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      It felt like we had been searching for my brother for an eternity. As we roamed the smoke-choked jungle, we still hadn’t been able to find him. We’d even ended up crossing paths with Ben and Horatio, who had split from Kailyn and I so we could cover more ground faster. They’d had no luck, either. We had no choice but to keep searching.

      We split up again, Kailyn and I moving through the IBSI’s temporary residences in the trees with trepidation. I feared that we would find Derek trapped there, or dead. But the fear was unfounded; he wasn’t there. It was like he had just… vanished into thin air.

      Kailyn and I rose above the treetops, into the open sky, to take a short break from the smothering heat of the jungle. It was getting to both of our heads. Although the sun blazed harsher than ever up here, at least a breeze was able to reach us and provide us with some semblance of relief. I gazed up at the cloudless sky, eyeing the myriad species of exotic birds that filled it—all of them larger than any birds I had ever seen on Earth.

      They flew together in flocks, darting across the sky in perfect arrow formations, while others dove into the trees like kamikaze pilots, apparently having spotted some prey.

      As I looked deeper into the horizon, I spotted the strangest-looking birds I’d seen yet.

      Indeed, although they had wings, they did not look like birds. I clutched Kailyn’s shoulder and gestured toward them. She narrowed her eyes. The two of us zoomed closer, our speeds closing the distance between us.

      “Hawks,” I whispered. Their bodies were humanoid, and there were five of them. They flew in an odd fashion, four soaring together in a horizontal line, while the fifth flew directly beneath them.

      In spite of how much we had traversed Aviary already, these were the first Hawks we had come across. I found it odd that they hadn’t been making even the slightest attempt to shift the hunters from their territory.

      Kailyn and I stopped moving forward and paused in the air, watching as they flew closer and closer to us. And then I noticed something… someone was on the back of one of the creatures.

      Oh, my God. It was a man. A man with dark hair and pale skin.

      “It’s Derek!” I hissed.

      Even as I recognized my brother, I could hardly believe my eyes. Am I hallucinating from the heat? Maybe those toxic fumes do have a mild effect on fae after all.

      If it was indeed a hallucination, Kailyn was sharing the exact same one.

      As the Hawks reached us, they slowed to a stop.

      “Derek?” Kailyn and I gasped in unison.

      Now that we were less than ten feet apart, I could make out red blotches marring my brother’s skin where, apparently, the four Hawks who flew above him had not been able to completely block out the sun. His pants were ripped, and his shirt was so torn he was practically bare-chested.

      “Yup,” he spoke up.

      “What… what are you doing?” I managed, my eyes falling to the intimidating-looking Hawks.

      There was relief in Derek’s expression, and a subtle hint of amusement crossed his lips as he took in my reaction. “I made some new friends… Where is everyone else?”

      “They all returned to The Shade,” I said, still gawking. “Well, except for Ben and Horatio, who are looking for you right now. Just the four of us stayed behind—you were the only one among us left missing… What the hell is this?” I couldn’t help but ask again, my voice rising to a high pitch in my confusion.

      “I’ll explain along the way,” Derek said briskly. “First, we need to find Ben and Horatio. Do you know where they are?”

      Kailyn and I paused, exchanging glances.

      “Well, we split up,” Kailyn explained. “But we bumped into them only recently—they shouldn’t be too hard to find. Let’s head back down to the jungle. We can backtrack the way Lucas and I came.”

      I was still staring at the Hawks even as we started moving over the jungle canopy. Finally, Derek put me out of my misery. He explained he’d been scooped up from the tree near the portal, where everyone had passed out, and been taken to see the Hawks. He had struck a deal with them—that we, the League, would help rid their realm of the hunters in exchange for helping Derek find his family and becoming our allies. And the Hawks had agreed—no, not just agreed, but practically begged Derek to be their leader.

      It was stranger than fiction. I could hardly wrap my mind around the notion.

      But there was one thing I couldn’t deny, as I stared at Derek riding atop this Hawk —any vampire’s archnemesis—cool and collected, as if he were riding a stallion through a meadow…

      My younger brother was a badass.
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      Thankfully, it didn’t take us long to find Ben and Horatio. They had headed west, and we caught up with them before they could roam too far. It helped that they had been having a conversation at the time; I’d been able to detect their voices through the rest of the disconcertingly quiet jungle. Once I got wind of them, Kailyn and Lucas zoomed down into the trees to retrieve them from the smoky jungle and bring them up to see me.

      My son’s relief was palpable when he laid eyes on me, even as he shared the same expression of utter bewilderment that Lucas had.

      After explaining to Ben and the jinni that I had agreed to co-operate with the Hawks to rid Aviary of the hunters, Ben informed me of what had happened with them while I had been gone—how he had taken Grace to see Lawrence, and how he had learned that the hunters were planning to pack up very soon anyway, in a matter of hours.

      Then he told me about the trees. The ruined peach-colored trees. Virtually every single one of them had been shriveled up by the gas.

      Those trees that we believed were a key to unlocking the Bloodless antidote.

      I fell into thought.

      Now that I had found my family, and the Hawks had also overheard that the hunters were leaving of their own accord… what reason did they have to still cooperate with me? I fully expected the Hawks to withdraw their proposal—their offer of help, of submission to my leadership.

      “So, what now?” I asked Killian directly. “You heard my son.”

      To my surprise, Killian barely hesitated a moment before replying, “Our people still need a leader. We cannot live as we are now—too weak in mind and spirit to defend our own ground. Besides, we don’t know when the hunters might return. It could be tomorrow, it could be a week or in a month… The state of our worlds is too volatile for any race to be without strong leadership… strong guidance.” He drew in a long, steady breath. “We still request you to rouse our people, Derek Novak.”

      By his brother Tidor’s silence, it seemed that they were in agreement.

      I considered the matter for a moment, although there was really not much to consider. The Hawks still wanted to ally with us—with me—and at some point in the near future, we were going to need all the supernatural help that we could possibly muster in the human world… after we had uncovered this damn antidote.

      “All right,” I said, clearing my throat. “If you insist…”

      “Dad,” Ben said to me. “There is still something we could use the Hawks for right away… remember the cargo ship the IBSI filled with trees? Lawrence said it’s bound for their base in Sri Lanka.”

      Oh, yes… of course. “We must reach that cargo ship and salvage those trees,” I said. “We must take them back to The Shade and keep them safe… Well, Killian. That will be my first assignment for the Hawks.”

      “It’s not like we have a choice but to agree,” Killian muttered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Our next stop had to be the Hawks’ residences, where I was to make my introductory “rousing” speech.

      I had never been much of a talker by nature. As Sofia had often observed about me, I spoke far better with actions than words. Yet practically my whole life I found myself thrust into the position of a leader in one way or another. I’d been forced to get used to stirring and moving crowds in both good and bad times. And I’d had to get good at it.

      Although entering an enclosure filled with hundreds of Hawks should have been unsettling, I couldn’t say that I was truly nervous. Perhaps that was just because I knew how desperate they were. I couldn’t see any motivation for them to harm us. They would be utter fools to attempt it, considering what we could bring to their kind in an alliance.

      The Hawks led us over the jungle landscape toward an area where the smoke had not touched—toward their new residences, far, far away from the original city. As we neared, we began to notice makeshift treehouses perched in the boughs—far less sophisticated than those that used to exist in Aviary. The homes were nothing but crudely constructed cabins. There was nothing beautiful or awe-inspiring about the treehouses, unlike the old city, no pride in any of the craftsmanship. It almost seemed to reflect their inner state of being. Their lives had been reduced to survival, rather than true living.

      As the number of constructions grew larger, our five Hawk escorts began to caw out loudly. “Emergency meeting at the Oval! To the Oval, everyone!”

      We soon found out what the Oval was. After the Hawks had finished soaring through the area calling to their people—who emerged with predictably shocked expressions—we were brought before a massive ovular platform, built from uneven logs. Killian and Tidor touched down with me first, followed by Kailyn, Lucas, Ben, Horatio and our other three Hawk companions, whom I’d come to learn were also distant relatives of Arron.

      Wings beating heavily all around us, the platform quickly began filling up, while others perched in the trees surrounding us.

      Killian led us to center stage. Once he seemed satisfied that enough of his comrades had gathered, he spoke up. “We have a new leader.”

      Well, he sure cut to the chase.

      “Derek Novak, King of The Shade, has agreed to be our commander henceforth.” Killian paused, observing the other Hawks. I witnessed the same stages of reaction I’d seen in Killian and Tidor when admitting to needing my help—agitated resentment leading to bitter acceptance.

      It appeared that they must have all been aware of the League’s exploits. Killian did not need to spell out for them exactly what an alliance with The Shade would mean. Even when he informed them of the hunters’ plans to leave Aviary, they still seemed to understand the value of forming a relationship with us.

      Though one Hawk at the back—a young male—hurled down the question, “How can we trust a vampire? How do we know the Novaks don’t harbor a grudge against us and plan to bring us to ruin?”

      Killian stepped back, indicating that I take center stage.

      I dragged my eyes across the audience, taking in everyone’s faces. There were men, women, and even a fair number of children gathered at the meeting.

      “You will trust us now,” I began, “because you are desperate. Because you have no choice. The Elders made a wreck of you in the war, and none of you can even hold your own ground anymore.” I paused, running my tongue over my lower lip. “But in time, if you accept this alliance, you will trust us because we are worthy of trust. Because we are not out to harm you, or anyone else. Because we wish to do what is right, and not what our personal motives dictate.” Which is a lot more than I can say for you people.

      “Believe me,” I went on, “we have no shortage of things to resent you people for. I’m sure I do not need to begin to list them. But if there’s one thing I have learned in my many centuries of living, it’s that holding grudges gains one nothing.” My eyes couldn’t help but meet those of my brother Lucas, who stood next to me. “And I have come to believe that people can change. People can reinvent themselves. Relationships can start afresh…” My focus returned to the audience. “If we are willing to put aside the conflict of our pasts, then the least you can do is the same.” I let my statements hang for several moments before booming, “Well, Hawks? Are you with us, or against us?”

      There was a span of deathly silence. One could have heard a pin drop. Then murmurs of agreement broke out, followed by a sea of nodding heads.

      I let out a slow breath before turning to Killian.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I told him in a low voice.

      He nodded.

      “Then your first mission that will serve to formalize our alliance begins now,” I went on. “I require fifty of you to accompany us back through the portal to Earth to retrieve the ship of trees. Successful completion of this task, with your full and unconditional cooperation, will confirm your seriousness about allying with us.”

      Killian nodded again.

      “And make sure that you bring only the most capable among you, for there could be a fight…” I clenched my jaw. There could be a very bloody fight…
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      I returned to the hospital room where my parents were recovering. They were awake when I arrived. I moved over to their beds and embraced them.

      “Thank God you’re okay,” I breathed.

      They filled me in on some details of what happened during their trip to Aviary, although I had already heard about much of it—news spread fast around the island, in spite of its size. And then it was time for me to share my own news with them, even as I grimaced at the bombshell I was about to drop.

      “Mom, Dad… Bastien’s in trouble.”

      My mother frowned, her grip tightening around my hand. “What do you mean, honey?” she asked.

      I drew in a deep breath, and began to explain about my trip to The Woodlands with Aisha and our encounter with Bastien’s mother. How she had been completely against me because I was a mere human and had basically forbidden Bastien to have anything to do with me. And now I was even uncertain about Bastien’s safety. I told them I needed to find him as soon as possible.

      My parents stared at me before my father asked the obvious question.

      “But what can you, or any of us, do about all this? She could’ve taken him anywhere in the supernatural dimension. Besides,” my father added, worry creasing his forehead, “it would be incredibly dangerous for you to go on a search for them. These Mortclaw creatures sound like nightmares.”

      “Oh, they are,” I murmured, gulping as I thought of the vial filled with greenish-brown liquid that lay in wait for me in Mona’s penthouse… if only my parents agreed with me taking the risk to drink it.

      “I went and talked to Mona about them,” I explained. “We went on a trip, back to the old island where she and the other black witches used to reside. We found a vial containing the elixir that was used to give the Mortclaws the powers they still possess today.” I hesitated, wincing internally. Mona’s idea sounded crazy enough in my head. It sounded a hundred times more insane when spoken aloud. “Mona said that if I ingest a drop… just a tiny drop… it would create a type of bond between the Mortclaws and me, and in spite of their prejudices, they would find it extremely hard to perceive me as an enemy. I would essentially be seen as one of their pack… It would also create a psychic connection, allowing me to sense their location.”

      I wasn’t even sure how that would work. How, exactly, I would tap into their location. But I supposed that was something that Mona would explain.

      “Oh, Victoria,” my mother said, her voice tight with anguish. “I really don’t feel good about this.”

      “Neither do I,” I admitted, slumping down in a chair. “But Mom… I love Bastien. Honestly, I…” My voice became constricted. “I would do anything to see him again. Even just knowing he’s safe would take a load off my mind.”

      My parents exchanged glances. They should understand what I was going through. They knew what it was like to be young and in love. Deep down, I’d always hoped I’d be able to have a relationship that was as strong and long-lasting as theirs.

      “If I took a drop of that stuff,” I went on, since they had gone quiet, “I wouldn’t go to The Woodlands alone. I would most likely go with Mona. So I would be in no danger, just as I was in no danger when I went there with Aisha. She’ll be perfectly capable of protecting me.”

      My father rubbed his hands over his face.

      “I want to speak to Mona,” my mother said. “I want to ask her some questions myself about this potion. Our nurse said that we shouldn’t leave the hospital yet—that we should stay a few more hours. So please go find her and ask her to come here.”

      “All right,” I said, glad that I had made at least some headway.

      I left the room and headed down through the levels of the hospital toward the exit. Before stepping out into the sunflower meadow, I came across a jinni—one of Aisha’s cousins. I asked if she would give me a lift to Mona’s house, since it was quite a distance from here. She agreed and left me on Mona’s balcony.

      I approached the door and knocked. It was Brock who answered, wearing sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt.

      “Oh, hi, Vicky,” he said, inviting me inside. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to speak to your mom, actually,” I said, moving into the penthouse.

      “She’s not here,” he said. “I’m not sure where she went.”

      Great.

      “And you don’t have any idea when she’ll be back?” I asked.

      Brock shook his head. “Nope. Sorry.”

      “Okay… well, I’ll just have to wait.” Though, in the meantime, I wanted to show my parents what this strange elixir stuff actually looked like, so that they could see it in front of them—see that it was a real thing. “Could you… take me to your mom’s potion room?”

      Brock looked hesitant. “She hates me messing around in there… That’s why she cleared out the spare room for me to have my own space for my experiments. Why do you want to go in to her potion room?” he asked.

      “Well, there’s this vial of liquid,” I began to explain, giving him a brief summary of his mom’s and my trip to the black witches’ old island in the supernatural dimension. “She said that I could have access to it if my parents agreed. Well, they almost have… kind of. They want to speak to her, but in the meantime I want to show them the vial.”

      Brock considered my request for a moment longer before shrugging. “Okay. Just know that if my mom gets mad, I’ll be piling all the blame on you…”

      “Yeah, well, I’m sure I’d get a lot milder punishment than you would.”

      “You got that right,” he muttered.

      He led me to Mona’s spell room. This was the first time I’d ever visited it. It was a fairly small room at the back of the apartment, overlooking the redwoods. It was neatly organized, definitely neater than Corrine’s—everything labeled and color-coded, the tables freshly wiped and cauldrons washed and lined up in a row to dry by the sink.

      I scanned the shelves, looking for the vial. I spotted it on one of the higher shelves, near the back. Carefully parting the bottles in front of it, I lifted it and held it in my hands. Brock stood behind me, peering over my shoulder.

      “Looks weird,” he said.

      “Believe me, it is.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Brock escorted me back to my parents’ room in the hospital. Their eyes immediately shot to the vial I was clasping in my hands. Trepidation filled my mother’s eyes. She took the bottle from me and gazed into it.

      “Mona wasn’t around,” I explained, hating the idea of waiting an indefinite amount of time for her to return. I had this unshakeable feeling deep inside me that time was running out, that I needed to hurry up and make a decision. I had already delayed taking action by hours. “Brock isn’t sure when she’ll be back. But her instructions were quite clear. I just need to take a tiny drop of it…”

      “And if something goes wrong?” my father asked, dubious.

      “Then…” I couldn’t think of a rational counter to that. This was a concoction by the black witches. And Mona was the only ex-black witch on the island. If something really did go wrong, she would be the only one with the slightest clue of how to handle it. “You’re right,” I muttered. “We should wait.”

      

      Fortunately, Mona arrived sooner than expected. Brock and I had returned to his apartment to wait for her when she walked through the door. Her eyes widened in surprise when she found me sitting on the living room sofa with her son… clasping the vial on my lap.

      “Victoria?” she asked, her eyebrows rising to her bangs. “What are you doing?”

      “Sorry for the surprise,” I said. “But I’ve talked to my parents and now they would like to talk to you… if you don’t mind.”

      “Have they agreed?” she asked.

      Meh. “Well, yes and no,” I said. “I don’t think they’ll come to any decision before speaking to you.”

      She took a few minutes to use the bathroom before she, Brock and I headed back to the hospital. What followed was a long conversation, filled with questions back and forth, discussing all the things that could go wrong and any possible way around this course of action, like simply smashing the vial. Mona explained the risks that would come with that.

      The questions they asked were the same ones that I had already mulled over for hours and hours and was sick of by now. But my parents needed to go through the process themselves before they could even think about giving me their blessing. Once they’d run out of things to ask Mona, they arrived at the same conclusion I expected them to. But at least now they were educated as to the risks.

      “Well, Victoria,” my father said, even as he eyed me wearily, “as much as I’d love to just lock that vial up in a box right now, or wipe that werewolf from your brain, you know the risks involved. It’s clear you’re not going to forget about or get over him. If Mona agrees to carry out the procedure and accompany you to The Woodlands… there’s not a lot more I can say.”

      Even as my mother looked pained, she took my hands in hers and said softly, “This is your love story, Vicky.”
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      My hands were trembling slightly at their agreement. Nervousness began to overwhelm any sense of triumph I felt.

      This is it. It’s happening.

      I can’t believe I’m actually doing this.

      My father had wanted to accompany me to The Woodlands, after they were allowed out of the hospital. But both Mona and I reminded him that a vampire being present would hardly help the situation. Especially around the Mortclaws—they weren’t as liberal as some of the other werewolves had become over the years. They were an old family, steeped in tradition. They would find it incredibly hard to break the mold… hence the crazy measures I’m about to go to. If Bastien’s mom had been a normal mom, Bastien and I could have just sat down with her and told her we were in love.

      Oh, how I wished sometimes that my world was populated with normal people, and not these crazy supernaturals. And why, oh, why, of all people, did I have to go and fall in love with a werewolf? And a Mortclaw at that. Thinking about it, there probably wasn’t a more unattainable match for me in the entire universe.

      But the deed was done. I couldn’t extricate Bastien from my heart no matter how much I tried. I knew that well enough by now.

      So I returned with Mona and Brock to their penthouse. Mona took me to the bathroom.

      Mona decided to carry out the procedure here, in case I felt the urge to puke—which, apparently, was quite likely. Mona fetched a spoon from the kitchen. We stood around the sink, me in the middle.

      I couldn’t miss the way the witch’s hands were shaking slightly as she reached for the bottle. That hardly did much to help my own nerves. I was relieved we were doing this without my parents present. My, Mona’s and Brock’s nerves were palpable enough.

      Mona slowly, cautiously removed the stopper from the sleek glass neck. A strange sulfurous smell immediately filled the room, and smoke billowed up from the liquid, even though it was supposedly cool.

      Mona raised the vial and tilted it ever so slightly over the spoon, until a tiny drop had pooled in its center.

      “All right,” Mona murmured, “Tilt your head back, Victoria. I’m just going to pour a tiny, tiny drop into your mouth. You should barely be able to taste it.”

      I tilted my head back, noting Brock watching the proceedings with a kind of morbid fascination.

      “Now stick out your tongue,” Mona ordered.

      I did as Mona instructed me.

      Closing my eyes, I felt the liquid fall on my tongue, light as a raindrop. Although to my surprise, it instantly began to burn.

      “Pull your tongue back in your mouth and swallow,” Mona said tensely.

      I did so, even as it caused the burning to spread down my throat. As tiny as the drop must have been, I could practically feel its prickling trail down my esophagus, my chest and into my gut.

      “Now, you might feel the urge to vomit, but try to hold it in,” the witch said, closing the bottle and placing it gently on a shelf along with the spoon. “Otherwise you might have to take another drop if it doesn’t have a chance to get absorbed by your system.”

      That was a tough request, but somehow I managed it. After a couple of minutes, my stomach stopped churning so much, and the burning in my mouth and throat subsided.

      “Can I have some water?” I croaked.

      Brock magicked a glass of water and handed it to me.

      “Thanks.” I took it from him and downed the whole lot in one go.

      Then Mona took my hand and sat me down on the edge of the tub. She lowered herself to my level and stared me deep in the eyes. “How are you feeling?” she asked timidly.

      “Uh… Okay. I think,” I said. “Why? Do I look funny?”

      “You look all right,” she replied. “Your eyes are just a little unfocused.”

      “Yeah… they feel it. Is that not normal?”

      Mona didn’t reply. Instead, she pulled me up and walked me to her and Kiev’s bedroom.

      “Lie down on the bed for a while,” she said. “Let it sink in.”

      I lay back on the mattress while she and Brock loomed over me. They eyed me as though half fearing I might start sprouting fur or a tail.

      Oh, God. Please don’t let that happen. I’m not psychologically prepared.

      I waited and waited. Nothing happened, except my eyes feeling normal again. I sat up in bed. “So… what’s supposed to happen now?” I asked. This was all feeling rather anticlimactic. But maybe this was how it was supposed to feel. Maybe it was a good sign.

      “It hasn’t even been an hour yet,” Mona said, “but you can try closing your eyes and picturing Bastien in your head. Or his mother. Focus on either one of them.”

      “All right,” I said uncertainly. I closed my eyes, and first thought of Bastien. I felt pretty stupid as several minutes passed and all I could see was the backs of my eyelids.

      “Nothing’s happening,” I murmured. “I still don’t even understand what I’m supposed to—”

      “Just keep your eyes closed,” Mona said. “Wait a little bit longer. You’ll only be able to psychically connect with them if you’re actively thinking about them. You should just feel a kind of… instinct… A pull.”

      Mona’s words seemed so vague. I still didn’t understand it. And I still wasn’t feeling anything. But, holding faith in her words, I continued focusing on Bastien.

      An hour passed. Still nothing.

      I blew out. “This really isn’t working, Mona. Maybe the connection simply isn’t strong enough after only one drop. Maybe I need to drink more.”

      Mona shook her head immediately. “I wouldn’t be comfortable giving you more. We can’t risk an overdose.”

      “Then what?” I asked, my shoulders sagging in disappointment. “All this buildup for nothing?”

      “Just because you haven’t developed psychic abilities doesn’t mean it hasn’t worked. They could still feel a draw toward you. Another possibility is that maybe you have to be closer to them to sense it. They’re in the supernatural dimension, no doubt. Maybe you need to at least be in the same dimension.”

      “Then will you take me?” I asked. It had been so long since I’d last seen Bastien. Anything could’ve happened to him by now. All this waiting and preparation could be totally wasted if I didn’t get to him soon.

      “Okay,” Mona agreed. “Let’s head to the supernatural realm and see if anything becomes clearer…”
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      We visited my parents one last time in the hospital, informing them that I had taken the elixir, and assuring them that nothing terrible had happened to me. I was still myself. And we told them that we had to pass through the portal to the supernatural dimension now.

      We embraced and they told me to be careful, even if I was traveling with Mona—and Brock, who had volunteered—before the three of us headed off. We arrived at our usual stopover place for entering the supernatural realm—the little island that led directly to The Trunchlands. We shot through the vacuum, landing on the other side, just beyond the borders of the ogres’ kingdom.

      Rising to my feet, I steadied myself and gazed around. This beach had typically been empty when I had come here in the past; the ogres really didn’t seem to come outside their walls much. But now, I caught sight of a group of ogres in the distance, marching in our direction. We ought not stand here more than a few minutes.

      I closed my eyes, trying to still my mind and focus on Bastien again. Then on his mother.

      Well… we were in the supernatural dimension now, and I was still not feeling any mystical “pull”. I felt blank as ever. I hadn’t the foggiest idea of where Bastien or his mother might be. I was tempted to suggest to Mona again that I take another drop of the elixir she carried in her bag, but I didn’t. It was best not to pressure her.

      Even in spite of the unexpected lack of psychic abilities, Mona was strangely still convinced that the elixir had worked in creating a bond. She repeated that perhaps I simply wasn’t strong enough to sense them, but they would be strong enough to sense the connection to me.

      And so, as before, I had no choice but to blindly trust in her words.

      But now we had the obstacle of figuring out exactly where we ought to look first. We all supposed that The Woodlands would be the logical place to start. Even though his mother had carried Bastien off in the opposite direction, we could stop by The Woodlands first and see if anyone there had a clue. Maybe someone in Blackhall mountain would know something.

      We left the ogres’ beach and traveled to the outskirts of The Woodlands. Here, I asked Mona and Brock to make us slow down, so that I could take in our surroundings and figure out the way to Blackhall mountain. Although by now I’d visited The Woodlands a number of times, it was still a challenge to navigate the landscape from a bird’s eye view—with so many trees, much of it looked the same.

      I asked them to soar around the outskirts for a little, and as we traveled over the beaches, I caught sight of two figures near the waves. They stuck out for me, because they were the first signs of life I’d spotted by the shoreline.

      “Can you dip down there?” I said. “I want to see who they are.”

      They swooped down with me. As we came closer, my heart practically stopped. Sitting there was a male and a female. And I recognized the male. His head was a tangle of curly black locks, and his body, his strong physique… It was Bastien. And the girl next to him?

      As we moved closer still, I realized that it was Rona. They were sitting next to each other near a pile of boulders, apparently deep in conversation.

      “Hey! Bastien!” I called out, as we touched down on the beach. I began to run toward him.

      I expected him to turn around immediately, for a relieved smile to light up his face, for his arms to stretch out and welcome me against his chest. But he did nothing of the sort. He whirled around, but on spotting me, alarm filled his eyes. Even a look of… guilt?

      Then, without a word, he grabbed Rona by the arm and raced across the rocks, and into the ocean.

      I was so shocked, my voice was faint as I called out, “Bastien? Wha-What’s going on?”

      He dashed into the waves with Rona before he twisted and yelled, “Stay away, Victoria!”

      Then he dipped beneath the water, dragging Rona down with him.

      My feet felt like heavy weights. It felt like I was sinking slowly into the sand. My hands trembled as I stared at the churning waves where they’d disappeared.

      I wanted to run after them, into the water, reach Bastien, grab hold of his shoulders and shake him, demand to know what was going on.

      But I remained frozen to my spot, stunned.

      What on earth just happened?
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      I should have guessed that Victoria would be coming to look for me. On spotting her with a warlock and a witch—two allies from The Shade, no doubt—my immediate reaction was longing. I ached to rush toward her, wrap my arms around her and claim her lips. But I could do no such thing. My mother’s warning still rang loud in my ears. I couldn’t have anything to do with Victoria while the Mortclaws were around. One might be spying on me even now. I still didn’t understand the extent of their strange powers.

      I had to go by my gut instinct, which was to run, run far away from her, before she could approach me. Before she could stop me with her witches. And I yelled at her to stay away, even as my chest cramped up. It killed me to address her so harshly. But I was terrified. I felt I had to scare her somehow, and the only way I knew to do that was to be forceful. I could not have her approaching me!

      Recalling the expression in her eyes cut me to the core, even as I swam wildly with Rona, further and further away from the shore. We stopped only once I felt we had reached a safe distance from the beach, and I prayed with all that I had that Victoria had not followed me into the waves with the witches. As I surfaced, I kept my head low against the sea level, while scanning the sky and the beach in the distance. I could spot her there, however small, still standing and staring out toward the ocean, her two witches behind her.

      She had to heed my words and leave The Woodlands. Leave me. And stop looking for me. She had to return to her safe, beautiful island in the human realm and stay there with her family.

      I prayed that someday soon I would be able to visit her again and explain why I had done what I had done. But I didn’t know how or when that could ever happen. For now she had to be shaken. She had to back out of my dangerous life.

      “What’s going on?” Rona panted, voicing the same question that Victoria had asked of me.

      “Let’s keep moving,” I told her, even as I turned my back on the beach and continued to swim.

      “Keep moving where?” Rona asked, desperation rocking her tone.

      She was still overtaken by grief over witnessing the harrowing loss of her father and the other Northstones at the hands of the Mortclaws. My family. And I had not even told her about her mother’s death yet.

      “I don’t know where we can go,” I said. “Or what we can do.” The reason we had been stalled by the beach was because I had felt unable to leave my homeland while it was under such a threat, while all those in Blackhall mountain were at risk of being targeted next. But what could we do about it? We had sat there among the rocks, Rona sobbing and hardly capable of offering a single useful idea, while I racked my brain for any possible solution.

      We swam a little further, and I kept twisting around and scanning the beach for Victoria, to see if she had left yet. She was still standing there, though it appeared that the witch and the warlock were trying to persuade her to move on. Still, she stayed put. Then the warlock reached out and touched her shoulder. They stood facing each other for a minute or so longer before Victoria climbed onto his back and all three of them rose into the air.

      My blood pounded in my ears. I immediately assumed they were going to come after me. I submerged myself again, along with Rona. I resurfaced a minute later. They were not upon us. They had vanished from sight, nowhere to be seen in the sky or by the shore. Hopefully, the witches had convinced her to return to The Shade.

      “Bastien,” Rona breathed beside me. She clutched my shoulder, tugging at me to face her. Tears were still streaming from her eyes, mixing with the saltwater on her cheeks. “What are we going to do? We can’t just float here in the ocean.”

      “No,” I replied, my voice cracked and rough. “We can’t.”

      What we needed was to tackle the root of the problem. The Mortclaws. As insurmountable a problem as they seemed, everybody had a weakness. That belief had been instilled in me by my father… my Blackhall father.

      I reflected for the next half hour or so, and admitted what I already knew deep down; the idea of escaping was a foolish one. An idea born out of blind desperation, not out of strategic thinking, which was the only way I ought to be conducting myself right now.

      In truth, there was no escape. Even if I managed to distance myself from the Mortclaws for a day, two days, even a week or a month—eventually I would be brought slamming back to reality. My mother would find me again, just as she had found me before. And the ocean was treacherous—I had almost died in its depths before. While the waters immediately surrounding The Woodlands were not so bad, the further we swam, the more lethal the waters became. And now, I had more than only myself to think about. Rona had become my responsibility, too.

      Every fiber of my being fought against it, but I couldn’t help but conclude that perhaps the only way out of this mess was to ride right back into it.
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      After my father made his demands to Killian, the Hawks obliged. They went about gathering volunteers, only the largest and most powerful among the assembly.

      As my father, uncle, Kailyn, Horatio and I waited in the center of the platform while they all went about their preparations to leave, my mind returned to my daughter—though it wasn’t like it had ever actually left her. Thoughts of Grace punctuated every minute of my day. She would be back in The Shade by now. But what state would she be in? How would she be keeping? Would she have gotten any worse since I’d last seen her?

      The most frightening aspect of her predicament was having no idea of the timeline of her degeneration. We were at the mercy of the disease that had her in its clutches.

      It was all that I could do to pull myself out of such negative thoughts and focus on positive action. Yes, Grace was deteriorating fast, but for all I knew, the witches had made some breakthrough by now with the sample of trees that Ibrahim had taken back with him to the island. And we were going to save more trees now. A whole cargo ship’s worth… We just need Lawrence to hurry up and figure out what the hell we’re supposed to do with them. Lawrence struck me as a smart man. And hopefully, any cunning he had inherited from his father, he could now use to outsmart him. Lawrence clearly held affection for my daughter, which would only spur him to move faster, and that was leaving aside the fact that his mother had died fighting to expose the antidote. That alone should be enough to make him give it his fullest, most intense effort.

      My father gripped my shoulder, apparently guessing what was going through my mind. I was sure that he was experiencing the same thoughts. We Novaks were close. There was barely a distinction between daughter and granddaughter, father and grandfather. It felt like we loved one another just as much, no matter how far apart we were in our bloodline.

      I found myself turning back the past in my mind—to before Grace had been bitten, to before she had gotten the brave, yet idiotic idea to venture into the IBSI’s headquarters in Hawaii by herself. Her fate hung on that one decision, and yet… I supposed I could not blame her for it. She had been brought up to look fear in the eye, to not cower away from danger, but face it. As much as I couldn’t help but think that all this had been a completely unnecessary danger, deep down, I knew that it was only my selfishness letting me entertain such a thought.

      If Grace had not embarked on that mission to uncover Georgina’s secret, we never would have discovered that a cure even existed. If her curious mind had not led her down the path that it had, millions of lives—both Bloodless’ and the affected families’, and those who were to be affected in the future if the pandemic continued to spread—would never even have a chance of hope.

      I was sure that Grace didn’t realize it, but she had altered the future of Earth.

      That was certainly something to be proud of my daughter for. I was sure that the oracles would be proud of her too… Though, of course, they would’ve seen it coming, wouldn’t they, before they took their lives?

      As crazy as Hortencia’s methods of “preparing” me had seemed at the time, she had molded me into a person capable of not only coping with, but changing, this new world… and apparently raising a daughter who would do the same.

      As I mulled all this over in my head, I realized to my disturbance that, subconsciously, I was already preparing myself for the eventuality that Lawrence might indeed be too late. That we would be forced to watch Grace turn before our very eyes into one of those abominations. I was assuring myself that whatever suffering she was going through now, and was about to go through, was noble and for a cause far greater than her, myself, or any of us.

      But it didn’t make it hurt any less.

      I snapped out of my daze as Killian arrived with the rest of the army of Hawks and declared that they were ready to leave.

      At least now, I would no longer be standing still. We would be on the move again, and I would be forced to think of other things.

      I gazed briefly around the army Killian and Tidor had assembled while my father climbed onto Killian’s back. Killian and Tidor were to accompany us, along with the fifty other soldiers—soldiers who had undeniable fear in their eyes, but also surprising determination. My father’s address had done its job. They had taken the leap, jumped in with both feet, and placed their trust in us.

      They took off into the air while Lucas, Kailyn, Horatio and I soared behind them. Traveling back across the sprawling, Jurassic land that was Aviary, Lucas and I dipped down into the trees when we passed over old Aviary City. We searched the IBSI’s temporary box residences and discovered that indeed, the hunters had left by now. As we continued traveling and passed over the large clearing several miles away from the portal, much of the machinery remained. Though that was in theory defunct anyway, thanks to Horatio’s tinkering.

      We stopped when we reached the trees above the portal. Up until now, the Hawks along with my father had remained above the jungle in order to avoid the fumes that still hung in the area. But in order to reach the portal, they would have no choice but to brave them. They took in a deep gulp of clean air before holding their breath and zooming down all at once. They went darting into the clearing and piled through the portal in a rush. Kailyn, Lucas, Horatio and I were the last to enter the vacuum, joining them in the race to the other side.

      We went rocketing out into the clearing, which was thankfully devoid of IBSI members. We couldn’t afford to start getting into a fracas with them here. There would be time for that later.

      Before we took off, Horatio gripped my and my father’s shoulders. We turned to face him, eyebrows raised.

      “Uh, I know this is bad timing,” he said tensely, “but I wish to return to my wife. We recently found out she’s pregnant and it feels like I’ve been absent from home for so long… I want to check in on her. You’ll be able to manage with these Hawks?”

      Aisha’s pregnant! “Oh, wow, congratulations!” I said, my heart momentarily lifting for my two old friends.

      Then I exchanged glances with my father. Horatio’s absence would certainly reduce our security, but we could hardly refuse.

      “Go home, Horatio,” my father said, gripping his shoulder back. “We have three fae with us still. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Thank you. Take care of yourselves, and good luck.” With a nod of his head, he disappeared.

      Now the rest of us were left with the mission of soaring over the ocean to track down the cargo ship. It was a large ship, and although it must’ve departed quite some time ago, it could not have gotten far. The task of finding the vessel ought to be the least of our worries.

      We took to the air again, flying high in the sky. All the while, the Hawks flew above my father, providing him with shade, although evening was setting in. Soon it would be dark.
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* * *

      The Hawks’ vision was sharp even at night, just like my father’s. They kept their eyes focused far ahead, even as we spread out to cover a few miles so that we could cover more ground and search more efficiently.

      We passed a number of large ships, but none of them were nearly large enough… until finally we spotted it. The monstrous black IBSI cargo ship. I could make out the shapes of logs on its sprawling deck, protected and covered by blue tarpaulin. The deck appeared to be otherwise empty, at least from what I could see from this height.

      We slowed as we hovered directly over it, maintaining a safe distance.

      Now we needed to decide on a strategy. We had to somehow get through this with as few casualties as possible. And we could not afford to damage the trees.

      The first logical step was for Lucas, Kailyn and me to descend and scope out the vessel. The three of us thinned ourselves before touching down on the deck. Moving around the piles of logs, we double-checked that nobody was on the upper deck. It appeared to be empty. They had to all be on the lower levels.

      We sank to the floor below and emerged in a cabin containing a bed, chair and a desk. Otherwise it was empty.

      We continued moving through the ship, coming across some hunters in their rooms, resting or writing letters, and then we heard a crowd of voices coming from the direction of the bow. Following the noise, we arrived in a large oblong recreational room. There were several pool tables, couches and chairs among which hunters were mingling, holding cups of coffee or smoking cigarettes. What truly caught my eye in here, however, was a long table lining one end of the room, piled up with what appeared to be machine guns.

      Those would come in handy during the hijack… I eyed the large window behind the pool tables again, a plan forming in my mind.

      We retreated from the boardroom and returned to the hallway. “Let’s go back up,” I whispered.

      Traveling up through the vessel, we soared into the sky to reunite with the Hawks and my father.

      “Well?” my father asked, raising his brow. “What did you discover?”

      “There’s a large recreation room at the bow of the ship—first level down. It contains not only a large window, but also a pile of weapons. So what I propose is this….”
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      Ben’s plan was a good one. Though, of course, it did not come without risks.

      After talking through the plan, the Hawks and I remained in the sky while Ben, Kailyn and Lucas returned to the ship. They did not land on the deck this time, however. Instead, after thinning themselves again, they floated themselves down the side of the vessel until they were directly level with the wide glass window.

      Now, if all was going to plan, they would be creeping, unbeknownst to the hunters relaxing in that room, toward the pile of weaponry. Then, once they sensed the moment was right, they would solidify themselves, snatch up a weapon each and…

      An explosion of bullets erupted below, followed by yells. The large window shattered.

      I held my breath, imagining the bloody massacre that was taking place as the machine guns blazed.

      The hunters would’ve been caught unawares, Lucas, Kailyn and my son moving quickly. I still hated the thought of catching a man off his guard, unarmed. It made me feel queasy. But too much hung in the balance now for us to be timid with these people.

      We waited less than a minute before deeming it time for the rest of us to descend. We couldn’t wait too long because hunters from the rest of the ship would hear the commotion and come running to see what had happened—armed with weapons, no doubt.

      “Let’s go,” I breathed into Killian’s ear. He took a dive, and the rest of the Hawks followed.

      Once level with the now jagged window pane, we gazed inside to see exactly what I’d been expecting to see. A bloodbath. Not a single hunter left standing.

      We rushed in at once and headed for the table piled with guns.

      I snatched one up and made sure it was loaded before glancing at the door, prepared for reinforcements to come bursting inside. The Hawks eyed the machine guns nervously, and I reminded myself that they had likely never picked up a gun before in their lives. Some of them probably had never even seen one before, let alone known how to fire one.

      I commanded them to each pick up a weapon before proceeding to give them a demonstration. I drove bullets into the wall of the vessel before each of them took a turn.

      Some were faster learners than others. But as footsteps thundered outside, we didn’t have time for more practice.

      The door burst open. Before even a single hunter could step inside, Lucas, Kailyn and Ben closed in. They fired, catching the hunters with a firestorm of bullets. The hunters fell to the ground, clearing the way for us to emerge in the hallway.

      It made me nervous that none of us had armor. Even Kailyn, Lucas and Ben were at risk, since while holding guns, they were forced to remain in their physical forms.

      We stepped over the bodies and headed toward the back of the ship. Our aim was to rid the vessel of every one of the hunters in order to hijack it. And we had to do it as soon as possible. Somebody might have already emergency-dialed the IBSI’s Bermuda base for help. We couldn’t have the mutants arriving—none of us would be a match for them if they arrived in hordes. And I was sure that if reinforcements did come, their mission would simply be to destroy the ship along with the trees it carried. Even if there were still some of their own men on board. The IBSI would rather be without these trees than see us take charge of them.

      More hunters emerged from cabin doors on either side of us, only to be shot within an instant.

      “We should split up,” Ben breathed. “Kailyn and I will lead half of the Hawks down to the lower levels to clear them out. And I suggest you and Lucas lead the rest to take over the control room.”

      “Agreed,” I murmured.

      Thus we split up. It didn’t take Lucas’ and my group long to find the control cabin, though a door shut us out of it. Aiming our guns, Lucas and I fired at the door at once. We shattered the lock mechanism and I was able to force it open with a powerful kick.

      Nobody was inside. Two abandoned chairs sat behind the navigation panels. A window in the far left of the room was open.

      “Looks like they’ve escaped,” Lucas muttered. He moved to the window and looked down toward the ocean. “Or they could have—”

      His speech was cut short by a hail of bullets from above him. He managed to pull his head back inside before a bullet could hit him. The next thing I knew, a group of six hunters had swung down from what I could only assume was a ledge above the window. Shattering the windows, they crashed inside while firing full blaze. I dropped down beneath one of the chairs, using it as a shield, even as one of the Hawks who’d entered with us was hit. I would have reached out to help him—drag him back through the door along with Lucas and me—but it was clearly too late. My brother and I leapt back out of the door, slamming it shut behind us.

      As we leaned against the reinforced door, keeping it shut tight against the hunters’ attempts to push it open, I realized that Hawk had not been the only one to get hit.

      My brother’s face was contorted in agony as he leaned next to me, his right hand above his right hip. A slew of curses escaped his lips. He was bleeding profusely.

      “Christ,” I breathed.

      As the hunters banged more forcefully in their efforts to get out, Killian and two other Hawks relieved Lucas and I of the pressure. They pushed themselves against it, allowing us to shuffle away.

      I lifted my brother’s hand from where it was cupped around his wound to gain a better look. It looked deep. Worryingly deep.

      “We’ve got to get you back to The Shade,” I told him, rising to my feet and gazing around at the other Hawks. The fastest way would be for him to travel with Ben. Lucas could climb onto his back. Fae were far, far faster than Hawks. But first I needed to find my son.

      Placing an arm around Lucas, I shifted him away from the door and planted him in the midst of four Hawks further down the hallway.

      “Keep an eye on my brother,” I told them sternly, before racing to the flight of stairs that led to the deck beneath us. My gun at the ready, I hurried down the steps to find the floor alight with battle. Bodies of hunters lay strewn across the carpet, along with one Hawk.

      I ducked as a hunter at the opposite end of the corridor fired at me. I shot back at him, my bullet meeting its mark and lodging into his skull.

      Ben. Where is Ben?

      The struggle continued all around me, slowing my search for my son. I ended up getting caught in the thick of the battle and stayed caught up in it until I’d felled the final hunter.

      Then I caught sight of Ben. He was climbing up a staircase along with eight other Hawks. He had a fresh wound across his right cheek, along with a swollen eye. The Hawks behind him looked no less ruffled, their feathers sticking up in odd places, though none appeared to have been shot.

      “What’s going on? Have you cleared this level?” Ben asked as he hurried toward me.

      “Yes,” I replied. “So are the decks beneath us clear now, too?”

      Ben nodded. “We think so. There weren’t so many down there. Kailyn and a couple of other Hawks are doing a final check, but we’re pretty sure we cleared all of them. What about the control room?”

      “There are still about six hunters up there we need to get rid of. But Ben”—I reached out and clasped his shoulder—“you’ve got to return to The Shade with Lucas. He’s been shot, and it looks bad. Really bad.”

      My son’s green eyes widened. It was in moments of concern that I saw Sofia in him most. “Where is Lucas?” he asked.

      “Upstairs, outside the control room. Come with me.”

      I led everyone back upstairs to find the Hawks still successfully keeping the hunters on the other side of the door. Although they were equipped with guns, it seemed that none of them had it in them to tackle the men in my absence.

      We found Lucas slumped where I left him. He looked worse than ever. His breathing was ragged and beads of sweat dripped down his forehead.

      My son lowered to Lucas’ level. He grabbed one of his arms and placed it around his shoulders. “You’re going to have to climb onto my back, Uncle,” he told Lucas. “I’ll fly you back home.”

      Lucas winced as he strained to haul himself onto Ben’s back.

      “After you’ve dropped off Lucas,” I said, “you must return immediately with the witches. Also bring jinn, if you can find any quickly.”

      Ben nodded before sweeping my brother away, back along the corridor and upstairs to the open deck.

      I resumed my focus on the door of the control room, my eyes darkening.

      “Right,” I said through gritted teeth, tightening my grip around my gun. “Let’s get rid of these bastards.”
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      As Ben soared away from the ship with me, I was having double vision. Although the bullet wound was local to my hip, it felt like the pain was spread throughout every limb of my body. I could barely even think straight through the agony.

      It brought back the less-than-pleasant memory of the last time I had been shot—by Aiden. The bullet that had ended my vampire life. I couldn’t exactly say that my pain now was worse than that—when his damn UV bullet had made me burst into flames like a phoenix—but this was biting in a different way. It dragged on.

      I ended up closing my eyes, trying to numb my brain of the pain, trying to think of anything else but the piercing throbbing in my hip.

      I had better not die again, I thought foggily. I had better not become a ghost.

      I’d had enough dying for one lifetime. Been there. Done that. Gotten the postcard.

      I was barely conscious when we finally arrived outside the borders of the island. Barely aware as Ben yelled for one of the gatekeepers to let us in. Barely cognizant of being transported to the hospital. Then, as I felt myself being lowered onto a bed—a warm, soft bed—I gave into the pain and exhaustion… and the world went black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Something pleasantly cool pressed against my forehead, relieving the tension around my temples. I became aware of my breathing again, but strangely, not of the pain in my hip.

      Then I remembered what had happened. Where I was. Ben had brought me to Meadow Hospital. A witch must have treated me already…

      I lifted my eyelids slowly. Through my blurry vision, I could make out a brown-haired female leaning over me. I immediately assumed that it was Corrine. But as my eyes sharpened, I realized that it definitely was not Corrine. This woman’s hair was not entirely brown—it was streaked with blonde, in fact.

      I was gazing up at Marion. Marion, in a light summer dress, sitting by my bedside and holding a cold towel to my forehead.

      Her pretty face lit up on seeing me awake. “You are back,” she announced.

      “Yes,” I murmured dreamily, “I suppose I am.”

      “You were sleeping a long time,” she remarked.

      Drawing in a breath, I propped myself up on my elbows and slowly sat upright. I removed the sheets that had been tucked around my body to see that my waist and hips had been wrapped in bandages.

      My eyes returned to Marion’s hazel irises.

      “H-Have you been here with me the whole time?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “Oui,” she replied. She glanced over her shoulder toward a cot that had been placed a few feet away from my bed. Her baby girl lay asleep. “When I hear that you return, I come,” she explained.

      She eyed the buttons of my shirt before reaching out and undoing the first three. She bared the top of my chest before pressing her fingers against my skin. “You are hot,” she said. Her fingers slipped up to my cheek.

      “Uh, yeah.” I realized I was hot. But I wasn’t sure that the reason for that was entirely medical… “I should probably take a shower,” I said, moving to swing my legs off the bed.

      She stood up to help me, wrapping one arm around my waist and walking with me to the ensuite bathroom. As we approached the door and she was still holding me, for a moment I wondered if she was going to take me inside.

      Then her arms loosened.

      “You stand okay?” she asked. She cocked her head, her locks of hair swinging to one side as she eyed me with concern.

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. I wait here for you, Lucas.”

      “Sure… you do that.” I cleared my throat, shutting the bathroom door.

      Apparently getting shot does have its perks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ben

        

      

    
    
      After dropping Lucas off at the hospital, my most urgent priority was to return to the ship. I didn’t even have time to check in on Grace. I had to immediately gather some witches to protect the boat before the hunters could arrive—something that could happen any moment now. I hurtled to the Sanctuary, where I found Ibrahim, Arwen and Shayla. I figured they would be more than sufficient and I need not go searching for the help of jinn too.

      And so we left the island and sped back to the ship. The witches magicked us to the approximate area, and from there, we scoured the waves. We spotted the cargo ship quickly. Thankfully, at least from our bird’s eye view, it didn’t seem like any other hunters had arrived. We dropped down to the ship, and the witches immediately cast a spell over it.

      We sank to the lower decks, where we found my father, Kailyn and the Hawks waiting in and around the control room.

      “We’ve put up a spell already,” Ibrahim assured my father.

      “And you got rid of the last of the hunters?” I verified.

      “Yes,” my father replied. “The ship is clear now for us to return to the island.”

      Return to The Shade with these Hawks. Now that was an interesting proposition.

      I had already explained briefly to the witches that we—or rather my father—had managed to gather an army of Hawks, but that forewarning didn’t stop the witches from looking stunned as they saw the Hawks standing peacefully with my father. The Hawks returned the witches’ stares, eyeing them suspiciously at first, but seeing that the witches were accompanied by me, the Hawks kept quiet. Hawks and witches weren’t exactly known to be the best of friends. Then again, I wasn’t sure of any species which would be considered natural “friends” with the Hawks.

      “I’m glad you arrived when you did,” my father went on. “We were getting nervous. I managed to intercept the radio system here, and apparently the hunters are only a dozen or so miles away.”

      “Ibrahim,” I said, as we began to navigate the ship back home, “any progress at all on your tree and Bloodless experiments?” I’d been in such a rush to bring them back here to the ship that I hadn’t yet asked the burning question.

      Ibrahim and Shayla shook their heads.

      Although I knew I should have been prepared for that answer, my stomach could not help but plummet.

      “Well,” my father said, gazing straight ahead at the ocean as we glided, “at least we have secured the trees. Did you notice in the lower decks, there are massive freezers preserving the leaves? They should remain in good condition. “

      Yes, I had spotted those, but I had been too preoccupied with eradicating the hunters from the ship to think about it at the time.

      “You’re right, Derek,” Ibrahim said. “We just have to keep trying. At least we’ve gotten the trees safely out of the hunters’ grasp.”

      “Oh, look,” Arwen said, pointing up at the sky overhead. “Here come the hunters.”

      Indeed, a fleet of black wasplike helicopters hurtled our way, clearly looking for us. But because of the invisibility spell the witches had cast over us, they flew right on past, continuing their fruitless search. Apparently they weren’t carrying supernatural radars strong enough to detect us beneath the spell. Good riddance.

      I remained tense for the rest of the journey and said very little, my mind refocusing on Grace.

      As we entered The Shade’s boundary, I rose up from the ship, leaving the others to navigate the giant boat to the Port and figure out where the best place was to store the trees safely.

      I needed to check in on my daughter. Although it had only been a matter of hours since I’d last seen her, it felt like an eternity.

      I sped to the hospital and up to the floor where Grace’s room was located. I stopped outside and knocked.

      “Come in.” River spoke up, a tad choked. At least it was comforting to know that River had come to consciousness again. And if she had, I hoped that all the others who’d been affected by the gas would have also.

      I pushed open the door and hurriedly stepped inside.

      Any small relief I’d felt on hearing my wife’s voice, however, evaporated as my eyes narrowed in on my daughter.

      She was sitting upright, leaning against the headboard, eyes half open, while River sat by her side, clutching her hands.

      There was something so different about my daughter's appearance that I found myself doing a double-take.

      Her hair.

      She had lost every strand of her hair.
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      By the time Grace, Horatio and Ben left my room, there was not long to wait until dawn, when my father had instructed me to buzz him.

      I, of course, could not even conceive of resting, even though my body needed it, given the task ahead of me. I needed to think through and plan my every step meticulously. I could not afford to slip up even in the slightest—not the slightest misplaced word, or the slightest uncharacteristic behavior. My father was sharp. Sharp as a hawk. And I could not afford to give him a single reason, however small, to suspect that a part of me might not be fully on his side. I had to continue being his enthusiastic assistant, his puppet, which was the role I had found myself in since the moment I’d woken up in this strange, powerful new body.

      And so I sat on the edge of my bed, staring out at the mist-filled jungle. The mist was thick as ever, even hours after it had been let loose. I wondered how long it would take to lift—I was not sure of that exactly, but I was sure that when it did, the trees that it had engulfed would be as good as dead.

      Once the first trickles of daylight escaped through the trees, I headed to the bathroom and hunched over the sink. Although, thanks to Grace’s waterboarding antics—which couldn’t help but evoke a small smirk even now as I recalled them—my face had received a thorough washing during the night, I spent the next few minutes dousing my skin with water in an attempt to freshen my appearance.

      I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. I still looked tired and worn. I could see the worry behind my eyes, but I would have to do all that I could to camouflage that on greeting my father. I did have a legitimate excuse for looking unrested this morning, at least. My father had arrived in The Woodlands late last night, and I had been forced out of my room on an emergency rescue mission. I’d led a group of IBSI members riding atop mutants to locate my father and retrieve him from the grasp of The Shade’s people, whom at the time I had seen as simply rebels without a cause. So, even if Grace had not been here keeping me up, my sleep would have still been unfulfilling.

      I allowed myself a few more moments to mentally prepare before moving to the phone near my bedside. I picked up the receiver and buzzed my father. He answered momentarily.

      “Lawrence,” he said, his voice husky but alert, the way it sounded after he’d had his first two or three cups of morning coffee.

      “Yup,” I replied.

      “How did you wake up this morning?”

      “Naturally, of course,” I said, frowning. “Nobody came in to wake me.”

      “Good. Your sleeping is well on its way to getting lighter.”

      “Right,” I said. I remembered at the start, soon after I’d woken up in this powerful body, it had been awful. It was hard to even wake up naturally. My body just craved sleep, as much as it could possibly get. My father had had to resort to similar methods to Grace’s, pouring water on me, and in one case even chucking me into a pool.

      Over the past few days, I’d been sleeping more normal hours and waking up by myself.

      “So what’s going on?” I asked.

      “We’re leaving. I’ve packed my stuff and informed everyone else. Some have already traveled through the portal.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be outside your room in three minutes.”

      I had virtually nothing to pack up anyway, just my toiletries and a few sets of clothes, and the gas mask my father had left for me. I put the mask on, stuffed the remaining items into a duffel bag, and hurried to my father’s room. His suitcase was propped neatly in one corner. I found him in the bathroom, applying the last fresh bandage to the wounds Benjamin had inflicted on him the night before.

      He caught my eye in the mirror, his expression businesslike, before twisting around.

      “We’ll leave now.”

      I realized that I had been overly worried about him noticing something off about my appearance. He was preoccupied with the move.

      He swooped for his case, put on his own gas mask, which rested on a shelf, and we headed to the jungle ground. Out in the open, he led me to a motorcycle, leaning against a trunk. He took the driver’s seat while I sat behind him. The motor roared to life and we began trundling through the smoky jungle.

      We passed other hunters along the track that led to the portal—yes, I realized I’d started calling them “hunters” in my mind now, rather than IBSI members, thanks to Grace’s influence. All of them were in gas masks, too, and most of them were traveling by foot.

      As we passed a group of mutants, splayed unconscious on the ground, I realized I hadn’t even thought of the effect the smoke would have on them. It had knocked them out, likely even killed them. But none of the IBSI batted an eyelid. The mutants, our monstrous slaves, were just casualties, like the trees.

      My father spurred on the motorcycle at full speed along the track. On arriving at the wide hole in the ground, we slipped off the vehicle. He shoved it aside, discarding it in some bushes. It was clear that he had no further use for it.

      Then the two of us leapt into the abyss.

      It was hard to describe the first time I had leapt through one of these portals. At least, the first time that I remembered leaping through one. The utter astonishment that such things even existed in our world—portals to other dimensions—and the fall, the vacuum, sucking you down like a hungry beast, the smoky tunnel walls, the black canvas speckled with stars beyond. Utterly bizarre. I doubted I had the imagination to even dream of such things.

      We shot out the other side, on the borders of the IBSI’s Bermuda base. My father began to jog toward the entrance, and I moved to match his speed. Discarding our gas masks, we overtook a crowd of hunters heading toward the base. My father was in a hurry. He was always in a hurry. Wasting time for him was like being drained of blood. He didn’t waste a second of his day. Never had. Not even on me.

      But that sure suited me now.

      We entered the compound and headed directly for the landing strip, where half a dozen helicopters were parked—all without pilots. My father led me to the smallest, fastest one and yanked open the door. We climbed inside and shut ourselves in before moving to the cockpit.

      It was clear he had no intention of waiting for a pilot. My father was a master at many things, and aircraft navigation was one of them. I didn’t even know how he’d found the time to master the things he did. His brain seemed superhuman.

      I knew a little about helicopter navigation, and I concentrated on helping him prepare to launch. Soon we were in flight, soaring over the ocean, on our way to Chicago.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As soon as we landed, my father wanted to head straight back to his apartment. To his office. He had calls to make, he said. I was more than happy with this turn of events. My apartment was just next door from his. Rather than house me in the main residential building, he’d set me up in the apartment of his high-level associate, who was holding a conference in New York at present.

      The two of us entered our respective apartments. I set down my bag in my bedroom before moving to the wall that separated my father’s quarters from mine. I held my breath, straining to listen. I should’ve known better. The walls separating the various apartments were practically soundproof. But the walls within the apartments themselves were another matter… Those were regular cement walls, from what I’d gathered so far.

      In any case, relying on eavesdropping would be a losing strategy. Grace’s father had seen those FOEBA files. He’d seen them on my father’s computer, in his Chicago office. The office that was about thirty feet from where I stood right now. My father had a number of laptops—including lighter ones that he used specifically for travel. But his main powerhouse computer was kept in a hidden safe in his office. I was certain that was the computer on which Benjamin had spotted the files. That was the computer that contained my mother’s secret. Details of the Bloodless antidote. The key to Grace’s survival.

      I have to get my hands on that laptop.
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      Fortunately, finding an excuse to hang around in my father’s office was not too difficult. Since I’d woken up from the coma, he had even asked me to sit with him so that he could talk to me while he worked, bring me up to speed on the various workings of the IBSI that I needed to be aware of.

      I waited for a few minutes, not wanting to immediately spring an offer of help on him so soon after we had landed in case he thought it weird.

      After about fifteen minutes, I left my apartment and pressed the buzzer outside his door.

      He was on the phone as he opened it. He let me inside, leaving me to close the door as he moved through his apartment toward his office. I followed him, and on entering the room, my eyes fell on his laptop set up at his desk. His master laptop. My father was speaking rapidly—engaging in a discussion on distribution of the IBSI’s firearms. He sank into his chair and stared at his computer screen.

      He leaned back, gazing up at the ceiling as he continued to talk.

      I took a seat opposite him, trying to adopt a casual posture while I waited for him to finish his call.

      “Yeah?” he said, on hanging up, his eyes trained on his phone screen.

      “Well,” I said, “I figured I could make myself useful. Anything I can do around here?”

      He tore his eyes away from his phone and glanced at a large stack of papers on his desk.

      “Yes, actually,” he said. “One of our high-level ambassadors in Russia is under suspicion for overcharging us a gross amount for his expenses.” He pushed the wad of papers toward me.

      “Those are all of them, for the past month, according to him. Go through them and flag anything that looks fishy.”

      “Okay,” I muttered, scanning the first page. My father busied himself with his phone again, and then a minute later, he was talking to somebody else about establishing a new facility in Australia.

      I tried to make myself look busy. Of course, I couldn’t concentrate on the task.

      As my father remained seated in his swivel chair behind his laptop, I couldn’t help but glance at his face while his attention was elsewhere.

      As I stared at him, it felt surreal. I just… couldn’t believe that this was my father. I couldn’t believe the lengths that I was having to go to, simply to do what was right. The lengths that he was willing to go to in order to conceal something that could potentially help millions of people.

      How could you be like this, Dad?

      Even now, I couldn’t help but wish that there was a way to get through to him. I wished I believed that he wasn’t as much of a monster as I feared.

      My throat tightened.

      Dammit. How could you have killed your wife?

      I averted my eyes to the papers quickly as he noticed my gaze on him.

      He is what he is. Everybody makes choices in life. He made his, and now I have to make mine.

      I made more of an effort to appear like I was working. Bloody hell. These high-level executives sure knew how to rack up bills. Fifteen thousand dollars, just on travel expenses, over a week and a half?

      I wondered what my father’s expenses were. Though he’d never struck me as the type of person to frivolously waste. Although he obviously had money, material objects did not interest him much. The only thing that really got him going in life was his work. His criminally destructive work.

      What was actually going on in his head? Did he really wake up each day with the intent to be evil? Or was there something in him that made him believe he truly was doing something good? Could he actually think that his actions were for the benefit of mankind?

      How did he live with himself?

      My father stood up abruptly as he was still in the middle of a conversation.

      And then I realized that he was heading to the bathroom. I waited until he’d exited the office, walked into the hallway, and I heard the bathroom door click. Even while inside the toilet, he continued to talk on the phone.

      Glancing furtively at the CCTV camera in either corner of the room, I knew what I was about to do was risky. If somebody was watching it right now from the central security office, they would notice my strange behavior. But what choice did I have? I didn’t know when I would get the opportunity to find his computer alone like this… unlocked! I didn’t know how long he was going to be in the loo either.

      I stood up as fast as I could without scraping my chair and hurried around the table to face the laptop screen.

      His inbox, choked with unopened emails, filled the screen. I navigated immediately to the laptop’s search function and began browsing for the files. I typed in FOEBA and any other keyword that I could possibly think of that might dredge the files from the ocean of other documents he held on this computer.

      But nothing was coming up.

      My palms sweating, I ran a search for the uncommon format the files were saved in—recalling the file extension that Grace had informed me of.

      The blood drained from my face when, still, nothing came up. Damn. Where are the other files? Had he really deleted them from his computer?

      The toilet flushed. As the bathroom door opened, I was forced to hurriedly bring back up his inbox and race back to my own seat, before busying myself again in the pile of paperwork and receipts.

      My heart was beating rapidly as my father reentered the room. His loud voice filling my ears, he retook his seat behind his laptop.

      I cursed silently. I had been so sure that I would find those files on his computer. If they weren’t there, then where were they? I couldn’t help but feel that he would have destroyed the USB stick where the files had originated from.

      I tried to calm my racing nerves.

      Okay. So they’re not here. I just have to keep thinking. I have to keep thinking.

      Hold on, Grace… Hold on.
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      I remained in a daze for several minutes after I had lost sight of Bastien in the ocean. Even Mona and Brock fell into radio silence.

      Why did Bastien yell at me to stay away? Why was he sitting there with Rona? Why did he just… run away with her?

      The way he had reached out and grabbed her arm before pulling her into the ocean… to say that it didn’t sit right with me would be a gross understatement.

      Why were they together in the first place, and why was he intent on keeping her with him? It didn’t make sense. None of this made any sense.

      “You… You know that girl?” Mona finally ventured.

      “Yes,” I replied hoarsely. “Rona Northstone. She’s Bastien’s cousin…” My voice trailed off as I spoke the words. I remembered that Rona was actually no such thing. If the Mortclaws really were Bastien’s family, he was, in fact, in no way related to Rona. A chill settled in at the base of my spine.

      “Well, what do you want to do now?” Mona asked.

      After Bastien had shouted at me to stay away, then rushed into the ocean with another girl, I somehow didn’t have it in me to go running after him. He had made his wish clear. For me to stay put. And although I didn’t understand it, I wasn’t that type of girl.

      Besides, I was feeling emotionally exhausted. All the buildup to coming here, all the worry and stress and anxiety about taking that potion… It all welled up inside of me at once and I just felt… drained. Weak. So very weak.

      “I… need to think,” I managed.

      “Good idea,” Mona said, glancing furtively up and down the beach. “But in that case, I suggest we don’t wait here. Why don’t we go sit up in some trees? I’ll make us invisible and you can think as much as you need to…”

      Brock was remaining quiet in all of this.

      “Okay,” I said. “L-Let’s do that.”

      I climbed onto Brock’s back and we zoomed into the nearest line of trees, where we searched for a broad bough somewhere high up and secluded, where we could sit comfortably.

      Then Mona and Brock left me to my silence again, to my own jumbled, painful thoughts. The more I mulled over what had just happened, the worse I felt about it.

      Until Mona put me out of my misery. She placed a hand on my knee and squeezed it. I met her blue eyes, traced with compassion. “I can guess what you’re thinking, Vicky. And I will tell you: don’t assume the worst. There could be a very good reason for what that wolf said and did.”

      I nodded, sucking in a ragged breath. “I think you must be right,” I said, fighting to think objectively. It was just so uncharacteristic of him. He had never spoken to me in that sort of tone, not once since I had met him.

      “Maybe we should continue with our original plan,” Mona went on. “Maybe we should investigate The Woodlands a bit, visit the Blackhalls as we had previously planned, and do some sniffing around… The reason for Bastien’s evasion might become apparent.”

      I nodded again, a feeling of comfort rolling through me. Mona couldn’t have known how much her words meant to me in that moment. Given an incident in The Shade’s history when a ghoul had wreaked havoc on her mind, causing her to believe Kiev and Sofia were having an affair, she definitely spoke from a position of experience.

      I gripped the craggy bark of the tree. Feeling a surge of renewed energy, I raised myself slowly to my feet.

      “Okay,” I said, clearing my throat. “Let’s keep moving.”
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      Shoving my doubts about Bastien aside, I tried to focus on the matter at hand. In spite of his strange behavior, I refused to continue doubting him. Hopefully the reason for his avoidance would come to light soon, as Mona had suggested it might.

      I climbed back onto Brock’s back and the witches lifted into the air with me, leaving the treetops where we had stopped to rest. I needed to concentrate now. Our plan was to first head to the Blackhalls’ lair to see if they held any clues as to what was going on.

      It struck me only now, as I was recovering from the shock of seeing Bastien with Rona, that if Bastien was here, wouldn’t his mother be here also? She had carried him away. I did not see how he would have been able to break free from her grasp, given her extraordinary powers. Perhaps all the Mortclaws had returned to The Woodlands.

      In which case, I didn’t need that psychic “location ability” after all—although The Woodlands was a big place. We didn’t know where the Mortclaws’ lair was, assuming they still had an official base here after all those years. Where would we even begin to search for them?

      I voiced my thoughts to Mona and Brock.

      “First things first,” Mona said. “We, or rather you, know where the Blackhalls live. Let’s go talk to them and see what they have to say.”

      But as we continued soaring toward the Blackhalls’ location, we were distracted by the sound of galloping beneath us, thundering paws over the undergrowth. We dipped beneath the trees to find ourselves staring down at a stampede of giant black wolves—five of them in total. They whipped through the trees, heading in a different direction than we had been.

      Those were Mortclaws for sure. Even ignoring their size, the fact that it was daytime and they were in their wolf forms proved it beyond a shadow of a doubt.

      They traveled so fast, they were already disappearing from sight. We had to make a decision, fast. Continue on our course to the Blackhalls, or follow these Mortclaws’ trail while we could. They might lead us back to their base. And who knew how long it might take us to find it on our own, if we ever found it. It could be well hidden for all we knew.

      “Let’s follow them,” Mona whispered.

      Doing an about-turn in the air, we began zooming after them. Mona made us invisible, since we had to travel beneath the treetops in order to keep track of them. They raced for miles and miles through the woods, and soon they began to run at an even greater speed. I feared that they might use their powers to vanish and we would lose them. But thankfully, they seemed to be enjoying their sprint through the trees.

      Eventually, they departed from the woods and bounded out into a vast meadow filled with violet flowers. They ran and ran for miles more, across the meadow into another stretch of woods, then out into a clearing again, until finally they slowed to a stop as we neared a mountain range. Another mountain range. Mountains sure seemed to be a popular habitat for the wolves of The Woodlands.

      We hovered overhead, watching as they circled the foothills. They began clambering over the boulders, leading us to a hidden crack in the wall. Instead of squeezing through it, they finally exercised their powers and vanished—we could only assume within the mountain.

      “Well, looks like we’ve found their lair,” Mona said.

      I wondered what the pack of five had been speeding back from.

      “So we’re going to spy on them now, or what?” Brock asked.

      “That seems the logical next step,” Mona replied. “I’m going to cast some extra protection around us first though,” she added, “to help conceal our scent and also any sounds we might make.”

      We waited a few seconds while I assumed Mona was doing her thing. Then she said, “All right, I’m ready if you two are.”

      I doubted I would ever be ready to descend into a lair filled with those monsters, but Brock and I replied, “Let’s go.”

      I could barely blink before our surroundings vanished and we reappeared on the other side of the mountain wall. We stood in the midst of a dark network of tunnels with hardly any lighting. As we began to move, we passed the occasional burning lantern that looked like it’d only been recently fixed to the wall, but there were patches of tunnel which were completely dark. My arms tightened around Brock’s broad shoulders—I was relieved that he was still carrying me. My witch escorts couldn’t create any artificial light to guide us in case it drew the attention of wolves. So we had to make do. As we moved deeper into the mountain, doors began to appear on either side of us. We searched the chambers for Bastien’s mother, all the while prepared to flatten ourselves against the wall if a wolf came barging past.

      This place was alarmingly big, the network of tunnels so extensive it felt like it would go on forever.

      Then, as we passed by a particularly old-looking door, I caught the sound of a familiar voice, coming from the other side of it.

      A male and female were arguing. The female voice was the one that I recognized.

      “We should give the boy some time to cool off,” the male was saying. “He’ll return when he’s ready.”

      “Can you blame me for not wanting to lose sight of him, after all those years we lost him?”

      “We haven’t lost him. He’s simply gone for a walk to clear his head.”

      The woman huffed, but fell quiet. Unnervingly, she reminded me of Brucella.

      A bed creaked, even as footsteps approached the door. It opened and a man strode out—a man whom, being in his humanoid form, I could instantly recognize as Bastien’s father. The likeness of their facial structures was almost uncanny.

      He strode away down the corridor and out of sight, while the door closed softly behind him.

      “Let’s go in,” I dared to breathe. “That’s Bastien’s mother on the other side. I’m sure of it.”

      Mona drew in a breath. “Okay…”

      The hallway vanished and we reappeared inside a bedroom lit by a single torch, fixed high up in one corner. The flames sent shadows dancing around the craggy walls, casting light on the woman who had stolen Bastien from me. Mrs. Mortclaw. Brucella on steroids…

      I reached out my hand and found Mona’s. I squeezed it, hoping that she would take the hint. She did. All three of us suddenly became visible, and I was sure that she had also lifted the spell that was muffling our scent.

      The she-wolf, who had been reclining on the bed, immediately leapt up. Shock sparked in her gray eyes.

      “You!” she growled, her expression nothing short of murderous. She moved to launch at me, but then stopped herself in mid-air, even before hitting the protective shield I assumed Mona had the sense to form around us.

      The wolf eyed me like a rare, disgusting specimen. Her shock and anger turned to utter confusion. She breathed in deeply, taking in my scent. Her eyeballs bulged.

      “What… What are you?” she croaked.

      “Victoria Mortclaw,” I was half-tempted to answer, but that would have been taking things a little too far…

      I glanced at Mona, weighing my answer, before replying, “Why do you ask? Isn’t it obvious who I am?”

      “You… You are that human girl. But y-you—you’re different than the last time I saw you!” The latter part of her sentence came out as a furious growl.

      “How so?” I asked, still trying to maintain a semblance of innocence, though it only seemed to be aggravating her.

      “You have done something. You…”

      “You feel some… connection to me?” I dared pose.

      She gaped at me. That was enough of an answer.

      Well, at least that tiny drop of elixir had done something. I had been so afraid that, in addition to it not granting me the ability to detect her location, I would also appear exactly the same to Bastien’s mother as the last time I’d crossed paths with her.

      “This is witchcraft!” she hissed, her eyes narrowing on Mona and Brock.

      I said nothing, and neither did they. I merely looked casually at her… or as casually as I could manage.

      “Well?” I said after a pause. I tried to keep my tone as polite as possible. “Do you still wish to attack me?”

      If Mona was right about the elixir, then the notion would go against the wolf’s every inner instinct. It would be like attacking one of her own.

      She let out another growl. “What is it you want?” she snapped. “Why have you come here?”

      I was relieved when she took a step back, albeit begrudgingly.

      “I’ve come here to talk about your son… I’m in love with him. And he is in love with me. He does not wish to marry—”

      “But they are already betrothed,” she responded, cutting me off. “Whatever you have done to yourself cannot change that fact.”

      I tried to keep my calm. “May I address you by your first name?”

      The wolf grunted. “Sendira.”

      “Sendira. Do you not care about your son’s happiness? Do you not care about his wishes? Is he just an object for you to command as you will?” I swallowed hard, trying to meet her eyes even as I hoped that her heart was not fully forged of stone as Brucella’s seemed to be. “Trust me when I say I would do anything for your son,” I said quietly. “Anything. I would change into anything, be anything, if it meant that I could stay with him.”

      Sendira pursed her lips. Her brows furrowed.

      “Hmph.” She paused, and I actually thought that I might have gotten through to her just a teeny tiny bit. She glanced down at her hands before admitting in a more subdued tone, “I do wish for my son to be happy… You will never understand the love I hold for him.”

      “Then why do you not listen to him?” I asked. “Why do you not listen to his wishes and instead act only according to your own? Look,” I went on, daring to move a little closer to her. I hated to come across as desperate, but that was exactly what I was right now. In spite of my trying to forget what I’d seen on the beach, at the back of my mind the vision of Bastien racing away with Rona still ate at me, and flamed up my desperation to reunite with him even more. I just wanted him back. I just wanted to hold him. Be with him and not keeping getting torn apart like this. Was that really so much to ask?

      “Name your price,” I said. “I’m willing to do anything.”

      Sendira ran her tongue over her lower lip, her right eyebrow twitching. Then she sank back on the bed, folding her hands on her lap as she paused for a moment. “Well,” she began, “your demands are certainly weighty. But I will say this: if you love him so much, and if you have truly formed a connection with him, then go and find him now. Find him and bring him back here. Back to me. Then I will perhaps consider taking your words seriously.”

      “Okay,” I said, suddenly breathless. I could hardly believe that she was being even slightly amenable—Sendira, the same monster of a woman who had smashed into Bastien’s bedroom and scooped him away like a sack of potatoes even as he yelled for her to stop.

      “I-I will find him,” I stammered, moving back and standing level with Mona and Brock again. “I will find your son, and bring him back. Soon. Very soon. I promise.”
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      Mona and Brock vanished us away from Sendira’s bedroom and out of the Mortclaws’ mountain. Before we took off from the area completely, we were sure to look around. We rose upward, above the mountain, trying to familiarize ourselves with the area, so that finding it again would not be an impossible task. Though I realized that this was probably not even necessary, since we were going to return with Bastien—weren’t we?

      As we soared back toward the beach where we had last sighted him, Brock muttered beneath his breath, “Everything would be so much simpler if we could just get rid of those damn Mortclaws. Just kill them. Then Vicky and Bastien could be together without their stupid interference.”

      When we arrived at the beach and touched down, Mona addressed her son. “Murder is not the answer,” she said. “Murder should never be an answer except in the direst of circumstances. What we have here is an issue of long-held family tradition—and the culture of werewolves. In spite of how antiquated and unfair it may seem to you, this is their way of life. How they and all their ancestors have chosen to live. You have to respect it, Brock. Bastien is their son. And if Victoria wants to be with him, it’s only courteous that she at least attempts to play by their rules.”

      “But aren’t they like, cannibals?” Brock countered. “Do they even deserve to live?”

      “I don’t like that word, ‘deserve’,” Mona muttered, still frowning at her son. “First of all, we don’t know that the Mortclaws are still cannibals. We have no evidence of that yet. And secondly, neither you nor I are God. Who are we to judge who ‘deserves’ to live?”

      “Well, we seem to do it all the time with the IBSI,” Brock replied.

      Mona sighed. “Yes. But the IBSI is a different matter entirely. What we have here is primarily a private family affair. We have no grounds to simply step in and kill them for abiding by their heritage.”

      While mother and son were debating, my mind was elsewhere. I was desperately scanning the ocean. “Guys,” I said, “we need to start searching. I told her we’d be back soon.”

      “Right,” Mona said, averting her eyes to the water.

      I climbed onto Brock’s back again and we began a thorough search of the waves.

      They couldn’t have gone far, could they? Surely we would find them soon. I was feeling optimistic that we would spot them within an hour, in fact. And even if Bastien yelled at me to stay away again, this time, I would have something to yell back with. I would shout back that we might be on the precipice of his mother agreeing to our being together. That we might finally be able to stop all this back-and-forth between the realms.

      That we could finally just be.
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      Soon after Victoria disappeared, I returned with Rona to the shore. My mind had been working furiously on the details of the crazy scheme that had occurred to me. The crazy, yet seemingly inevitable scheme.

      The first thing I had to do was travel with her across The Woodlands to the old Port, where a number of boats should still be docked. It was too dangerous for her to reside on the mainland at present. We milled around the old vessels—most of them broken down and many of them leaking—until we found a small one that looked at least semi-inhabitable. It had a covering over it, and a place beneath deck where she could hide if need be… though if the Mortclaws got wind of even her approximate whereabouts, there would be no hiding. They would scent her out. Hence the need for her to remain inconspicuous.

      “I cannot tell you everything that I’m going to do next,” I told her, “because I’m still working it out myself. But for now, Rona, you need to stay safe. You need to keep yourself hidden here, away from the reach of the Mortclaws.”

      “How long will you be?” she asked.

      “I cannot say,” I replied heavily. “It could be days, it could be weeks. But you need to somehow stay alive. The best way I can think for you to do that is to stay in this boat, and venture onto land only very briefly when you need food or water. But whatever you do, do not venture deep. And certainly do not dare go anywhere near your mountain, unless you have a death wish.”

      She nodded, all the blood draining from her face.

      I felt bad leaving Rona alone. I knew what it felt like to lose one’s family—although the Blackhalls had not been my real family, at the time I’d thought that they were, and in my heart they still were. The aftermath had been crushing. Without Victoria by my side, I wasn’t even sure how I would have survived it. But Rona had no choice but to be alone now. I would try to return to her when I could, hopefully with a more permanent solution as to what she could do. But first, I had to find a solution for myself. Until I’d worked that out, there was no helping Victoria, Rona, or anyone else in The Woodlands.

      And so, after comforting the trembling Rona with a brief hug, I left her in the boat. Assuming my wolf form, I began racing back to the Mortclaws’ residence.

      As my paws kicked up a storm of dirt behind me, I tried to brainstorm my options—everything and anything I could possibly think of, no matter how absurd or impossible it seemed.

      As much as my heart longed for family and connection, I was better off with no family than with the Mortclaws. Just as I was better off without Brucella. If I ever wanted to meet with Victoria and steep myself in her love again, I had to break free from them in a way that was permanent. In a way that would cause them to never wish to track me down.

      As I pounded closer and closer to the Mortclaws’ lair, it became clear to me that I had to use their stalwart adherence to tradition to my advantage. I had to turn their pride in their lineage into their weakness.

      But before any of this, I had to gain their trust. Their full trust. Because the plan that was slowly forming in my mind would require time. Time during which I could not have them looming over me.

      As I arrived outside the entrance of the mountain that was my birthplace, even as doubts about what I was on the verge of doing threatened to overwhelm me, I forced myself to think of Victoria. Think of her face. Her smile. Remember what it felt like to hold her in my arms. The memory of her gave me strength. Strength at a time when I needed it most.

      I will fight for you, Victoria.

      I will fight for us.
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      My hope of finding Bastien within an hour quickly ebbed away. One hour turned into two, then three. We still had not found any sign of him or Rona.

      Where could he have gone? My gut clenched as I thought of the promise I had made to Sendira. I said I would return “soon” with him. After almost four hours of nonstop searching, Mona and Brock had become thoroughly fed up.

      “Let’s take a break,” Mona huffed. The three of us returned to the shore and sat down among a heap of dry, flat boulders. Setting down her bag, Mona stretched out beside me, while Brock did the same a few feet away. Mona reached into her bag and took out some food she had packed. She offered me some fig rolls, which I refused, but Brock gladly accepted. He and Mona sat munching while I set my eyes on the ocean.

      He’s got to be somewhere nearby. Werewolves, being supernatural creatures, could of course travel fast even in the unnatural habitat of water. They could have gotten a fair distance by now, maybe even further than we had searched, but I couldn’t imagine that they would have gone so far because of how dangerous it was. Bastien already had firsthand experience of the perils of those waters. He’d almost been torn in two by a shark, for heaven’s sake. If Micah had not stumbled across them, he wouldn’t even be alive now.

      No, I couldn’t bring myself to believe that he would be that reckless. But then where was he?

      And I wondered why, exactly, he had been running from Sendira in the first place. This at least gave me hope that there was more to the story than met the eye, but it did not quell my frustration as we sat there on the beach.

      Sipping from a bottle of water, Mona dropped down from the rocks to dip her feet in the waves. Brock followed her lead, even as he rolled up the bottoms of his pants.

      As I sat alone now, my eyes could not help but wander to Mona’s bag, perched just a couple of feet away from me. Within reaching distance. The vial’s bulging outline was visible in the center of the fabric bag. The vial of Mortclaw elixir. The vial that was supposed to have given me the power to detect their location. God, what I wouldn’t give for that ability now. I could probably find Bastien in no time if I had that. I could find him, look him in the eye and have him explain everything before I took him to see Sendira where hopefully, finally, we could arrive at a solution to this whole mess.

      But that one drop had not been enough to give me such an ability. It was only enough to create a familiarity in me when faced with Sendira.

      But… what if I took just one more drop? Or not even a drop, but half a drop? A full drop had not made any visible difference to me, I reasoned, and I didn’t feel any different inside either. I felt just like myself. Would an extra half drop really go and change all that? I found it hard to believe that it would, and the upside to it working seemed to far outweigh the risk.

      The vial was so close to me, it felt like it was taunting me.

      Desperation was a dangerous thing—I knew that. It clouded one’s brain and debilitated one from thinking clearly, logically, objectively. But still, I couldn’t stop myself from posing the question: What would really happen if I consumed the tiniest bit more? Would I really live to regret it?

      I supposed it all came back to the same question that Mona had urged me to answer for myself before we ever started out on this mission. And the same decision that my parents had left in my hands.

      How much am I really willing to risk for love?
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      I finished paging through the sheets of expenses, scribbling big red circles around all the items I found questionable, before moving the stack back to my father. He was still on the phone. I got up, mouthing, “Going to get something to eat,” and left his office. I exited his apartment and returned to my quarters.

      I needed space to think. My own space, without my father present. I kept trying to rack my brain as to where I could possibly find the files now. But each time, I drew a blank. It was the thought that they might be somewhere here in the IBSI’s Chicago base that was driving me insane. They could be so nearby.

      There was nobody I could ask, not even in a roundabout way. It just wasn’t possible to ask for that sort of information without arousing suspicion. The moment that happened, all my doors would be closed. Heck, I would likely have to flee for my life.

      My primary advantage over everyone else was that I was somebody whom my father still trusted. And that still remained my most valuable asset—one that I simply could not be reckless with.

      I dropped into a chair and leaned my head back, closing my eyes. I realized that continuing on the path of trying to locate the files was simply going to be too difficult, too time-consuming, and too likely to get me caught.

      As much as it pained me—given that all the details of the cure were probably clearly laid out in those files—I had to cast thoughts of those files aside. I had to pretend, at least for now, that they did not exist. How then would I go about this?

      As I brainstormed any and every avenue I could possibly explore, the lab on the other side of Chicago was at the forefront of my mind. Grace had recounted to me the scene that her father had witnessed there. They were conducting experiments involving Bloodless and even had a large stock imprisoned there. The scientists who worked there, surely, must know as much as there was to know about Bloodless. They worked day in and day out in close proximity with them… If they didn’t know what the cure was, who would? Given the dangers of their job, they must have some preventative measures in place in case one of them got bitten. At least one person there must know.

      The more I thought about it, the more it became clear that paying a visit to Bloodless Chicago was my next logical step.
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      Once I had formed a more solid plan in my mind as to how exactly I was going to go about this, I picked up my phone and dialed my father’s number.

      It was engaged, as I had expected. I opted to leave a voicemail:

      “Dad, I’m going for shooting practice… In case you wonder where I’ve gone.”

      I hung up. Something told me that he probably wouldn’t even notice that I was gone. He was too busy with his own affairs.

      I changed into a thick pair of pants, then donned a heavy jacket and a belt. Moving to the entrance hallway, I retrieved three guns from a cabinet and holstered them at my waist.

      Then I headed out of my apartment. On receiving my voicemail, my father would assume that I was practicing somewhere in the IBSI facility. He wouldn’t know where I had really gone. But I didn’t plan to be gone long. I couldn’t afford to get caught.

      I left the residential block and sped up to a jog. I would run, but I did not want to attract undue attention from passersby.

      I headed to the compound at the far end of the perimeter where our mutants were kept. It was a wide dirt enclosure. I searched for one of the creatures I had ridden before—the one that I had trained on. Jez, he was nicknamed by my trainer. He was one of the older creatures, more subdued and easier to control. I found him toward the back, tearing up the ground with his sharp talons. His severe birdlike face turned to me as I let out a sharp whistle.

      He eyed me for a few moments before ruffling his wings and padding over to me. I held out my hand cautiously, allowing him to sniff me. Once he nudged his head against my wrist, I was confident that he was comfortable enough in my presence for me to unchain him. I climbed onto his back. Digging my heels gently into his sides, I encouraged him to take flight.

      He was already wearing reins from the last hunter who had ridden him—not that I needed them. I’d been trained to ride mutants without any saddle or reins. That was the way that most hunters were trained because mutants did not like to have objects wrapped around or constraining them.

      Once we were in the air, high enough to soar over the wall that bordered the IBSI’s base, I urged Jez over it. A dark, murky river flowed immediately beneath us. And beyond that was the gray dilapidated city. I needed to head straight for the shore of Lake Michigan, where the lab was located.

      The landscape slipping away beneath me was a scene of horror. I could only imagine the fear and suffering Grace must’ve gone through in traipsing across it, all the while with the uncertainty of what was happening to her body after being bitten by two Bloodless. It must’ve been a living hell. A nightmare she couldn’t escape from. Just beholding the city from a bird’s eye view—the peeling buildings, the hulking shadows roaming the streets, the corpses littering the roads—was enough to give me shudders.

      With the mutant’s supernatural speed, it wasn’t long before we found ourselves circling over the crematorium-turned-lab.

      We could not be seen—that much was absolutely critical. I guided the mutant to touch down in the center of the roof, where I motioned to him to wait for me. He obediently folded his legs and sat down, gazing at me with beady eyes. Feeling confident to turn my back on him, I crept to the edge of the roof and gazed down at the immediate area surrounding the building, within the walls. The ground was scorched, the parking lot still filled with decimated vehicles—relics of Grace’s misadventures here. It seemed the IBSI had not gotten round to clearing it up yet.

      I crawled closer to the front of the building, where the main entrance was. Arriving as near to the edge as I dared, I knelt down, planting both my hands on the tiles to gain a steady stance. And now began the wait. I needed to gain a sense of who worked here. Who came in and out. Who appeared to be calling the shots, and who were merely obedient assistants.

      It took an uncomfortable amount of time for the first signs of life to show around me. But eventually gravel crunched, a deep engine rumbling from outside the compound’s gates. Keeping myself flat, I could just about make out the road from here.

      A tank was approaching. It stopped outside the gates, which swung slowly open. The vehicle moved inside, the doors closing again behind it. Then came the clatter of the doors opening directly beneath me—the main doors to the lab. Three men stepped out wearing white coats. They crossed the yard and approached the tank, whose doors also opened. A woman and a man slid out of the driver’s compartment at the front.

      The man who led the trio out of the lab—the tallest and apparently oldest with salt and pepper hair—spoke up in a gruff voice. “How many?”

      “Ten,” the woman replied.

      The man breathed out in apparent frustration. “I asked for double.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What went wrong?” he pressed.

      “We didn’t receive the order in time,” she replied. “But we can go back.”

      The man blew out again. “No. Don’t bother. Let’s just bring what you’ve got inside.”

      All five of them moved to the back of the tank. They opened up a back door and began to drag out bound men and women who had sacks over their heads… and were definitely not dead. More convicts like Orlando to experiment on, apparently.

      They carried the convicts into the lab, and closed the door behind them. The main doors bolted with a final click.

      At least I had pinpointed one of the showrunners. I needed to try to make him my first target…

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was nerve-racking waiting on that roof with Jez. He had to remain just as quiet as me, which was a lot to expect from an animal. I became all the more grateful that he had been available in the pen and I hadn’t been forced to pick one of the younger, rowdier mutants.

      More people moved in and out of the doors, but I held out for the older man. He had the voice of a heavy smoker. I suspected he would come out for a puff sooner rather than later. I kept an eye on my watch as the minutes went by. I was waiting exactly twenty-six minutes before luck went my way. The man strode out of the main door with a packet of cigarettes. As he stopped on the doorstep and lit up, I immediately sprang into action.

      I leapt to my feet and, backing away from the edge of the roof, approached Jez. We had very little time.

      I climbed onto his back and coaxed him into the air. We soared away from the compound and across the street parallel to it. I was looking for a Bloodless. Any Bloodless would do, but a smaller one would be preferable. I only had to wait until the third street to spot a group. Jez’s keen senses had noticed them too. As we took a dive, I tried to navigate him toward the smallest one, but his claws ended up grabbing the tallest. The Bloodless thrashed and writhed in Jez’s talons as we took to the air again, but the mutant held it expertly in its grasp—he had been trained to deal with these monsters since his birth. Jez kept it a safe distance away from me, quelling its attempts to lash out at me. I guided Jez immediately back to the lab.

      We soared over the roof of the large building and the second we arrived over the front yard where the man was still smoking, I nudged the mutant’s back legs with the edges of my boots, causing him to drop the Bloodless. It went hurtling to the ground and landed five feet in front of the shellshocked man.

      I instantly pulled Jez back. We touched down on the roof so that we wouldn’t be spotted while the Bloodless took a few seconds to recover from the fall and realize it stood before a meal of fresh, pumping hot blood. It lurched forward and pinned the man to the ground before he could even yell. Its fangs sank deep into the man’s neck. He let out a stifled cry, causing hunters to rush out from the building. The atmosphere erupted in shouts, curses and commands, even as bullets exploded. They fired at the Bloodless relentlessly until it became so battered it was forced to withdraw from the man.

      It rose and staggered back, even as hunters continued to pound it with bullets. Then a bizarre-looking machine—a flying spinning wheel, spiked with blades—came zooming out of the main doors and attacked the Bloodless. It sliced it to shreds in a matter of seconds.

      “Holy hell!” one of the hunters yelled. “How did that thing get in here?”

      Their faces panned to the sky, as if suspecting that it must’ve dropped from the clouds. Jez and I kept hidden before they refocused their attention quickly on the matter at hand.

      “Come on!” a woman hissed. “Fetch a syringe! We need to freeze the turning.”

      More hunters came hurrying out, and then one jabbed a needle into the man’s neck. Then they picked him up and carried him into the laboratory, out of sight.

      Freeze the turning.

      The words inspired hope in my heart. If they could freeze the turning, surely they could cure it too. Perhaps freezing was the first step in treating it.

      I had been holding out hope that I would hear them talk of a cure specifically—perhaps even administer it outside within my view—but this was better than nothing.

      But I was still left with the same damn question: what is the cure? It was aggravating to think that they might be whipping up the antidote right now, inside. There were no windows in this building. And of course, I couldn’t go in without blowing my cover.

      I launched with Jez away from the roof of the lab to somewhere more secluded—the top of a skyscraper. Sliding off him, I sat down on the edge of the roof and stared out toward the crematorium in the distance, as well as the lake beyond.

      Slowly, another idea trickled through my mind. An idea that I was sure was the most insane I’d ever had.
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      I need to get bitten myself.

      That’s the only way I can witness the antidote firsthand.

      If they would administer the “freezing” and then the cure to that scientist, I was sure that they would administer it to me to save my life. If my father was around, would he object? Would he rather me turn than know of its existence? He had no reason to suspect that I was a threat to its secrecy, like my mother was. But maybe he would fear this apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. Maybe he would still object. Or maybe he wouldn’t. But the trick was to not have him around. To create an emergency situation where the scientists in that lab had to make a judgment call. Treat me, or watch me turn.

      A chill ran down my spine. The thought of voluntarily getting mauled by one of those things was utterly terrifying. Willingly subjecting myself to their razor-sharp fangs…

      But at this point in the game, there was no way to move forward without taking risks. Big risks. I had to make sacrifices if I ever wanted to reach Grace in time.

      I sped with the mutant back to the IBSI’s headquarters. After securing Jez back in the pen, I hurried back to my room. I suspected that my father was still in his office. Maybe he had not even received my voicemail yet. As planned, I had not been gone long.

      Now, I needed to think. Think harder than I ever had before. In order for me to stand a chance of succeeding in this, I had to plan it through carefully. The setup had to be exactly right—a single mistake could send it all crashing down and in the worst case, I’d end up, ironically, exactly like Grace. Only my turning would be far more swift. I was not half fae.

      I spent the next half hour pacing up and down my apartment, even grabbing a sheet of paper and a pen to organize my thoughts. Once I felt at least semi-confident that I had a working scheme, I tore up and flushed the paper before leaving my apartment again and knocking on my father’s door.

      When he answered, he was not on the phone.

      “Come eat with me,” he said. “You hungry? How did the shooting go?”

      “Not hungry, thanks. Shooting went okay.”

      I should’ve been hungry by now—and I would be on a normal day, had I not had so much weighing down my mind. Ever since I’d woken up from the coma, I had been eating like a pig.

      We headed to his dining room. He pulled up his chair and continued to dig into his meal, while I sat next to him, pouring myself a glass of water.

      “I’m getting tired of the same old shooting environments within the compound,” I told him. “I need new challenges. I would like to venture out to the other side of the wall—into Bloodless territory—to gain more experience in a real-life situation.”

      He stopped chewing for a moment, his gaze passing over my face. Then, to my surprise, he merely shrugged. “All right,” he said. “If you want… How will you get over there?”

      “I guess I’ll take a mutant,” I said casually.

      He shrugged again, busying himself with his food.

      Well, this part had been easier than I’d thought it might be. Apparently he thought challenging myself was a good idea.

      The only reason that I was asking for “permission” in the first place was to keep his trust. Because of what I had planned once I returned to that part of the city, he would, sooner or later, find out that I’d been there.

      I sat with him for a couple more minutes, just to make my leave less abrupt, before rising to my feet.

      “You should be back before dark, though,” he said. “And don’t go venturing too far. Stay near the border.”

      Oops. That was a request that I couldn’t exactly acquiesce to. I would have to tell him that I’d gotten carried away and lost track of how far I was going…

      I left the apartment and returned to my own to pick up two sharp knives, which I strapped to my belt along with the guns, before heading out of the building. I returned to the mutants’ compound and located Jez.

      “Hello again,” I murmured, as I climbed aboard him and we lifted into the sky.

      My nerves built up within me as we soared over the IBSI’s walls and sped toward the lab. We had some time to kill. It would look too fishy if I headed right for the lab after my father had specifically advised I stay close to base. I had to make it look like I’d started out close but gotten carried away.

      We wandered for about an hour, me letting off the occasional gunshot, until finally it was time to get down to business.

      We flew to the lab compound and landed on the road outside. Wiping a sheen of sweat from my brow, I glanced up and down the road, scanning for any Bloodless that might be around. The best thing would be to wait for one to come roaming this way naturally. In spite of the danger the IBSI posed to them, one would have thought that, being animalistic creatures, it would be hard to avoid the temptation of hanging out near an area where there was a constant presence of warm human blood.

      I led Jez beneath the entrance of an old warehouse. There we waited, half cast in shadow.

      We weren’t waiting long. I soon caught sight of a group of three Bloodless heading our way. I supposed I’d been standing still for long enough to attract their supernatural senses to me.

      My breathing came hard and fast. Wow. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I felt even crazier than Grace.

      Their dark eyes flashed beneath the streetlights and settled eerily on me. I could see the sides of their shriveled mouths glistening—saliva.

      Jez immediately made to launch at them, but I held him back. He needed to take out two of them, but one I needed to keep for myself. Jez’s penchant for the large Bloodless would work in my favor this time. Of the three Bloodless loping our way, one was noticeably shorter than the others; in fact, it might have even been a female. Once I gave the mutant the go-ahead, he would shoot straight for the larger ones.

      A few seconds before they were upon us, I slapped Jez’s back. He rushed forward and dug his left talon into the tallest, leading Bloodless, while he gripped the second in his right. He was about to snap at the short female with his beak, but I drew her away in time. I began to dart down the street toward the gate of the compound, yelling at the top of my lungs:

      “Help! Help!”

      It was hardly difficult to infuse panic into my tone.

      I could run fast, so fast it made me feel dizzy at times, which meant that I at least had some time to play around a bit and wait for exactly the right moment…

      The door to the lab creaked open.

      Now. This was it.

      I stopped playing chase with the Bloodless and flung myself against the gates protecting the lab. A woman with a gun was rushing toward me, but before she reached me, cold hands gripped my shoulders hard. A clammy body pressed against the back of me, hauling itself upward, and then an icy wet mouth found its spot in the tender flesh of my neck. I felt two sharp punctures, painful like knives, which quickly dug deeper into my flesh and began to suck. The Bloodless’ mouth made a stomach-churning slurping sound close to my ear as she began to drink from me.

      The hunter moving toward me stalled momentarily in shock before yelling at the top of her lungs, “Another attack! Enforcements here now!” She added in an undertone, “Jeez, two in the space of a few hours.”

      I had never seen this hunter before. I wondered if she even knew who I was.

      I guessed she must have immediately assumed I was not a convict, that I was not from around these parts, due to the way I was dressed. Otherwise she should have no reason to concern herself over the loss of an inmate’s life. At least from the brief summary Grace had given me of this place, unless you were an IBSI member, it was a dog-eat-dog world. Every man for his own.

      She moved closer and began firing a gun at the Bloodless. She reached the gates, her bullets whizzing past my ear. More hunters arrived quickly, even as my pain intensified. My body felt like it might go into shock from the horrifyingly foreign sensation of the Bloodless’ teeth beneath my flesh.

      They opened the gates, causing the Bloodless to pause sucking momentarily. Then it pulled its teeth out of me and leapt toward one of them, greedy for another neck before it had even finished with the first one.

      The strange flying blade machine had been brought out again, and as I looked up in a daze, it whizzed over me, toward the Bloodless.

      I was surprised when the Bloodless, on spotting the wheel, instantly backed away. Heck, she turned on her heel and fled in the opposite direction. I was sure that was the first time I’d ever witnessed a Bloodless flee—usually when it came to human blood, even in the face of danger, they couldn’t help but still walk right into it.

      I didn’t have much time to ponder the matter, however, as faces appeared above me. The hunters gathered around me. They gripped different parts of my body, picked me up and hurried me across the yard and into the lab.

      “Thank God it’s just Lawrence,” one of them said, with an audible sigh of relief.

      I furrowed my brows. Just Lawrence? What was that supposed to mean?

      We moved through the lab’s entrance. The doors clanged shut behind me.

      “You’re going to be okay,” one of the women said in a soft tone. “You’re going to be okay.”

      Fluorescent lighting blared overhead. A palm pressed down against my forehead, and less than a minute later, I was being planted down on some kind of cool, hard surface. A metal tabletop.

      “You need to help me,” I breathed, exaggerating my pain. In truth, now that the fangs were pulled out of me, the agony wasn’t nearly as much. “I’m not going to turn, am I?”

      To my further surprise, the other hunters who had carried me here wandered off, leaving me with just two of the women. “No, no.” The woman smiled—Dr Finnegan, according to her badge. “Don’t worry. You’re not going to turn.”

      What is happening?

      She reached into a drawer and withdrew some cotton wipes and antiseptic. She wet the cotton and, tilting my head to one side, pressed down against my bite marks. My breath hitched, my whole body tensing. They stung like hell.

      She held the cotton over the puncture wounds for a few seconds longer to absorb the blood. Then, after drying the bites, she retrieved some Band-Aids and began to apply them.

      “What are you doing?” I couldn’t help but gasp.

      “Just treating your wounds,” she said calmly.

      “But the thing bit me! It bit me in the neck!”

      I motioned to sit up in my panic, but the women gripped my shoulders and simply pushed me back down.

      “We can see that,” the second woman—Dr. Norton—said. “But as Dr. Finnegan said, you’re going to be fine. Just lie back and relax. The shock will wear off.”

      I refused to sit back. I forced myself upright again and glared at the women. “I was just bitten,” I said, trying to steady my uneven voice. “How can you tell me that I’m going to be fine?”

      The women exchanged uncertain glances.

      As Dr. Finnegan looked back at me, she heaved a sigh. “I… I’m not sure that I have permission to explain.”

      “Permission to explain?” I repeated, my temper rising. “Why do you need permission? I’m Atticus Conway’s son, dammit!”

      She swallowed. Another second passed before she said, “Okay. Let me call your father.”

      Great. That was exactly what I had wanted to avoid. They had obviously been briefed by him that information given to me was to be censored.

      She withdrew a phone from her pocket and dialed my father’s number. It was just my luck that he wasn’t on another call at this exact moment.

      “Mr. Conway,” she said. “We have a, uh, situation down here in the lab. It’s your son. He just suffered an attack from a Bloodless. He was bitten in the neck. Oh, don’t worry. We’ve got him here. He’s sitting right in front of me as we speak.” Her eyes roamed me furtively. “Yes, he’s all right. But he’s confused about how we can be so sure that he won’t turn.”

      There was a pause.

      “You want to speak to him?” Dr. Finnegan went on. “Okay. I’ll pass him on to you.”

      She handed me the phone. I cleared my throat before saying, “Dad?”

      “Lawrence, what the hell?”

      “Yeah,” I murmured, “I’m sorry. I meant to stay near the wall but I got carried away during the shooting. I was following a large group and with both them and me traveling at supernatural speed, I lost track of the distance.”

      “How did you get yourself bitten?”

      “I got off the mutant,” I said. “I wanted to practice shooting from the ground. One of them came at me from behind while I wasn’t paying enough attention and, well, neither I nor the mutant noticed in time. It was a stupid mistake.”

      “A moronic mistake. First thing you learnt in Bloodless combat is never to leave your back uncovered. You should have been backed up against a wall or something else solid and high—”

      “Yes, I know. But it’s done; what’s happening now?” I pressed. “Why is everyone saying I’m going to be all right? Shouldn’t I be turning?”

      My brows were knotted in confusion.

      My father heaved a sigh—the same type of resigned sigh that Dr. Finnegan had let out a couple of minutes earlier.

      “Dammit,” he hissed. “I’ve got another call coming in. Look, Lawrence. Pass me on to Finnegan again quickly. I’ll give her permission to explain what’s happened.”

      Why did she not have permission to begin with?

      I handed the cellphone back to Finnegan. Placing it to her ear, she said, “Yes?” She nodded. “Okay. Okay. I’ll explain.”

      With that, she hung up.

      Dr. Norton wandered off while Dr. Finnegan pulled up a chair and sat down. Her demeanor was calm as ever, as though she were conducting a general health check rather than addressing someone who should have just contracted the most insidious disease known to man.

      “Well,” she began, crossing her legs, “as you know, you have undergone a special procedure. You are different from everyone else, Lawrence.”

      I stared at her. How could I be so different as to be immune to the Bloodless disease?

      “How, exactly, am I different?” I breathed.

      “Because of the new drug you were a—successful—test subject for. As you have witnessed yourself, it has the ability to turn a human into a strengthened being almost bordering on the supernatural. You can run fast, almost as fast as a Bloodless. When you get hurt or cut, you heal fast…”

      I instinctively reached for my neck and realized that the pain had stopped. I tore off the bandage, feeling for the wounds. My God. The skin had become almost smooth already. I also realized that this was the first time I’d gotten cut since waking from my coma.

      “It’s healed,” I gasped.

      She nodded slowly, with almost a hint of amusement in her eyes.

      “You see, Lawrence, one of the many components contained within the drug is derived from Bloodless DNA. We have been struggling for years to find just the right composition. We suspected early on, many years ago, that the Bloodless might play a big part in the future development of the human race, in our attempts to strengthen and equip ourselves against our intruders. But it has taken us many years and many failures to finally arrive at the right concoction. One that does not mess up a human’s system—make it weak, paralyzed or fatally altered—but instead works to enhance it. You, sir, are currently the only lucky person alive to have received the perfect formula… A suspected side effect of the drug is immunity to Bloodless venom. Just like with certain viruses, exposing oneself to a small trace of it actually serves to strengthen one’s resistance against it. The same principle has been in play in this case with you.”

      I sat there gaping as her words sank in. Although I had asked for details of what exactly the procedure carried out on me had involved before, I had never been given such a precise answer. It had always been vague—the procedure was extremely complicated, and unless I was a scientist myself, I wouldn’t understand it.

      But now… Now it all made sense. The convicts Grace had come across in this part of Chicago—they were all failed test subjects. They had received faulty batches of the formula, causing their systems to be “fatally altered”. That was why their life expectancy was so short. Why they were dropping like flies. And to add insult to injury, the IBSI was conducting further tests on them—while turning them into Bloodless. Grace had described a process where they withdrew blood from a man as he was in the process of turning.

      I wondered how many experiments and procedures relating to the Bloodless these people were carrying out here. And for what purposes? I wondered if they had developed the drug that I had been given here. Perhaps even the antidote itself had been developed here.

      I considered for a moment whether the drug I’d been given might also be the antidote, but that would not make sense. My mother had supposedly discovered it thirteen years ago before her death. They had only just arrived at my formula now.

      Dr. Finnegan seemed to notice my distracted state.

      “A lot to take in, isn’t it?” she said jovially, reclining in her chair.

      “Yeah,” I murmured.

      Now my mind was furiously working to figure out… What was next? It still didn’t feel like I was any closer to finding an antidote, even after offering myself up as a damn human sacrifice. Still, my efforts had not been rewarded.

      I cast my gaze around the lab, eyeing the scientists milling about, some hunching over the metal tables in clusters, while others stood in the aisles engaging in conversation. The Bloodless and convicts were supposed to be kept on the uppermost floors of this lab; I couldn’t see them from down here, neither could I hear them. Perhaps they were sedated.

      “Well, any questions?” Dr. Finnegan asked.

      I returned my focus on her.

      You bet. I felt like I might boil over with frustration. This woman sitting before me probably knew what the cure was. I figured that there was at least a fifty percent chance. All it might take would be for me to pop the question—a few words.

      But she had been so skittish about explaining the procedure I had undergone—insisting on getting permission from my father first—I could only imagine her reaction if I started spouting off about the cure. As tempting as it was, and as desperate as I was growing, asking her outright would not be a smart move.

      I had to try to coax the information out of her. At least some of it. Any of it. Anything at all felt like it would be a step forward at this point. Even if I could get some idea of what was involved in that “freezing” drug, it might help at least delay Grace’s demise… assuming it wasn’t already too late for her. None of us had any idea how long it would take for her transformation to complete. I had to focus on uncovering the cure rather than the freezing drug—it would be wise to assume the worst.

      I returned my mind to the present. Dr. Finnegan was starting to get fidgety. Like she wanted to return to work. I couldn’t have that yet. I had to keep her in conversation. “So, you’re really telling me that I’m still the only person who has undergone the procedure? I know my father is planning to do it soon—he has already been preparing himself for it, but have none of you scientists taken it yet? Nobody in this room?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Not yet. You are the first one.”

      “Why was I the first one?”

      “Because you volunteered,” she replied, without skipping a beat. “You just don’t remember.”

      Sure I don’t…

      “Why do I have a memory gap?” I asked. “Why can’t I remember?”

      “We’re not sure,” she replied. “It was the first time we carried out the procedure with the updated version of the drug, and it was obviously a nerve-racking experience.” Her lips curled in a grim smile. “I wasn’t there personally but for those who were, obviously, they had the life of our boss’ son in their hands. I think that they made a mistake somewhere in the process, which had an adverse effect on your brain, causing a kind of blackout in your memory function, but… I’m not sure, Lawrence. Although we seem to have gotten the balance of the formula right, there is still much perfecting to be done in regards to administering it.”

      “What other components are in the drug?” I asked.

      “Ah,” she said. “I’m afraid that is classified information. Not allowed to talk to anybody about it. Ask your father.”

      Yeah, right.

      “So, are you planning to take it?” I asked.

      “Who, me personally?”

      “Yes. You personally.”

      “Yes. I will,” she replied without missing a beat.

      “And once you have perfected the process and diminished the risks—is this drug something that you plan to make more widely available?”

      She hesitated this time. “I’m not sure. That is not exactly a decision I’m involved with. Again, ask your father.”

      She was showing definite signs of impatience now. She probably had a lot of work to finish before the end of the day, but I couldn’t let her go now. Not yet.

      “I get that you’re busy,” I said. “I know you don’t have a lot of time. But neither does my father. I honestly don’t get a chance to ask him much…” Since by now, we had crossed the subject of immunity to the Bloodless virus more than once, posing the possibility of a cure felt like a more natural place to lead the conversation. Even if I knew nothing about FOEBA, I was sure that it was a question that would be running through my mind now as I sat here in this lab of mysteries. And after she had explained to me that I had Bloodless DNA running through my veins, if I didn’t have a right to be curious about the subject, nobody did.

      I feigned a shudder. “It’s a good thing that I did undertake that procedure. Imagine if I was just a regular human. I would have arrived at the gates, yelling for help and… what? There would have been nothing you could do for me? You would have just watched helplessly while I turned?”

      Dr. Finnegan’s jaw tensed before, to my deepest dismay, she merely nodded. “Yup. Nothing we could have done. We might have developed preventative measures for the Bloodless virus, but no way to cure it…”

      I held her gaze, wondering what she must be feeling inside as she lied to me so boldly. She glanced away, breathing out, apparently uncomfortable beneath my perusal.

      “Well,” she said, standing up and yawning—a yawn that looked a little too artificial to me. “I need to get back to work… How did you get here in the first place?”

      “Uh, a mutant,” I muttered, my voice thick with disappointment. “In case you didn’t hear my explanation, I came out to practice my shooting.”

      “Right, well, your father will be wanting you back at headquarters. I’ll arrange for a driver to take you back in one of the tanks. Your mutant can ride along in that, too. Your father would not be amused if we let you return by yourself after the trauma you’ve just been through. Wait here and I’ll arrange it.”

      She left me and crossed to the other side of the lab, where she drew open a back door and slipped through it. I gazed around again at the lab, wishing that I could read these people’s minds.

      Then I spotted something that made me freeze. My mouth slackened as I caught sight of a man with salt-and-pepper hair appearing behind the doors of an elevator—the man whom I had caused to be bitten just a few hours ago. Albeit assisted by another hunter, he was standing, walking, as they moved out of the elevator and entered the room.

      I cursed beneath my breath as Dr. Finnegan returned barely a few seconds later, accompanied by a tall, unshaven man in a navy-blue janitor’s suit. She had been quick. She obviously wanted to get me out of here soon as possible—probably because she thought that was what my father would have wanted.

      “This is Kell,” she said as they approached me. “He’ll take you directly back to headquarters. Take care of yourself.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and walked away.

      I had no choice but to leave with Kell and tear my eyes away from the miraculously cured man as he made his way to the other side of the room.

      We left the lab and crossed the yard in silence. A tank was already waiting. Jez was also waiting out here, perched on the gates. Judging from the gunk on his talons, he had torn a number of Bloodless to shreds while he had been out here.

      I beckoned him down and climbed into the back of the tank with him.

      Kell slammed the door behind us, locking us securely inside. And then we began the journey back through the city of nightmares.
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      I tried to look casual as I entered the Mortclaws’ mountain and wound my way toward my parents’—and my old—bedroom.

      I arrived to find the door slightly ajar. As I entered, my mother was inside, sitting in the wooden chair in the corner. My father was absent. My entrance brought a relieved smile to her face. She stood up and moved toward me.

      “Well, where is…” Her voice trailed off as she poked her head outside the door, as if expecting to see… who exactly? Rona? Did she honestly expect me to bring Rona back here, after the massacre I had just witnessed them engage in?

      “What?” I said, my eyes narrowing on her.

      She appeared confused for a moment, but then shook it off. “Never mind,” she said. She straightened, looking me in the eye again. “You decided to return home by yourself.”

      I nodded, clenching my jaw.

      She let out a soft sigh. Reaching out to clutch my hands, she pulled me to sit with her on the edge of the bed.

      “Listen, Bastien,” she began. “Things are still not going smoothly between us, I know. And I’m sorry for that. I truly am.” She looked at me with an expression that I would’ve liked to think was sincere, but knew in my heart was not.

      “You must understand that we have a certain conditioning. We crave our own kind’s flesh like we crave air. It is our sustenance—a kind of sustenance that we simply cannot get elsewhere. I saw the horror in your eyes, my dear, but at the time I was too caught up in my hunger to stop and explain myself to you fully. But there are no more secrets now. You know what we are…”

      I had become tired of my mother’s switching personalities. There were times when she seemed soft, almost apologetic—but the next moment she would turn again, and become hard as stone. Impenetrable to any word or plea I might direct at her.

      Her words did not mean anything. Whether due to her conditioning caused by the black witches, or simply by choice, it did not matter. The result was the same. My family were cannibals—and my mother’s actions were doing nothing but making my life a misery in all respects. However apologetic she might appear, she refused to change or budge even an inch from her stance.

      My throat felt dry as I swallowed. I steeled myself for my next move, even as I wondered if I really had what it took to follow through. But she spoke again before I could begin.

      “I truly am so pleased that you made your way back here,” she said, her expression brightening. “Yuraya desperately wishes to speak to you about a misunderstanding she fears you and she might have had.”

      And we’re back to that dreaded girl again. I shuddered internally, recalling the look she had given me earlier. It had been salacious, vulturine, like she was undressing me with her eyes before we even knew a thing about each other. She repelled me. Such a far cry from my sweet Victoria.

      “Yes,” I managed. “There was a misunderstanding.” I wet my lower lip, and even as I hated to say the word, I called her, “Mother.”

      Warmth rose in Sendira’s cheeks.

      “Mother,” I said again. “You can understand how overwhelming all this has been for me. All this in such a short span of time. Discovering that my entire life with the Blackhalls had been a lie. Discovering that you are my parents, that I belong to the Mortclaw tribe—such strange creatures I never could have imagined in even my wildest dreams. And then all the consequences. The inherent responsibilities that come with having you as my parents. All the plans that you have already chalked out for me—plans which are so very different from my own. And your habits. Your ‘conditioning,’ as you call it. I have been feeling crushed. Overwhelmed. In a state of shock. The Blackhalls gave me a very sheltered life. Sheltered, innocent and happy. I do not know much about the world even now, and your storming into my life has turned it completely and irreversibly upside down. After witnessing you”—I had to pause for a second as my throat tightened in disgust—“murdering the Northstones and ravaging them, all I could think to do was run. Run away and try to clear my head of the horrors and just… think. I have come to the conclusion that I will probably never understand you, in spite of the explanations that you give. Perhaps because I have never and could never even conceive of seeing my own compatriots as food, there will always be a big gap between us. But… as I went away to think, and think, and think, I realized that in spite of all this… there still remains something in my life that I should be grateful for. That I have a family. That they are not dead. That they love and care about me.”

      My stomach churned. I felt sickened by my words—by just how much they were the exact opposite of what I was feeling—but I did my best to insert as much emotion into my performance as possible. Sendira had to believe me. She had to. This harebrained scheme of mine was my last resort. It had to work, which meant that she had to trust me.

      In spite of my perhaps unconvincing performance, it appeared that her natural motherly affection for me overpowered any flaws on my part. Her eyes becoming rheumy, her lips trembled slightly, as if she were fighting to suppress a sob.

      She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me against her. She bent my neck and rested my head against her shoulder. I sat with her awkwardly in this position for the next minute or so, until she finally released me. I let out a quiet breath.

      “Thank you, Bastien,” she said. “No matter what happens, no matter how much we may fight or disagree, we will always remain bonded, connected by a tie that can never be broken. You will always be my son and I will always, always love you.”

      I gulped. That was everything I did not want to hear in this moment.

      “I never stopped loving you all these years,” she went on. “Not a day passed when I was trapped on Murther Island when you were not plaguing my mind. When I wasn’t wondering what you were doing, how you were keeping. Whether you were being fed… There were so many days when I believed you weren’t even alive. That I would never see you again.”

      I could no longer hold her gaze. I looked down at my feet.

      “I know, Mother,” I said. “I know that you love me. And I know that you want what you think is best for me. So… I will try to cooperate and not make things so strained between us. I… I understand that you wish for me to marry Yuraya. And so… I will grant your request. I will try to get to know her. And I will try to come to love her.” Not that it seems love is particularly high on your agenda.

      “Oh, darling. You have no idea how happy that makes me,” she said. “I promise you that you will not be disappointed in her. She is a true match for you, my son. You need somebody who is virile, who can match our strength and speed. Just imagine the cubs you will produce! She will become a true life partner for you and live as long as you. You will get to know her and you will be happy with her. I know it.”

      I rose to my feet. “But I wish to delay the proceedings longer than a week,” I told her.

      Disappointment flashed across my mother’s face but she seemed too pleased by my general behavior to be too stubborn about it. “Well, why is that?”

      “Because I wish to get to know her better,” I said. “I wish to spend some time with her alone. Away from the confines of this mountain, where everybody can hear everybody. I wish for us to connect.”

      “I understand,” she replied. “We shall delay the proceedings by three days—three days for you to be alone with her and go wherever you please. How does that sound?”

      I scoffed internally. Three days. That was all my mother thought was required to get to know a life partner before marrying them. But I nodded. Three days was better than no days. And I feared to ask for more just in case it caused any suspicion in the back of her mind.

      I’m going to be in a race against time.

      “All right,” I said, reaching for the door and pushing it open. “Three days. I… I shall go to see Yuraya now.”

      My mother was still glowing as I closed the door behind me. Now that I was alone out in the hallway, I released the heavy breath I’d been holding, even as dread welled in the pit of my stomach.

      Three days.

      I just had to pray like I’d never prayed before that my plan would go smoothly, for the sake of Victoria and me, and for the sake of my entire homeland.

      And I also had to pray, for the sake of all that was sacred in love, that I would succeed before my virginity was lost…
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      I had been staring at the bulge of the vial in Mona’s bag for too long.

      The witch and her son still had their backs turned to me, almost knee-deep in the waves as they cooled off. My right hand stretched out slowly, tentatively at first, and then shot out all at once. My fingers parted the opening of the cloth bag all too easily. There wasn’t even a zipper to act as a barrier between that elixir and me. And then my fingertips felt the cool sleek neck of its glass container. My palm closed around it, and before I could think any further about what I was doing, I slipped it out.

      I planted the vial of green, brown-tinged liquid on my lap and stared down at it for several moments. It swirled and churned almost as though it were alive… or perhaps had awoken at my touch.

      My window of opportunity might only be a matter of seconds. If Mona and Brock turned around to see what I was on the verge of doing, I didn’t honestly know if I would still have the courage to go through with it. This was my choice, of course. I was an adult. As much as Mona had been reluctant for me to take another drop, I was sure that if I told her I was willing to take the risk she wouldn’t put up any further objections. But I didn’t want to see the look of nervousness in her eyes. The look of uncertainty. What I was on the cusp of doing would require every ounce of courage I possessed within me and the last thing I needed was even the slightest form of discouragement or negativity on my companions’ part.

      Just the tiniest drop, I repeated to myself. Half of the tiniest drop… I’ll be all right.

      I glanced furtively at Brock and Mona again. I got the feeling that they were just about finishing their dip in the waves.

      It was now or never. Jump in with both feet, or not at all.

      So, opening the stopper of the vial as quietly as I possibly could, I raised it while dropping my head backward and extending my tongue—all the while trying to ignore the smoke that spilled from it. But that was impossible to ignore. It made my eyes water and sting. I had to blink rapidly just in order to keep them open. Just a little bit further. I tilted the vial more.

      I started as a splash of the liquid dropped on my tongue. I knew instantly that it was too much. It was more than just a splash. It was more like a small mouthful. I had been so cautious about the angle at which I tilted the vial. It was as if the liquid had a mind of its own and decided to leap out in excess. I spewed out the liquid frantically, even as it spilled down my neck and beneath my shirt.

      I cursed under my breath. A burning sensation began to take hold of my tongue. It soon spread to the back of my mouth and my esophagus. I covered the wet patches of my shirt up with my cardigan before quickly fastening the vial and replacing it in Mona’s bag.

      I drew in a deep breath and tried to reassure myself. Although a lot of the elixir had spilt into my mouth, much more than a drop, I had not swallowed all of it. I’d spat much of it out. The amount that I had actually swallowed was only a small bit… wasn’t it?

      Turning my mind back to when Mona had fed me the liquid, I realized now exactly why she had used a spoon to measure out the portion before dropping it on my tongue. I should’ve thought to do the same, except I had no spoon. I could have poured a drop onto my fingertip, I supposed, but it was too late now. If any damage had been done at all… it was done.

      As I began to retch, I tried to muffle the sound. I settled my eyes firmly on the waves. Mona and Brock had prolonged their paddle in the waves, to my relief. It would give me some more time to regain my composure. I would tell them what I had done in a short while, of course. But I just needed to recover my nerves first, and gain a sense of what was happening to my body—if anything.

      The burning was still painful as ever. But I had experienced burning before. Had it been quite so severe? Something told me that it had not. But then again, my throat would be more sensitive this time around after the previous dose.

      I tried to numb the worries and simply focus on the ocean. The vastness of it. Its seemingly never-ending depths. Its strength. Its calmness.

      I was still trying not to vomit even as I felt a sharp cramp in the side of my abdomen. Now that… that was a sensation I had not felt before. I’d experienced my stomach churning, but not this type of pain. But again, I thought forcefully to myself, perhaps it’s simply a case of my human body still being sensitive.

      Then I realized the skin around the outside of my mouth was tingling. Around my lower lip, my chin, down the front of my neck, as well as my chest… Soon I felt the tingling spread all the way down to my navel, where the excess elixir had reached.

      The sensation was mild at first—disconcerting, but not quite unpleasant—but then it started growing harsher and harsher, until it was like dozens of needles stabbing into me at once. It became almost as unbearable as the burning inside me.

      Okay, something isn’t right. Something really isn’t right.

      I needed to tell Mona, even though I hated to cause her this kind of worry.

      But before I could even open my mouth to beckon the two back over to me, something strange happened. Even stranger than all the events of the last ten minutes combined.

      An alarming surge of energy erupted within me, like a firework exploding from within the very core of me. It came from nowhere. I felt an irresistible urge to suddenly leap up and start running. Running. Faster. And faster. Even before I could put my shoes back on. Even as the hot sand scorched the soles of my feet and whipped against my ankles. It was a need, an almost primal need, to run. Run like I needed to breathe. All I could do was surrender. I could barely even consider the fact that I had just raced away from Brock and Mona. I wasn’t sure if they had even noticed my leaving the rocks before I entered a line of trees, entered the woods.

      Sharp objects lining the undergrowth pierced my feet, even as I sped faster, so fast my vision became practically a blur. I didn’t know what it felt like to be high on drugs, but I suspected that this was something like it. Even despite the pain still coursing through me, the burning, the stabbing, and now the acute pain in my feet, somehow, it was as though my being transcended it all, and all I could do was continue racing. Racing. Racing. Where to, I had no idea. But the destination didn’t matter. It was just the movement, the seamless flow of my limbs. The breeze whipping past my face. The leaves grazing my skin. The musty scent of the trees filling my nostrils.

      I felt like a spirit of the trees. So one with this environment. So at home. Like I had been born and raised in these woods.

      Time became inconsequential to me. The only thing that existed was the ground slipping away beneath my rapid footsteps… Until the physical enclosure of my free, wild spirit let me down. A searing pain shot up my right ankle and my run was forced to an abrupt halt. I tripped and crashed to the ground, still rolling over and over from the impossible momentum I’d built up. I was unable to halt myself in time. A sickening thunk broke the sacred silence of the woods. My head collided with the base of a tree trunk.

      My harried breathing was loud in my ears as my vision began to fog over.

      Even now, every fiber of my being was begging to keep running. But as I glanced down, I knew that I could not. My feet were bloodied beyond recognition, and my right ankle was twisted at a disturbing angle. It looked like a lot more than a sprain.

      Funny, I thought groggily, that’s the ankle that let me down before, during my first ever trip to The Woodlands.

      My brain was shutting down. My vision soon blacked out completely, removing the view of my mangled ankle and feet.

      My breathing became slower, heavier, as though I were about to drift off into a profound slumber. A slumber I wasn’t sure I would wake from.

      But if I did, whatever state I might find myself in then, I knew what I had to remind myself of.

      This was my story. My choice.

      My risk.
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      The last words I had spoken to my mother were that I was going to see Yuraya “now”. That was not exactly accurate. I had a number of things to do before I could go to her. But I could travel quickly. She would not be waiting long.

      The first thing I did was race out of the Mortclaws’ mountain and speed toward the old port where I had left Rona. I continually glanced behind me to check that nobody was following me. The Mortclaws were capable of various kinds of witchery, but after the meeting I’d just had with my mother—after she had seemed so pleased by my behavior—I was sure that nobody would be chasing me now.

      Arriving at the old port, I quickly located Rona’s boat. I found her huddled beneath the upper deck, curled up in one corner, though she was not sleeping. Her eyes were wide open.

      She immediately shot up as I entered, relief washing over her face. But I had not come with any good news yet. I’d simply come to check in on her, check that she was still all right, on the way to my next destination… Which had to be Blackhall Mountain.

      Rona hated to be left alone again, but she was thankful that I had bothered to stop by and check in on her at least. She promised me that she would continue staying undercover until I came to her again.

      Thus, I left the old port and continued on my journey though the Woodlands.

      Cecil, Cecil, Cecil. I had hoped that he would be at home. He was the only person I was close enough to, who had enough knowledge to help me carry out my dangerous plan. He was many years older than my Blackhall parents had been, and he had traveled a fair amount during his lifetime.

      A bittersweet warmth rolled through me as I arrived outside the Blackhalls’ lair. The place that had been my home for as long as I could remember.

      How I wished I could turn back time. It was only a short while ago when Victoria had spent days with me here. When we had been discussing how we would make our long-distance relationship work. How, maybe, I would soon find time to spend a week or so with her in The Shade. At the time, the sudden responsibility of managing an entire tribe had seemed like a burden. Now, it seemed like the easiest task in the world.

      Shaking my melancholy aside, I approached the entrance and banged my fists against the door.

      A doorkeeper—Hefron—emerged a few seconds later, looking shocked to see me.

      “Bastien!” Hefron exclaimed. “What in heaven’s name happened to you? What has been going on?”

      Questions that I knew I was about to be bombarded with about a hundred times as I made my way through the chambers in search of Cecil. I didn’t have time to answer such questions now, for him or anybody else. Not even Cecil. I had only two objectives.

      “Where is Cecil?” I demanded.

      I was hurried to meet him in his quarters near the top of the mountain where he had been resting. He came to the door, bleary-eyed and confused. “Bastien? What—”

      “I need your help, Cecil. You must come with me. And in the meantime”—I turned to the rest of the crowd who had followed me up through the mountain—“everybody must leave! Evacuate! Take boats and sail away from The Woodlands. It is not safe for you. The Mortclaws have returned!”

      Everyone became deathly silent.

      “Th-The Mortclaws?” Cecil croaked.

      “You heard me!” I said. “They have returned, and I personally witnessed them wipe out the Northstone pack! They ate them alive! None of you are safe here. You must leave. Any other land will be safer than here. At least for now…”

      I was bombarded with still more questions, but I would only repeat the same thing until quickly, the werewolves began to get the picture. Those who had received my news departed from the hallway and began spreading the word to others around the mountain, until the whole pack was in a panic, everybody rushing in and out of chambers, preparing to leave.

      My heart ached for poor Cecil. He was an old man who really did not need this kind of pressure. But I desperately needed him to come with me.

      I told him to quickly pack up a few possessions for a journey that had no specified length. As he retreated to do just that, I hurried to my own quarters to do the same. I grabbed a bag and stuffed it with a few items of clothing before hurrying back to Cecil. I was glad to see that he was ready.

      I gripped his hand and led him down through the mountain toward the exit. It was daytime now and he was still in his humanoid form, which made it easy for me to carry him.

      I transformed into a wolf in the clearing and ushered him onto my back, even as the wolves behind us asked where we were going.

      “You need not worry,” I told them. “Just worry about yourselves. Get yourselves out of here,” I repeated for the umpteenth time.

      I could not wait to witness all the wolves bundle out of the mountain. I just had to trust that they would heed my warning. I took off with Cecil, bounding through the trees toward not the old Port but the new one, where the best-kept ships were moored.

      On arrival, I couldn’t care in the slightest which boat belonged to which tribe. I simply chose the one with the most levels—a beast of a vessel with five decks in total. By now, Cecil, atop my back, had stopped asking questions and realized that it was best to wait patiently until I started offering answers.

      After dropping off my bag near the bow of the ship, I took Cecil down to the lowest deck, where I told him to make himself comfortable.

      “I’ll return very soon,” I promised.

      Turning away from his bewildered face, I dashed away and headed for the trees again. Foraging in the undergrowth, I started looking for specific weed—one that was filled with a pungent sap that, when mashed up, gave off a most overpowering and unpleasant odor. It was also a fact little known to werewolves that the plant could be a powerful intoxicant; ingesting the right dosage could knock a werewolf flat out for days. I’d only discovered it by accident when I was younger; I had been a highly curious cub, probably a stupidly curious one. I would often try eating things I thought had an interesting smell—dirt, vegetation, bugs—and these weeds had been an unfortunate example of that habit. They had knocked me out for a day and a half, and had my Blackhall parents fearing I might never wake up.

      The weeds grew abundantly in The Woodlands, and I did not have trouble finding an ample supply nearby. Tearing at the ground, I gathered as much as I could in my jaws—careful not to actually swallow any—before returning to the ship and dumping it in one corner of the room where I’d planted Cecil.

      I repeated the process, hurrying back and forth from the woods to the boat, until finally, I’d piled up a huge stack of the weeds in one corner of the room. Then I quickly began slashing at the plants with my claws, until the whole room was filled with the vile scent.

      Finally, I turned to Cecil.

      “I’m sorry for all this, Cecil,” I said hoarsely. I drew in a shallow breath. “I believe you have been to The Dunes before, am I correct? The realm of the jinn?” I only knew about this land because of Victoria. She had taught me much about my world and hers.

      “I-I’ve never been there,” he replied feebly. “But I have passed by it a number of times before.”

      “So you would know how to navigate there from here?” I asked.

      “More or less, I suppose.”

      “Then I need your help….” As I began to explain my plan, I knew how crazy it was, how many things could, and probably would, go wrong. But I didn’t have time for doubts. There was no more time for thinking. Only doing.

      I told Cecil that if he didn’t want to go through with it, I could leave him on the dock, and the Blackhalls would soon arrive. He could depart with them, and I would somehow try to find The Dunes myself, even though I had not the slightest idea how I would even start going about such a feat. But Cecil, to my relief, said he understood the dangers but also the importance of my mission. He agreed to remain with me.

      And then… it was time for me to keep my word to my mother.

      It was time for me to return to Yuraya.
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      On reaching the Mortclaws’ mountain, I did my best to avoid my parents. I needed to find Yuraya and then get out of here as soon as possible. I asked the first wolf I came across—whose name I had forgotten—if she knew where the woman was. She led me to Yuraya’s door, which was thankfully far from my parents’, and left me there. Clenching my fists and steeling my nerves, I knocked. Opening the door, Yuraya stood before me in her humanoid form.

      “Bastien,” she murmured, her eyes widening with surprise, though it did not take long for her lips to curve in a wry smile. “Yes?” she asked, leaning against the doorpost and cocking her head to one side. “What brings you to see me?”

      She hardly appeared concerned about the “misunderstanding” that had supposedly taken place between us earlier, as my mother had said she was. She appeared confident as ever.

      “I have come to terms with my parents’ wishes,” I said in a low voice. “And I have asked that we be allowed three extra days before our marriage, in order for me to get to know you better.”

      Her expression lit up with delight. “That is a wonderful idea… How do you propose we do that, exactly? Get to know each other better?”

      “I would like to take you sailing,” I said. “Get away from this mountain and its claustrophobia. Have some time completely by ourselves.”

      Again, she approved. “I would adore that, Bastien,” she said. She moved closer and threaded her fingers through the fur behind my right ear. I couldn’t flinch or step away this time. I had to play my part. “When would you like to leave?” she asked.

      “Now, actually,” I said. “Just pack up a few things.” Not that she had much. I doubted they had had the time yet to create many new garments for themselves since escaping Murther Island. They were all still very much in the process of setting themselves up here in their lair. Yuraya was still wearing the same tattered dress she wore when I’d first laid eyes on her back on the charred island.

      “All right,” she said, stepping back and opening the door wider for me. “Why don’t you step inside while I sort myself out?”

      “It’s all right,” I said, not wanting to spend a second closer to her than I really had to. “I’ll wait out here for you.”

      “As you wish.” She backed away from the door and disappeared into her room.

      I gritted my teeth, glancing up and down the corridor as I waited. I just wanted this to be over with. I would have given anything in the world to travel forward in time to the moment when I could get Yuraya off my tail.

      She did not keep me waiting long. She soon emerged, carrying an old sack over her shoulders, the base of which bulged with a few items.

      “Well,” she said, shrugging and quirking her sharp black brows, “I’m ready if you are.”

      It was clear that she had no plans of transforming into a wolf herself; she wanted to ride on my back. I allowed her to climb on my back before I zoomed toward the exit of the mountain.

      “Aren’t you going to bring anything at all?” she wondered. There was an undercurrent of suggestiveness to her tone that I could not miss.

      “I have already gathered my things,” I told her. “They are on the boat, which I also prepared for us in advance.”

      I burst out of the mountain and began to pound through the woods faster and faster, even as Yuraya’s fists tightened around my fur at the back of my neck. I couldn’t help but be reminded of when Victoria had been in her position. When it had been her fingers twining through my mane, her long legs gripping my sides.

      I realized that was how I was going to have to survive this time I was forced to spend with Yuraya. Although the only thing similar about the two of them were their dark features, when she touched me, I had to imagine Victoria.

      Hopefully, I could keep Yuraya at bay long enough to allow any touching to be kept to a minimum.

      I traveled fast, which made it a struggle for Yuraya to breathe, let alone talk, which was my intention. We traveled in silence until the port came into view and I was forced to slow down.

      “Well,” I said, trying to inject at least a small fraction of enthusiasm into my deep voice—not very successfully. “Here we are.” I nodded toward the largest boat that I had chosen.

      Yuraya gasped with pleasure. “Oh, my. It looks like the largest ship in the dock. That really is huge… You can navigate ships?”

      No, was the honest answer. At least, I had virtually no experience doing it. But desperate times called for desperate measures… and unexpected skills to suddenly manifest themselves. Navigating the ship was actually the least of my worries.

      We boarded the vessel. I set Yuraya down on the deck before moving to the bow where I had left my bag containing spare clothes. I quickly transformed behind a mast and slipped into a pair of pants and a shirt before Yuraya could sneak up on me.

      When I returned to her, she was gazing about the deck, her nose wrinkled in disgust.

      “Augh. What is that smell?” she asked. “It’s coming from the lower decks.”

      “Yes,” I said, forcing an apologetic expression to my face. “I am sorry about that. While this boat is certainly the largest and I would say also the most beautiful of all in this dock, there was a rather unpleasant mess in the bottom deck. Apparently, the last werewolves to navigate this ship had no semblance of even basic hygiene… So I mashed up a few plants to disguise it. Unfortunately, they don’t smell a lot better.”

      Yuraya giggled, her grimace turning into a broad smile. Her eyes twinkled as she gazed up at me. “You’re funny, Bastien.”

      I supposed that was the best response I could hope to receive from her. I had been fearful she might immediately rush down to the lower deck to check it out for herself; but if anything, it seemed she would avoid it at all costs now because of the smell. Exactly what I needed.

      Taking her hand, I pulled her firmly with me to the bow of the ship, where I began to pretend to know what I was doing. Which was not an easy task. Even Yuraya ended up noticing my lack of experience as I struggled with even the most basic task of freeing us from the dock. She wasn’t any more knowledgeable than me, but we ended up figuring it out together. I heaved a sigh of relief as we began sailing over the waves, away from The Woodlands and into the deep waters.

      Yuraya stood on her tiptoes, gripping the railing at the bow of the ship and staring straight ahead as the wind whipped through her hair.

      I tried to busy myself with the workings of the vessel, but Yuraya was sharp. It didn’t take her long to realize that I was just delaying approaching her.

      She glanced back at me and narrowed her eyes. “Come, Bastien,” she coaxed, holding out a hand to me. “Don’t be shy.”

      I didn’t see any other option but to move toward her and take her outstretched hand. I stood next to her at the bow, even as she wound one arm around my waist.

      It felt like every muscle in my body tensed as she reached up to kiss my cheek.

      I tried to fix my eyes on the horizon, but I could feel her eyes raking over my face.

      Her fingers stroked my jawline, then tangled in a lock of my hair. “You’re so handsome, Bastien,” she whispered. “I feel so lucky to have you.”

      I realized that I was biting down so hard on the inside of my cheek that I was close to drawing blood. I tried to take a deep breath and loosen up a little. I faced her, and managed a smile, though I could not bring myself to return the compliment.

      Yuraya was the type of girl who would be attractive to most men. Striking features, sensuous eyes, ample curves in all the right places. But I was not most men, just as Victoria was not most women. My soul had already twined with hers. There was no going back. As much as the thought was frightening, it had become all or nothing. I would go to my death pursuing her love, or live the rest of my life without anyone’s at all.

      Yuraya blew out a sigh, apparently disappointed that I had said nothing to her in return. At least, she backed away from me for a while, and kept her long, thin fingers to herself.

      Then she murmured, “You don’t wish for us to marry, really, do you?”

      I was so tempted to just tell her the truth. That she was right. That the thought of marrying her made me sick to my stomach. But I couldn’t afford to go down that route now. Not after the trouble I had gone through to gain my mother’s trust. Besides, I wasn’t sure what was really going on in Yuraya’s mind. She could just be testing me perhaps. I also had to remind myself that she possessed the ability to travel back to Mortclaw mountain within an instant, whenever she pleased. It wasn’t like I had her trapped here with me… At least, not yet.

      I still had to be careful what I said, weigh every word to make sure that I did not take a misstep. I could not afford to upset her, because if I did, she might leave in a huff and zoom back to our family—which would leave me with no excuse whatsoever for being away from The Woodlands for the three days I desperately needed.

      As much as it killed me, I had to stop being so indifferent with Yuraya. Taking my first step closer to her, I positioned myself behind her until my chest pressed against her back. I allowed my hands to rest gently against her waist. She sighed softly, appreciating the gesture. She tilted her head backward and rested it against my shoulder.

      “I know we are still like strangers, Bastien,” she whispered. “But we have a lifetime to change that. I can make you love me. I know I can.”

      I swallowed as she twisted around to face me. She propped herself up on the railing so that her face could be more level with mine. Draping her hands around my shoulders, she planted a kiss on my cheek, too close to my mouth. Then her lips began moving closer until they claimed mine fully.

      As much as I reminded myself that I had to go through with this, it didn’t stop the guilt from clawing at my chest. It felt like I was cheating on Victoria, even more so when Yuraya whispered in my ear, “Kiss me, Bastien. Kiss me like you want me.”

      I moved my lips against hers. Her breath hitched, her bosom pressing against my chest.

      Her grip was strong, far stronger than Victoria’s. It took an actual effort on my part to try to maintain even a semblance of distance between us but I could no longer do it without her noticing. I moved my hands down her thighs and lifted her off the railing before heading to the center of the ship while she continued tasting my lips.

      “I want you to love me, Bastien,” she breathed. “And I want to love you.”

      “I know,” I whispered to her, as I managed to surface for breath. “I know.”

      I kept my eyes firmly closed—this was the only way I could maintain even a semblance of a fantasy that it was Victoria I was kissing, instead of this girl.

      “If you know, then say it back,” she coaxed. “Say you want to love me, too.”

      I conjured the vision of Victoria’s light blue eyes. “I want to love you.”

      My words seemed to send Yuraya into a kind of frenzy. She began kissing me harder than ever, her tongue pushing past my lips and exploring my mouth.

      Then her hands moved to my shirt and before I could even react, there came a loud ripping sound. She’d torn through it, ripping it right off.

      I was forced to open my eyes now, gripping her hands as they lowered to my pants.

      “Wait,” I managed, my eyes widening. “What are you doing? You know we cannot go so far until our wedding night."

      “To hell with tradition!” she whispered. Her lips and cheeks were flushed red, her eyes glazed with desire. “Nobody’s around,” she said. “Didn’t you say that you wanted me to take me sailing on this ship for us to get to know each other better?”

      I cursed to myself. I’d feared that she would twist my intentions in this way. I had just hoped that it would not happen quite so soon. The Woodlands were still in view, for heaven’s sake. We had hardly covered any distance at all yet.

      “Yes,” I said, my mind working quickly. I had to think how to avoid offending her. She was dangerously temperamental—the type of girl who might storm off at even the slightest mistake on my part.

      Her eyes were begging me as she clutched at my pants once again. I realized that there would be no getting out of this without upsetting her. She was burning for me, and she wouldn’t be satiated until she’d had me.

      Which meant that I could no longer wait to get the ball rolling with my plan.

      “All right,” I said softly. I moved my lips to her ear. “We won’t wait. We’ll make love here and now.”

      She stopped struggling and melted beneath my touch as I scooped her up in my arms.

      I carried her back toward the front of the ship and into the cabin that held the wheel and a long, wide, cushioned bench that was almost large enough to fit two people lying next to each other.

      I lowered her, pressing my lips against hers firmly as I rested her head against the bench. Her fingers trailed down my chest, toward my navel again.

      I clutched her hands once more.

      “Just wait one moment,” I told her, “You know this is my first time. Just let me… clear my head.” I hardly needed to pretend I was nervous at this point. I was nervous as hell. Putting myself in the position I was about to put myself into, when I didn’t even know that I’d be successful in my plan, was nothing short of terrifying. She was a Mortclaw, a freak of nature altered by the black witches. Which meant she was stronger than me. She could overpower me if she wanted to. The only thing keeping her from it was my promise that I wanted her. That I would claim her, if she would just give me a few moments to prepare myself mentally… whatever the heck that even meant.

      “Don’t be too long,” she said. “I’m dying for you.”

      My throat parched as a desert, I nodded and backed out of the cabin. I closed the door gently behind me and then dashed to the stairs leading to the lower deck. I traveled down one level at a time, until I reached the room where I had left Cecil. To my relief, he remained hunched in one corner, wide-eyed and nervous.

      I held a finger to my lips the second I entered, warning him not to say a word. Then I immediately set my focus on the mashed-up weeds. I only needed a small amount at first, just enough to buy me some time. I could always administer a top-up later.

      I chose a particularly succulent piece and popped it into my mouth. I chewed it, mixing its juice with my saliva, while being absolutely careful not to ingest even a drop.

      I was satisfied that I’d taken the right amount—not enough to hamper my speech or cause a bulge in my cheeks, but enough to still be able to do the job.

      I left Cecil and headed back to the upper deck. Yuraya remained in the cabin, obediently where I’d left her… except while I’d been gone, she had stripped herself bare.

      I staggered back an inch, my heart pounding in my chest. I felt the blood rise to my cheeks. I couldn’t deny that Yuraya was a beautiful specimen of a female. But she wasn’t mine. She was not mine.

      She gazed up at me with wide, expectant eyes. I moved toward her and, my hands shaking slightly, placed them on either side of her waist before lowering myself on top of her. Her hands once again reached to the band of my pants. She pushed them downward, but it didn’t matter now. I just had to be fast. Extremely fast.

      As she began to caress me in places I wished she wouldn’t, I focused all my attention on kissing her. Deeply. Fully. She was desperate to taste me, and I gave her exactly what she wanted, ensuring as much of my saliva as possible mixed with hers. This was the first time I had pushed my tongue fully into her mouth.

      My all-consuming kiss only heightened her excitement.

      As my body began to respond involuntarily to her, my tongue quickly darted out of her mouth, and scooped up the small, soft chunk of plant I had positioned at the back of mine. Moving my tongue through her lips again, I moved the pulp toward her throat.

      She was swallowing hard as she kissed me, as if she was drowning. I doubted she even noticed the small, soft piece of stem slide down her esophagus. If she did, she didn’t show it…

      Until her grip around me loosened. Her arms slid to her sides. Her lips stopped moving against mine. I raised myself above her. Her eyes had closed, her breathing slower, heavier.

      I pushed myself off the bench and stood up. I grabbed the garments she had torn off herself and laid them over her naked body. I let out a deep, slow sigh. Oh, Yuraya. I like you so much better when you’re asleep.

      I left the cabin and headed back down to the lowest deck where poor Cecil was still waiting. Now, at least, I could take him away from that horrible smell and bring him into the fresh air of the open deck. I would need him up there. For now, our main obstacle had just begun.

      I knew that I needed to seek out a higher power to help me and Victoria and The Woodlands out of our predicament. And I knew from Victoria that jinn were even more powerful than witches. The Shade, of course, had both witches and jinn, but I refused to go anywhere near that island lest something went wrong and I ended up cursing it with the wrath of the Mortclaws. I could never cause that kind of bother to them—have them be worried and perpetually looking over their shoulders for my stalking family every time they left their island. Not after the kindness they had showed me in saving my life and nursing me back to health. No.

      I had to find my own way in all of this.

      I had to find my own way, no matter the risks.

      And I had three days. Three days to both free my homeland… and alter myself irreversibly.
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      I went to see my father after returning to headquarters. I caught him between phone calls. I asked him why he never told me I was immune to the Bloodless virus. It was a safe topic and I wanted to see what he had to say for himself. He just told me that he hadn’t wanted me to think that I was invincible. That he’d wanted me to still be cautious, as if I were a human. That telling me I was immune might have made me reckless. He ended the conversation shortly after that—he had to attend a meeting—leaving me to return to my apartment.

      I’d already been brainstorming my next move during the journey in the tank. Now, lost in thought, I made my way to the kitchen to get some water when, to my utter shock, I found myself standing face to face with Benjamin Novak. I did a double-take, wondering for a second if I was seeing things. I wasn’t. Grace’s father had tracked me down.

      His somber expression unsettled me. Fear clawed at my chest. For a horrible moment, I was so certain that I knew what he was about to say. That it was too late. I had taken too long. Grace had turned. But to my relief, he didn’t. Though what he did say wasn’t much less unsettling.

      His voice was low and hoarse as he spoke. “Grace has lost her hair. Practically every single strand. She doesn’t have long now, Lawrence. Realistically, I’m thinking it’s a matter of hours. Have you made any progress at all?” His demeanor seemed almost numb—like he was already starting to steel himself for the eventuality of my failure and his daughter’s turning.

      I poked my head out of the kitchen door and glanced down the hallway toward the main door to double-check that I had locked it. On seeing that I had, I stood with him inside the kitchen, closing the door behind us to create a greater feeling of privacy.

      “I have not found the antidote yet,” I said. “But I am… somewhat closer now than when I started. I practically witnessed a man being cured.” I told him about the man I had seen being treated by the doctors in the lab. How they had managed to stop his turning. Granted, it wasn’t the same as healing somebody who had already turned into a full-fledged monster. But the principle ought to be the same. The infection had already been inserted into his bloodstream. Somehow, the doctors’ treatment had driven it out.

      “So you think they have the cure in that very lab,” Ben said, his face daring to brighten.

      “I think they must,” I replied. “But so far, I have been unable to find an opportunity to explore it.” God, what perfect timing Ben’s arrival was. “But you could go on a hunt. You could head there immediately. It’s the end of the day, and most of the scientists should have packed up by now and gone home.”

      “I should have done a check for it last time I was there.” Ben cursed beneath his breath. Then, without another word, he thinned himself and sped away.

      I could only hope that he would be successful in sifting through all the lab’s masses of bottles and ingredients to find the right thing. I really did not want to have to resort to the third idea that had come to me in the tank. That truly was a product of sheer desperation—arguably even more so than risking my life with a Bloodless… if that was even possible.

      I couldn’t sit down as I waited for Benjamin to return. I paced up and down my apartment, wringing my hands.

      When he returned over an hour later, I was relieved to see that he was carrying three bottles in his hands. But the expression on his face didn’t mirror my enthusiasm.

      “Almost everything was without name labels; they have some sort of color-coded system which made no sense to me. The lab was empty, except for Bloodless; seems like they have already turned the most recent batch of human recruits.”

      “So what are these?” I asked him in a whisper, gesturing to the bottles in his hands. “Random bottles you pulled off the shelves?”

      “Basically,” he replied, exhaling in frustration. “I found these outside the cell of one of the Bloodless. No idea what they are though. For all I know, they could be deadly. Meant to kill rather than cure. There’s no way we’re going to uncover the antidote from the lab in time. Grace will turn before we ever get close. We need inside information. Have you tried to pry it from your father?”

      I exhaled. You wouldn’t believe what I’ve already tried.
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      “What exactly have you tried until now?” I asked Lawrence.

      It was getting harder and harder to keep my nerves at bay. I was screaming on the inside, being torn to shreds by anxiety. But losing it would not help anything. I had to keep a calm head, for everyone’s sake.

      As Lawrence explained to me what he had tried so far, I couldn’t deny that the boy had guts. Lots. Deliberately putting himself in the path of a Bloodless and getting himself bitten was downright insane. His plan could have so easily turned into a disaster, like the Bloodless becoming more violent and tearing through his throat before anyone even had a chance to help him. Or the doctors simply being unable to treat him at all. He’d had no idea that he was immune to the Bloodless virus at the time. This was the same type of insanity that my daughter had displayed on entering the IBSI’s base in Hawaii completely on her own, with nothing but Arwen’s flimsy camouflage spell to protect her.

      Perhaps they really did love one another.

      Whatever the case, I couldn’t fault him for not giving it his all.

      “So we need someone on the inside,” I concluded, sinking into a kitchen chair. “Someone who is easier to threaten and manipulate than your father.” A lot easier. Even in the face of death, Atticus hadn’t been willing to spill his secrets. “But the scientists of the lab have left… Who else is nearby?”

      I found it odd that I had not spotted any signs of those big leaves from Aviary in the lab. Though it was possible extracts had been withdrawn from them and were being stored in a state I could not recognize.

      “Grace mentioned a man she could have sworn knew about FOEBA,” Lawrence said, “because of the way he’d reacted to her. Mr. Munston. He’s one of the tutors here for new recruits, but he is also involved in higher-level management. My father introduced me to him soon after I arrived here. In fact…” He moved over to one of the kitchen drawers and pulled out a phone. “I’m pretty sure I even have his number…”

      “Oh, while you’ve got that out,” I said quickly, while the thought occurred to me, “you should add a couple of Shade numbers. Just in case of an emergency. Hide them under some random name so if someone browses through your contacts they’ll never know.”

      “Okay.”

      I recited the numbers to Lawrence as he input them into his phone.

      “Now,” he said, wetting his lower lip, “my father input a bunch of managers’ numbers in here—”

      Lawrence’s voice cut short as there came a knock at the door. I thinned myself in an instant and backed up against one of the walls while Lawrence hurried out of the kitchen.

      I moved silently to the doorway and gazed toward the entrance at the end of the hallway as Lawrence opened it. His father was standing there.

      “Lawrence,” he said. “I’m sorry for being short with you earlier.” He stepped inside. “It was wrong of me not to inform you of the full effects the procedure has had on you, even if I did think it was for your own good… I’m heading to the lab now. I need to pick something up—a report from there that one of the professors forgot to deliver to me. Want to come? We can talk on the way.”

      “O-Okay,” Lawrence said, clearly taken aback. We both were. What did Atticus want Lawrence in the lab for? I would have thought Atticus would be making excuses to prevent Lawrence from spending too much time there, not inviting him to tag along on one of his visits.

      I couldn’t help but feel suspicious of his intentions, even though Lawrence had supposedly done nothing to arouse his suspicions yet. Then again, I felt suspicious of everything about this man. Whatever he did or said. I’d think he was plotting something even while going for a toilet break.

      “I’ll get my jacket,” Lawrence said. He turned around and made his way toward me. Unable to see me, he moved right past me and swung his head briefly into the kitchen. Not spotting me, he grabbed his coat and made his way back to his father. I kept close to them as they left the apartment and headed down the corridor. They descended the levels of the building and exited, stepping out into the open.

      “We’ll take mutants?” Lawrence asked as they began to make their way across the compound.

      Atticus planted a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it. “What better way to travel?” He smirked.

      They sped up to a jog and ended up outside an enclosure full of mutants, right on the other side of the IBSI’s compound. They fished out two of them, and, freeing them from their bonds, mounted them and launched into the sky. I followed as they soared above the high fence and out over the dark, grim city of Chicago. The night of my last visit here ran through my mind.

      I had been experiencing intense anxiety over my daughter during that visit as well. I’d come to save her from the hunters who’d embarked on a full-fledged hunt for her. It was hard to believe that her situation now was even graver.

      They crossed the city with supernatural speed, speed I had no problem matching, and soon enough they had arrived at the crematorium-turned-laboratory by the lake. They touched down in the yard and slipped off the mutants. They apparently trusted the beasts not to wander too far, as they left them unchained.

      Heading to the entrance of the building, Atticus pulled out a heavy chain of keys from his coat pocket. He unlocked the first door, and the second door further inside. Then we had entered the mysterious lab.

      The clanking of metal descended from the top of the atrium. Frustrated Bloodless, no doubt.

      Atticus led his son along one of the aisles to the far end of the room, where he stopped at a counter that lined one of the walls.

      I moved up behind them, trying not to breathe as I eavesdropped on the conversation.

      “You know,” Atticus said, opening the drawer beneath one of the tables and pulling out a stack of papers, “I’ve decided to undergo the procedure earlier—in three days. Hopefully, I won’t be out for as long a time as you were,” he added. “The process has been further developed since you took it.”

      Lawrence merely nodded. I wasn’t sure if he knew how much his expression emanated distrust—he probably didn’t. But Atticus noticed.

      As he tucked the pile of papers beneath one arm, he cocked his head to one side, looking into his son’s eyes. “Are you all right, Lawrence? You’ve been odd today.”

      Lawrence’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “I’m okay,” he said. “I guess I’m just still shaken from the incident earlier. I mean, I was attacked by a Bloodless…”

      Atticus rolled his eyes. “Guess that’s true,” he half muttered, half chuckled.

      He led Lawrence toward a set of elevators, and as he walked, I lifted myself overhead, positioning myself at the right angle to be able to read what was written on the front of the papers that he was carrying.

      “Equipment Audit,” was written in bold letters.

      My chest sank with disappointment. I mean, I wasn’t exactly expecting it to read FOEBA, but I’d been hoping it might be at least related to biology or Bloodless even in a loose sense.

      Atticus took Lawrence into one of the elevators, where, to my surprise, he pressed the number nine.

      The ninth floor. Where the Bloodless were kept.

      As the elevator doors dinged open, a chorus of screeching exploded around us.

      As father and son stepped out, and Atticus led Lawrence toward the nearest cage, an idea struck me like lightning.

      A lunatic idea.

      But Lawrence was crazy, anyway, wasn’t he? He had proven that well enough by now. And besides, it wouldn’t be Lawrence who was at risk, anyway…
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      I was taken aback that my father had brought me up here. Grace had described this scene to me before in brief—based on her father’s experience. It was quite another thing to see it in person.

      I wasn’t sure where Ben was now. Whether he had even followed me all this way to the lab, or decided to hang back in the apartment.

      “I never knew you kept so many up here,” I murmured to my father, gazing around at the aggravated creatures. They had been all but quiet when I had last been in the lab, earlier during the day. “I didn’t hear them at all before,” I added.

      My father looked into the cages with an odd mix of fondness and intrigue as we wound by them, as though he was enjoying a visit to the zoo.

      “They were probably put to sleep at that time,” my father replied. “The scientists have started giving them sedatives to calm them and avoid the noise during the day, so they can go about their work in peace.”

      There was a lapse in silence as we continued strolling past—my father far more relaxed than me. I asked, “What made you ever think to experiment with these creatures?”

      “That goes back a long way,” he said. “And, admittedly, I cannot take the credit for it. It was a suggestion of one of our scientists… who has unfortunately passed away since. He developed a theory that, since the Bloodless virus is merely a tougher mutation of the original vampirism which is primarily effective on humans, there might be a way to use it to our advantage. Turn a problem into a solution…”

      He stopped outside one of the cages and stared one of the Bloodless straight in the eye even as it gripped the bars and screeched so loud it felt like its lungs might burst. My father merely looked back at it calmly, assuredly.

      “There is opportunity to everything in life,” he said softly, “if one simply looks for it. Ways to turn bad into good. A disadvantage into an advantage.” He clenched his jaw. “Everyone will come to understand it some day; these Bloodless were and are a blessing in disguise.”

      “I admit I don’t exactly understand your logic,” I said dryly.

      My father sighed. “You will, Lawrence. You will… Within your lifetime you will witness and understand a lot of things. Continue to work by my side, and your name will be inscribed in history books for generations to come.”

      I felt I would rather my memory be scrubbed from all existence than have my name listed alongside my father. A murderer.

      “Things may not seem clear now,” he went on, “our strategies may seem confusing, even conflicting at times. But that is because we are sailing uncharted waters. We are going where no man has dared go before…” His voice trailed off into profound silence.

      His talk was making me feel sick. The way he was trying to spin his gross play for power and control into something higher, into something noble, grated on my nerves. But I held my tongue, willing myself not to show my annoyance.

      I drew in a slow breath. Okay. What are we doing here? I was trying to rack my brain as to how I could use this situation to my advantage, but—

      A deafening crash of metal ricocheted off the walls. My father and I spun around to the origin of the noise to see… one of the doors to the cages hanging open. Its lock had been hacked off from the outside. And the cage itself… it was already empty.

      My father bellowed a curse, pointing to the roofs of the cages to our left. The Bloodless had leapt onto them and were scampering toward us.

      Who else could have done this but Ben? He must have followed us all this way. He must be here right now. But what the heck is his game plan?

      I cursed along with my father as we raced to the elevators. We had to slam the doors shut manually in order to close them in time. My father pressed the button for the ground floor, even as the Bloodless hit the metal, creating a dent in the doors. As we began to descend, lowering from the ninth floor, a heavy weight thumped down on the roof of the elevator. One had gotten into the elevator shaft already. And then came another. And another. Three Bloodless were now standing on the roof. They began to pound against the ceiling until a fist broke through.

      We stopped the elevator prematurely and leapt out on the third level, just as the Bloodless created a bigger hole in the roof. We dashed past tables and lab equipment toward the other end of the floor. My father seemed to be moving purposefully, but I wasn’t sure that he knew what he was doing until we reached a thick, reinforced door in the opposite wall. As the Bloodless loped out of the elevator shaft, he fumbled with his keys, opened the door and yanked me inside with him. We both slammed it shut behind us. He pulled the bolt, locking us inside. This door would take a lot longer for the Bloodless to penetrate—that much I was certain of. I guessed this was designed for emergencies such as this. As I gazed around at the small room—more like a large cupboard—that we had entered, I realized that it was an armory, filled with guns.

      My father’s breathing was hard and fast as he took a moment to recover. He reached into his pockets, then cursed. “Dammit! My phone slipped from my pocket in the run. Lawrence, do you have yours?”

      I made a show of looking for mine. I did still have it, hidden deep in my back pocket… But something held me back from telling the truth. “Ach, dammit. No, I don’t,” I said. “Forgot to bring it with me.”

      “Okay. We’re going to have to handle this ourselves.” My father exhaled heavily. “How the hell did they get out?” he muttered beneath his breath. He began milling around the room and examining the weapons. He picked up a particularly large one, a machine gun, and handed it to me, before taking one for himself.

      I kept quiet, the pulsing of my blood loud in my ears.

      The Bloodless had reached the door by now and were pounding heavily against it. Although it shuddered, it was showing no signs of giving way. Not yet.

      I had to figure out what Ben’s plan was, and fast. Otherwise, if I made the wrong move, I could actually thwart it. I tried to calm my mind and think clearly. Ben had released the Bloodless. What other reason would Ben do that but to have them attack my father? If that supposition was correct, it didn’t take a genius to guess what his train of thought must’ve been. He wanted my father to get bitten and infected by a Bloodless.

      I had my phone with me still. My phone which contained at least one contact whom we had a strong suspicion knew what the cure was. If my father got bitten, and I dialed the number—while maybe transmitting a video to Mr. Munston to prove that my father was in the process of turning—that could shock Mr. Munston enough into letting me know how to aid him. My father might not be willing to let on the procedure to anyone, even in the face of death, but I found it hard to believe that others held the same resignation. Especially if the son of their boss was calling them up and pleading frantically.

      I feared that I might have completely gotten the wrong end of the stick regarding what Ben meant. But as my father continued to pull weapons off the shelf, along with piles of ammunition, that was the only thing I could think of that made sense. Ben wouldn’t have let the Bloodless loose for no good reason.

      And doing it out of revenge or frustration would have been stupid, and unlike Ben—or at least the small amount I had gotten to know about him. He was a strategic thinker.

      I gazed at the locked door. Now that we were trapped in here, what could I do? Let the Bloodless in somehow, without my father noticing that it was me? Or when we barged out—which we would have to do eventually—set my father up to be attacked?

      As much as I had become disillusioned with my father, the notion made me feel sick. As much as he had changed, he was still my father. My own flesh and blood.

      “We’re going to go out,” my father said, breaking through my thoughts.

      “O-Okay,” I said, repositioning the gun in my hands, placing my finger over the trigger.

      “Keep your back to the wall for as long as possible.” He motioned with his hand for me to back up. “And fire as many bullets as you can at the weakest parts of their body.” He pulled out two daggers that I hadn’t seen him retrieve from the shelves, and handed one to me. “We have to first take them off balance and then dismember them. Only one cage escaped… we’re talking about eight Bloodless. The situation could be worse.”

      “Right,” I said. It could be.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, moving to the door. “Start firing the second I open it.”

      “Okay,” I said, even though I was still trying to figure out what, exactly, my game plan was supposed to be. I had to hope that Ben intervened once we opened the door and made things go the way he’d planned.

      When my father opened the door, I fired at the seven Bloodless awaiting outside. My father quickly joined me. One of the Bloodless, hardly deterred by the bullets, leapt forward into the armory. It moved to grab me, but before it could reach me, my father brought the end of his gun smashing down hard against its skull, causing it to stagger and drop. I followed through with my blade, slashing at the back of its neck until I severed its head, while my father continued to fire through the door.

      I wished that my father had not intervened just now. That he had left me to fend for myself. His protecting me only made things more emotionally difficult.

      Once the Bloodless’ head was severed—even if its body did continue to move—it was no longer a threat to us. I kicked the head like a football away from my path so I wouldn’t slip on it before assisting my father. He had started firing two guns to make up for my lack of assistance. He ordered me to do the same. A moment later, we had four guns blazing at once. The remaining Bloodless weren’t as gutsy as the first; though they remained standing outside the door even as bullets hurtled into them, they didn’t leap closer to us.

      My father moved forward and I strode by his side. Now we were down to six. We had seen only seven altogether. My father had talked of eight, which made me wonder where the eighth one was…

      As he stepped out, a foot in front of me to attempt to force the group of Bloodless further backward, he yelped. I had been focused on my own firing, but as I spun to face him, it was to see him tumbling to the ground beneath the weight of a falling Bloodless. It was as if it had fallen from the ceiling, directly above him… but more likely, I suspected, Benjamin had managed to get hold of it and dropped it upon my father just at the right moment.

      I couldn’t hurry to his side to make sure that the Bloodless was not sinking its teeth in too deep—we couldn’t afford to have my father die—because I was forced to keep my attention on the other six Bloodless to prevent them from piling on top of my father, and me, too.

      I used my unnatural speed to my full advantage. Holding my dagger aloft while swooping down to pick up the blade my father had dropped, I launched at the Bloodless and began to slash them up so fast, I would have looked like a blur as I moved to any onlooker. I focused on severing their heads, one by one, before chucking them over the railing—far away from their writhing bodies as if I feared they would reconnect again.

      I got bitten more than a few times in the process, and endured several slashes and gashes from their razor-sharp claws, but it didn’t matter now that I knew I was immune to the Bloodless virus. I barely even felt the pain.

      Once I had cleared the floor of oncoming Bloodless, I whirled toward my father, intending to haul the Bloodless off him, since I figured that enough venom should’ve gotten to him by now. But as I turned, Ben had already done the job. The Bloodless was floating in the air toward the roof of one of the cages. The outline of Ben was visible subtly behind the beast, pinning it down against the bars, even as blood—my father’s blood—dripped from its shriveled lips. I hoped my father hadn’t spotted Ben—really, he should have waited for me to get to the Bloodless myself, but he must have done it for good reason. Maybe it had looked like the Bloodless was about to do more serious damage. Hopefully my father was too far out of it at this point anyway to notice Ben’s approach, especially if he had been semi-transparent.

      “Dad,” I wheezed, rushing over to him. My father was groaning in agony as he gripped his throat. His limbs had already started to tremble.

      I had to act fast.

      I wanted to call out to Ben and ask him to clarify exactly what he planned to be done next. But obviously, that was a step too far. We couldn’t afford for my father to realize Ben’s presence lest he put two and two together.

      Thus I did the only thing I could think to do. I dug my hand into my pocket and retrieved my phone. My father’s eyes had closed at this point, too consumed by the agony. If he survived this, and ever got round to asking me about the phone, I would just have to tell him that desperation had a way of making you remember things. That I’d had it in my pocket all along after all. I swiped to Mr. Munston’s phone number and dialed it, my hand shaking as I waited for him to pick up. His voice arrived at the other end within thirty seconds. I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “Mr. Munston,” I gasped, “this is Lawrence. I need help! My father, he’s been attacked and bitten by a Bloodless. He’s turning into one! We’re in the lab by Lake Michigan!”

      “What?” Mr. Munston breathed. “Lawrence? What the—? Is this some kind of—?”

      “Would I joke about something like this?” I practically roared. “I’ll show you, for crying out loud!”

      I started recording a video of my father writhing on the ground, and zoomed in to show his bite marks clearly, before getting a shot of the still-moving bodies of beheaded Bloodless surrounding us.

      I kept the video short so that it could be uploaded and transmitted to the man quickly. I waited a few seconds for Mr. Munston to receive it, and when he did, he swore.

      “Dear God,” he breathed. “How did this happen?”

      “There’s no time for questions!” I yelled, my voice booming around the cavernous lab. “I need help! What can I do to help my father? This lab is full of stuff! There’s got to be something!”

      I wasn’t sure how conscious exactly my father was at this point, but I had to assume that he was listening to my every word. Still, there should be nothing suspicious about what I was saying—I was just a young man whose father was turning into a monster before his very eyes, and I was just desperate to fix him, somehow, anyhow.

      “I-I don’t know,” said Mr. Munston, to my dismay.

      Liar. I didn’t believe that he didn’t know. I was sure he was just too afraid to break the protocol of silence over the matter—he was probably sworn to an oath to never speak a word about FOEBA to anyone, under any circumstance. He probably feared for his life and that of his family if he broke the oath, even in what seemed like an emergency situation. I needed to speak to someone whose shell was softer…

      “We should send in an emergency group of scientists,” he said.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Unless they’d allow me to watch every single step of the process, which I doubted. I was already foreseeing them arriving, swiping my father away to some private room where they would treat him away from anyone’s prying eyes. Then all this would have been for nothing—my attempt to throw myself at the Bloodless, and now Ben’s attempt to throw them at my father. We would be back to square one. My nerves couldn’t take it.

      “There’s no bloody time!” I bellowed. “I need information right here, right now! Put me onto a scientist who knows what they’re talking about, instantly!”

      My aggression seemed to get through to Mr. Munston. Although he still refused to offer any insights of his own, he dialed me through to another scientist… a scientist whose voice I recognized as the same woman I’d spoken to earlier, just a few hours ago. Dr. Finnegan. Gosh. It was hard to believe it was only a matter of hours since I’d last been sitting in this lab as a patient.

      “Yes?” she answered, her voice tense, as though she’d already had some kind of briefing from Mr. Munston.

      “I’m sending you a video,” I told her. I hit send quickly and she gasped on the other end as she viewed it, the same type of gasp that Mr. Munston had let out, except more strangled, more feeling. With her being a woman, I had to hope that she would show more empathy than him.

      “I know you said there’s no way to help a bitten person, but please!” I made my voice crack. “P-Please. It’s my father. Help me! There’s got to be something in this lab.”

      “I-I can tell you how to slow the turning process while we send in—”

      At least she was basically admitting now that it was possible to help him even at this stage.

      I dropped my voice to a whisper, hoping my father couldn’t hear clearly what I was saying. “It’s too late for that. The video I took was taken some time ago. I had a problem with getting a signal and I’ve only just managed to communicate with the outside world. My father brought me down here to pick up some papers that one of you forgot to deliver to him. We found Bloodless escaped and we were attacked. He’s already lost all his hair! His nails are loosened!”

      That was, of course, a lie for the most part, but as unbelievable as my statements might sound, she was going to have to believe me. I hoped that my panic would get through to her. She was old enough to have a son my age.

      When she fell silent, it seemed like I might have just struck gold. It occurred to me that perhaps she was the scientist who had forgotten to deliver the papers, causing us to come down here in the first place. Could it be such a happy coincidence?

      “Where are you in the lab?” she asked in a voice so low it could have almost been mistaken for a man’s. I had managed to strike some kind of nerve in her, anyhow.

      “I’m on, uh, the third floor,” I hissed, still trying to be mindful of my father hearing as little of this conversation as possible—I’d even wandered toward the other end of the lab, though in my urgency and desperation, it was kind of hard to keep my voice down. I was having to keep reminding myself.

      She drew in a shuddering breath. “Okay. Okay… I’ll help you.”

      “Thank you,” I gasped, meaning it with every part of me. It took guts to agree to what she had. I appreciated that.

      “Go to the ground floor.”

      “Okay, I’m going!”

      I hurried toward the smashed-up elevator and pressed the button for the ground level. As the doors were about to clang shut, I was met with the sight of Ben zooming toward me, still holding the Bloodless he’d hauled off my father in his grasp. He stepped into the elevator after me a second before the doors closed.

      “Good grief,” I breathed, putting my phone on mute for a second. The Bloodless struggling in his grip, Ben slammed its head against the elevator wall to keep it from lashing out at either of us.

      “Can you get rid of that thing!” I hissed.

      “Yes,” Ben replied. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to kill it unnecessarily.”

      “Well, can you please do something else with it than drag it around?” I breathed. I prayed that my father hadn’t noticed it suddenly disappearing from the roof of the cage—assuming he hadn’t noticed it magically get up there in the first place. I didn’t know what state he would be in right now. I hated to think.

      “Lawrence?” The doctor’s voice spoke in my ear. I unmuted the microphone.

      “Yes,” I said quickly. “I’m still in the elevator.” The doors opened. “Okay! I’m here. On the ground floor. Now what?”

      “Head to the fifth aisle, assuming you’re facing the entrance.”

      “Yes, I’m facing it,” I said. “Okay, I’m going there now.”

      I hurried there while Ben scoured the room for somewhere he could stuff the Bloodless. He spotted a fire exit and opened it, stuffing the Bloodless outside before quickly slamming the door shut. Those fire exits were strong—just like the door to the armory and, indeed, the main entrance to the lab. The Bloodless wouldn’t be getting back inside in a hurry.

      As nerve-racking as it had been to travel down the building with that thing in the small elevator—I might be immune to their venom but I wasn’t impervious to their claws, and neither was Ben when in his physical form—I understood Ben’s hesitation to kill it, of course, now we knew there was a cure. That was a person. A sick human. No longer just an unthinking, unfeeling monster. No longer an “it”.

      I needed to start treating the Bloodless with the same respect myself, and not kill any without good reason.

      “So are you in the aisle?” Dr. Finnegan asked me.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Head to the last table on your left-hand side.”

      I sped up to a run, Ben catching up behind me. We arrived at the table at the same time. “Now, beneath the table, you will see a block of drawers. Yes?” the doctor said.

      “Yes.”

      “Open the bottom drawer. You’ll find a large assortment of color-coded tubes,” she said. “Take out a purple one, a green one, an orange one, a blue one… Got them?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then the last one you need is—”

      Just as she had been talking, and I had been hurriedly scooping up the colored tubes into my hands, a deafening alarm sounded, shrieking through the lab like a choir of banshees. I could hardly hear my own thoughts, let alone Dr. Finnegan’s voice on the other end of the phone.

      What is that?

      I pressed the phone harder against my ear, but it was hopeless. Her voice came like a vague whisper. Dammit! I hurried to the bathroom situated near the fire exit, but the blaring was just as loud in there. It was as though every single corner of the lab was reverberating with the sound. And then, as I glared in frustration down at my phone screen, it was to see Dr. Finnegan had hung up.

      No. No. This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening! We’re so close!

      I glanced frantically at Ben, who had followed me in confusion.

      I shoved the colored tubes into his hands. “Keep these safe,” I hissed to him, even though he hardly needed to be told that—and could barely hear me anyway over the ruckus. I figured it would be wise to hand him my phone, too, for safekeeping.

      Had my father sounded the alarm? In his desperation, had he managed to crawl to an alarm trigger? Perhaps he’d thought that I had run for my life to escape the Bloodless. Just abandoned him.

      I raced back to the elevator and returned to the third floor. As I sprinted to where I’d left my father… he was no longer there. The spot where he’d been lying and writhing was empty.

      As suddenly as it had appeared, the alarm stopped shrieking.

      “Lawrence!” My father’s strangled call came from my right.

      I whipped around to see his silhouette in the dimness at the end of the row of cages, hunched over in a chair. He sat next to a metal lab table lining the wall.

      “Dad?” I called, squinting even as I began hurtling to him.

      He was clutching a syringe in his hands, a syringe which was tinged with blood. His left hand was pressing down against his wrist, which I realized he had pierced with the needle.

      He had stopped shaking, but still looked deathly sick and weak, like it was a struggle just to sit up straight. His face was shining with sweat as he gazed up at me.

      “Lawrence,” he said, gasping for breath. “I need your help. I managed to freeze the turning—but it won’t last forever. An hour or so. I sounded the alarm for help, but there’s no guarantee when help will be able to get here. I need you to administer me a formula. Downstairs, in the fifth aisle, at the end, beneath the table on your left, you’ll find some drawers. Open the bottom one and you’ll find some tubes with colored labels. Inside are liquids. You need to pick out a purple, a green, an orange, a blue, and a red. The liquids are already measured. You just have to pour them into a glass tube and bring it to me.”

      I could hardly believe my luck. My call with the doctor had been cut short, but here was my father now, semi-delirious with pain and panic, telling me the exact ingredients we needed.

      “Okay,” I whispered, trying to still look nervous and anxious even as my chest soared with relief. “Wait here,” I told him. “You’ll be safe. I managed to finish off the rest of the Bloodless.”

      “Hurry!” he wheezed.

      He didn’t need to tell me again. I darted away from him, back to the elevator and punched the ground-floor button. When the doors dinged open, Ben was waiting just outside, anxiously, still clutching the test tubes.

      “I’ve got the cure,” I hardly dared to breathe. “I’ve got it!”

      Purple. Green. Orange. Blue. Red.

      I repeated the combination over and over in my head like a prayer. Though there was no way I would forget it. My ears had become sharp as a vampire’s the second I realized what my father was about to spill.

      Grabbing Ben’s arm, I pulled him back over to the chest of drawers we had been unceremoniously torn away from. Opening the bottom drawer again, I picked out three of each color and laid them on the table.

      I gave two of each to Ben and whispered, “Take these back to The Shade, a single tube of each color makes up one dose. I’m giving you two of each just in case one breaks…” He also still had the incomplete set of tubes I’d given him before. Though I was sure that Ben would sooner lose a limb than let one of those bottles be smashed. I had to hope that nobody noticed so many were missing, when I was only supposed to have mixed up one formula for my father. If somebody questioned about it, I’d have to say I was in such a panic that I dropped a bunch, or something…

      Ben looked like he could hardly believe what I was saying. His face lit up with the same relief I felt inside. He carefully stowed the tubes into his pockets.

      “Thank God,” he whispered. He gripped my shoulder. “Take care of yourself. Try to find a way back to us as soon as you can.”

      I nodded. Then he zoomed away toward the fire exit. Opening it carefully, he slipped out and closed it just as quietly behind him.

      I let out a long sigh of relief as I gathered up the small test tubes. Snatching up a large empty tube which had been turned upside down to dry on a rack, I made sure it was completely devoid of water before pouring each of the colored liquids into it. I sloshed them about within the cylinder until they were thoroughly mixed. Then I hurried back up to the third level.

      My father was sitting where I had left him in the chair. His head leaned back against the wall, his eyes closed. His breathing was sharp and erratic, his arms slumped in exhaustion.

      “Dad,” I called, hurrying to him with the mixture. “Here. I’ve got it!”

      He still didn’t stir. I wondered if he’d fallen into some kind of coma. I grabbed his arm and shook him to see if my touch would make any difference. It did.

      But not in the way I expected.

      The second my fingers closed around his shoulder, his right hand shot upward, sending the full glass tube flying out of my hands and shattering to the floor. The next thing I knew, something sharp had pierced the side of my neck. Something thin, long, and sharp.

      A syringe.

      I could no longer command my limbs. I lost all feeling in them. As I sank to the ground and my father loomed over me, in my last moments of consciousness, I was staring up into his eyes, darkened and possessed.
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      After the alarms suddenly started blaring in the laboratory, things became confusing to me, to say the least. One moment Lawrence had been rummaging through a drawer, picking out tubes, and the next, he sprang away and lurched for the toilets. I assumed that he’d been unable to hear what the doctor was saying on the line—unable to hear the rest of the ingredients that would make up the cure. But then when he raced upstairs and returned to retrieve a full set of tubes from the drawer while reassuring me that I now had everything I needed to administer a cure—I could only assume that he had managed to catch everything she had said after all. Or perhaps he’d managed to resume the call while he was upstairs… I hadn’t been sure of his purpose in rushing up the elevator; I’d guessed it was to switch off the alarm, because it had stopped screaming soon after he’d left.

      Whatever the case, I hadn’t had time to ask him about logistics. I had even forgotten to return his phone to him; I still felt its weight at the bottom of my left pocket. As soon as I realized he had the answer, I had to get out of the lab and begin my race back to The Shade. My race against time and all odds.

      As much as my heart swelled with relief at the feeling of the small tubes clustered in my pockets, I couldn’t shake the fear still pooled in the pit of my stomach. It had been hours since I had left Grace. And hours, in Grace’s time, was like an eternity.

      She’s got to still be all right. I’ve got to reach her in time. It would be a cruel twist of fate indeed for me to reach her just an hour, or maybe even moments, after she had turned.

      But now, even in the worst-case scenario of reaching her too late, I comforted myself that it wouldn’t be the end of the world. We had the cure now. Even if I was forced to witness my sweet, innocent daughter as one of those monsters, it wouldn’t be for long.

      As I hurtled over the ocean toward The Shade, even my supernatural speed was painfully slow. It was at times like this when I would have given anything to be a warlock, to be able to vanish myself halfway across the world in a matter of seconds.

      I focused my mind on my daughter, visualizing her still in bed the way I had left her.

      When I finally approached the borders of the island, I bellowed for someone to let me in. Thankfully, they didn’t keep me waiting long. It was Shayla who came to me. Her face was gray and lined with worry, though her eyes brightened a touch on seeing me.

      “Grace hasn’t turned yet, has she?” were the first words to slip from my lips.

      “No,” Shayla said. “But she’s much worse than when you left her.”

      My throat tightened. Much worse than when I left her. God. This was going to be harrowing.

      “I’ve got the cure!” I said. I dug my hands into my pockets and brought out the small tubes.

      Shayla gasped, staring at the objects. She quickly performed the standard test for all arrivals at The Shade to ensure that I was not an intruder in disguise. Then she magicked me directly to the hospital, right outside my daughter’s room.

      I was actually grateful that she did not take me straight inside. I had a few seconds to steel myself for what I was about to witness before knocking.

      “Come in!” River’s strained voice called.

      I burst inside. I was unable to immediately see my daughter. She was surrounded by my wife and family. River leapt to her feet, desperate hope flashing in her eyes.

      “I’ve got the cure,” I told her. “I’ve got it.”

      She broke down in tears. “Oh, God, Ben! You angel!”

      “Lawrence is the one you need to thank,” I murmured, hurrying over to my daughter’s bedside.

      My stomach churned at the state of her. She was curled up in a fetal position, her bald head tucked between her arms. Her body had wasted away in the hours since I’d seen her last; she was as emaciated as a corpse. She was holding on by a thread, poor thing.

      “I need a cup,” I said hurriedly. River shoved a hospital glass my way. I dried it with the nearest thing to me—the end of one of the bedsheets—before sweeping to one of the bedside tables and laying down the tubes. My parents, who had been sitting around it, got up and moved away to grant me some space. I unscrewed each of the tubes one by one and tipped them into the glass, careful not to waste a single drop. There was hardly any liquid in them to begin with. Then I shook the glass in circles, making sure that it was thoroughly mixed.

      “Baby,” I whispered, my throat choking up as I placed a hand on my child’s fragile shoulder.

      She stirred and lifted her head slowly to face me. Her face was almost unrecognizable. I could hardly bring myself to look at it. It was so bony, the skin so stretched, and her nose was starting to disfigure.

      “Here,” I managed, helping her to sit upright.

      Her body quivering, she appeared to be in a daze of pain. I wasn’t even sure if she could hear what I was saying. But she gripped the glass as I pressed it to her lips. Then she began to drink in small drops, until she’d finished the glass.

      A chill silence descended on the room as we all watched her like a hawk, hope and expectancy pulsing through all of our veins. Nothing happened for the first minute, except for a belch escaping from her cracked lips.

      And then something happened.

      But it wasn’t what any of us had been expecting.

      It wasn’t what any of us had been expecting at all.

      Her quivering turned to violent shaking and then, like a horror movie I couldn’t pause, her body began to morph rapidly. Her eyes narrowed and blackened, and her nose completed its recession in a matter of five shocking seconds. Before my mind could even crawl out of its denial, she sprang to her feet on the bed. Her eyes trained on each of us surrounding her, and then she leapt at the closest person to her—River.

      Though I was still reeling in horror and disbelief, my instincts took over. I shot toward River, scooping her out of the way and soaring up to the ceiling before Grace could touch her. River was quivering like a rabbit in my arms, her gaze frozen on our daughter beneath us.

      “Get out!” I bellowed, even as my voice cracked. “Get out!”

      I dashed with River to the exit and set her down as everyone else raced after us. Grace hurtled just as fast, but before she could reach out to try to grab someone else, I swept toward her and caught her by her waist, swooping her backward and pinning her to the bed.

      She wasn’t a danger to me—at least, her venom wasn’t. I had to watch out for her claws, but otherwise I was the only one who could risk restraining her.

      “What the heck is going on?” my uncle Lucas called from outside.

      He came zooming through the door a second later and stalled, gaping at me struggling with my daughter.

      A slew of curses escaped his lips as he approached the bed. “Wh-What happened? You didn’t get the antidote?”

      I couldn’t even conceive of bringing myself to talk in this moment. My emotions were wild, my mind out of control. Disappointment was pulverizing me to dust, terror ripping me apart.

      And above all, a devastating guilt was crashing down upon me as the question wormed through my brain:

      What have I just done?
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      I woke up to the feeling of something tight binding my wrists, chest and waist. My heavy eyelids unglued. My vision cleared. I was in the center of a small square room with stark white walls and a wide blank screen directly in front of me. I was strapped to a heavy metal chair that was nailed to the floor.

      As my memory slowly returned to me, my heartbeat quickened.

      Where am I?

      I played back the last hour in my head before my unconsciousness. My father’s suggestion that we take a trip to the laboratory. Ben letting loose a cage of Bloodless. The struggle that had ensued, my father getting bitten… My call with the doctor, and then the alarm. Every subsequent event shot through my mind in a flurry while I tried to piece together what exactly had just happened. Why my father had stabbed me with a needle. Why I was sitting here now.

      My mind came up with a single answer:

      Ben.

      Somewhere along the line, even in his agony, my father must have noticed Ben. I had feared that he might have a couple of times during all the craziness, but had pinned my hope on him being too distracted to notice. But he must’ve seen him. He must have, or else… Nothing else would explain his behavior. He had spotted and recognized Ben from The Shade. And he had realized that I was working with him. Then… then… my muddled brain struggled to piece together what it meant. Or rather, struggled to accept what it meant.

      I had been unable to obtain the full recipe for the antidote direct from Dr. Finnegan’s mouth. The last ingredient I had gotten from my father and, at that time, he must’ve already known about Ben, because Ben had not returned to the third floor after I had come down to speak to the doctor.

      Which meant… the recipe that my father had given me for the antidote. The formula that he had so blithely shattered on the floor. Was that not the real cure then? Was that last ingredient fake?

      Even as it made every fiber of my being tense with fear, I could not bring myself to believe that he would have told me the truth. That he would’ve given me the full, genuine recipe.

      The blood drained from my face.

      What was in that red-colored tube? My father’s only addition to the doctor’s lineup of bottles…

      Would it cause harm? Or would it just render the formula incomplete and useless?

      Oh, God, Grace. Please be all right. Please be all right.

      If something happened to her, it would be all my fault. I had assured her father that I had given him the cure. That everything would be fine, if he just fed it to her.

      Then anger welled within me that she and I were even in this position in the first place. That we’d ever had to go to such lengths simply to do what was right. We had done nothing wrong or illegal. Why is this so damn hard?

      I strained against the chair, mustering all the power that my body possessed, but I could not break free from it. It held me fast, and I could hardly even budge an inch on the seat.

      “Let me out!” I shouted, my voice bouncing off the walls.

      Where had he taken me? What was he planning to do with me now? Now that my father had obviously discovered that I was aware of the existence of the cure, he must’ve suspected that I knew about FOEBA, maybe also the mystery surrounding my mother’s death.

      How did he live with himself?

      What is going through that brain of his?

      Was he planning to kill me too? If he had been, why had he not done it already? Why bring me here and wait for me to wake up? Was I nothing but a risk now? A risk to all that he had worked for his entire life?

      I yelled again, trying to attract someone’s—anyone’s—attention. Whatever was about to happen, I did not want to wait for it. I wanted to look my fate in the eyes now. Nothing was worse than drawn-out ignorance.

      Still, I could hear no footsteps. But after I shouted for the third time, the screen in front of me suddenly flickered and flashed on. I found myself staring at the backdrop of my father’s Chicago office. His laptop was open on his desk, but he was not sitting behind it.

      Dad? I was about to call, but I could hardly use that name for him anymore. I didn’t know what he was to me now, but Dad no longer seemed like the right word.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      The screen jolted slightly, as if somebody was adjusting the camera, then Atticus finally came into view. He had changed clothes since the last time I had seen him. I wondered how much time had passed since I’d been knocked out. Hours? Even days?

      God knew.

      He eyed the camera stoically while sitting back in his swivel chair. There was still a touch of uncharacteristic paleness to his face, but otherwise, he looked recovered from the incident in the laboratory.

      “What are you doing?” I repeated.

      Swallowing, he clasped his hands together in front of him on the desk, gazing steadily at me. His cold gray eyes seemed to pierce through the screen and touch me.

      “Lawrence, Lawrence, Lawrence,” he said slowly. He ran his tongue along his lower lip, before breathing in deeply through his nose. “I’ll be honest. I have not been sure what to do with you.”

      I waited with bated breath, unsure of how much, if any, information I should bother revealing up front. I was sure that he already suspected everything, but that was still not a reason to tell him more than I absolutely needed to. It was wiser to hear from his mouth everything he thought I knew.

      “So how long have you been in allegiance with The Shade?” he asked. His voice was steady, albeit tinged with a hint of disappointment.

      So much for my resolve to hold myself back. His words grated on me intolerably. Here he was, keeping me an unlawful prisoner in this room and having the gall to conduct this meeting like it was an interrogation.

      “How long have you known about the antidote?” I shot back.

      He sighed even more heavily. “About fourteen years.”

      His truthfulness—assuming that he had spoken the truth—took me aback. I was so used to his words being lies or twisted in some way. I wasn’t sure how to read him being straightforward with me. If that was what he was being, I couldn’t help but feel that this was a bad sign. There was something ominous about his demeanor.

      I was tempted to prod him to go on, but allowed him to go at his own pace.

      His eyes took on a distant quality, no longer staring at me, as though he was losing himself in memories. “It happened one Christmas Eve. I had been in my office, holding an emergency conference call. We had been discussing a recent finding that had come to light among some of our scientists involving the Bloodless. Unbeknownst to me at the time, your mother had heard every word of the conversation and, in the days that followed, began tracking down the scientists involved.” He rubbed his temples. “She never did understand my methods. One could say that our marriage started going downhill ever since she got to know me better. She didn’t like what she saw because she didn’t understand me… She refused to understand me.”

      What is there about you to be understood? You’re just a power-hungry—

      “When it came to my attention that she had been in touch with the scientists and, indeed, had not only founded an underground movement to spread propaganda and information about the antidote via the deep web, but also arranged clandestine seminars to demonstrate the cure with the aim of popularizing the knowledge worldwide, I had no choice but to put a stop to it.” He coughed dryly, his eyes returning to me. “I was hoping that you, Lawrence, would be different. That I could strip you of whatever conditioning you might have picked up from your mother, and train you to be the best that you could be. A good worker. A good asset to our organization. But then you, too, deviated… You’ve asked me before why you have a gap in your memory—from the date of your graduation, up until the moment you woke up in The Shade. Would you like to know why that is?”

      I nodded, even as the knots in my stomach continued to grow tighter. It felt like the more information he was spilling to me, the more my fate was being sealed. But if I was going to die anyway, I would rather die in knowledge and clarity than ignorance and confusion. As painful as it was, I would rather understand the full truth about everything my father was.

      “History repeated itself that fateful day of your graduation,” he went on. “I promised you that I would be there for your ceremony but unfortunately, I had been unable to attend. I must say, though, Lawrence, that I had fully intended to. Circumstances just… got in the way. I received another urgent call which I had to take in my apartment. Another conference call, ironically. Angered at my absence, you came looking for me as soon as the ceremony was over. You had a spare key to my apartment at the time. And you eavesdropped on the conversation… I was discussing some things involving your mother. And I might have let slip a thing or two about what truly happened to her the night her car went sliding off the mountain.”

      I gaped at him, stunned at his coolness, his callousness, when speaking of his own wife’s, my mother’s, death. I couldn’t help but wonder how he ever could’ve loved her in the first place. Perhaps he hadn’t. Perhaps he had only married her because he’d seen some use in her. And when she’d “deviated”, it hadn’t been difficult to write her off as yet another one of the IBSI’s long list of losses. Either that, or he was mentally unhinged.

      His words were like poison to my ears as he continued. “I’m afraid to say it, Lawrence, but her death was not the accident the papers made it out to be. It was planned, meticulously. Her movements had been monitored and we had found out about her activities. Unfortunately, I had no option but to lay her to rest. She would not have stopped until she wrecked every single plan I had ever made. Every vision the IBSI had for our planet’s future. She had to be stopped for the good of our planet, and countless generations to come.”

      “So,” I began, my voice trembling as I spoke. I could hardly even get a word out straight. “S-So you had her assassinated. You murdered her.”

      He nodded. “I’m afraid that I did.”

      Hearing this admission straight from my father’s mouth, I couldn’t help but choke up. I could hardly breathe for several moments as the revelation sank in fully—to the very core of me—for the first time.

      My mother. My beautiful, loving mother had been snatched from this world by my own father. He was the cause of all those years of suffering without her. All those years of grief. And I was only one story. One life affected by him. God knew how many other hundreds and thousands of people had suffered needlessly because of his suppression of the antidote for fourteen years. Fourteen years. That was like an eternity in this day and age, in this world ravaged by preying supernaturals, where a vast percentage of the population woke up not even knowing if they’d make it to the end of the day.

      “Why?” I croaked. Although my father had touched on the subject, he still had not given me a real reason. He spoke in riddles, of vague notions of “doing things for the greater good”, “sacrificing for future generations”, but he never explained how. How his actions could possibly be for the good of anybody but himself and the rest of his power-hungry colleagues.

      He stood up behind his desk and began to pace slowly up and down, prowling like a panther.

      “Why do you think I do it, Lawrence? Answer me that first.”

      I hadn’t been expecting him to redirect his question. I found myself stumbling for words. The truth was, I didn’t know. I only had my own speculations to go by, along with Ben and Grace’s. “Power? Control? If the Bloodless disappeared overnight, what excuse would you have for maintaining your status quo? Everyone knows that the Bloodless are the only creatures you are truly effective at quelling… And that’s why you can’t stand vigilantes, right? Even though the people of The Shade—The Shadow League—have only ever worked for the same thing you supposedly are, you call them meddling. Destructive. All you ever did was try to trip them up, never even attempt to combine forces and work with them. More than supernatural crime and loss of human lives, you hate vigilantism. Isn’t that fact alone enough to lay bare where you and all your people stand?”

      I felt quite winded as I finished. I felt sickened to my stomach just contemplating my father’s and the rest of the IBSI’s behavior.

      The corners of my father’s mouth twitched in a smile. A bitter half-smile. “That’s what everybody thinks,” he remarked, “so it’s understandable why you would fall for that, too. It’s an easy soundbite. ‘The IBSI are control freaks. Power-hungry maniacs.’” He stopped pacing and leveled with me. “Now, I’ll be honest with you, son. There are definitely some who join the IBSI merely for the feeling of control and superiority. But those who come with this motive never last long. Because that is not, in fact, our ultimate objective. Maintaining our ‘status quo,’ as you eloquently put it, is merely a means to an end. Not an end in itself.” He resumed his seat behind the table. “The IBSI itself was born out of a vision—a vision that I have worked tirelessly to uphold to this very day. As hard as it might be for you to believe it now, I want to make this world a better place. I want to improve the state of people’s lives. For them to stop feeling weak and helpless in the face of supernaturals who can swarm our lands at any time.

      “For too long, humans have been the weak race—helpless creatures ripe for the plucking by virtually every supernatural in existence. Once they began to swarm to Earth in droves, something had to change… We started by developing a powerful creature for ourselves that could assist us in quelling at least the Bloodless—and our mutants were a result of that. And we are continuing to develop and make them stronger by the day… But that was only the first step. A temporary measure to help keep the chaos and loss of humans at bay. We needed to improve ourselves. Make ourselves a stronger species. We will never have the advantages that most supernaturals have, but we can at least make ourselves a force to be reckoned with. Make them think long and hard before attacking us.” He blew out, and gazed at me with an unsettling expression of melancholy. “You Lawrence, were the first true step in that direction. You see it for yourself how your speed almost rivals the Bloodless. Your strength still has some way to go, but you are equipped to fend for yourself in a way that most humans would never dream of. We wish to make all humans like you, but this requires a large amount of time, resources, and space for us to work. And we need control, not only to continue our developments, but to implement them when the time comes and we are ready.

      “There’s not a single other person or organization on the planet right now who shares the vision we have. Nobody else is working for the grander scheme of things. They simply live day by day, as though wearing blinders, without a thought for long-term planning or the history of the human race.

      “The reason it has been crucial for us to suppress the antidote in order to keep ourselves in control is because the moment the governments sense they no longer desperately need us, everything comes crashing down. The governments themselves are filled with stupid, incompetent people after nothing but power and assets. If they did not absolutely need us, they would not care for the IBSI. The leaders would all go off on their separate agendas, too blinded by their own selfish motives to think clearly or even consider for a moment how the human race will survive in the future… This world is full of monkeys, Lawrence. Monkeys in high places. The only way to deal with such a scenario is by force. By giving them no choice but to comply. That is why the IBSI must dominate and rule with an iron fist. That is why we can have no cracks! No loopholes for them to spot and use to try to thrust us out.” He paused to draw in a breath. The passion he had exerted in delivering his speech had flushed his cheeks. I could practically feel his intensity emanating through the screen, making the atmosphere of my small room buzz.

      When he continued it was in a quieter, though no less impassioned tone. “It pains me to see that you too have fallen into the trap of short-term vision. Looking around you and seeing only what is there today, rather than what will be there tomorrow. You too have, albeit unwittingly, been blinded by selfishness—by your personal connections. The friends you made on that island, the young woman you seem to have taken a fancy to… even your mother.” He closed his eyes, rubbing his face with his hands. “Her death was a tragic waste of a good life… I loved her, Lawrence, despite what you might think. I loved your mother deeply. But even I could realize that love equated to selfishness. If I was truly a man capable of love and compassion to others, then I would show it to as many people as I could. Your mother died thinking that she was doing what was right by exposing the antidote, not knowing she was actually attempting irreversible harm… And then when you eavesdropped on my conversation that night of your graduation, and you overheard me talking about your mother, you freaked out—as was to be expected. You confronted me and although I tried to explain, you would not listen… It was like déjà vu. I had no choice but to sedate you and impair your memory. And then I had to think what on earth I was going to do with you… You are my son, Lawrence. I had already been through the trauma of losing a wife. I did not want to lose you, too.

      “So I decided to give you a second chance. You were, after all, still so young. I hoped that if I could wipe your memory of that night, we could start afresh. So it was I who essentially volunteered you for the new drug trial we were preparing to run. I did not want you around Chicago. We took you to The Woodlands, where we had an underground lab. Where you would be isolated and—we thought—safe. Then, as usual, The Shadow League came along and wrecked everything. I had to personally go to The Shade and grovel in order for them to return you to me.”

      He paused, his eyes boring into me. “And now, Lawrence… I’m not sure where we can go from here. I’m not sure that I can ever trust you again. If the memory wipe did not fix things between us, then nothing will.”

      I glared back at him, although I couldn’t honestly say that it was with the same intensity as before. His explanation for his actions, spoken with such conviction and self-assurance, had shaken me. It had me wondering whether he really was telling the truth—whether, all along, he had truly believed he was working for the long-term benefit of humanity.

      It would explain a lot of things—like how he could bring himself to murder his wife, and why he had deliberately distanced himself from his own son. It was a personal sacrifice. He had to essentially make himself like a robot in order to step up to his self-appointed duty. In order to act logically, impassively, unswerved by emotion. In order to stick rigidly to the path he believed would lead to humanity’s liberation.

      My lips parted, but I did not know what to say. I felt hollow inside.

      What if my father is right?

      What if sacrifices have to be made in order to bring long-term benefit to Earth? What if the people of The Shade truly are only short-term thinkers?

      It felt like sand was sifting beneath my feet, the room around me spinning.

      As much as every instinct told me that my father had it all wrong, there was something about his assurance that shook me to the core.

      I had to stop being swayed by my own emotions in this moment and think clearly. Examine my father’s words objectively. He believed that the only way forward was to develop the human race into something else. Something more powerful—practically hybrid supernaturals. He was imagining a day long into the future where the human race would be but a shadow of its former self. But this mass-scale interference with nature simply didn’t seem right. Every instinct inside me told me that this could not possibly be the solution. It simply felt too… contrived. Too artificial.

      There had to be other ways to safeguard Earth’s future than this. Even if the IBSI did develop the drug to such an extent that the transformation could run as smoothly as simply popping a pill in one’s mouth.

      I swallowed, finding my voice again. “I have heard you,” I said, trying to speak diplomatically, even though I was still tearing up inside imagining the night he’d assassinated my mother. “I have listened to you carefully and tried to understand everything you have said. The motives behind your actions… But I’m still led to the conclusion that you’re wrong. That you couldn’t be more wrong.”

      My father’s brows lowered, his expression darkening in disappointment.

      “I don’t believe that the world has been waiting for you and your organization to come along to develop this drug, that without you and it, there is no future worth dreaming of for the human race… Have you even listened to The Shadow League regarding their long-term plans? Do you even know what they are striving for, what kind of future they are envisioning?”

      My father stayed stoic, his lips pursing.

      In truth, I didn’t know much about what The Shade’s leaders were planning either. I had not spent enough time with them. But I knew them to be an intelligent, thoughtful and sincere group of people who worked tirelessly to do what was right even when it would be so much easier to turn a blind eye. They were safe in their haven of an island already, weren’t they? They took up the thankless task of defending the weak because they saw it as their duty.

      And I didn’t believe that they were only thinking in the short term, like my father assured me they were. If he had never asked for their plans, what authority did he have to make such a statement?

      “Have you even met with The Shadow League for a discussion? Have you even given them the time of day to figure out a way you could join forces and work together, rather than constantly against each other? If you are truly in this for the betterment of mankind, why on earth wouldn’t you?”

      My father blew out. “I was afraid that you would venture down this train of thought… Unfortunately, there are irreconcilable differences. And yes, I do know what their so-called ‘long-term strategy’ is. We would have to be rather dense to not have guessed it by now, given the destruction they have caused to our bases in the supernatural dimension. They believe they will be able to recruit the very supernaturals who are causing us problems and turn them into the humans’ loyal protectors overnight. They are a lunatic bunch, with their heads up in the clouds. There is no pragmatism to their approach. They want to place their faith in these creatures who have already proved a million times over again that they cannot be trusted. They live in a utopia. The only thing they’ll end up doing is making the situation worse by recruiting yet more supernaturals to swarm down and—”

      “But have you actually talked to them about this?” I couldn’t help but press. “Have you spoken to them? They’re not stupid or impractical, as you make them out to be. I know—”

      My father stood abruptly from his chair and disappeared from the view of the camera. When he reappeared, he was much closer, so close that I could make out every line in his face. He was leaning on the edge of his desk. He stared directly into the lens, even as his right arm reached around the back of it.

      I tried to lean forward again in my own seat while meeting his gaze steadily. “Listen to me,” I said. I wasn’t sure what he was about to do, but I had a sick feeling in my stomach. “I could arrange a meeting. You could sit down to talk amicably. Like gentlemen. There’s no reason for such division and animosity. They are forgiving people and I could go there myself to—”

      My father held up a hand with a grimace. “Enough, Lawrence,” he said quietly. “I am afraid that you will not be going anywhere for a long, long time…”

      The screen flickered and went blank, plunging me into silence.
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      It was torture watching Grace. On more than one occasion, I wondered if I could even stand to continue sitting by. It was like watching a flower rot, a rare and beautiful bird lose its feathers, one by one. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave. Like watching a train wreck, I committed myself to staying until the very end.

      I had all but lost hope that Ben would return before her transformation was completed.

      Her fate was, in many ways, even worse than mine. Whatever the IBSI had messed up in my body, it would not cause me to turn into a Bloodless. Instead, my organs would just slowly shut down and I would die. A straightforward and hopefully not too drawn-out death.

      I held Grace’s hands when I could—when there weren’t others holding them. And although she was in and out of consciousness, I could’ve sworn I felt her squeeze it at one point, reassuring me that she was aware of my presence.

      I wished that there was something I could do to stop her fading. I had already lost Maura. If I lost Grace too, it felt like I would be all alone in the world. Alone and waiting to die.

      When Ben arrived, everyone’s relief was tangible. We all waited with bated breath as he fed his daughter the formula. And then everything came crashing down quicker than I could have ever expected. We were forced to race out of the room, though the vision of Grace launching at her own mother would remain etched in my mind for a long time.

      What had happened? What had Ben fed her? Had he gotten it from Lawrence? I even wondered if perhaps that guy had deliberately sent along the wrong thing—maybe he wasn’t to be trusted, as Grace and everybody else seemed to trust him. He was the son of Atticus after all, wasn’t he?

      We waited outside the hospital door, listening to the sounds of Grace screeching and struggling as her father worked to pin her down. Lucas went in for a while, and then Ben called out to the witches. “We need a cage for her!”

      Corrine moved inside, and I caught sight of the room before he slammed the door shut behind him: Ben wrestling with Grace while she lashed out, trying to catch her father with her claws.

      After Corrine performed her magic, creating a cage with semi-transparent blue bars, she controlled Grace’s limbs and trapped her inside.

      We all dared enter again, circling the cage in horror.

      I gazed into her small, dark, almost black eyes—eyes that were completely devoid of the shining turquoise they had once been. Her skin was paper-thin, drained of all warmth, like a corpse’s. Her lips had shriveled, her nose receded completely.

      How could there be any coming back from this?

      Grace… are you still in there?
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      It was the strangest feeling. Even as my limbs erupted in agony, my thoughts remained. My brain had not turned to mush. I was conscious of my former self.

      But as I tried to communicate with my family, gathering around the magic cage Corrine had created around me, I almost wished that I had gone numb. That I had turned into a vegetable and forgotten everything about my previous life. I wished I didn’t even recognize my family, that they were nothing but sacks of blood to my mind as well as my body. Their expressions as they stared at me were those of utter horror and gut-wrenching despair. My mother had broken down, while my father—my poor father… he’d had to wrestle me away from her. I had tried to attack her. All of my family. If he hadn’t stopped me, my mother might not even be alive right now, at least not in her current state. She could be a Bloodless like me.

      My thoughts and actions had become entirely disjointed, so much so that it felt like my body was no longer my own. It was dictated by impulses beyond my control. There was nothing I could do to stop the all-consuming thirst for blood.

      As I caught sight of my fully transformed body in the mirror, I let out a scream, but I ejected merely a low grunt. My noseless face didn’t even have a place in my worst nightmares. I looked and felt like a corpse, nothing but skin and bone, and so, so cold. But worse than anything was the craving. Like I had been starved yet somehow kept alive to suffer for a hundred years. The expression on my skeletal face was manic, haunted, demented. My body was crying out for blood. Anyone’s blood. Even the vampires’ blood so close to me smelt like the most delicious thing in the world right now. I barely even scented its bitterness. My limbs launched themselves at the sides of the cage, only to bounce back immediately. A piercing screech erupted from my throat, chilling the very core of me.

      I had heard of the horrors of turning into a normal vampire from my father, who’d had it particularly bad. He had described what the craving for blood felt like, how for him, there had been simply nothing he could do to keep himself from attacking and slaughtering humans for their vital force. But he’d had an excuse for that. He’d been possessed by an Elder. Bloodless weren’t possessed by spirits; it was their mere biology which forced them to attack—the urge was unfightable, compared to what it was for a normal vampire. Biology which overpowered any and all efforts of the mind.

      I wondered if all Bloodless retained their thinking after turning. Whether they all went through this torture. Or maybe my being a half-fae made a difference in my turning compared to others.

      It didn’t matter. I couldn’t articulate my thoughts anyway. My mind and soul were locked inside this monstrous being.

      Whatever my dad had fed me had sped the entire turning process up. He had looked so confident that it would cure me. What had happened? Why hadn’t it worked? What formula had he fed me, if it wasn’t the one? Where was Lawrence? Was he okay? Dammit. I wished I could ask my father these questions now, as he stood so close to my cage. I would’ve given anything in this moment to just be able to say a few simple words to my family and everyone around me—to assure them that I wasn’t fully gone. At least, not yet. To tell them that my mind was still present. That I could still remember. I could think the way I always used to think.

      If I could’ve somehow communicated that, I was sure that it would have lessened their plight.

      And what was going to happen now? If what my father had fed me hadn’t been the cure, what was? How much longer was I going to have to remain like this? Would I ever escape?

      As I gazed around each of the familiar faces surrounding me, my eyes rested on Orlando. His large brown eyes were gazing soulfully back at me. I could practically see the questions swirling behind them. Was I really gone? Was there nothing more left of me?

      My heart ached for him. There had barely been a minute when he hadn’t been by my side in the past twenty-four hours. He hadn’t wanted to leave my bedside, even though I knew how painful it was to watch me continue to spiral downhill with each passing hour. He had remained alongside me with my mother and the rest of my family, and there had even been a few minutes here and there when he’d been alone with me. Although I’d been lost in pain, I had not been too far gone to notice his hand holding mine, the occasional reach of his palm to my forehead to check that I was still all right… or as all right as I could possibly be in my state.

      He couldn’t have known how much his, and all of my family’s, support meant to me. And now, it felt like I was repaying them in the most horrific way possible.

      “Grace?” Orlando mouthed.

      I breathed in the young man, even his sick blood calling to me. If there weren’t invisible bars between us, I would be on top of him already, digging into his throat, sucking the life force out of him.

      Stay away from me, Orlando. Stay away. You’ve suffered enough hurt already. He had come so close. I feared I might lash out through the bars and catch his eye.

      I caught sight of my father speaking frantically with my grandfather and Ibrahim. He was holding a phone in his hand—a phone that I did not recognize and was sure did not belong to him.

      “We need to track her down,” my father was saying. “I have her number.”

      His words meant nothing to me. Track who down? What number? What’s happening? I screamed again in my head.

      Then, slipping the phone into his pocket, my father turned to me and approached the cage. He bent down to my level and I was once again filled with the urge to yell at him to stay back as my extended razor-sharp claws thrashed at the cage. They were all gathering too close for comfort. My father was a fae, but I felt the all-consuming urge to attack him all the same. To taste him, even if his blood would bring me no satisfaction.

      I had coughed out so much blood in the past twenty-four hours that there was barely a drop left running through my veins. During my next coughing fit, which I suspected would occur soon, I would likely cough out the rest. That would leave my body even more desperate to take a drink.

      How long can I last, with my body and mind so in discord with each other? How long would it be before I went insane? I was sure that it was only a matter of time. There was no way a person could survive this kind of psychological trauma with their mental faculties intact. It terrified me how clear a picture I could already paint for myself about what would happen. The more I gave into my body’s urges, the more I would become aligned with them mentally. I would start believing—and feeling—that they were my own urges. Emanating from me, not my body. I would lose awareness of my former self. My thoughts would blur. And gradually I would sink into the animalistic state every other part of me had already adopted… Maybe that was what happened to everyone who turned into a Bloodless. They started off their heinous second lives with their former minds still attached, and losing them was the final, metaphysical transformation.

      “Grace.” My father spoke, his voice breaking through my thoughts. “Can you hear me?”

      Yes, Dad. I can hear you. I wish that you could hear me.

      “If you can understand me, Grace…” he managed. His voice sounded weak, and to my horror, I realized that the corners of his eyes were moistening as he gazed at me. I had never seen my dad cry. And in this moment, I didn’t think my heart could take it. He sucked in a breath, reeling in his emotions. “You’re going to stay here, safe in The Shade, and we’re not going to stop until we get you back.”

      “You haven’t lost me yet,” I was desperate to cry out. And I can understand you. I can understand you! Please, just get me out of here. Before I cross the final line.
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      I retreated from Grace’s room with Ben and Ibrahim, while the others stayed inside. Many of them mourned as though we had already lost the girl.

      I could see that it was taking my son all that he had to not break down himself. He knew that he had to remain strong, and I tried to assist him in that by keeping my own demeanor calm.

      Ben had raised the doubt already that maybe Lawrence had deliberately given the wrong formula. But my son could not quite bring himself to believe it. Although I barely knew the lad, I couldn’t either. It was more likely that Atticus had somehow figured out Lawrence’s plan and slyly intervened, causing his son to deliver a concoction to us that would not only not save Grace, but speed up her deterioration.

      Ben was holding Lawrence’s phone in his hands, browsing through the contacts. Thank God he had forgotten to give it back to the boy. Scrolling to the most recent calls, he brought up Dr. Finnegan’s number. She was a scientist whom Ben believed held answers.

      “I need to make a call,” he said, bringing the number to the screen. “And it’s best that I make it from Lawrence’s phone. Ibrahim, can you take us outside the boundary?”

      Next thing we knew, the three of us were standing on an islet beyond the borders of The Shade. Lawrence’s phone was not charmed like mine and some other council members’ were, and thus could not make contact with the outside world while within the island. Ben pressed dial and held the phone to his ear.

      Ring, ring. Ring, ring.

      No answer after twelve rings.

      He tried again.

      Still nothing.

      We waited for five minutes and tried again. Then ten minutes. No luck. She wasn’t picking up. We even tried from my phone, with no difference.

      “We can try again in an hour,” I suggested. “In the meantime, let’s head back to the island.”

      Ibrahim transported us back to the hospital, arriving outside Grace’s room. As we were about to return inside, to my surprise, my phone sprang to life. I reached for it, and on the screen flashed an unfamiliar number. Someone calling from the outside world. Dr. Finnegan calling back? There were only a very few number of people who had my number—Fowler having been one of them. But after he had fired us, I’d had no contact from him since.

      “Hello?” I said, pressing the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” a female voice responded. She had an Australian accent.

      “Who is this?” I asked, freezing.

      “J-Jennifer Thornton. Is that Derek Novak?”

      My heart sank at her reply. Jennifer Thornton… Thornton. That surname sure rang a bell.

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s me.”

      “You knew my husband… He was the IBSI official in charge of Australia and the Philippines.”

      Of course I knew that man. I’d killed him, back in The Trunchlands. The way he had behaved in those last few seconds of his life—laughed in my face as he had been letting out his last breath—still haunted me even now. The words he had spoken…

      “You think you know what you’re doing, don’t you? You think this is how you will solve Earth’s problems, right? Bring peace? You’re clueless, Novak. So bloody clueless.”

      Why was his widow calling me?

      “Yes,” I replied. “How did you get my number?”

      “I… would rather not say too much on the phone. But I want to talk to you. You and TSL’s co-founder.” That meant Ben.

      I frowned down at the phone, wondering if this call was actually genuine.

      “It’s important,” she went on. “I assure you. I’m in New Zealand, Auckland. I know that you have the means to travel much faster to me than I could travel to you. Could I request a meeting? Please.”

      Ben was standing close enough to me to hear what she was saying even though the phone wasn’t on loudspeaker. He stared at me, a flicker of hope sparking in his eyes. He shrugged. “Why not?” he whispered.

      I nodded. If she was Thornton’s wife, then she might’ve been involved with the IBSI herself. We would take Ibrahim with us for protection in case this was some kind of trap. I didn’t see the harm in going.

      “What is your address?” I asked her.

      I put the phone on loudspeaker so that we could all hear it clearly, Ben punching it in on Lawrence’s smartphone as she recited it.

      “Is that your home address?” I asked.

      “No. But I’ll be there all day tomorrow. Could you see me by then?”

      Catching Ibrahim and Ben’s eye, I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “We’ll be on our way now.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Then the line went dead.

      I wondered if she knew that I had been the one who murdered her husband. If she did, she had a lot of courage to be requesting a meeting with me.

      “Maybe she has information that could help us,” Ben said. “Maybe she even knows Finnegan… In Thornton’s final moments, he didn’t exactly seem besotted with the organization he was supposed to have dedicated his life to, did he?”

      “No, he didn’t,” I said, recalling the memory. He had seemed quite jaded. Bitter, almost.

      All I knew was that we had to pray that this unexpected call was a silver lining.

      Ben, Ibrahim and I ran to our wives. Sofia had been holding River as they gazed into the cage at Grace, who was still thrashing angrily at the bars, frustrated that we were so close and yet out of reach for her to take a bite. I informed Sofia where we were going. She, River and Corrine opted to stay, but urged us to hurry back as soon as we could. We still had Hawks hanging around by the Port, waiting for my next instruction, but I couldn’t think of them now.

      As Ibrahim vanished us from the hospital, my mind returned to Atticus. Mr. Atticus Conway. Words could not express the loathing I felt for that man. He made Thornton seem like a kitten. My fists balled just thinking about what I would do to him if he ever crossed paths with me again…

      That man had better hope he never does.
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      Dearest Shaddict,

      The next book, A Shade of Vampire 31: A Twist of Fates is the penultimate book in what has been “Season 4” of the A Shade of Vampire series, as we move toward the thrilling finale in Book 32!

      A Twist of Fates releases August 3rd, 2016.

      Pre-order your copy now and have it delivered automatically on release day:
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      Any other country: Tap here
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      Thank you for reading.

      I will see you again very soon, back in The Shade!

      Love,

      Bella xxx

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal  reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (You’ll also be the first to receive news about movies/TV show as well as other exciting projects that may be coming up!)

      P.P.S. Follow The Shade on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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