermessi, hope blossomed in their voices. I didn’t need to be there reading their auras in order to realize they’d found something to hold on to.

      “Then we still have a fighting chance,” Great-Grandpa Derek said.

      “It’s a long shot, for now,” I replied. “Until we figure out what or who caused the interference all those eons ago. Hell, we don’t even know when that happened!”

      “True, but it’s proof that the universe can still surprise us,” he insisted. “It’s something we need to take into consideration. If we find a Hermessi that’s informed and willing to tell us about that incident, we might be able to do something about the ritual now.”

      “Like I told Lumi, I’ll be standing by for an update from Ramin. He did promise he’d tell me more once he found out what happened during the first ritual,” I said.

      A crackling sound caught my attention. It was followed by Lumi’s voice. “We’ve got a problem.” She sounded alarmed and shaky. “I can’t get a hold of Tae or anyone else in their crew.”

      Caspian looked at me, his brow furrowed. He’d patched into the general comms line, and he’d heard everything we’d said so far, including Lumi’s interjection. Without taking my eyes off him, I spoke to Lumi.

      “When was the last time they checked in?” I asked.

      “Right before they entered Lemnos Woods,” Lumi answered. “Nothing since.”

      “When was that?” Zane asked, also patched into the general line.

      “About four hours ago, more or less,” Lumi said. “They were due to persuade the Brotherhood of the Shadow into giving them access to the original library. And I doubt that a bunch of rebellious Cerixians would do our crew in, even with Raphael and Taeral’s fire abilities on mute, since Brann’s death.”

      Dread gripped me by the throat, as the worst thoughts began snaking their way through my already-frayed mind. Caspian felt it, too. We were deeply connected, after all. We experienced each other’s emotions, and that wasn’t always a pleasant feeling.

      “You’re thinking the Hermessi got to them,” he murmured.

      “They can teleport themselves out of harm’s way,” Lumi cut in. “It’s our only advantage against the Hermessi, as far as Taeral and his crew are concerned. It’s why the elements are pulling out all the stops to chase them—oh, crap.”

      I could almost hear the wheels spinning in her head, as she reached the same conclusion as me. I pinched the bridge of my nose and took another deep breath, in a bid to restore my temper and keep my head clear.

      “If they’re dealing with the Hermessi’s monsters, it might explain why we can’t reach them at all,” Lumi mumbled. “I mean, we don’t know what those creatures can do, but… one could easily assume they were made to stop Taeral and the others.”

      “Keep trying to contact them, Lumi,” Great-Grandpa Derek said after a tense pause. “It might just be a fluke. If you still can’t reach them, try going after them, but please don’t go alone.”

      “There’s no other GASP agent for me to work with,” Lumi replied.

      “Take Cerixians with you. It doesn’t matter. I just don’t want you alone anywhere with the Hermessi,” he said firmly.

      Lumi scoffed. “You want me to use the Cerixians as temporary shields in case I’m attacked, huh?”

      I didn’t like the sound of it, either, but I knew my great-grandfather well enough to understand his reasoning. He voiced it, as well. “It’s not like you have another option there. We could send an additional team out there, but by the time they get there, it might be too late for Tae and his crew. Time is of the essence, Lumi, and I’m sure that a swamp witch as powerful as you can go after them and hold her own against the Hermessi, if necessary. And with minimal loss of life, I might add.”

      “Did you ever think you might be overestimating me?” Lumi replied dryly.

      A second passed before Great-Grandpa Derek answered. “Not in a million years.”

      The uncertainty of Taeral and the crew’s fates was drilling holes into my stomach and sending crippling aches through my heart. But Great-Grandpa Derek was right. Lumi’s options were limited, and we were already stretched too thin out here with the ritual and the fallen fae. He was right to trust her, though. Lumi could move mountains and do a lot of damage, if she had to—maybe enough to get the Hermessi off Taeral’s back, even. I knew it required a lot of energy, too.

      My only hope was that Lumi was now aware of what the Hermessi were up to. Maybe that would help her with some kind of foresight in whatever decision she made, going forward. In the meantime, I was left to wait for Ramin, simmering in the fiery heat of Infernis and praying he might be able to tell us more about the cosmic event that had stopped the Hermessi’s first ritual attempt.
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      “Well, that doesn’t sound good,” Seeley said, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

      We’d both heard parts of Derek and Sofia’s conversation with Harper and Lumi. I’d gotten enough new information to put two and two together on a few things. First, I now knew the ritual had been attempted before, and that something or someone had stopped it. Second, something of the Hermessi’s making was out to get Taeral and his team, and that scared the life out of me.

      Unfortunately, I was still stuck outside my body, continuously frustrated and terrified as yet another link on the chain turned black. Time was not on my side, and a Reaper’s presence next to me was clear proof of that.

      “Understatement of the century,” I grumbled. Glancing around, I noticed the concerned expressions of my parents—not to mention River and the others left standing in the Novak clan. Sure, they’d gotten new and even encouraging information about the rogue Hermessi, but with Taeral’s team off the grid, they weren’t sure what they could do to help them.

      And I could only imagine how Lumi was feeling. Taeral’s mission was supposed to be more or less routine. Granted, there were Hermessi actively hunting them, but they’d moved around without getting blown to pieces before. Then again, they didn’t have Hermessi-designed who-knows-what-type-of-creatures hunting them before.

      “That doesn’t excuse you from answering my question,” I added, scowling at Seeley. I’d gotten the gist of what kind of person he was. We’d spent a considerable amount of time together, already. His expression markers were easy to pick up on, despite his chilly and slightly arrogant attitude. “Where do Reapers come from?”

      He rolled his eyes at me. He should’ve learned by now that it wasn’t enough to sway me. Who knew how much time I had left here? I needed to make the most of it, maybe even find a way to get what I’d learned so far across into the world of the living. I crossed my arms and pursed my lips, determined not to back down.

      Seeley shook his head in dismay. “You are incredibly persistent, Vesta.”

      “Hey, I earned the answers here. Come on!”

      He groaned, genuinely frustrated. But, to my delight, my pressure had worked. “Fine! I’ll tell you. But you have to stop asking so many questions. You’ve already been told more than any other spirit that ever lingered in this world. It’s bordering on spiritual abuse.”

      That made me laugh. “So, where do Reapers come from, Seeley?”

      “You’re annoying,” he retorted. “Reapers were all creatures of the living world, once. They were carefully selected to perform this job.”

      I couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at him. “They used to be alive? How’d they get selected? Do they have to be dead already to become Reapers?”

      “I would die all over again if it got me away from you,” Seeley replied.

      “Why don’t you just leave, then? Have another Reaper deal with me.”

      “I can’t. You’re my charge. I can’t pass you on to someone else, and I can’t leave until I’ve collected your soul. Besides, I’m not a monster. I wouldn’t let any other Reaper deal with you.”

      I grinned. “Already learning more. Who’d have thought that pissing you off was a workable strategy?”

      Seeley blinked rapidly. This wasn’t the first time I’d pushed his buttons, but it definitely was the first time that it had yielded noticeable results. He let a frustrated sigh out, without responding. That, again, wasn’t the kind of thing to deter me. Not anymore. My own persistence surprised me. I’d been sort of fearless over the years, but this was a whole new level of brazen, even for me. Who annoys their Reaper before they’re reaped?

      “So, what kind of creature were you, before you died and became a Reaper?” I asked.

      “A sentry,” he said, glancing at Tejus for a moment. I could swear I’d just spotted a flicker of familiarity in his strange, black eyes.

      “Aha. So, you definitely have to die before you become a Reaper,” I concluded, satisfied with having plucked another piece of intel out of him. He nodded, quite absent from the conversation and still staring at Tejus. “You’re from Nevertide, then.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Did you know Tejus?” I asked.

      He shook his head this time. “I’ve been a Reaper for two thousand years now. But I do know his Hellswan lineage.”

      “It’s an ancient one, isn’t it?”

      “I started it,” Seeley replied.

      Oh, if Tejus could see him now. His jaw would’ve hit the floor. “You’re the first Hellswan? Seeley Hellswan, then?”

      “Yes. Those were the early days of Nevertide. I remember many of us belonged to different clans, piled around the ghouls who resided in our kingdom at the time… the very ghouls who gave us our abilities, that is. I got kicked out of my clan when I was young, then moved on to start my own. The Hellswan tribe. It’s come a long way since, I see.”

      “Where did the name Hellswan come from?”

      “From my ghoul. My adoptive master at the time,” Seeley said. He noticed my confused frown, then smiled. “Sentries become sentries by living close to a ghoul’s influence. Once it sticks to one’s genes, it never goes away. I was young when I got kicked out of my birth clan, so the fusion wasn’t complete. Then, I met Hellswan, the ghoul with no companions. I became his first, then developed my own clan, my lineage, which I named after him. In hindsight, that’s a bit ironic, but—you are certainly not privy to any additional information. I’ve given you enough already. Too much, even!”

      “How did you die?” I asked.

      Seeley shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

      The way he said it made me think he didn’t want to tell me. There was a shadow covering his eyes—he definitely remembered. It probably just wasn’t something he was willing to share with anyone. Especially this annoying young fae. Even so, I was still intrigued by his mention of irony regarding the ghoul from which he’d gotten his sentry nature. I knew the Hellswans as the family that had risen to power in Nevertide, but I had no idea about their origins. This was old lore, the kind that probably not even Tejus knew about.

      “I’m sorry you died,” I said, then mentally slapped myself for saying it. Who says that?!

      “Everybody dies, sooner or later, Vesta. Even the immortal vampires. No one really lives forever,” he replied, then got distracted by eight diaphanous figures that walked into the sanctuary, so light on their feet that they seemed to be floating. I instantly recognized the rich curls of reddish pink hair and the violet eyes on most of them, like carved crystals, and the braided black manes on the last two. The layers of colored silks and gold jewels further reinforced their status as eight of the nine Daughters of Eritopia. “New development, I see,” Seeley added, muttering mostly to himself. “Though, to be fair, it was only a matter of time.”

      He knew more about our situation than I did, and it irked me. Still, I had to be smart and patient as to how I got him to spill the beans. Otherwise I’d be stuck with a grouchy Reaper and zero clues about what could happen next for my people. So, I took a deep breath, watching as the Daughters reached Derek and Sofia.

      “Thank you for coming,” Derek said to them. The others around were gawking at them, and I couldn’t blame them. The Daughters were incredible creatures—powerful and ethereal, yet limited and sensitive at the same time. They’d come a long way since before Azazel’s demise, and they’d become much more accessible to the Eritopian public, but they were still beings of wonder, creatures that captured everyone’s attention, instantly. “And at such short notice, too.”

      “Viola said you needed us,” Safira replied. “We are close to capturing all the Hermessi cults on Calliope and Purgaris. We were just about to reveal another cluster of sect members hiding near Stonewall.”

      If I remembered correctly, Stonewall had been one of the temporary refuges that Draven, Serena, and their allies had used, before the final showdown with Azazel. It had also been home to a pack of Bajangs, quite far from Luceria.

      Derek nodded slowly. “Thank you for your direct involvement in this. The quicker we bring Eritopia under control, the harder it might become for the Hermessi to go ahead with their five-million-fae ritual.”

      “Do not kid yourself, Derek,” Rubia said. “You know they’re powerful and ambitious enough to pull it off, whether we work against them or not.”

      “I don’t remember you being such a pessimist, but I imagine there is still a lot we don’t know about the Daughters of Eritopia, isn’t there?” Derek asked, crossing his arms. The tension was palpable, and I was under the distinct impression that I’d missed something from their previous conversations.

      “There it is,” Seeley mumbled, slightly amused.

      “What?” I asked.

      He shot me a cold stare, then shifted his focus back to Derek, Sofia, and the Daughters. “The unpleasant reveal.”

      “What in the world are you talking about?” I groaned, tired of his partial revelations. He hated answering my questions, but I loathed asking them. If only he’d been more open in this back-and-forth, maybe I wouldn’t have had to follow up so much.

      “Wait for it,” Seeley said, then shushed me.

      “What is it that you’re implying, Derek?” Effissa asked, taking a step forward. She didn’t seem to like where this conversation was going.

      “We learned some things from Harper,” Sofia cut in. “She managed to speak to some of the rogue Hermessi, and they mentioned that their brethren are coming up with new creatures to stop Taeral’s team from pursuing this matter further.”

      Safira frowned. “Harper made contact with the rebel elements?”

      “Yes. And they mentioned that these creatures come from the bowels of their planets. In Taeral’s case, from the pink waters of Cerix. You see, that sounded a little familiar to us.”

      Silence settled in the sanctuary, as it dawned on me. The Daughters of Eritopia were born from magical eggs, pushed to the surface of the pink waters of Mount Agrith. Their origins were a mystery, supposedly even to them.

      “Maybe it’s time we addressed where you came from,” Derek added. “Because I feel like you haven’t been entirely forthcoming with us.”

      Safira’s eyes grew wide with outrage. “We’ve done nothing but support you to the best of our abilities from the moment we forged this alliance! Do not forget that. And do not accuse us of something we haven’t done, either!”

      “Oh, snap,” I breathed.

      “I know, right?” Seeley chuckled, visibly entertained. I would’ve conked him on the head for being such an insensitive creep, but I didn’t have a functional body to use against him, and… well, I figured he’d grown to care little about the affairs of the living, given his job title. He glanced at me, then offered a sheepish half-smile. “Sorry. It’s not often that I’m stuck by a spirit’s side for long enough to notice the drama around it. This is rather entertaining.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Nibel’s voice drew my focus away from him. “Sister. We did agree we’d tell them if they asked,” she said to Safira.

      “They didn’t ask. They’re making veiled accusations,” Safira spat.

      “We’re confused. We’re hurt. We are worried,” Sofia replied. “Please, Daughters, if there is anything you’ve neglected to tell us, especially about your origins, now is the time to speak up. We trust you as our allies, and if you’re keeping secrets, it’ll hurt us all.”

      Safira sighed and tucked a curl behind her pearlescent ear. “The thing is, we don’t know much ourselves. We’ve only guessed our origins, but we don’t know anything for sure. However, if what Harper told you is true, and I doubt it isn’t, then a few things make sense to us, as well.”

      “You see, we’ve known about the Hermessi for a long time,” Nibel said, prompting her sisters to glower at her. Nevertheless, she continued. “Emphasis on ‘known about,’ mind you. We’ve never had direct contact with them, but there was a Hermessi cult here, on Calliope, too, many moons ago. About a million years or so, to be specific. From what we’ve learned since, the worship died out at different stages across the In-Between, leaving Cerix as the only place we know of where the Hermessi belief continued despite the passage of time. So, we knew about the Hermessi, but we had no contact with them whatsoever.”

      “You didn’t tell us,” Derek replied.

      “No. And for that, we are sorry. But my sisters and I have made an oath to one another to keep any knowledge about our origins a secret,” Nibel said.

      “Not even Viola knows this, because of how close she is, personally, to you all,” little Nova continued.

      “But you were told,” Sofia concluded, looking down at the young Daughter. Nova had been forcibly hatched from her egg too soon, and thus destined to forever look like a nine-year-old girl. Still, her wisdom was as ample and impressive as that of her sisters.

      Nova nodded. “Yes. We’ve always believed that the Hermessi had something to do with our existence. Maybe it was our primordial instinct, or just the logic of putting two and two together—the Eritopians once worshipped them, after all. Why wouldn’t they be able to create beings such as ourselves?”

      “It’s true, then,” Derek said. “The pink waters of Mount Agrith that created you. They’re the work of the Hermessi.”

      “Yes. It seems so,” Safira said. Lucky for them that Viola wasn’t present for this particular exchange. She would’ve chewed their asses over withholding this kind of information, even if it wasn’t exactly confirmed until now. “The Hermessi reacted to Azazel’s rule of blood and chaos by making Viola, then Nova. We know at least one of the elements was active and awake then, if they were able to do this.”

      “It must’ve been the Earth Hermessi,” Derek muttered to Sofia.

      “Probably,” Rubia replied. “We are not your enemies, Derek. You must understand that. We were made to protect Eritopia. It’s written into our souls, practically. And we are more than capable and willing to rise against our makers to save our world. Of that, you can be certain.”

      Seeley checked his watch. “You know, it didn’t take them that long to figure this out. The Daughters may be annoyingly secretive, but they’re not slow. Gotta give credit where it’s due.”

      “You knew?” I asked him. He didn’t respond. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “I did tell you I know more things than you ever will. I wasn’t bragging.”

      “Screw you,” I muttered, then moved away from him.

      “You don’t need to worry about turning against your maker in this endeavor,” Derek said to Safira. “You might as well know, since I’ve just made a case for how bad it is to keep secrets in this alliance… Your maker, the Earth Hermessi of Calliope, is one of the rogues.”

      Relief seemed to wash over the Daughters’ faces. This was the best news they could’ve received, judging by their expressions. “Oh, that is wonderful.” Chana sighed.

      “Don’t get us wrong, we still would’ve helped, even if our maker was one of the evil-doers, but still… it takes some of the pressure off, knowing that he isn’t,” Safira added.

      Derek cocked his head to the side. “Have they never reached out to you? The Hermessi, I mean. If you’re creatures of their making, in a more direct sense, don’t you have a connection to them?”

      “That’s the strange part. We know of them. And we certainly felt their collective awakening during the Blackout,” Safira said, “but no, they’ve never spoken to us directly. I think we’re fortunate that we weren’t asked to intervene against you. However, I now understand why: our maker is an ally to your people… to us… to the living creatures.”

      I was still stunned by this. In a way, the Daughters had already had their allegiance tested, without knowing for sure that they were Hermessi creations. The idea had always been there, but no one had been around to confirm their origins, precisely, until Harper’s encounter with the rogue Hermessi. On one hand, I disliked their reluctance to share these unclear snippets of their past from the very beginning, along with the fact that they’d known about the Hermessi all long. On the other hand, it was good to see we still had them on our side.

      The last thing we needed now was the Daughters’ sudden betrayal.

      “I’m glad to hear we’re still in this together, then,” Derek declared. The tension I’d sensed earlier dissipated like a cloud before the rising sun. Mona and Arwen came by his and Sofia’s side, eyeing the Daughters carefully.

      “So, is there anything you can do to help us?” Mona asked. “Regarding the Hermessi, that is. We’re quite limited on that front.”

      Safira thought about it for a moment, then turned her attention to Nova. “You might as well tell them what you’ve been up to.”

      “Are you sure?” Little Nova seemed uncertain and reluctant. But Safira’s comforting nod was enough to make her go ahead, anyway. Which is great, since I’m on the edge of my damn seat here! “Ever since the Blackout, I’ve found myself able to go into the strangest of deep sleep states,” Nova said to Mona. “It took me a while to figure out that I could see the elements of every planet, as I traveled across the universe. I heard their names whispered on the winds. Some felt new; others were as old as time. For a long time, I thought I was just having vivid and complex dreams, until the Cerixian Hermessi were mentioned.”

      “You can identify the Hermessi of each planet?” Mona asked, her tone weighed down by skepticism.

      Nova nodded briefly. “Yes. It will take me a while, and I will need my sisters by my side to keep me safe during this deep sleep, but I will get you as many names as possible.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Why couldn’t they do this sooner, dammit?”

      “Remember, the Daughters swore not to tell anyone about their origins. Nova’s dream connection is a dead giveaway. She couldn’t,” Seeley said.

      “Better late than never,” Sofia said to Nova. “Your help is more than welcome.”

      She’d taken the words right out of my mouth. Maybe, with Nova’s assistance, GASP could get closer to identifying the evil and the rogue Hermessi—as many of them as possible, if not all of them. The more we knew about them, the better.

      “I’m worried, though,” I murmured.

      Seeley looked at me. “How so? I thought this would be good news.”

      “It is, sort of. But it’s not enough, is it? Until we find out what caused the first ritual’s interruption, we’re just running around like headless chickens—which is, by far, the greatest expression I’ve picked up from the Shadians, but I’m sure you get my point.”

      “You’re afraid the Hermessi will intervene and hurt the Daughters, huh?” Seeley replied, wearing a sympathetic smile. I didn’t reply, but he knew my answer. It was probably seared into my expression. “The Hermessi who made the Daughters wouldn’t have revealed their existence to just anyone, don’t you think?”

      “Are you trying to give me hints, here?” I asked, grinning.

      “Maybe. But think about it. The rogue Hermessi have not been identified by their ritual-hogging brethren, have they?” he answered, and I shook my head. “Right, because if the bad ones knew who the rebels were, they’d be all over them, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So, doesn’t it make sense that, since the baddies don’t know that the Daughters’ maker is a rebel, they’d have no reason to go after them?”

      “Yes, but they’re working with us. Surely, the… baddies, as you call them, would dislike their interference. Maybe even address it with their rogue maker,” I said.

      “Provided the baddies know that one of their own made them,” Seeley replied, wearing a devilish grin.

      I gasped. “You mean to tell me they don’t know the Daughters are creatures of the pink waters?”

      “How would they?”

      Holy crap, that made sense. We’d already dismissed the Hermessi’s omnipresence and omnipotence as being limited. They couldn’t keep up with Taeral’s teleporting crew, after all. And if Calliope’s Earth Hermessi had made the Daughters, surely he would’ve made them without the others’ knowledge. They were designed to protect Eritopia’s wellbeing, and that included its creatures, too, which the baddies were now hell-bent on destroying. As fuzzy as the logic of this was, I got it. I understood.

      Seeley was surprisingly forthcoming about this—albeit in his own, riddling way. I couldn’t help but smile at him. It was the least I could do to show him my appreciation. The Daughters’ conversation moved into the background of my consciousness for a moment. Movement at the corner of my eye made me turn my head.

      Something was moving. Invisible, the air rippling around it, as it approached my parents and my body. “Seeley, what the hell is that?” I managed, staring at it. I caught the faint shimmers reflecting off it, here and there.

      Seeley followed my gaze. As soon as he saw it, his jaw clenched. “Dammit.”

      “What?” I asked, a sense of dread creeping up on me.

      As it got closer, I could see it a little better. The long limbs, the translucent skin, the beady eyes. It was as if it had suddenly revealed itself. And I could hear it sniffing at my life-chain. That scared me beyond repair. My parents didn’t see it. No one else noticed it.

      “We’re the only ones who can see it?” I managed.

      Seeley nodded, then took out his scythe. “Don’t make a sound,” he whispered. “It’s too entranced by the life-chain to notice me. Stay here.”

      Before I could say anything, he dashed forward. He must’ve been made out of quicksilver, because his movements were so swift, he was barely visible with the naked eye. It worked in his favor.

      The creature looked up from my chain and saw me—thus emotionally crippling me on the spot—but it failed to spot Seeley coming up behind it. The monster bared its shark-like fangs at me, strings of drool hanging from its lower jaw as a spine-tingling hiss came out. But that was all it could do.

      Seeley’s scythe came down on it mercilessly.

      The curved blade cut it down like a hot knife through a stick of butter. In an instant, the creature was reduced to a pile of shimmering ashes. Seeley smirked, then brushed some of the stray dust off his black jacket. Gotta keep that smart look perfect at all times, huh?

      “What in the world was that?” I yelped.

      Seeley glanced at me, seemingly unaffected by what he’d just done. He couldn’t hide his concern from me, though. I could see it lingering in the darkness of his eyes, despite his nonchalant expression.

      “That, my dear half-wandering spirit, was a ghoul.”

      I should’ve seen this coming. I’d read about them. Its appearance had felt familiar to me, though I hadn’t had a spare moment to make the connection. And my spirit was out of my body. Of course it would act like a magnet to ghouls. Only, they were such rare creatures! No one had seen a trace of them in a long time.

      “Why was it here, out of all the places? I can’t be the only half-dead creature in this place! Look around!” I said, partially hyperventilating.

      “There are a lot of you here, right now,” Seeley replied. “Hence why the ghoul was attracted.”

      “Ugh.”

      “He won’t be the only one,” he warned me. “You and the other fae are like glowing morsels of eternal deliciousness.”

      Great! So, not only was I stuck outside my body, my parents grieving by my side and my fiancé out hunting Hermessi cultists while the world was a few million fae away from utter annihilation, I was also an open target for friggin’ ghouls!

      At least I could take comfort in knowing that the world’s snarkiest Reaper was also capable of protecting me. There was no way he’d let a ghoul eat me, since it was Seeley’s sworn duty to reap me. I am screwed six ways from Sunday and beyond.
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      In the minutes that followed, I dug deep into what I’d read about ghouls. Since its first incursion into Nevertide, GASP had acquired an impressive amount of knowledge about these creatures. Part of my induction as an agent had included reading up on all the supernatural entities that GASP had learned of or had come across. That meant studying across dimensions, too. The Earth’s universe, the Supernatural Dimension, and the In-Between had their own share of strangeness. Out of the three, the Supernatural Dimension’s Nevertide had offered some surprising species.

      The sentries were well known and fully integrated into GASP and its civilian societies by now. But they stemmed from the “original ghouls,” the powerful ones that had infected others with their nature—thus the emergence of sentries. A noted difference had been made between the Nevertide ghouls and the ones that Ben, Rose, and the others in their generation had come across before.

      Seeley watched me quietly as I remembered the physical differences between the ghouls and the original ghouls. The former were mindless monsters, much like the one Seeley had just turned to ashes. At least I now knew a Reaper’s scythe could kill them instantly. Until now, the only way to eliminate a ghoul was by dismemberment, a method which made me squirm. They had a subtle form, a shapeless ripple, and I’d just seen it. It wasn’t visible to the regular eye. They also had a physical form, the bony monstrosity that I’d also just witnessed. Only, that was normally seen by others, too. Yet, only Seeley and I had spotted it before its demise.

      “You’ve got more questions,” Seeley said, his tone dry. It wasn’t an invitation to ask, but I took it as such, anyway.

      “I know there are two types of ghouls. One is the monster you just offed,” I replied. “Only, I remembered that while it’s true that they can’t be seen in their subtle form, they can be spotted in physical form.”

      Seeley nodded. “That is correct. The physical form is for them to consume flesh.”

      “Ew, he was going to eat me!” I shuddered. “Anyway, my point is… Only you and I saw it just now, in both subtle and physical form. How so?” I added, pointing at the people inside the sanctuary, who were undisturbed by what we’d just witnessed.

      “Ghouls reveal their physical form if they want to. If they’re not at all worried about the repercussions. In this case, it’s a room full of GASP agents who know how to take a ghoul down in less than a minute,” Seeley explained. A frown pulled his eyebrows closer above the central axis of his sharp nose. “However, something else doesn’t make sense here.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You were right to identify it as a flesh-eating ghoul, only… it wasn’t here to eat your body. It was more interested in your soul, which puts him closer to the original ghouls you mentioned.”

      “I’m confused,” I said, honest in my statement. Something wasn’t clicking, and I felt as though I’d been left on the outside of something much bigger.

      “I suppose I should start from the beginning,” Seeley said, then settled on the floor next to my body. I sat next to him, choosing to ignore the real world for a while. It kept reminding me of my state and my impending doom—and I needed to busy my mind with something else in order to stop myself from slipping into despair.

      “I’m all ears.”

      Seeley stared at the Daughters of Eritopia for a moment—all eight still engaged in conversation with Derek, Sofia, Mona, and Arwen. More fae were being brought in, the other witches tasked with looking after them and placing them in individual crystal casings like mine.

      “Reapers tread the fine line between life and death,” he said. “We don’t go where the souls reside after they die. We’re not allowed, under any circumstances, to reveal ourselves to the living. We’re stuck in this neutral plane of existence, connecting the world of the living to that of the dead.”

      “What does that have to do with ghouls?” I asked.

      “I’m getting there. Be patient. You’re still about twelve chain-links away from dying. You’ve got time,” he said. I checked my chain. He was right. Eight links were black, but I had twelve more before the connection between my body and soul was completely severed. The blackness didn’t advance at a steady speed, so there was no telling how long I had left—how did Seeley know, then? Noticing the questioning look in my eyes, he scoffed. “Don’t ask how long you’ve got left, Vesta. I can’t tell you.”

      “Okay. For now,” I replied. “Get to the point about ghouls, then.”

      “I believe you are already familiar with the power and energy value of a soul, given your Nerakian origins. I remember the daemons and the Exiled Maras there being wretchedly addicted to them,” he said. That got me even more confused as to where he was going with this, but I nodded. “Souls are pure, unadulterated energy. There is only one swamp witch spell that is able to extract it from the body. It’s what the Nerakians used. It should’ve never come to light, but anyway, ancient business by now. I am relieved to see GASP making sure that no one else gets their hands on it. Saves us a lot of trouble.”

      “You’re rambling.”

      “I’m not. Shut up. It’s complicated. If I’m going to tell you what I know, if I’m going to make you understand, I have to give you all the information I can. So, back to souls. One can easily become addicted to the incredible rush of a soul. As a Reaper, I can smell yours, for example. I’m more sensitive to it than any daemon or Mara that might’ve had a taste of it. I understand its appeal.”

      That came out more awkward than he’d actually intended, judging by his subtle blush, but I nodded once more, just to get him to move along. I had a feeling he was about to drop a bombshell, and I doubted there was anyone else out there who’d gotten a Reaper to spill the beans.

      “Reapers aren’t allowed to consume souls. It’s not just prohibited. It’s punishable,” Seeley added. “Despite the risks and the severe consequences, there have been Reapers across the ages, from both the Supernatural Dimension and the In-Between, that have given in to temptation. Instead of reaping souls and shuttling them into the next world, they… well, they ate them.”

      “Oh,” I breathed, feeling my eyes pop. “Punishable how?”

      “A fall from grace,” Seeley explained. “You see, once selected, a Reaper becomes immortal—to a point. Rare are the instances of Reapers dying. When they do, they join the souls they reaped in the next world. However, when they commit the abominable act of eating a soul, death and the next world feels like a reward, in a way. It’s too good for what they’ve done. So, they’re instantly stripped of their role as Reapers and left to wander between the world of the living and that of the dead, never truly belonging in either.”

      He paused, giving me time to take it all in and process all that information carefully.

      “Any questions so far?” he asked.

      I chuckled. “Plenty, but I’m sure you’re about to give me most of the answers before I even ask.”

      “You’re learning,” he replied, smiling. “Now, back to disgraced Reapers. In my opinion, the way they’re handled isn’t the best idea, but I didn’t make the rules, nor do I get a say in changing them. Once they’re relieved of their Reaper duties and are left to wander between worlds, they gradually decay. They lose their minds and whatever shred of integrity they might’ve had left. You see, consuming one soul permanently damages yours. That’s what the daemons and Exiled Maras never knew. Their souls are forever broken beyond repair.”

      “What does that mean for their souls after they move on?” I asked.

      “I am not sure. I told you, I can neither see nor step into the world of the dead. I’m but a conduit of souls, plucking them from the living and allowing them to move on. That’s it,” he said.

      Suddenly, I made the connection between disgraced Reapers and ghouls. It didn’t feel like much of a stretch at all. “Oh, God… Seeley, are you trying to tell me that fallen Reapers become ghouls over time?”

      “You’re smarter than I originally assumed,” he replied. Undeterred by my raised eyebrow, he resumed his narrative. “Over the centuries, these permanently damaged souls will continue to look for more souls to eat. Problem is that souls are not easy to find. All they have is the energy they got from the first soul they consumed. They continue to decay and, eventually, spiral into a primal madness. It’s a grueling and self-destructive process, but it yields a strange result. They turn into what you now refer to as ‘original ghouls.’ Walkers between worlds, looking for more souls to feed on.”

      “Like the ones who basically created the sentries of Nevertide.”

      “Yes. Those who find more souls to consume get to retain the subtle form of original ghouls, you see. They develop abilities, such as those inherited by sentries. You see, the Nevertide ghouls were smart. They didn’t gobble up the souls. They surrounded themselves with people and fed off them gradually, giving them time to replenish. That way, the original ghouls had a steady source of soul food, while they also developed the sentry species for their purposes.”

      “Okay. I get that. It makes sense. They found a way to control the hunger, then, by feeding on small soul quantities instead of sucking them dry like, say, the daemons and the Exiled Maras did on Neraka.”

      “Exactly. The original ghouls weren’t many in number, since, like I said, ready-to-eat souls aren’t easy to find. Plus, as you’ve seen, a Reaper’s scythe can kill a ghoul in any of its forms,” Seeley continued. “Given their scarce population, scattered across the dimensions, we didn’t bother too much with them. It wasn’t our job. That belonged to someone else, and when she didn’t do anything about it, we didn’t object. It’s common knowledge among Reapers that she knows what she’s doing.”

      “She?”

      “Anyway, I hope this explains the original ghouls for you in a way that makes sense,” Seeley replied, ignoring my question. I knew it was deliberate, but I didn’t pursue it any further. I’d learned enough about him to know when not to push his buttons.

      “Yes, it does. I suppose what they did in Nevertide was too small and insignificant on the grand scale for any of you to worry or care, right?” I asked, slightly annoyed by the thought that Reapers simply didn’t fuss over their own kind having found a way back into the world of the living.

      He grinned. “It irks you, doesn’t it?”

      “Of course! Reapers eat souls, get stuck between the world of the living and that of the dead, but then descend into some kind of inferior or sick state that allows them to jump back into the world of the living. And you people don’t care!”

      “We are tasked with reaping souls, and nothing else. I told you.”

      “What about her? Whoever she is?”

      “It’s not our job to question her,” Seeley answered, scowling at me. “Careful, Vesta, you’re treading in dark and dangerous territory. I cannot entertain your curiosity there. I’m telling you too much as it is.”

      “Okay… fine,” I conceded. I figured this whole ghoul origins thing had cosmic proportions and was well over my pay grade. But I wasn’t done drilling him for information. “What about the other ghouls… these weaker ones, such as our recent visitor? How’d they come to be?”

      “They’re the ones who never got to feed on another soul, even while in their original ghoul state,” Seeley said. “The descent, the degradation, continued until they turned into these feral, mindless monsters, able to take on a physical form. They need a physical form to eat flesh, and flesh is the only thing that satisfies them, albeit temporarily.”

      “So they don’t eat souls anymore?”

      “If given the opportunity, they will. But it won’t do anything to curb their desperation, their hunger. Once the original ghoul breaks down into this two-form ghoul, it’s game over. Nothing can fix it. The damage is done,” Seeley said.

      “Wow. And, once more, you’re okay with letting former Reapers run loose like this.”

      I crossed my arms in protest. I still couldn’t truly accept this mentality, as much as I’d tried to find some kind of reason in it. It just didn’t feel right. Seeley didn’t seem too happy about it either, despite his arguments.

      “Personally, no I am not. But please don’t make me repeat myself by saying it’s not my business,” he said. “Besides, your GASP seniors have a good record of killing ghouls. In the end, the damage they’ve done to the living world is barely noticeable in the bigger picture of existence. Take it as it is, Vesta. When’s the last time you saw a ghoul prior to this one?”

      “Never.”

      “My point exactly. Let it go. The universe is a well-oiled machine.” Seeley sighed. “Granted, it has its glitches, such as this Hermessi mess, but eventually it all works out one way or another.”

      Ah, back to what truly burns me.

      “Speaking of which, I get that you know what’s going on here in the world of the living. You’ve made that clear,” I said. “But do you have any idea as to what will happen next? How do you see this ending?”

      Seeley laughed wholeheartedly, as if I’d asked the most hilarious question in the history of ever. It was hard not to feel insulted by his reaction, but I kept a straight face. This Reaper had answers and I had a ton more questions.

      “Vesta… I’ve been told this isn’t the first time the Hermessi have tried to pull a fast one on the living. But it’s been over four million years since their first attempt. I wasn’t even a thought in anyone’s mind at the time, and I’ve got no idea what happened then—not in detail, anyway. All Reapers are given a brief history of the world before them, but nothing too precise. I do know, much like your people, that the Hermessi’s ritual was interrupted. I also know it coincided with a rather difficult period in the Reapers’ existence, but I am not at liberty to expand on that, I’m afraid.”

      “What can you expand on, then?” I asked, feeling myself slip closer to the edge of insanity. It wasn’t long before I’d lose my grip on everything. Knowing I’d die had an effect on me—that much was dreadfully obvious. My psyche was in shambles. “Give me something, Seeley. Anything that can help me make sense of what fate awaits my people.”

      Seeley glanced at the Daughters again, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “It’s amazing what nature, the very nature that basically wants to kill you all now, is able to create, huh?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Daughters. They are works of art. Magnificent in every way, powerful and resilient, despite their often-difficult nature,” Seeley said. “They were made by a well-meaning Earth Hermessi of Calliope. Fascinating, don’t you think?”

      I offered a shrug. “I guess?”

      “Thing is, Vesta, if the Daughters are what a good-hearted Hermessi is able to create from the bowels of its planet… what are the lengths that an evil one will go to with his ability to warp nature?”

      It didn’t take long for the implication of his question to settle deep in my stomach, uncomfortably enough to make me tremble. “Monsters,” I breathed. “Purebred, unadulterated, freak-of-nature-style monsters, huh?”

      Seeley’s nod didn’t comfort me one bit. It just confirmed the worst for me. My friends were in a heap of trouble, for there were truly frightening creatures out there, looking to kill them, to eat them, to stop them in their tracks. Sure, it did mean that they were close to some kind of break against the Hermessi, but it didn’t diminish the deadly danger on their tails.

      Taeral and his crew were screwed far worse than I was.
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      For the past twenty minutes, I’d been unable to reach Taeral and his crew. To me, it was odd, mainly because the feedback noise coming through the earpiece was not one I was used to. Normally the lack of a response via our safe comms line sounded different. This time, however, whenever I called out his or the others’ names I heard a peculiar crackle.

      Emperor Tulla watched me with curious interest as I tried to call Taeral once more, while Trap Mellon pored over a geographical map of Cerix in its entirety. Wooden figurines had been placed over certain locations, marking spots from where we’d launch interplanetary spells—theoretically. We’d yet to crack the code of a safe and complete mass evacuation, and judging by the discouraging look on Trap’s face as he studied the map, we weren’t going to find a good solution.

      The thought further gnawed at my stomach, on top of this newly arisen issue with Taeral and his crew.

      “Lumi, you are not yourself anymore,” Emperor Tulla said. I could almost feel the strain in his voice. What a mess he’d found himself in, as leader of a vast empire. The lives of his people reduced to mere wooden figurines on a map. “What’s wrong?”

      I hadn’t had the opportunity to relay my conversation with Derek and Sofia in full detail. I’d been too busy trying to contact Taeral and his team. At the same time, I was reluctant to tell him what I’d learned about the Hermessi, their previous attempt to perform this devastating ritual, and their recent endeavor of creating actual monsters to hunt my people down, here on Cerix. I wasn’t sure how he’d react, given that Inalia and Eira were still out there, with Taeral’s crew. Personally, I was inclined to assume that whatever the Hermessi would send after my agents would be advised to steer clear of Hermessi children, given their importance. But I was concerned the emperor might not see it that way.

      He was already worried enough about my difficulty in connecting with Taeral. The last thing I wanted was to worry him more—Inalia was his last chance to save the Cerixian Empire. Not being able to reach her was a problem in itself. Knowing that there were freakish abominations of nature hunting her team down was far worse. So I kept most of what I’d learned to myself, focusing our conversation here on the mass evacuation and calling Taeral.

      “I still can’t reach them,” I finally replied. “There must be something wrong with Lemnos Woods. Maybe an element there that’s jamming the signal.”

      Trap’s head shot up, his brow furrowed. “What makes you say that?”

      “The feedback noise I’m getting. It’s different. Like nothing I’ve heard before. I’m inclined to believe it’s got something to do with that area. It could be natural or artificial,” I explained. “Either way, the last time I heard from them was hours ago, just before they entered Lemnos Woods. You were both here, you remember.”

      The emperor nodded. “What do we do, then? Taeral has two Hermessi children with him.”

      I got the subtext, all right. But I didn’t engage. Instead, I took a deep breath and offered a flat smile. “Your Majesty, I’ll get them back myself, if I have to. My GASP seniors have advised me to wait a little while longer before I go after them. Both Taeral and Riza have teleportation abilities. No hostile stands a chance of catching them, not even the Hermessi.”

      What if the creatures they let out do, though?

      “You should try again in a few more minutes,” Emperor Tulla replied. “I admit, I am not comfortable not knowing anything about Inalia. Eira, too, but, given the circumstances, I’m sure you understand why I’m particularly concerned about Inalia.”

      “Yes, I do,” I said, then looked at Trap. “We’re not getting anywhere with the mass evacuation, are we?”

      Trap shook his head slowly, then gave the emperor an apologetic nod. My insides twisted and turned, as I understood what this could mean for Inalia. “There isn’t enough time to mobilize all the troops, to reach every city, every town, every village, and every single damn settlement… to bring them all together in these places,” he said, pointing at the wooden figurines.

      “Even if that was possible, say, by bringing in some extra jinni muscle from the Supernatural Dimension,” I replied, “though I’d have a lot of arms to twist, given the current circumstances. We still don’t know where to take everyone.”

      “I suppose your Phoenix fellow has yet to find a nearby inhabitable planet?” the emperor asked, with a tinge of hope in his voice. He really wanted to save Inalia from her Hermessi fate.

      It was my turn to shake my head. “I’m sorry. No. Cerix is the only inhabited planet in this galaxy. Phoenix is still combing through the neighboring clusters, looking for something. He’d need a couple more days just to study the data he gets through the telescopes. We can’t just ‘find’ another place by some miracle and hope it works. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “I am well aware of that. For the longest time, Cerixians thought they were the only ones living in this universe,” Emperor Tulla replied with a hint of a smile. But the sadness in his eyes was too heavy to ignore.

      “I don’t like this any more than you, Your Majesty,” I said. “We can still stick to that twenty-four-hour deadline, though. Maybe Taeral and his team will come up with something. Some kind of leverage on the Hermessi with what they learn from the library. It’s a long shot, but it isn’t impossible.”

      “There either is or isn’t something there for them to hold against the Hermessi,” the emperor said. “Nevertheless, I gave you my word. They have time until the deadline we previously agreed upon.”

      I should’ve felt more relief at the thought. But my heart was still breaking, piece by piece, with every hour that went by. I didn’t want this to get to the point where it all automatically rested on Inalia’s shoulders. While we were not experts on the Hermessi, nor did we know the details of how a Hermessi child became the new element of a planet, we all understood the notion of “sacrifice,” and we were certain that the Hermessi themselves weren’t using the term loosely.

      The clock was still ticking, and the planet continued to chill, dropping one degree after another. I’d set up a temporary heating system for Silvergate, using the non-fire energy sources they still had running, but even so, it was difficult to maintain. No matter how much magic I put into one city, it was only a band-aid. I couldn’t cover the entire planet, and I sure as hell couldn’t save its people. Even my magic had limits in the absence of true elemental fire.

      “I trust Taeral will be true to his word, as well,” the emperor added.

      “What do you mean, Your Majesty?” I asked.

      “When the deadline is reached, I expect him to bring Inalia back to us, so she can do what… what needs to be done.”

      Looking out the window, I noticed people gathering in the courtyard. The emperor had allowed access, but the palace entrances had been sealed up. He didn’t want to risk any kind of riot; not now. Instead, the Armed Forces buzzed around the common people, offering blankets and furs to those in need. By nightfall, it would get below freezing, and they’d all be forced to return to their homes—but even there they weren’t truly safe from this unnatural winter’s bite.

      At least Silvergate had some of my magic to sleep through the night without losing too many bodies. The other cities weren’t as lucky. With that in mind, I, too, hoped that Taeral would return Inalia to the palace. As much as I hated the idea, she could very well be the only thing standing between the survival and the deaths of millions of Cerixians.

      Maybe the library would yield some results. I wasn’t going to know until I spoke to them. “Which reminds me,” I murmured to myself, then pressed the call button on my earpiece. “Taeral, come in. Tae… are you there?”

      I got the same crackling feedback.

      What the hell is going on there?!
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      There were only ten Brothers of the Shadow left in our… custody, sort of. We didn’t know if the others had survived. We’d seen them run away, vanishing between the many black trees of Lemnos Woods. But we’d also spotted the Shills—as Amelia had chosen to refer to these monstrous flesh-eating abominations—as they scattered outward as well, sniffing down their trails.

      These creatures were also doing an excellent job of keeping us apart across the battlefield. Whenever I tried to teleport myself next to others in my crew, I found Shills teleporting along with me. It hadn’t taken long for me and Riza to understand that, once they caught our scent, these fiends were able to teleport along with us—across short distances, for sure. We didn’t know about longer ones.

      Herakles carried severe wounds on his arms and torso, and it was becoming increasingly difficult for him to protect himself against the Shills’ increased attacks. As soon as they spotted any kind of physical weakness, these bastards intensified their offensive.

      “Riza, stay with Herakles!” I shouted, still stuck by the surviving group of Cerixians. I was having a hard time myself, keeping the Shills away from the Brothers, but Eira and Inalia managed to help me out a little—albeit from fifty yards away. The monsters kept them at bay, snapping their fangs at them whenever they tried to get more involved. However, forcing them to stay in one place didn’t mean they couldn’t use their fire and water abilities, which came in handy with my efforts to protect the remaining Brothers.

      Inalia’s fireballs and Eira’s sharp ice projectiles were efficient enough to cripple the Shills that tried to snatch any of the Brothers in my temporary care. They also gave me the seconds I needed to finish the job and kill them. Unfortunately, more Shills continued to emerge from the collapsed tunnel system beneath.

      This was never-ending and tiresome, to say the least.

      “I don’t know how much longer we can keep up like this!” Varga warned, practically wedged between two Shills.

      Eva slipped through with her sword, splitting one of them into perfect halves, then whispered a spell into the palm of her hand. She used it to slap the other Shill on the forehead. The creature froze for a minute, its many beady eyes wide open. A few seconds later, it collapsed, hemorrhaging all over the hard, frozen ground.

      Varga stared at her in disbelief for a split second, and she shrugged in return. “What? Druids have badass magic, too. You just need to know where to look in Draven’s Druid Archives.”

      “I need to learn that!” Varga replied, then found himself fighting off four more Shills.

      “You’d need to be a Druid to pull it off,” Eva shot back, equally occupied with additional creatures. No matter how hard we fought or how many of them we took down, the Shills continued to outnumber us, at least ten to one.

      “Guys, they’re not letting us get in on the physical fight because they don’t want to hurt us, right?” Inalia asked from the edge of our increasingly bloody scene.

      “That’s the general opinion, yes!” Amelia replied, back to back with Raphael as they continued to kill every Shill that tried to get too close. They’d learned to work amazingly well together. Their moves were swift and fluid, in perfect sync with one another. Had it not been for this endless Shill nightmare, I would’ve taken a moment to simply admire them. They were poetry in motion.

      “They keep snarling and growling when I use my fire, but still, they won’t eat me or Eira!” Inalia said. “What if I just get involved anyway? What if Eira and I just go in and help each of you guys out? We’re practically useless from the sidelines like this.”

      “Oh, I know what you mean. I could really use some of your fire power right about now,” Raphael snapped, too far from her, compared to me, to benefit from her elemental assistance, then rammed his sword through one Shill’s head.

      “I’d advise against it,” Amelia replied, blocking another Shill’s clawed attacks. The creature was worryingly fast, but Amelia was able to keep up with it—at least for the time being. All our movements had gotten slightly sluggish. Constant combat could do that to anyone, even trained supernaturals such as ourselves. “They’re snarling because they don’t like you using your powers against them, and they’re holding you back as a warning to not get involved more than you already are… That’s what I’m thinking… at least!” she added between blocked hits. “Thing is… the Hermessi don’t really need you. They could let Cerix freeze on its own. They’d probably… be better off with the planet dying now than later, when they complete the ritual… so, if you try to get more involved right now, Inalia… the Shills might do a lot more than snarl at you.”

      “She’s got a point,” Eira said to Inalia.

      Before I could offer my opinion, which resembled Amelia’s for the most part, something hard knocked me down. A Shill had just tackled me, and its ridiculously long fangs were snapping so close to my neck that I could feel the air move and tickle my skin whenever they missed.

      Inalia gasped. Fire swallowed the Shill whole. Drawing another breath, I managed to kick it off me. The creature flailed and roared as the flames ate away at its short black fur and the leathery skin beneath, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough to keep it down for good. Two more jumped at me just as I drove my sword through the burning one’s head.

      I was getting tired.

      Worst of all, I was starting to think I might not make it out of here alive. We were going around in circles here, and there wasn’t a way in sight to end this. Not one that didn’t involve one or more, if not all of us, dying.
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      Desperation hung heavily in the air.

      It cluttered my mind, and I couldn’t see a solution to end all this. Amelia had a point, too. I could try getting deeper into the fight cluster, to spread some of my fire around, but the Shills were bound to tear me to shreds.

      They were already dangerously close and a little too angry at me for my comfort. At Eira, too, for that matter. And we hadn’t come this far to get ourselves killed by these freaks! No way! I still had some hours left on my clock, and we’d yet to check and compare whatever notes we’d managed to get from the original library before the Shills came out to play. We’d yet to hear from Lumi on any progress she might’ve made on the mass evacuation, too.

      For now, however, it didn’t look good. Their communication systems were down. The Shills were all around us, constantly outnumbering each of our fighters. The Brothers had been practically obliterated, through no fault of their own. I hadn’t had the greatest respect for these rebels, but I sure didn’t want to see them suffer like this. They all deserved a fair trial and the appropriate punishment for having conspired against the Cerixian Empire, not gruesome death.

      My biggest problem was that, despite the time I still had, the others weren’t that lucky. Any second now, one of the Shills could get close or fast enough to hurt them more. Even kill them. The thought of Taeral or anyone else on his team dying because of this… it burned me on the inside, in a way that hurt more than the idea of sacrificing myself for Cerix.

      Eira kept shooting ice arrows at some of the Shills that tried to snatch more Brothers from their small group, but I’d already stopped. My heart was thudding and aching more and more. No matter how many scenarios I played in my mind, none of them ended well. Not unless I did something drastic.

      Something I may never be able to undo.

      It pained me terribly, forcing me to break into a cold sweat. But… maybe Acquis was right.

      “I think it’s time,” I said, my voice low and trembling.

      There were too many monsters itching to eat my friends. My allies. The people who had gone to such incredible lengths to help me. To save me.

      Eira shot me an angry glare. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You know, Eira. You heard Acquis.”

      She stilled, gawking at me in disbelief. “What? No… No! There is still time! Are you crazy?!”

      “Actually, I’m seeing everything clearly now.” Tears stung my eyes, blurring the image before me. The irony didn’t escape me. My physical sight was foggy, while my foresight was crystal clear. Painfully so, even, regardless of how hard I’d tried to avoid and deny it until now. It was my turn to pitch in. Big time…

      “Inalia, don’t!” Eira replied, her eyes glistening with tears. The others were too busy fighting off the Shills to notice us. Maybe it was better this way. The fewer objections I got, the more determined I’d be to do it. “It’s not too late; we can still fight this! We can still fight them! All Tae and Riza need is to get us all closer together so they can teleport us across a larger distance, as far away from these monsters as possible!”

      “Look around you, Eira!” I snapped, waving a hand at the Shills. “We’re watching our friends get dangerously close to being torn to shreds! The Shills keep coming, they keep killing them, and yet more emerge, every time! They’ve caught us now. The Hermessi have us right where they wanted us. Even with twelve hours left on the clock, I can’t let anything happen to Taeral, to Amelia, to Raphael and the others. It’s not fair to them. It’s not fair to you. It’s not fair to any of the Cerixians who are suffering now because of Brann’s death.”

      “But even if you do this, you heard Taeral… the Hermessi are still hell-bent on destroying them, in particular, not to mention us. If it’s not the freezing death of Cerix, it’ll be them wiping our civilization out.”

      “Not if Taeral and his team get another fighting chance. I can give it to them,” I said. The more I thought about it, the more sound my reasoning felt. How swiftly I’d jumped from fear to this resolve. I barely even recognized the Inalia from a few hours ago. “There comes a time when we have to let go, Eira. I think it’s my turn, now.”

      Eira shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. I loved her so much. I’d never had a sister to grow up with, but Eira had always been the next best thing. Come to think of it, I was doing this for her, too.

      I gripped her shoulders, squeezing gently. “Look at all the Cerixians who just died here, in these woods. Herakles is close to bleeding out. Riza is getting tired. Amelia, too. Varga can barely hold it together, and it’s only a matter of time before one of the Shills takes Eva down. Not to mention Raphael. Even he is overwhelmed. And Tae…” My voice trailed off as I briefly glanced at him fiercely fighting more Shills. “He’s not going to last much longer.”

      “So, what, you’re just quitting? You’re giving the Hermessi what they want?” Eira spat.

      I shook my head. “No, not at all. I’m giving Tae and you and everyone else here a fighting chance. With a Fire Hermessi, they can harness their own elemental abilities. I can do more to stop the Shills, as well. At least for long enough for you to escape. And I’m saving the planet, while I’m at it, too.” Eira was crying uncontrollably, so I hugged her tight, holding her close and thinking this could very well be the last time I’d feel someone’s embrace, ever. “It feels like a small price to pay, don’t you think?”

      “It’s not small…”

      “I know. But let’s face it. We’re in over our heads here. I have to do more, and I can’t risk getting myself killed by the Shills before I can ascend as the new Fire Hermessi.”

      Eira did a splendid job of quickly pulling herself back together. Her mind was a brilliant machine, and I was glad to see it fired up like this. She looked at me, a look of determination settling on her face.

      “Okay. How do we do this?” she asked.

      I exhaled deeply. “I have no idea, but if that inner fire inside me has all the knowledge, I can try and tap into it.”

      Every muscle in my body quivered as I stepped away from Eira. For a moment, as I measured my breaths carefully, I listened to the sounds around me. I felt their eyes on me—the Hermessi, quietly watching me through the rabid winds above, through the trees and the dirt beneath my boots, through the little drops of rain that had begun to drip.

      Fire burned inside me, yes. The kind that, once unleashed, could make or break everything in its path. It was time to reach deep into it and understand what I had to do in order to become Cerix’s new Fire Hermessi. I tuned everything else out, focusing on the simmering sensation that trickled through my veins. I asked the question in silence.

      A few heartbeats later, I got my answer.

      I looked around, carefully memorizing every little detail. Taeral. Amelia. Raphael. Eva. Varga. Herakles. Riza. My beloved Eira… The Brothers still holding on to one another, injured yet vaguely hopeful that they might still survive this. Yeah, I could do this. Acquis was right. It was time to step up, just like my father before me.

      “I’m ready.”
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      I hit the ground hard.

      A bone popped somewhere in my shoulder, sending trillions of burning knives through my flesh. Blood and sweat dripped from my face, instantly crystallized upon landing on the frozen dirt.

      The temperature had dropped some more, and while I was heated by the fires of combat, I could still tell there was a frosty hell building around us. Ice made its way up the black trees, spidering across the cracked bark as it reached for the branches. Dragons made of steam rolled out of my mouth as I groaned from the pain of simple movements, such as trying to get myself back up.

      Riza was in front of me, hacking and slashing left and right with her sword, zapping herself a yard here and another yard there just to keep the Shills confused and busy enough not to come at me while I was still down.

      Needless to say, I was losing this. I didn’t want to admit it, but I could feel it. All my might had simmered into aching muscles and too many cuts and bruises to count. It hurt to even sit up, and it was only a matter of time before one of these monsters snuck around Riza and chomped my head off. It wasn’t death that I was afraid of, to be honest. It was the agonizing pain they would inflict on me, and the thought that I’d never see my friends again. As much as we poked one another whenever we got a chance, Raphael and I had grown incredibly tight. I could tear down entire armies for this guy, and he was ready to do the same for me.

      Only, in this instance, the odds weren’t in our favor. Too many Shills, no time or room to get close to one another for Riza or Taeral to teleport us away from this place. All I could do was watch my crew fight, bloody and ruthless, until they got tired. At the first sign of weakness, the Shills would overpower one or more of them. They’d already taken me down. Riza was close to exhaustion, as well. I did appreciate her efforts to keep me safe, though.

      I had a thought that, maybe, if we got lucky enough to survive this, somehow, I might kiss her for saving my ass. She’d probably slap me right afterward, but… it would be worth it.

      I wasn’t blind. I saw how she looked at me, whenever she thought I wasn’t watching. I’d learned to identify those glimmers of desire and curiosity in her amethyst eyes. For a while now, I’d spent my spare moments wondering what her lips would taste like. How she’d feel against my body, my arms wrapped around her.

      It looks like I’ll never find out.

      I didn’t want to come across as a quitter, and I sure as hell wasn’t a coward, but even I had to admit, it didn’t look good for us. The Shills kept coming. The more of them we stabbed in the head, the more emerged from the bowels of Cerix. They were the Hermessi’s doing, for sure—it didn’t take a genius to figure that out, especially since we could practically feel the three elements watching us struggle against them. They also represented the lengths to which these entities were ready to go to, just to catch and destroy us.

      That, I found a little flattering.

      “We’re not getting anywhere with this!” Riza said, gritting her teeth. She’d just taken down two Shills, only to see them replaced by two more. “They keep coming, dammit!”

      “Listen, Riza, leave me be,” I replied, still halfway into getting myself back up. My knuckles pressed against the frosted ground, while I struggled to push my knees upward. I looked as though I must’ve had one too many gallons of the succubi’s spiced rose water. “Get the others. It’s too late for me.”

      “Don’t be stupid!” she said. “I’m not letting you die here!”

      “We’ll all die if you don’t get to the others!” I shouted.

      I spotted Eira and Inalia across the festering puddle of bloodthirsty Shills. They were both watching this nightmare unfold, but there was something different about Inalia. She said something to Eira, something that made her nod, despite the tears streaming down their cheeks. My chest constricted. I had a feeling I knew what the conversation was about.

      “Riza, you need to get Inalia and Eira out of here,” I said, my gaze fixed on the Hermessi girls. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t do it myself. I barely managed to get into an upright position, with Riza constantly fighting off the Shills that had now seen me standing again.

      “How?! These bastards keep following me around whenever I teleport!” Riza replied, genuinely and understandably frustrated.

      “You have to figure something out,” I answered. “I told you, stop fretting about me.”

      Glancing around the area, I saw Taeral struggling with Shills as he tried to protect the injured Brothers of the Shadows. Eight were left—the monsters kept sneaking past Taeral and snatching them away from their cluster. Taeral couldn’t risk teleporting them away. First, he probably couldn’t bring himself to leave the rest of us, not even for a moment. Second, he most likely worried the Shills would teleport right after him. We weren’t yet sure of what maximum distance they could zap themselves across, but we couldn’t exclude the possibility of them reaching Taeral all the way to the edge of the woods, at least.

      Everything was happening too fast. Too much of everything at once. It left little time to make any kind of rational or productive decision.

      Varga and Eva had managed to get side by side, about sixty yards from Amelia and Raphael. They weren’t faring well, either. Varga’s barriers were dropping in intensity, even though he syphoned energy from the Shills. The amount of mental power he took in was proportionally lower than what he put out through his barrier attacks, and his recharging times got shorter as the Shills figured out what he was doing.

      But Inalia was the one who worried me the most. The look on her face told me we were reaching the end of a road I’d hoped we’d never get to. She stepped forward, putting more distance between her and Eira. The Shills snarled at her, but, for the first time, she didn’t seem intimidated.

      “I demand to speak to the Hermessi of Cerix,” Inalia called out to the raging winds above us. “I’m ready to take my place!”

      Everything came to a stunning standstill. The Shills all froze, all black eyes fixed on her. The occasional growl slipped from their crowd, but none made a move—not toward her, and certainly not toward us. This was equal parts creepy and concerning. It was as if they’d all turned into statues, though their mangled expressions showed curiosity, rather than rage or hunger or whatever else drove them to keep attacking us.

      “What? What are you doing?!” Taeral blurted, his eyes wide.

      “Oh, man,” I grumbled, fully understanding what Inalia was doing.

      She gave him a pained smile. “What I should’ve done a while back. Tae, let’s face it, this isn’t going anywhere.”

      “No, you can’t! We still have time!” Taeral replied, then tried to step forward, in a bid to reach her before she could do anything else. The Shills didn’t move, still focused on Inalia, but Eira intervened, unexpectedly. She drew water from below and shot it at Taeral in thousands of icy pellets. They hit him hard enough to stop him in his tracks. “What the hell are you doing?!”

      “Stand back,” Eira said firmly, though even I could tell she hated every second of what was happening. She’d probably made a promise to Inalia, and she was determined to keep it.

      “Eira,” Taeral mumbled, shocked by this sudden change in the Hermessi girls’ demeanor. “We’ve been trying to save Inalia. Why are you…”

      His voice faded as the winds grew stronger. The black trees of Lemnos Woods began to groan and bend under the gale-force currents that gathered around us. It became difficult to breathe, the air too cold and heavy to take in. Water poured from the charcoal whirlpool of clouds above. Inalia certainly had Air, Earth, and Water’s attention now, and their increasing presence sent shivers through my limbs.

      Instinctively, I caught Riza’s hand and pulled her closer. The Shills were still motionless, and annoyingly so. To think we’d been fighting them for so long, and all it took to stop them was Inalia giving up. Son of a…

      “It’s my decision,” Inalia said, her eyes still wet as she tried to keep it together. “Eira is doing what I asked.”

      “I’m not happy with this, by the way!” Eira said, trembling.

      “There’s no other choice,” Inalia replied.

      “Inalia… Don’t…” Taeral was utterly distraught.

      Amelia sighed. “Tae. She chose this.”

      The ground started to shake, as if announcing the Hermessi’s physical approach. We were dangerously close to butting heads with them. I felt Riza’s hand grip mine tighter. It gave me the sliver of courage I needed. “Cerix needs a Fire Hermessi. Our library work hasn’t yielded anything useful.”

      “We don’t know that yet!” Taeral barked, now furious. “We read a lot, we took some notes! We were supposed to sit down and discuss them before anything else! The answers aren’t just given to us, here. We have to work for them.”

      “The Shills have us surrounded,” Raphael said. He, too, was displeased with what we’d been reduced to. “There’s no time to study any notes.”

      “Enough with this!” Inalia cut in, her lower lip trembling. She glanced at Eira. “They’ll be here soon.”

      I could feel that. The cold winds practically slapped us. The earth continued to shake, making it even harder for me to stand. The rain intensified, casting curtains of water between us. Eira nodded once more, then looked at Riza. “Bring us all together, now, while the Shills are standing still.”

      Riza didn’t hesitate. She zapped us across the mass of monsters, then linked hands with Taeral and the eight remaining Brothers. A second later, she got us to Amelia and Raphael, then Varga and Eva. When we reached Eira, Taeral moved to break from the group so he could try to convince Inalia not to do this yet.

      But even I could tell there was no changing her mind at this point. It hurt like hell for all of us to see the girl go, but it seemed to be a lot more painful for Taeral. I knew he had a soft spot for her—only, I didn’t realize how soft it was, until now.

      “Don’t!” Inalia said to him as he reached out to touch her.

      Eira pulled him back and forcibly caught his hand. “Tae, she’s made up her mind.”

      “This isn’t right,” Taeral replied.

      “But it is, Tae,” Inalia said, smiling gently. Her skin lit up in shades of amber and orange. Fire burned beneath, brighter and mightier than ever. It was as if her entire being was becoming aware of what she was and what she was ascending to. “It’s okay. I’m going to be okay…”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “I do. Now, go!” Inalia whispered.

      Her features vanished altogether, as her figure was filled with a blinding light. I felt Amelia’s hand catch mine, while Riza held the other. I heard Taeral say something else, but I couldn’t make anything out. The winds howled. The ground split beneath us. Chunks of it shot out, throwing the Shills off balance.

      I got one last look at Inalia before we all vanished and left her behind, and before the gaping earth could swallow us whole. We weren’t sure the Shills wouldn’t be able to follow, but we had to get away from all this. Becoming a Hermessi didn’t sound like something I’d want to be close to when it happened.

      Lumi’s voice made me realize where we had transported to. “I was about to set up a tracking spell to come find you!” she exclaimed as soon as she saw us appear before her, the emperor, and Trap Mellon, inside the palace.

      Suddenly, it was quiet. No more growls and hungry snarls. No more screams of pain or muffled groans. No more bodies dropping, bones breaking, or flesh tearing. There weren’t any Shills around, but I couldn’t feel any true relief. We’d just left Inalia behind, so she could become the next Fire Hermessi. The sacrifice we’d all been striving to stop… it had been made, nonetheless.
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      Even though I’d witnessed Inalia’s decision, and I’d faintly agreed with it, I still couldn’t believe it had just happened. My mind, worn out by what felt like hours of constant fighting with the Shills, couldn’t fathom the reality that had unfolded right before me.

      I was still holding on to Raphael, unable to let go of his forearm. It was as if he was the only creature left in the world to give me some sense of stability. My knees were weak. My heart was heavy.

      “What happened?” Lumi asked. None of us were able to speak.

      Would she have been able to stop Inalia, had we stayed longer back in Lemnos Woods? I doubted it. The Hermessi were more powerful and infinitely more determined. For them, this could only go one of two ways: either they let Cerix freeze to death with Inalia’s refusal to ascend as the element of fire, or they gained another Hermessi in their ranks, to then destroy all living things on Cerix. Either way, we lost. But with Inalia as the Fire Hermessi, the planet could survive. Granted, if the ritual was completed, all life would be wiped out, but it would at least start anew. Neither option appealed to us. How the hell could it?

      “Where is Inalia?” Emperor Tulla asked, slightly concerned as he looked around at those of us who had returned.

      “She… She did it,” I said.

      Riza pulled Eva and Eira away from our group to look after the eight wounded Brothers of the Shadow we’d brought back with us. Trap was quick to join and help them, as Eva prepared the healing potions and Eira and Riza applied them to those injured, including Herakles, who grabbed the nearest chair to sit down. He was pale, and he’d lost a significant amount of blood. For him, Eva cut her wrist and squeezed some of her blood inside a glass vial, which she then handed to him.

      “Did what?” Lumi replied, still confused.

      “She stepped forward as the new Fire Hermessi,” I said, tears pricking my eyes.

      Taeral was simmering quietly by my side, while I gently leaned into Raphael. He didn’t push me away. On the contrary, I felt his arm come around my shoulders, holding me closer as I gave in and started crying.

      “What? So soon? Why?” Lumi croaked, now utterly befuddled. She checked the clock on the wall. Maybe she thought she’d lost track of time, somehow. That the deadline had already been reached. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “We didn’t really have much of a choice,” Raphael said. “We were surrounded, unable to reach out for help, constantly outnumbered.”

      “By what?” Lumi replied, frowning. She knew an entire army of Cerixians couldn’t take us down.

      “Creatures that came from crystal eggs, birthed by pink water underground,” I explained. “Definitely the Hermessi’s doing.”

      “Monsters, right?” Lumi asked. The twinkle in her white-blue eyes made me realize she knew exactly what I was talking about. “Born from pink waters, much like the Daughters of Eritopia. Faster and stronger than anything else you’ve dealt with on Cerix?”

      We were all stunned. Oh, she knew more than we did about the Shills, but I doubted she’d faced one while we were away. She’d even confirmed my suspicion about the Daughters’ origins, without me even mentioning it to her!

      “I think we have a lot of catching up to do.” Lumi sighed.

      The emperor nodded at the injured Brothers. Most of them couldn’t get up yet, while the healing potions worked their magic, but they were all conscious, more or less. And they all looked up at him in fear. “I assume they were with you in Lemnos Woods?”

      “Yes. We don’t know if the others made it out, but these are the ones we managed to save,” Raphael replied. “I suppose you’ll want to talk to them about that pardon scroll. It kind of got lost in the melee.”

      “That won’t be an issue—” the emperor started, but Taeral interrupted with a burst of anger.

      “How is anyone talking about anything else other than what just happened?!”

      Silence fell over the room like a lead shroud. Lumi, however, wasn’t having any of it.

      “We are talking about what just happened. Only, more than one thing happened, Taeral,” she said.

      “Inalia is giving herself to the Hermessi,” Taeral replied.

      “We knew that was a possibility from the very beginning,” Lumi returned. Man, the swamp witch could be really cold if she wanted to. But I did understand why she spoke like this. We were all disheveled and distraught. Someone had to be the glue to stick us back together, in light of what we’d just experienced.

      “How can you talk like this?” Taeral gasped, his eyes wide with shock.

      Lumi pointed a surly finger at him. “You’re forgetting where you are, Lieutenant. Our main mission was to save the Cerixians, at whatever cost. If Inalia chose to do it by sacrificing herself, then who are we to stop her? She did decide it on her own, right? I’m not missing something?”

      “Yes, she did,” Eira said from the side.

      “You shouldn’t speak for a while!” Taeral snapped at her. “You helped her!”

      “Don’t be selfish!” Eira spat. “I love Inalia like a sister. I would do anything for her. And I did. You’re not the only one who lost her, Taeral. The nightmare doesn’t even end here.”

      “You know what? I can’t. No. I need to talk to her. I can’t do this,” Taeral said, shaking his head.

      Raphael tried to reach out to him before he slipped away, but he missed him by a mere second. Taeral vanished, and we all knew where he’d gone. The emperor sank into his chair, rubbing his face with his bare hands as a means to release all the tension that had probably gathered inside him since Brann had perished.

      “He went back to Lemnos Woods, didn’t he?” the emperor grumbled. Lumi exhaled, then offered a weak nod in response. “He’d better not screw us all over just because he’s got a crush on the girl.”

      Taeral might’ve acted on his emotions just now, but he wasn’t an idiot. It hurt him, that much was obvious, but he would never jeopardize a planet or his crew for this. “Your Majesty, he just needs to talk to her, that’s all.”

      And I understood that. Taeral needed closure. Everything had happened so fast there, that he hadn’t had the chance to properly talk to Inalia about her decision, about what would come next. Then again, he’d just gone back, smack in the middle of Hermessi territory. The Shills hadn’t followed us back here upon our return, but what if one or more of them hopped a ride with Taeral the second time around?

      I looked at Trap. “You need to get your armed guards in here and get ready,” I said.

      “Why? What for?” he asked.

      “Crap. Dammit, Tae,” Raphael groaned, realizing why I’d required armed assistance. “The Shills might hitch a ride back with him. He’s too fast to get killed, but they might still catch his trail. We’re still not sure how far those suckers can teleport after us. This here might’ve been just a fortunate fluke.”

      Trap seemed even more confused. “The Shills?”

      “Like Lumi said, we have a lot to catch up on,” Raphael replied, while we all braced ourselves for whatever came next.

      A new Fire Hermessi came with a new set of problems or, at the very least, some complicated implications. Would Inalia be on our side? Would she intervene and try to catch us, like the others? Or would she rebel? The latter didn’t seem like a sane choice, given the Hermessi’s habit of destroying their own if they didn’t cooperate with their ritual agenda.

      Maybe we’d saved Cerix for now, but we still didn’t know where to go or what to do in order to stop the ritual altogether. The end was still nigh.
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      As soon as I got back to Lemnos Woods, I found myself engulfed by a brilliant white light. It burned too hot for my own comfort, so I zapped myself a little bit farther, putting some fifty yards between myself and whatever was happening with Inalia. Thankfully, it didn’t look as though I’d been noticed. Then again, I’d only spent a second in that light before realizing how badly it might burn me.

      My heart crumbled with every second that passed, but I knew I couldn’t intervene. I’d thrown quite the tantrum back at the palace, and I was aware of that, but I never would’ve stopped Inalia in her tracks. As much as I’d denied it, I, too, had to admit that her ascension was the only surefire way we knew that would stop Cerix from freezing and its people from dying slow and painful deaths. I didn’t have to like it.

      But I couldn’t stay away from her. I couldn’t just chill in the palace, while she altered her life forever, all by herself and surrounded by the Hermessi. I just wanted to be here, to watch it happen, to understand what it entailed—not just for her. For us, also.

      The light dimmed down a little, and three figures became visible inside it. One was white, barely distinguishable from the massive glow. The other was blue. And the third was green. They were mere wisps, but I could certainly recognize them. The Air, Water, and Earth Hermessi. Inalia stood before them, burning bright and orange, her Cerixian figure still there. I had a feeling she’d yet to ascend.

      Glancing around, I noticed the Shills had moved back. They were quiet, hidden behind the black trees, their numerous eyes watching this exchange with childlike interest. I couldn’t see any Brothers left in sight, apart from those they’d already torn apart, parts of them freezing on the forest floor… I swallowed back a little bit of bile, then shifted my focus to Inalia.

      She had no idea what she was getting herself into, but I found her bravery inspiring. It wasn’t for lack of fear. She was scared, that much I knew. Yet she was doing this. Making the ultimate sacrifice so we’d escape, so her people might live to fight another day. Gah, it hurt me too much. I shook it off and took a deep breath as Acquis seemed to move forward.

      “That was a neat trick you pulled,” he said, his voice rippling across the woods. The Hermessi were definitely growing stronger through the fae bodies they’d been claiming. Up until recently, they couldn’t even manifest without possessing someone.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Inalia replied, her arms crossed. Even burning like this, she still had the spark to be sassy. I felt a smile sneak across my lips. “I merely said I’m ready to take my place as Hermessi.”

      “You knew it would stop the creatures,” the Air Hermessi hissed.

      “You told me to tap into my Fire knowledge, and I did. What’s the big deal? Not my fault that I learned how all your abominable monsters freeze in your fully manifested presence.”

      “And you could only get said presence if you summoned us for your ascension,” the Earth Hermessi replied. “Acquis is right. You were pretty smart. However, you should know, it only stopped us temporarily. We will not rest until your outsider friends are destroyed.”

      Inalia laughed. “Wow, the mighty Hermessi are scared of a handful of bipedal creatures from the far side of the universe. It’s a little bit embarrassing, if you ask me.”

      I had to give the girl credit. Once she surpassed her fear and embraced her true self, nothing seemed to intimidate her anymore. Not even the Hermessi. She did remind me of something I’d almost forgotten while knee-deep in Shills earlier: the elements wanted us dead. We were their biggest threat.

      “Are you ready to ascend, Inalia?” Acquis asked, preventing his siblings from verbally sparring with her. Maybe they didn’t know he was a rebel, but that didn’t mean he had to put up with their nonsense. The clock wasn’t just ticking for us.

      “What will it be like?” she replied. “I mean, it’s already started, right? I’m shining like a mini sun.”

      “Yes. Your Hermessi inner being is ready to come out,” Acquis said. “From the moment you tapped into your Fire and declared your willingness to ascend, the process began.”

      The silence around us was so intense that if a pin dropped, it would make the trees shudder and shed the ice that had been creeping up on them. The sky above was cleared, as Inalia’s light shone brighter. Becoming a Hermessi definitely seemed to take a little while—a natural process of sorts, I assumed, yet remarkably easy to kickstart, based on what Acquis had just explained.

      “Once I become a Hermessi, everyone will be okay, right?” Inalia asked. “The heat will return, and my people will no longer suffer.”

      “Indeed.”

      “How will I know what to do? What is it like to be a Hermessi?” she continued, her voice shaky. I could almost feel how nervous and terrified she was, deep down. Her body was heating up, emitting this insanely powerful light that burned through everything. Every tree around her that the light touched was instantly charred, threads of smoke rising, then spreading overhead. It was strange to watch, but also beautiful.

      “You’ll know, Inalia,” Acquis said. “Once you shed your body, it all becomes clear and palpable. If it makes you feel any better, it was difficult for me, too, when I assumed my role.”

      “Spare us the pity party,” the Earth Hermessi replied. The contempt he carried for pretty much anyone was obvious. It did explain how an entity like him could create monstrosities such as the Shills. It must take a nasty kind of being to produce them.

      “You may be an ancient,” Acquis said, “but that doesn’t mean you get to dictate how the younglings ascend. Be thankful you now have extra fire in your arsenal, brother. Don’t take her for granted.”

      “She knows what fate awaits her if she turns against her own kind,” the Air Hermessi replied.

      “I’m not liking these thinly veiled threats,” Inalia said. “If I become the Fire Hermessi, I will do all that I can to protect my planet.”

      “Brothers, please, let us not escalate this conversation just yet,” Acquis interjected, sounding more like the mediator between polar opposites. “Let Inalia ascend first and understand the existence of a Hermessi, before you ask anything of her. Regardless of what we’re meant to do now, she needs a little bit of time to adjust.”

      “You mean, to try and pull one over on us,” the Earth Hermessi replied.

      Oh, if only I could find a way to permanently destroy a Hermessi. He’d be the first I’d obliterate.

      “Okay. How do I do this, Acquis?” Inalia asked. This was a shaky alliance she was entering, and I knew she had to tread carefully. Acquis was right: the Hermessi needed another one of their own, another fighter on their side, but it wasn’t an absolute necessity. They could do without it, as well. In short, Cerix needed Inalia more than the overall Hermessi… Inalia had to make herself useful and find a smart way to work against them, without any suspicion. Otherwise, all she was doing with this move was buying us all a couple more days. We needed more to figure out how to stop that damn ritual.

      “Let go, Inalia. Simply let go.”

      All I could do now was hold my breath and hope she wouldn’t become our enemy once she turned. She was stuck between a rock and a hard place, but at least the Cerixians got to live another day—and we had another chance to stop the Hermessi.

      Inalia released a final breath, tilting her head back. Her figure lit up even brighter. Then, gradually, she began to disintegrate. Ember particles left her and drifted with the wind, which carried them far and wide and… everywhere. It was as if millions of sparks spread out, lighting the world in a warm hue before darting away.

      Once the last bit of her flew away, the empty space she left behind rippled with pure energy. A loud bang crackled through the woods, and a pulse was released. It exploded outward, tearing down hundreds of trees and shrubs and solitary rocks in its mile-radius.

      It knocked me backward so hard, I forgot to breathe for a moment.

      I heard the Shills hissing somewhere in the distance. The rock I’d been hiding behind had been crushed, the rubble covering me from head to toe. I sat up, listening to the calm and quiet of Lemnos Woods. Dusting myself off, I noticed that the Hermessi were… gone.

      Inalia, too.

      The Shills had left, as well. All I was hearing now were mere echoes.

      A massive crater had been left behind, with a healthy chunk of the woods leveled around it. But the instant change in temperature was impossible to miss. I felt the air get slightly warmer. These were still the northern regions of Cerix, and it was generally cold in these parts—however, the cutting chill was gone.

      “Goodbye, Inalia,” I murmured, wondering if she’d hear me.

      Maybe she was still around, or perhaps she’d left with her “brethren.” I only hoped we hadn’t made the biggest mistake of our lives by letting her do this. I couldn’t even be angry with Eira anymore. I understood why she’d done it. Why she’d helped Inalia.

      A spine-tingling growl made me freeze.

      Slowly, I turned my head to look to my right. I was met by four pairs of black, marble eyes and fangs I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to deal with again so soon. A Shill had snuck around and found me. It didn’t look as though it was willing to back down without a fight. I was on the menu again.

      Its hind wiggled, much like a feline before it pounces on its prey. My insides heated up, ringing bells in my head.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” I said, then instinctively put my hand out. It lit up orange as I released a sturdy fireball.

      It hit the Shill and swallowed it whole, the flames licking at its short, black fur before burning into it and sprinkling blisters across its reddened skin. The creature wailed and screamed, rolling backward in a desperate attempt to put the fire out.

      I hadn’t had a chance to speak to Inalia before she became a Hermessi, but I was whole again now. Thanks to her.
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      Raphael told me, Trap and the emperor everything—from their run-ins with the Cerixian mobs, coaxed by cultists into chasing them through the city, to their encounter with Cellos and the Brothers of the Shadow, the few hours they got to spend in the library, and, most importantly, the hell that was unleashed from the pink waters.

      We understood that there was something about Lemnos Woods that jammed our communications. I went over all the scenarios that might have been possible, had I known that these… Shills were hunting them. Would I have been able to stop Inalia from having to sacrifice herself? Probably not. The crew produced the notes they’d managed to bring back from the original library, but there was nothing helpful there about replacing a Hermessi. The only solution, other than a mass evacuation, was her sacrifice.

      Settled around a table, we were all on edge with Taeral gone. It was freezing cold inside the palace. That would soon be settled, thanks to Inalia’s incredible feat. At least we knew what the Hermessi were up to, manufacturing new monsters to hunt us down and take us out of the equation. It gave me the weirdest kind of hope. They knew something. The bastards knew something we didn’t; otherwise, I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why they were so determined to get us.

      Physically and mentally, I was exhausted. A considerable amount of my energy was going into the spell that kept Silvergate a few degrees above the others. But even that wasn’t going to work for much longer.

      “If Inalia is going ahead with this, we should feel the fire come back, right?” Trap asked.

      “Provided Taeral didn’t do something stupid,” the emperor replied.

      “Your Majesty, please. We’ve been over this already. Taeral would never—” I didn’t get to finish my sentence, as flames burst vivaciously from all the candles and oil lamps in the room.

      Amelia gasped. Glancing around, we could almost feel the temperature soften. The Fire Hermessi was back. Cerix had been saved. But at what cost?

      The emperor smiled, then breathed a sigh of relief. “I must apologize for doubting you, or the Fire Star prince.”

      “Your concern was understandable,” I replied, heat trickling through my veins as I released the spell I’d been holding over the city. All it took was scratching off parts of a symbol I’d drawn on a nearby side table, which kept the warming spell running while drawing from my physical energy. As soon as the connection was severed, I could feel myself relax a bit. “Desperate and difficult times don’t always inspire the clearest of minds. Sometimes dread gets the better of us.”

      “Inalia’s gone now,” Eira said, staring at the floor.

      Eva moved to face her, offering a warm smile. “No, she isn’t. She’s in every wisp of fire. Every candle that burns. Every flicker of light… It’s Inalia, watching over us. Just because she no longer has a physical form, it doesn’t mean she’s not with us anymore.”

      Nodding slowly, Eira burst into tears. I understood her pain, I really did. I’d said goodbye to people dear to me many times before. Eva hugged her and didn’t let go, and Eira unraveled in Eva’s arms. Varga watched them with renewed interest—Eva, especially. She’d surprised us already, more than once, and I had a feeling our vampire-sentry charmer had, in turn, been charmed by the serpent-spirited princess.

      “Look outside,” Herakles said from his chair by the window.

      We all got up and followed his gaze. All over Silvergate, the lights went on. In windows and streetlamps. In small courtyards and in the massive torches that the four guardian statues of the city held in their silver hands. The fire burned bright and healthy, as the planet resumed its natural cycle, having narrowly escaped the clutches of a freezing death.

      “At least that’s done and over with,” Raphael replied, his voice low.

      It was written all over their faces. Despite the short time they’d spent together, they’d all taken a liking to Inalia. And what wasn’t there to love? The girl was an absolute firecracker, with a giant heart and a most vibrant soul. While her physical body was gone, her spirit remained—burning brighter and more powerful than ever.

      “I wonder what Tae is up to,” Amelia said softly. “I’m a little worried he’s not back yet.”

      “If he’s still in Lemnos Woods, you won’t be able to reach him. You could still try,” Raphael suggested.

      “It can’t be easy for him,” I said. “Give him some time, Amelia. I tore him a new one just earlier.”

      “You were a bit rough on him,” she replied.

      “I had to be, and you know it.” Her nod was a good answer. I wouldn’t expect anything less from her. “We need to talk about what’s coming next. Because we all know it doesn’t stop here.”

      Their shoulders dropped, almost in perfect unison. I hated doing this so soon, but time still wasn’t on our side. The Hermessi kept taking our fae, and these local Hermessi were especially eager to come after us. Nothing had changed on that front.

      “We know there was an event about four million years ago that stopped the first ritual, right?” Eva asked, still close to Eira, who was now wiping the remaining tears from her face. I figured she had more to spill, but she was saving them for later. We needed her, too, after all.

      I nodded. “We don’t know who or what was behind it, but we do know it killed some of the original Hermessi. Most were replaced by their Hermessi children; however, in a few rare instances, such as Ramin’s, they were created. As if the universe didn’t want their planets to die out like Cerix would’ve without Inalia.”

      “That, to me, is peculiar. What force would be able to create Hermessi?” Amelia replied, frowning. “Up until now, I’d have thought that they were the most powerful entities out there. Should we now assume that they’re not?”

      Taeral appeared in the middle of the room, covered in dirt and dust. His eyes were puffy, but other than that, he seemed okay. None of us said anything for a while, just stared at him, waiting for him to speak first. The tension between us was a smidge of awkwardness that we needed to get out of the way, eventually.

      “No Shill came back with me this time, either,” he finally said. “Maybe they can’t teleport with us across larger distances, after all.”

      I was genuinely surprised and speechless. I would’ve at least expected some kind of farewell remark about Inalia coming from him. Instead, he seemed focused on the mission, and I had zero problems with that.

      “That’s good,” I replied, my eyes smiling at him. “The last thing we need is a Shill stowaway wherever we go.”

      He grinned. “My fire is back.”

      Eira seemed confused, her eyes bulging as she stared at him. She didn’t say anything, though, not even when he looked at her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier,” he added.

      “Come here, you,” Riza replied, then grabbed Taeral in a tight hug.

      One by one, the rest of the crew joined in, layering around Taeral as he stood there, closing his eyes and welcoming their affection. He wasn’t one to do any kind of caring and sharing, but his teammates knew him well enough to understand that he’d suffered a tremendous loss just now, even though he wasn’t showing it.

      With Riza, Amelia, Raphael, Herakles, Varga, and Eva hugging him, Eira caved in and joined the huddle, while I stayed back, watching them and feeling thankful to have met such kind and caring creatures. Despite their thorns and snarky comebacks, they were extraordinary beings. The universe needed more of them, not fewer, no matter what the Hermessi thought.

      “You’ve saved us all,” the emperor said to me, his tone low so as not to disrupt the group hug. I looked at him, my eyebrows arched.

      “Your Majesty, Inalia saved us all.”

      “Yes, but she had you all by her side. You inspired her. I can see how she found the courage to do this, in the end. I’m certain when I say that it is thanks to your crew, Lumi, and there is nothing you can say to change my mind.”

      While all that sounded nice, it didn’t make me feel any less powerless. The Hermessi were still a few steps ahead of us, and we’d just lost a friend. I knew Inalia wouldn’t be able to go against the others without drawing their ire and retaliation, so I didn’t dare think of her as an ally anymore.

      The truth was, it was time for us to start considering her a potential enemy.

      That hurt me more than losing her.
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      There was plenty of new information for us to work with. We had confirmation of a cosmic event that had stopped the previous ritual. We knew it was possible, but we still had to dig deeper. No clear and doable solution was in sight.

      Inalia had managed to save Cerix and our asses in the process, but we were all aware that our troubles were far from over. Never had I felt more grateful to have Riza and Taeral on our crew.

      “I’d never expected the pink waters anywhere else besides Mount Agrith, if you ask me,” Eva said after a period of grim silence. We were all still reeling from our fight with the Shills and Inalia’s sacrifice. “I do, however, understand the Daughters more, now. Calliope’s Earth Hermessi was pretty smart to create them.”

      “Yeah, but, at the same time, these pink waters are also able to produce horrific creatures like the Shills and who knows what else?” Amelia replied, while flipping through the notes we’d managed to gather from the library prior to the Shills’ attack. “Ugh… I think we found something here, though not in the same words.”

      That piqued my interest, drawing me away from the window. “About the pink waters?”

      She nodded. “They’re not referred to as such, hence why we didn’t immediately spot the similarities.” Noticing my frown, she read a few of the lines that I specifically remembered writing down from one of the older manuscripts we’d come across. “The earth is ripe with waters of creation, and the earth may call forth new life in dire times. I mean, it’s got to be a reference to the pink water, right?”

      “What else does it say?” Eva asked.

      “Every world alive has creation flowing through it. Deep beneath the surface, hidden in the hearts of mountains. The water of creation is our only gateway to the gods. Those who drink from it may live forever, but only if their hearts are righteous. Terrible death awaits those with foul souls who dare taste the primordial fluids.”

      No one said anything for a while. Instead, we just stared at one another, until Lumi finally spoke up. “Well, that never occurred to any of us,” she said.

      “What, exactly? Drinking the pink water?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Crystal eggs come out of it. I, for one, have some hygiene issues with that,” Amelia replied.

      Eva chuckled. “That aside, I’m more interested in the whole ‘gateway to the gods’ part.”

      “Why, immortality is not of interest to you?” I asked.

      “I’m a vampire now, so… no. Plus, I think we should keep this information to ourselves, for now. Or, at least within GASP,” Eva said. The wondering looks on our faces made her expand on her suggestion. “Imagine if we told all the people of Calliope that we think the pink waters of Mount Agrith may make them immortal.”

      “Oh, right,” Raphael replied. “Mass invasion of Mount Agrith. Everybody will want a sip.”

      “And I’m pretty sure that drinking that primordial pond dry will have devastating effects on the planet,” Eva added. “My thoughts, anyway.”

      “No, you’re on point, there,” Lumi said with an approving nod. “We’ll keep this particular nugget between GASP members for the time being. Now, back to that ‘portal to the gods’ bit. Would it refer to the dimension where the Hermessi usually meet, perhaps?”

      “Could be,” Taeral said. He’d been quiet since the group hug. Even during our briefing with GASP over the comms line, he hadn’t uttered a single word. I knew he was processing Inalia’s ascension in his own way. “In the absence of fae we can work with to reach out to the rogue Hermessi, diving headfirst into the pink waters of Mount Agrith might be our only other option.”

      “There’s also Harper,” Herakles suggested.

      “She’s a wonderful fluke, and I wouldn’t dare subject her to additional risks. She will wait for Ramin to talk to her again, but, in the meantime, I think we should explore this ‘portal to the gods’ part ourselves,” Taeral said. “After all, no one’s ever been in those parts of Mount Agrith. The Daughters have made it off limits to everyone, since it’s their place of birth and especially after the Nova incident—remember that Azazel stole Nova from Mount Agrith before Nova’s development was complete. The Daughters couldn’t believe he’d dare do something like that, until he did. So, the pond’s been off limits since.”

      “Oh, I’m sure we can reason with them for temporary access,” Eva said. “They’ve been holding back information, and thus owe GASP a favor or two. We might as well call it in.”

      “You’re a devious little one, aren’t you?” I replied, grinning.

      Eva’s lips stretched, and, for a moment, I felt my breath stop in my throat. She could be devastatingly charming when she wanted, and she knew it. “I wouldn’t describe myself as ‘little,’ Varga. Devious, yes. Little? No.”

      Emperor Tulla cleared his throat. He’d been a silent participant until now, both he and Trap waiting for the eight Brothers of the Shadow to fully recover so he could take them to another room and discuss the pardon and a potential collaboration. Cerix was still stained by Hermessi cultists, and they needed to keep cracking down on them until they were all either dead or captured and unable to do any more harm.

      “In the meantime, the Hermessi continue to infect your fae people,” he said. “Has your federation found any means of stopping the cultists from infiltrating and hurting more fae? I worry they will reach the five million mark sooner rather than later, and when they do it’s over for all of us. Inalia’s sacrifice will have meant nothing for the Cerixians.”

      “There’s been a surge in fae falling ill,” Amelia replied. “We’re looking at tens of thousands now, and it’ll be hundreds of thousands by the end of the week.”

      “Five million isn’t that far away, is it?” Trap asked.

      “We all need to up our game, going forward,” Lumi said. “We certainly need to explore the pink waters and see what they do or where they lead. The Word keeps whispering in the back of my head, telling me it’s important to do this. I have a feeling it might lead us somewhere crucial in our quest.”

      We were all surprised to hear this, coming from Lumi. She rarely shared what the Word said to her. But if the very source of her magic thought the pink waters might help us, then we had to follow that advice.

      Eva shot to her feet, her yellow eyes glimmering with anticipation. “Then we’d best get going,” she replied, hands resting on her hips. “No time to waste.”

      Screams tore through the gardens outside. In an instant, I was back by the window looking down. Black figures darted through the palace courtyard, shooting across the green spaces. Cerixians ran in all directions, desperate to get away from them. My heart jumped. An expletive left my lips.

      “What’s going on?” Eva asked, joining me by the window. She, too, swore.

      Boots thundered in the hallway before the door swung open.

      “Skit!” Lumi exclaimed, recognizing the uniformed Cerixian male who’d just come in.

      “Something is happening outside, and it may very well move inside soon,” Skit said between ragged breaths. “We need to get the emperor to safety. Now!”

      Lumi’s expression changed in an instant, before Eva or I could tell her what we’d just seen outside. “Let me guess,” she said, her tone clipped. “The Shills found us here.”

      “How is that possible?!” Taeral blurted, his eyes wide. “We lost them. They didn’t teleport after us. They couldn’t have tracked us here!”

      “But the Hermessi could’ve,” I reminded him.

      They were still looking for us. Only, this time, if they found us, they no longer bothered to attack themselves, with earthquakes and whatever other artifices they could conjure from their elemental playbook. No, this time they brought in Shills. The better hunters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Taeral

          

        

      

    

    
      We grabbed everything we had in that room and escorted the emperor out into the main hallway. Trap and Skit moved to take him to a hidden panic room, but Lumi insisted that he’d be better off teleported somewhere else.

      “If the Shills catch my scent here, we’re screwed,” Taeral said.

      “Over short distances, yes,” Lumi replied.

      “So, what, we take the emperor to a Hadeen town, then?” Riza asked.

      Before Lumi could answer, we all heard the growls below. The Shills had breached the palace. Cerixian Armed Forces poured in from every corner, both on the ground floor and rumbling down from the upper levels.

      I leaned over the balustrade to watch another Shill nightmare unfold, as the monsters tore through the soldiers’ ranks like they were nothing more than chunks of meat. Blood sprayed out. Limbs were torn. Screams and wails cluttered the open reception area, while we watched in horror from the first floor.

      Lumi was pale. This was the first time she was seeing a Shill herself. “Your descriptions did not do them justice,” she murmured. “They’re much worse.” She turned to look at Trap and Skit. “Take the emperor to his panic room. We’ll distract them.”

      “Wait, what?” I croaked, my skin already riddled with goosebumps at the thought of another showdown with those monstrosities.

      “They’re after us, Tae,” Lumi replied firmly. “The emperor shouldn’t suffer because of that, and neither should anyone else on Cerix!”

      A hiss made me turn around. Coming up the stairs, one Shill had already spotted us. Its many black eyes blinked, its whiskers twitching as it opened its jaws wide. Drool dripped onto the marble floor.

      “Link hands. Outside garden first!” Lumi commanded us.

      This was the one time I wasn’t willing to disobey her. This was a seasoned swamp witch we had on our side. I had to follow her lead if I wanted to survive—or that’s what my instincts screamed at me, anyway.

      We caught each other’s hands as Skit and Trap took the emperor away. I had no idea what would happen to the Brothers we’d left in the room, but I hoped they’d emerge in one piece, since, as Lumi had already pointed out, the Shills were looking for us. Surely, they’d stop harming innocents once they all had eyes on us.

      I teleported us out into the palace courtyard.

      Here, it was worse. Bodies had already been left behind, some no longer whole. Blood glazed hefty portions of the green spaces and the stone pavement that bordered the stairs leading up to the palace building. Cerixians had already scattered—the many who had survived the Shills’ appearance, anyway. But there were plenty of monsters left around, and they were all sniffing the ground, searching for us.

      One by one, they glanced up and found us.

      “Okay, what now?” I asked, my voice stuck on a higher pitch.

      “I can set up an interplanetary travel spell here, but I need you all to cover me,” Lumi said, and instantly got to work.

      That required precious minutes I wasn’t sure we had anymore. The news quickly spread among the Shills, leaving me curious as to how they were able to communicate so quickly. The others came back out from inside the palace and… “Oh, damn,” I managed, taking the entire view in.

      “Way more than last time,” Raphael concluded.

      There were hundreds now! Coming down the stairs, gathering around the palace gardens. We were more than outnumbered. We were completely screwed as the Shills all locked eyes on us. The collective growl made me shiver. My stomach was practically gone. My knees were weak.

      With every second that passed, they came closer, tightening the circle around us.

      “I only need five minutes,” Lumi said.

      “That is literally impossible this time,” Amelia replied.

      “Then we’d better make the impossible happen,” Eva muttered and put her hands out. Her lips moved as she whispered a series of Druid spells. She reached into the pouches mounted on her belt, dipping her fingers in yellow-and-green dust. As her hands came back out, her fingertips glowed. She finished the incantation, and a shimmering bubble expanded around us. “This won’t hold for long.”

      The Shills pounced. All of them at once. Hundreds of bloodthirsty monsters with claws and fangs that were itching to rip us apart. Still, Eva’s Druid spell worked. None could breach the bubble—for now.

      “Four minutes!” Lumi announced as she continued drawing the symbols on the stone pavement and placing all the spell paraphernalia she’d brought with her in their allocated spots.

      Nothing but blackness surrounded us. A vibrating mass of overly muscular beasts that continued to push against the Druid spell bubble.

      “Gah, I hope the emperor and the others are okay,” Riza said, and put her palms together in a praying pose and closed her eyes. She whispered spells of her own, the kind that made her hands light up that same color as her eyes. Amethyst flakes came off her, feeding into the bubble just as shimmering cracks began to appear around us.

      The Shills’ strength was incredible, if they were able to break a defensive spell like this. Eva was covered in sweat, trembling and struggling to keep it together. “I can’t hold it for much longer,” she grunted. “They’re so freaking strong!”

      “Three minutes!” Lumi shouted.

      Raphael produced a couple of fireballs, getting ready to throw them out. “Don’t!” Eva shouted. “I can’t sustain attacks from within at this point! I’m putting everything I have into defense.”

      I didn’t even realize that Eira had tagged along with us until she gripped my forearm. “Tae, I can try and reach out to Inalia for help.”

      “There you are!” I said. “You stowaway.”

      She pursed her lips. “Been here the whole time.”

      “Think it’s wise to call up Inalia now?” Raphael chimed in.

      The Shills kept pummeling our bubble. It became increasingly difficult for both Riza and Eva to hold it up. They had no choice, though. If it burst before Lumi’s interplanetary spell, we were all lunch meat. Eira might have a shot at surviving, since she was a Hermessi child, but the rest of us? Lunch. Meat.

      “Two minutes,” Lumi said.

      The sound of glass cracking froze the blood in my veins. I knew what that was. The bubble was about to break, two minutes too early. Riza gasped and dropped to her knees. “I can’t… much… longer…”

      “Do we have any other option?” Eira asked me. I shook my head, just as Eva collapsed, as well. The cracks in the bubble continued to appear. We were seconds away from doom. From death. “Then I’ll give it a shot,” Eira added.

      She closed her eyes.

      One Shill managed to stick its claws in through a gap in the spell bubble. Raphael was quick to grab the creature by the wrist and cut its entire forearm off with a single blade strike. The creature growled and pulled itself back, making room for others to try and widen the gap.

      Flames exploded all around us. It startled Eira, whose eyes popped wide open. It was as if a furnace had just burst beneath the stone pavement, its devastating flames desperately looking for any form of release. The pavement burst. Shills were obliterated by multiple deflagrations. Orange blossoms swelled through the monstrous crowd.

      The sight made us all still, Lumi included, as we watched it unfold.

      “She was quick to respond.”

      “I barely managed to think about her,” Eira murmured. “I don’t think she’s here because of me.”

      Inalia’s Hermessi manifestation was majestic and destructive, all at once. As our spell bubble came down, more than a minute earlier than we’d hoped, the purest fires engulfed the entire Shill crowd. Some died on the spot, consumed by the flames. Most, however, fled, screaming and wailing, desperate to survive.

      “Holy… crap…” Raphael breathed.

      The fire field expanded around us, restless as it scorched everything in its path. Fortunately, only Shills were left on its radius. The Cerixians had already run to safety. Fire forgave nothing. Not grass. Not trees. Not carefully manicured flower boxes. And certainly not any of the Shills within its reach.

      “It’ll take forever to regrow that lawn,” Herakles replied, and helped Riza back up, while Varga held Eva close. We weren’t sure how this would end for us. I was inclined to believe Inalia’s intervention was to help us—but I had no guarantee we’d actually make it out of here alive. Her brethren wanted us dead.

      I, for one, was speechless. I hadn’t seen a fire so intense in a long time. All it left in its wake were ashes. None of the Shills caught in it survived. Not even the ones who’d tried to get away. In the end, every living organism that Inalia’s flames touched was gone. Only the stones of the pavement and the gardens’ borders were left, covered in soot.

      The fire ocean dissipated. Only a flaming figure remained, about twenty yards from us, beautifully framed by the palace gates behind her. I knew we were looking at Inalia. I could tell from the way my heart pounded in my chest.

      “We owe this girl a drink or two,” Varga mumbled.

      We all watched in awe as she approached us. Fire licked at the air around her, emanating a pleasant heat as she got closer.
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      “Inalia…” Eira said.

      “I will not be able to do this again,” Inalia replied, her voice deep as it echoed across the charred gardens. “My brothers might choose to punish me for my decision. But I don’t care. I’ve seen the truth now, and it isn’t pretty.”

      “The truth?” I asked.

      “What they’re planning to do,” Inalia said. “You can’t be here anymore, Tae. You must go. As soon as you leave, all the horrors will stop for Cerix. The Shills will be gone. And other Hermessi will be tasked with finding and destroying you. If you’re out of my brothers’ reach, you can still do something.”

      “What about you?” Lumi replied. “Won’t they punish you?”

      “Maybe. I’ll try and beg for forgiveness, see how that works. Acquis will surely put in a good word for me. Which is why, like I said, I won’t be able to do more than I already have.” Inalia sighed and looked at Eira. “You have to go with them.”

      “Huh? What? No! Why?” Eira protested. I understood why she’d be reluctant to leave her home planet, but I also knew why Inalia was worried about her, even after she’d ascended as a Hermessi.

      “You are precious here. If you’re gone, Acquis will have a better shot at surviving,” Inalia explained. “If you stay here, the others will use you as leverage against him. It’s only a matter of time before Leb and Sebbi discover he’s a rebel. Trust me, you are safer with Tae than you ever will be on Cerix.”

      “I’m… I’m not sure I can leave you,” Eira murmured.

      “They will need a Hermessi child by their side for what comes next,” Inalia said, then came closer, stopping right in front of me. My chest swelled, unable to contain the mixture of grief and relief bursting through me. It was still her. Our Inalia. She hadn’t turned against us. On the contrary, she’d taken quite a risk to help us. “Tae… My inner fire was filled with so much knowledge… I didn’t even realize it until I became… it. So many things that weren’t said, not even by my father… I may not see you again, but I want you to know that meeting you, meeting all of you, has changed me forever.”

      “Us, too,” I said. “I certainly won’t ever forget you.”

      “I should hope not,” Inalia replied, her tone more concentrated and even, tinted with a hint of playfulness. “I know things now. Not as much as I’d like, but enough to leave you with a valuable parting gift. The pink water that spawned the Shills… It’s on every planet, not just here.”

      “We’re aware,” Eva said. “There’s a pond in Mount Agrith we know of, on Calliope.”

      “That’s good.” Inalia nodded slowly. “You can make yourselves unseen by the Hermessi. Not physically invisible, but more like… untraceable by them. Their creations will still be able to catch your scent if they’re close by, though, so don’t take it for granted.”

      “How can we make ourselves unseen?” I asked, hope unfurling inside me. We needed the edge against the elements so badly.

      “Devil’s Weed grows around the pink waters, or just beneath their surface,” Inalia explained. “Its leaves are small and round; you cannot miss it. It’s the only plant that lives in contact with it. One sprig dipped in pink water. Each of you must carry it on your person, at all times. As much as they hate this little loophole, there is nothing the Hermessi can do about it.”

      If we concealed our presence from the Hermessi with this Devil’s Weed, we could move with greater ease. If the Hermessi couldn’t find us across the In-Between, we would even have the opportunity to explore the pink waters some more, reach out to the rebels, maybe even find whatever caused the first ritual’s interruption. The possibilities worked in our favor.

      “Thank you,” I said to her.

      “Do you know about the Daughters of Eritopia, then?” Lumi asked.

      “I do. I’ve met with their maker for a brief moment. Like I said, I know a lot more now. It’s like everything Brann knew, even his secrets, was passed down to me when he died. And the Daughters… Their maker is the reason why they haven’t been summoned to assist the Hermessi,” Inalia replied. “You see, a Hermessi can only control what he or she makes out of the pink waters. The Daughters cannot be subdued or summoned by others without Calliope’s Earth Hermessi’s approval.”

      “I was told the Daughters’ existence was a secret,” Lumi said.

      “Not so much. But their maker is very powerful. So far, he hasn’t given the others reason for doubt. He plays his cards well and safe. Better than Brann ever did, for sure. I would advise you to stay away from the Daughters, if you can. You never know when their maker might change his mind. The Hermessi do not have a sense of morality. The rebels show empathy toward their creation, sure, but even that has its limits. Some of them have turned back to working for the ritual lately, out of fear. Brann served as a troubling example, I’m afraid.”

      The winds rose in the distance. Clouds gathered and stretched across the sky. Distant thunder traveled across the city of Silvergate. Lightning smacked the torch of one of the giant silver guardian statues, releasing a shower of sparks. Inalia looked up. “They’re coming.”

      “I’m done with the spell,” Lumi replied, chalk in her hand.

      Indeed, the symbols had been drawn. The herbs and crystals had been positioned. All Lumi had to do was whisper the chant needed to activate the light bubble that would take us away.

      We took our spots inside the chalk drawing. Eira joined us, shaking like a leaf. I took her hand in mine and squeezed it tight, in a bid to reassure her that everything would be okay. Eira was leaving everything behind now—not just to help us, but also to keep Acquis motivated to play his part. The fear of dying without an heir seemed to have an impact on the Hermessi, too. If there was no one to replace him, Acquis had more reason to stay put and maybe even help Inalia—provided he could without getting himself into trouble.

      Half of Cerix was against the ritual now. The other half wasn’t. There was a shift in the balance of power, which I understood. Two against two made it harder for any of the Hermessi to be destroyed. In Brann’s case, it had been three against one, but Acquis had moved more to the rebel side since. Chances were this planet would survive, at least until the ritual was completed—our purpose was still to stop it altogether.

      As Lumi voiced the chant for the interplanetary spell, I gave Inalia one last smile. The ground shuddered beneath us. They were getting closer, and they were probably pissed off.

      “Be careful here, Inalia,” I said to her.

      “You too,” she replied, then paused for a moment, her fire figure burning brighter. “Tae… there’s something else you need to be aware of. About what stopped the first ritual, four million years ago.”

      My stomach dropped. “You know who did it?”

      That got all our attention. Screw the angry winds. Forget about the earthquakes. Never mind the incoming storm!

      “Before he died, Brann heard Leb and Sebbi talking,” Inalia said. “I told you, I inherited everything from my father, even his dying memories. They probably didn’t think he could still hear them, reduced to a withering little flicker. It’s Death.”

      I blinked several times. Lumi was done. The light bubble stretched around us—a perfect sphere of impenetrable magic.

      “Death?” I asked.

      “Yes, Death,” Inalia replied. “It’s real. It exists. Leb and Sebbi mentioned it. They said they were thankful she was still out of the game. ‘The sacrifices our brothers made were worth it,’ I remember Leb saying. Something happened. To the Hermessi who died—those who hadn’t been born as a Hermessi child first but who’d somehow come to be when their predecessors perished. To the ritual and even to Death. I don’t know what, but I know, for a fact, that it was Death. The cosmic event we’ve all heard about before. It did something—it broke something, I think, that stopped the ritual. And Death caused it.”

      “Then what could they have meant by ‘she’s still out of the game’?” I mumbled, my head suddenly crowded with a thousand more questions.

      “That’s for you to find out, Tae.”

      The light bubble lifted us off the ground. The weather had turned increasingly violent. A raging storm tore through Silvergate, making its massive guardians wobble. Trees broke. Shingles were torn from the roofs. The eye of the storm moved toward us.

      “Wait! Inalia, what about the pink waters?” Amelia shouted at her. “Are they a portal to the gods, as the books in the library described them?!”

      Inalia’s fire figure swelled, in anticipation of a violent clash with the other Hermessi. Fear crippled me. I worried they might still try to destroy her for helping us. How sure were we that Acquis was truly on our side and was brave enough to stand up to Leb and Sebbi, so they wouldn’t be able to take her out?

      “Dive in and find out!” Inalia shot back.

      The palace gardens shrank beneath us. Tornadoes hopped and gathered inside it. Chunks of stone and dirt were cast aside as the storm grew in size, eager to catch up with us. The spell bubble was fast, though. They missed us.

      I breathed the heaviest sigh of relief, then sat down on the glowing bottom. All the tension that had gathered inside me was suddenly gone. Glancing around, everyone else was equally spent. They all sat down, practically collapsing from exhaustion.

      Eira sobbed next to me as we pierced through Cerix’s atmosphere and left her world behind. If Inalia was right, then all troubles would end for the Cerixians—unless the Hermessi completed their ritual. That was still a few steps away, and we desperately needed a small breathing moment. I put an arm around her and held her close. I felt sorry for her. She’d been through so much as well.

      Heck, she knew Inalia better than I ever would. If I felt so bad about losing her, I could only imagine how Eira truly felt.

      “Death,” Amelia repeated, leaning into Raphael.

      “Didn’t see that coming,” he replied, vaguely smiling when her head rested on his shoulder.

      “Death is real…” Herakles mumbled.

      “I thought that was indisputable,” Lumi said.

      Riza chuckled. “He means as an actual entity, not the process itself.”

      Glancing below, Cerix became smaller. A blue marble with streaks of white. No more Shills. No more cultists… at least for a while. Greater trouble still lay ahead. And our mission had just become infinitely more complicated.

      “How does one find and reach out to Death?” I asked, knowing that none of my crew had an answer.
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      That was a good question to ask, I thought, after Taeral, Lumi, and the rest of their crew brought us up to speed with the events leading up to their escape.

      Phoenix and I had come up on the platform of Luceria to greet them, after they’d announced their imminent return through the comms line. Derek and Sofia had also come up, both looking tired and sadder than usual.

      As the moon rose over Calliope, we carefully went over every single detail we’d come across. The odds still weren’t in our favor, but Inalia’s sacrifice, as painful as it had been for those who’d gotten to know her, had yielded some surprising new intel.

      Personally, I was still miffed about my sisters withholding their knowledge about the Hermessi and the pink water. I’d have thought we were equals as Daughters of Eritopia. “How are your sisters doing?” Lumi asked, as if having read my mind.

      “A bit sullen. I gave them an earful after I found out what they knew,” I said. “They’re lucky I wasn’t with them in the sanctuary when they first mentioned it to Derek and Sofia. I would’ve slapped them around a bit.”

      Phoenix chuckled softly, his arms snaking around my waist as he pulled me closer.

      “We’ll need their help,” Taeral replied.

      “We want access to the pink waters of Mount Agrith,” Amelia added. “The Devil’s Weed dipped in them will keep our presence hidden from the Hermessi. But I doubt it’ll make us invisible, exactly.”

      “Nah, you heard Inalia. It has more to do with how they were able to detect us until now,” Raphael replied. “Maybe the plant distorts our voices to the Hermessi, changes our scent or something. It makes it harder for them to find us.”

      “It may not protect us from the Shills and whatever else they’ll want to throw at us,” Riza said.

      “It’s better than nothing, though,” Herakles muttered, his arms crossed. I could still see traces of his wounds. He’d taken quite a beating, the poor Faulty. He’d be good as new by morning, though.

      “We are dealing with a nuclear shakedown of natural forces,” Derek concluded, running a hand through his dark hair. His nerves were stretched. I could tell. Not that I could blame him. A significant part of his family was encased in charmed crystal, maybe lost to us forever.

      “If we want to survive, we’re going to have to start thinking on a more cosmic level,” Sofia said. “I suppose finding Death is next on your to-do list, after the Devil’s Weed,” she added, looking at Taeral, who nodded in return.

      “Inalia referred to Death as ‘she,’” he replied. “And she may be our only hope.”

      Taking a deep breath and revisiting the crisis we’d found ourselves in, I found my resolve. “Don’t worry about my sisters granting you access to Mount Agrith,” I said. “I will personally make sure they welcome you with open arms. It is the least they can do, if they’re honest in their desire to help us.”

      “Meanwhile, we’ll continue our hunt of cult members,” Sofia replied. “We’re close to cracking a few of them open. The amplified magic on top of Mara mind-bending may give us results by morning, I’m told.”

      “And we’ll keep looking after the affected fae,” Derek continued. “For their safety and ours.”

      “I’ll resume my search for the oldest twenty-planet solar system,” Phoenix cut in. “I’d set that aside while looking for an inhabitable planet during the Cerixian Fire Hermessi crisis.”

      “You do that,” I said to him. “If it’s where the Hermessi plan to complete their ritual, we need to know its location. Preemptive action is key.”

      And by preemptive action, as Phoenix already knew, I meant a few things—including the destruction of one of twenty planets in order to wreck the Hermessi’s ritual plans. Nineteen couldn’t possibly be the same as twenty, I thought. My only hope was that there wouldn’t be anyone living on that one unfortunate planet.

      Most importantly, I hoped I wouldn’t get dragged deeper into this by my maker, Calliope’s Earth Hermessi. According to Taeral’s account, Inalia had mentioned the risk of such a turn of events. Frankly, I would rather die than take part in the realization of this ritual.

      “We need to get a move on,” Lumi said after a moment’s pause. “We still have a tiny advantage right now, knowing what we know.”

      I nodded, ready to escort them all back to Mount Agrith. It was time to turn the tables on these elemental maniacs, before it was too late. It wasn’t just the lives of many that depended on us.

      It was the universe and beyond.

      And all that stood between it and its destruction was, ironically enough, Death.
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