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        	Avril (vampire): adopted daughter of Lucas and biological daughter of Marion.

        	Blaze (fire dragon): son of fire dragons Heath and Athena.

        	Caia (part-fae/human): daughter of Grace and Lawrence.

        	Fiona (vampire): daughter of Benedict (son of Rose and Caleb) and Yelena.

        	Harper (sentry): daughter of Hazel and Tejus.

        	Scarlett (vampire): daughter of Jeramiah (son of Lucas Novak) and Pippa (daughter of Cameron Hendry).
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      I could never get tired of watching Sofia getting ready to go out. The way her fingers gracefully fastened her pearl earrings before sweeping her dark auburn hair up in an elegant bun. The way her emerald eyes found mine in the mirror as I walked over and helped her with the delicate gold chain holding a single pearl pendant. Inhaling her scent as I stood behind her, admiring her beauty and marveling at how lucky I was to have her in my life.

      “You look stunning,” I whispered in her ear, making her smile.

      The sprinkle of freckles on her nose and cheeks still brought out an ache in my chest, reminding me of the first time I laid eyes on her, and making me fall in love with her all over again.

      “You’re quite dapper yourself, Mr. Novak,” Sofia replied, turning to face me with a pout.

      I rested my hands on her hips, feeling the soft silk of her black, floor-length dress against my fingertips, and her cool flesh underneath.

      “Am I allowed to say something cheesy?” I asked, as I dropped a kiss on her forehead.

      She put her arms around my neck and pulled herself closer to me, giving me a lazy smile. “Well, I don’t know. What scale on the cheese-o-meter are we talking about?”

      “Hmmm…” I took my time in thinking about it, while I dropped more kisses on her face, then a few down her neck for good measure. “I’d say… a five out of ten.”

      I paused to look her in the eyes, which narrowed on me as she gave me a considering look. Then she nodded. “Okay. I’ll allow it.”

      “All right, well, what I wanted to say was…” I took a moment to breathe in, to amplify her anticipation. “Every day, it’s like I discover you for the first time.”

      Her face broke into a radiant grin. “Ohhh, Derek… That was totally not a five.”

      “Okay, okay. It was probably more like a seven.”

      “At least.”

      My expression turned serious as I held her in my arms, lowering my face nearer to hers again and looking deep into her sparkling green eyes. “But it’s true,” I said softly.

      “My cheese-o-meter is close to exploding,” she whispered back, though I could tell from the gleam in her irises that she didn’t mind in the slightest.

      And from the way she tilted her chin upward, beckoning me in. I caught her lips in mine, enveloping her waist with my arms and drawing her in for a slow but intense kiss.

      “Derek,” she panted after a moment, pushing me away as she apparently came to her senses. “We’re going to be late!”

      “You’re just annoyed my cheese tactics get you every time.”

      “No, seriously, look at the time!”

      I glanced at the clock, and sighed. She was right, and I had no choice but to release her. I bit my lip and nodded, before reluctantly turning toward the veranda to allow her to finish getting ready.

      “We can certainly continue this conversation later, though,” she added, “once we’re settled into our guest room in Luceria...”

      Her voice was low and husky as she said that, making me glance over my shoulder, only to find her facing the mirror again. She tucked a rebellious lock of hair behind her ear and sprayed her (and my) favorite perfume, a subtle combination of jasmine and lily. She knew exactly what it did to my senses. It was her way of confirming that, indeed, the conversation was not over.

      I walked out onto the veranda with a boyish grin, looking out into the gorgeous night sky sprinkled with millions of stars. The redwoods swayed in the mild breeze. I inhaled the fresh air, the wind gently brushing against my cheeks while the leaves trembled and whispered their nightly songs.

      For centuries I’d been here, in The Shade, and I never could have thought I’d live to see such joy and peace as part of my eternal life. My family had grown so strong, so wonderful and fierce. GASP had developed to such an impressive extent that we’d even built a powerful alliance with Eritopia, a far-out galaxy in the mysterious In-Between.

      I’d never thought I’d see the Novak name acquire such eminence, our reputation preceding us across the fabric of not one, but three different worlds. I was humbled and proud at the same time, feeling like the sky had stopped being our limit a very long time ago.

      We’d come so far, and made so many unbreakable friendships along the way. With Sofia by my side, everything felt amplified, every experience exhilarating and every moment worth remembering. Our children, grandchildren, and now great-grandchildren had all survived strange and life-threatening events, and yet they were still with us, loving every minute that life, eternal or simply blissfully long, had to offer.

      Three months had passed since we’d suddenly remembered Serena, Phoenix, Aida, Jovi, Vita, and Field, after the Daughters of Eritopia removed the shroud that had erased them from our memories. And before that, twenty years had passed in their absence, thanks to the Daughters’ time flow spell.

      My great-grandchildren, great nephew and great niece had been a crucial part of defeating the evil Druid who had nearly destroyed Eritopia—and the galaxy, home to twenty planets with some of the most fascinating creatures I’d ever encountered, was now slowly recovering and rebuilding itself.

      My great-granddaughter Serena married Draven one month after the war ended. It was a beautiful, tear-inducing event. The Daughters of Eritopia suggested we establish a new tradition on that occasion, when both myself and one of the Daughters officiated the ceremony—due to it being a matrimony between one of ours and one of theirs, an Eritopian and a Shadian. Draven had already begun to excel in his role as Master Druid of Eritopia, and, with the Circle rituals having been reprised, he’d received the arm band tattoos that symbolized his expertise and social status. Only two levels were left for him to complete before he would become a Master Druid on paper, as well.

      Calliope, the largest planet of the galaxy and the capital land of Eritopia, thrived under his care and rule. Draven was stern but fair, and thought twice before each command that he gave. Serena was there to support and encourage him along the way, while she developed her own role in the leadership of Calliope. They were a power couple by all possible definitions, and the people loved them and supported their decisions. There was peace on Calliope at last.

      The Druid society had been reestablished, and law and order returned under the new Master Druids appointed by the Daughters. Those who had survived Azazel’s reign were not experienced enough to attain the title but were nonetheless necessary in rebuilding Eritopia. Like Draven, they all gained their Circle levels retroactively.

      Of the young Druids that Jasmine, Draven’s aunt, had rescued from the Grand Temple of Persea, Thadeus had been appointed Master Druid of Purgaris, and Damion had taken over Mallara. With one Master Druid per planet, the healing process could begin. Ori was given Persea, the original home of Druids and the educational center of the galaxy. He rebuilt the Grand Temple and pushed forward with the Circle ceremonies, as well as the reeducation and reintroduction of Druids across Eritopia.

      After we signed the alliance with the Daughters, we opened the GASP central command base on Calliope. We were given Mount Zur, just three miles away from Luceria, Draven and Serena’s official home and the capital city of the planet. The Dearghs were kind enough to assist as we built our GASP base there, incorporating the structure beautifully into the mountain. It was, by far, one of the most beautiful and downright impressive buildings we’d ever erected.

      Sprawled across five levels on the north side of the volcano, the GASP base was an asymmetric cluster of rectangular limestone blocks, interconnected through interior and exterior passageways. Each of these blocks held training halls, recruit accommodations, offices and meeting rooms, as well as a kitchen, a mess hall, and locker rooms on the lower level. Thick panels of unbreakable glass served as floor-to-ceiling windows, while the central energy core had been connected to the volcano, drawing raw power to feed the structure’s light fixtures and heating system. The Shade witches had successfully harnessed volcanic energy for electricity, a practice that we would soon help introduce to the Eritopian public, as well.

      We also opened secondary bases on the remaining nineteen planets of Eritopia, each a stunning and fascinating world of its own, unique in its individual evolution. Of them all, only Tenebris still presented some problems, as the natives had been thriving under Azazel and disapproved of the reestablishment of Master Druids. Rebellions still occurred often, and blood was spilled on a regular basis, which was one of the main issues on Sofia’s and my agenda for our visit to Luceria this time around—something needed to be done.

      The GASP base on Calliope had become an interesting mixture of Shadian and Eritopian agents, who had developed strong bonds and deep friendships. All the original members of the alliance that had vanquished Azazel were given officer positions, thanks to their experience and extensive knowledge of the galaxy and the particulars of fauna and flora on each planet. The GASP base was also a fantastic training ground for our new recruits, given the varied terrain forms and creatures that inhabited it.

      Calliope was slowly but surely becoming Sofia’s and my second home, as well, due to the enormous amount of work that needed to be done to restore the democratic processes that had allowed Eritopia to thrive before Azazel’s authoritarian regime.

      Eritopia was also emerging as a prime vacation destination for our Shadians, its exotic planets stirring our family and friends with their superb landscapes, endless turquoise waters, gold or black sands, and hot springs, to name but a few of the attractions scattered across the galaxy. It was a completely new experience for all of us.

      Once Sherus and Nuriya were brought up to speed, even their fire fae broke from their old, otherwise reclusive customs and began spending time on Jolessi and Aquaris, in particular, as they were two of the warmer planets. The development of “tourism” certainly helped Eritopia replenish its financial reserves, as a good economy was essential to growth and maintaining peace.

      As demanding as GASP work on Calliope could be, I always looked forward to seeing my grandchildren and great nephews and nieces again. Their soulmates were extraordinary creatures, their people open and warm, always welcoming us with kingly feasts and celebrations. We had permanent accommodation reserved in Luceria, which had been gradually expanded into a massive citadel, not just the solitary castle we’d found after Azazel’s reign.

      “Are you ready?” Sofia asked, gently pulling me back into the present.

      I turned to look at her and found myself rooted to the spot, entranced. The black silk poured over her delicate curves, an undulating lock of dark auburn hair accentuating her deep emerald eyes, while the pearls adorning her ears added grace to her already elegant figure.

      “I’m ready to go to Luceria,” I replied, clearing my throat. “But I’m not ready to take my eyes off you just yet.”

      She smirked, then took my hand in hers and kissed my cheek.

      “Come on, honey, the kids are waiting,” she said.

      I nodded, and we headed out into the Shadian night, the moonlight glazing us in its milky shimmer as we headed toward the Great Dome, where the Daughters of Eritopia had set up a permanent portal leading straight into Luceria’s throne room.

      It had been only three days since I’d last seen Serena, Phoenix, and the others. And every time I did, they found a way to surprise me.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what else they’d managed to accomplish in Eritopia since the last time we visited.
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      I took my seat at the council table, which was sculpturally crafted from purple tree wood and positioned in the middle of the large, circular meeting hall in our GASP base on Mount Zur. Most of the senior officer team was here, having arrived for this talk about Tenebris.

      Draven sat next to me on the right, while Vita and Bijarki had settled in their chairs to my left. Vita looked positively stunning—married life certainly suited her, bringing a mesmerizing glow to her skin that I’d only seen in fae before. It made sense, really, that happiness could bring out the best in my beloved fire fae. They’d tied the knot a couple of weeks after Draven and I had professed our eternal love for one another before Derek and Chana, one of the Daughters, during our wedding ceremony.

      Vita and Bijarki had recently returned from a prolonged honeymoon. They’d chosen Argo, one of Eritopia’s most beautiful planets, for their much-needed vacation. It was a lush kingdom with never-ending rainforests, secluded waterfalls, and giant caves that were home to turquoise lakes and more forests. They’d certainly enjoyed their weeks away, and the bliss of waking up to a cerulean sky and melodic songbirds, but had to come back to Calliope eventually. Tenebris was beginning to cause serious problems to the order we’d been working hard to restore.

      They were both actively involved in GASP now, Bijarki as one of the officers in charge of training the new recruits, while Vita used her visions of the future to help the governments of Eritopia steer clear of rebellions and chaos. The visions nudged them toward the right decisions in the lawmaking process, although they were quite limited and not always focused.

      Shortly after the war with Azazel, we understood that when Abrille had passed her powers on to Vita, Aida, and Phoenix, they each got a limited amount of Oracle ability to work with. They would never get past this stage in their development as Oracles, and thus we didn’t always have the right information coming from them. In some cases, the visions were vague or even unrelated, but, regardless, the three of them were strong and talented additions to GASP even without any Oracle powers.

      Aida and Field sat farther to the left, both looking particularly happy this morning, despite our GASP meeting’s topic. They had been the second to get married after Draven and me, just three days before Vita and Bijarki. It had been one party after another during our first couple of months on Calliope, with our families and friends—both old and new—happy to celebrate with us.

      Aida had been using whatever visions of the present she could conjure to help track down rebels on the other planets, while assisting with surveillance and communication across the board. She was extremely resourceful and prompt, issuing commands and transferring information between the GASP bases with impressive precision and clarity. She’d truly come into her own, and I couldn’t be any prouder.

      Field was equally spectacular as Commander of GASP in Eritopia. It had taken him a while to get used to all the complexities of the position, but he’d swiftly asserted himself as a good, respected leader. It was a pleasure and an honor to work with him every day. On top of that, he and Draven made one hell of a team whenever they had common projects to work on.

      I looked over at Phoenix and Viola, who’d also joined us in Luceria on a permanent basis. We’d set them up with their own private quarters on one of the top levels, while they each played their part in GASP. Viola was a representative for the Daughters of Eritopia and was also present during Master Druid council meetings in the Hall Between Worlds—the circular hall with a painted dome and sumptuous columns where the Master Druids gathered to discuss sensitive Eritopian matters. Phoenix, on the other hand, worked on two different fronts: he spent half of his week in the weaponry and assault division, training new recruits for combat, and the other half using his visions of the past to update the Druid Archives, helping the Druid scholars rewrite important scrolls that had not been recorded properly.

      Phoenix and Viola were happy together, though always aware of the unbreakable bond between them, so deep and primordial that if one suffered, so did the other. It had taken me a while to get used to talking to Viola and watching cuts and bruises appear on her body whenever Phoenix was in training, getting his ass handed to him by the sturdier recruits. They weren’t talking about marriage yet, but we all understood why—the Daughters were extremely traditional and were still adjusting to Eritopia’s new world order. They’d already had to part with their sister when Viola moved in with Phoenix in Luceria. It would take a while for the couple to get their blessing, but we felt it wouldn’t be much longer. Baby steps, my brother had said. He wanted to have the Daughters’ official approval as a sign of respect toward the galaxy’s most powerful and revered creatures.

      Jovi and Anjani were sitting next to Draven, their gazes locked and love pouring out of them like they’d only just reunited. They were like this every day. They wouldn’t see each other for a few hours and then would get back together as if months had passed. It made me giggle, but I knew they were genuine, and I understood exactly why they were so close. After all, Jovi had nearly died in the war against Azazel.

      They’d also announced their wedding date—the first official one among the succubi in thousands of years. It had rattled the entire planet in a very positive way, since the incubi and succubi nations had just recently come together, living in free cities on Calliope as they readjusted to one another. Though Jovi wasn’t an incubus, the marriage announcement had still struck a chord because he was a male, and the succubi had spent thousands of years eliminating males from their lifestyles. The ceremony was only a few days away now, and I could see the jitters and excitement on both Jovi and Anjani’s faces.

      Personally, I was looking forward to seeing Anjani in a wedding dress. Corrine had been working on it for weeks, so it was bound to be breathtaking, on top of the succubus’s already stunning natural beauty.

      Jovi had been one lucky mutt to win her heart.

      And I, too, have been most fortunate, I thought to myself as Draven’s hand covered mine on the table. He smiled at me. I looked deep into his steely gray eyes and felt my heart beat a little harder. I was thankful to have him in my life, our souls connected for what we both hoped would be forever.
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      I was, without a doubt, the luckiest creature in all known universes. I’d been honored with the Commander position in Eritopia’s GASP base, and I’d married a beautiful, fierce, and brilliant woman who turned my senses inside out whenever she was near me.

      I loved Aida more than anything. We made each other all kinds of happy, and we were never bored. I enjoyed surprising her, and she got a kick out of making me laugh. I loved her most when she was moody and opinionated, which was a little more than usual lately, but I knew what buttons to push to make her soft and melty in my arms.

      It had taken some time for me to fully grasp the enormous implications of the Commander position, but with Aida’s constant encouragement and relentless support, I’d managed to rise to the occasion. I often consulted with my father, my grandfather Derek, Xavier, or Aiden on key matters related to GASP, and I was extremely grateful to have them as my mentors—not once did they make me feel like I was too young or not ready for this. Derek wouldn’t have made the appointment if he hadn’t thought I had it in me. I’d just made it my mission to prove him right, over and over again.

      I’d made some new friends since I settled on Calliope with Aida, and strengthened the relationships I’d already built. I still spent most of my guy time with Jovi and Phoenix, but we’d also brought Draven, Bijarki, and Jax into the mix. Every so often we’d have a barbecue on Luceria’s platform, inviting the rest of our alliance crew and the new recruits. It was a male bonding ritual of sorts. Grezzi and Heron were always present, as was Zeriel, King of the Tritones.

      But my favorite part was always coming home with Aida and locking the doors to our bedroom in Luceria, loving each other until the break of dawn, when she’d fall asleep in my arms and I’d thank the stars for having the pleasure of listening to her even breathing as I drifted away to dreamland.

      I looked at her now and found her golden eyes fixed on me, twinkling with something warm and familiar. I gave her a discreet half-smile, and she reciprocated with a playful wink.

      The last twenty-four hours had been eventful, to say the least, and I’d been struggling to contain the jumble of emotions rushing through me.

      “You two look particularly lovey-dovey this morning.” Jovi grinned at me from across the table, his fingers intertwined with Anjani’s.

      “It’s the married life,” I shot back. “It’s freaking bliss.”

      They both laughed, and I could tell they were in for the same kind of lovey-dovey experience. Ever since they’d set the wedding date, Jovi and Anjani had managed to get even closer—I hadn’t thought it was possible unless they were conjoined at the hip, but leave it to Jovi to surprise me. Aida had been heavily involved in the wedding preparations, sometimes stressing out in her endeavor to make it an unforgettable experience for both her brother and Anjani.

      But no one had been as snappy or as stressed out as Hansa, who was having a hard time with the whole concept of “wedding”. She didn’t want to let go of her little sister, and she’d never done weddings either—yet at the same time, she was so obsessed with making everything perfect that she’d been quite difficult to be around. It was all so new and strange to a warrior like Hansa that I couldn’t stifle my laughter whenever I heard her voice thundering through the GASP base, discussing floral arrangements and table settings. Anjani had been incredibly gentle and patient with her, knowing just how overwhelmed Hansa was, and was usually the only one who could calm her down. The rest of us steered clear, chuckling from around corners.

      “Okay, now that everyone’s here,” Jax’s voice snapped me back to the present again, “could we start the meeting?”

      Something had shifted between him and Hansa, lately. After the war, I’d thought they’d get close, but from what I could tell, the exact opposite had happened, and they both seemed miserable about it. I’d asked Aida if she knew anything, but all I’d gotten was a shrug in return. I didn’t bank on Jax telling me anything either—the Mara was more emotionally closed off than a bank vault in a block of cement.

      “Yes.” I nodded and straightened my back, commanding the attention of every senior GASP member in the room. “So, there have been issues reported from Tenebris over the past couple of weeks. The incubi there have been thoroughly dissatisfied with the regime change. Apparently, they were thriving under Azazel’s reign, and they consistently refuse Master Druid leadership.”

      “It’s gotten even worse over the last three days,” Aida continued, her voice firm and smooth. “Rebel factions have been organizing systematic attacks on the capital and the surrounding cities, killing dozens of innocent incubi and succubi in the process. They used explosive charges and nighttime invasions to, and I quote, ‘send a message to Master Druid Mason’, who has obviously refused to leave Tenebris.”

      “What are they thinking, though?” Derek frowned as he looked over the written reports we’d compiled for this meeting, listing damages and casualties from these attacks. “Surely, they must be aware of how easily they can be crushed.”

      “Apparently, they’re delusional.” Draven sighed. “I spoke to Mason yesterday, and he said the rebel factions are extremists who are basically hoping to hold on to their little territories, and not be held accountable for their actions by a Master Druid.”

      “What, like an authoritarian state within a state?” Sofia raised an eyebrow. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “These are creatures that have spent the last few centuries using fear and violence to solve any problem and to stomp any rebellion against them and Azazel,” I explained. “It doesn’t exactly come as a shock to me, but they must be stopped.”

      “My biggest issue with this is that these factions are quite large in numbers, and they’re posing a very serious threat toward the free nations of Tenebris,” Jax added. “I think it’s time we start sending some GASP troops in there and put them in their place. The Daughters could get involved, but there’s no need at this point. Not while GASP is active across the galaxy and perfectly capable of handling this with minimum damage. This one’s on us.”

      “Which makes sense,” I replied. “The Daughters are traditional in their approach and would rather let the people solve their own problems. They have left us, as protectors of supernaturals, to assist the Druids, since it’s what we do.”

      Derek exchanged glances with Xavier, then shifted his focus back to me, his piercing blue eyes analyzing my expression.

      “So you’d like to start sending GASP agents there, to stifle the rebellion,” he concluded.

      “One strong team, with Shadians and Eritopians,” I said. “To provide Mason with the backup he needs to reestablish order on the planet. The rebels will obviously have to either respect the wishes of the majority, the free nations under the Master Druid’s rule, or face the punishment.”

      “Jail time.” Xavier pursed his lips, scratching his stubble.

      “Yes.” Jax moved forward, leaning onto his elbows. “Azazel may be gone, but that doesn’t mean the rulers of Eritopia are weak and can be undermined like this. A message needs to be sent. Bloody rebellions do not belong in a peaceful world.”

      “Besides, the incubi are like that,” Bijarki interjected. “They’re easily corrupted and need a firm hand to put them back in their place. If we capture and imprison enough of them, the others will give up and fall in line. Chances are they won’t respond to being asked nicely. It’s not in their nature.”

      “Yeah, especially the Tenebris folk.” Hansa nodded, her gaze darting around the table and settling on Jax for a brief moment before moving to Derek. “They were never easy to deal with, and were one of the first to join Azazel when he removed the Master Druids from power. They’re not inherently bad people, but they’re not inherently good, either. They need a good kick in the butt—otherwise they’ll always be troublesome.”

      “In any case, it’s time for our recruits and seasoned agents to get some real Eritopian action,” I said.

      “Yeah, they’re stocked up on theory already,” Jax added with a smirk. “They need some real, heavy experience on the ground in this galaxy if you want them to uphold GASP’s ideals. I know it sounds rough, but it’s the only way for us to produce exceptional operatives to protect Eritopia’s people.”

      “No, I agree,” Derek replied, looking around the room and noticing the approving nods. “It seems we all agree. So, it is settled. We’re sending a GASP team to Tenebris.”

      We all nodded. Aida and I looked at each other, and she held my hand beneath the table.

      “Who should we send, then?” Lucas spoke up, clearing his throat.

      That was a good question, since we’d built up an exceptional team here on Calliope. Whoever we sent, they’d provide support for the Master Druid and the GASP subsidiary on Tenebris. The selection process would be tough, as they were all strong, smart, and perfectly capable of tackling incubi rebels.

      I knew of one GASP member who would definitely be excused from this mission, though, and I was peering right into her golden eyes.
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      I would have loved to go to Tenebris. I’d been droning on about starting active duty from the moment we’d been accepted into GASP. It had been at the top of my to-do list, along with marrying Field and making the most out of our honeymoon. We’d done the first two, but then… something came up, and put me back on the sidelines for a while. But it was okay. It was a good reason for backing out.

      “Some of our younger members will want in on this opportunity.” Ben spoke up, receiving several nods in response. “We should allot some spaces for them on the mission.”

      “Call me biased, but I would definitely put my vote in for Scarlett Hendry-Novak,” Cameron Hendry chimed in with his thick, Scottish accent and a twinkle of pride in his sky-blue eyes. Scarlett was his granddaughter, and she had definitely taken after the veteran warrior in the fighting department.

      “You mean, ‘The Bullet’?” I grinned, thinking of the particular skill that Scarlett had chosen to hone, of all her vampire abilities. It had become common for young recruits to take up additional training hours to develop specific supernatural skills—from Lucas’s side of the family, Scarlett stood out for her speed.

      Lucas, from what I could tell, did not seem happy about the proposal, despite the hums and nods of approval across the room. “Yeah, send our grandkid into the fire first, why don’t you?” he grumbled to Cameron, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back in his chair. “Why don’t you go ahead and put Avril’s name forward, too, while you’re at it?”

      “I won’t have you mollycoddling Scarlett like you tried to do with Jeramiah for the longest time—keeping him out of the loop on missions and such!” Cameron retorted. “She’s a big girl. And as for Avril…” He shot Lucas’s wife Marion a conspiratorial glance. “I think that’s a fine idea. Her tracking skills are among the best GASP has to offer, and Scarlett will be delighted.”

      Lucas scowled, but before he could reply, Marion placed her hand over his and spoke in her liquid French voice, “Mon cher... let Avril go. She has been waiting for this.”

      “Come on, you old curmudgeon.” Claudia piled on.

      Lucas grumbled incoherently, a scowl still set on his face, before heaving a sigh. He knew he’d lost the argument before it even started—GASP’s ethos was to encourage its young recruits to face danger and develop their skills and bravery—but I couldn’t exactly blame my great-uncle for being overprotective of his children, given the trauma he had gone through during all those years in The Underworld.

      “All right, then! We have Scarlett Hendry-Novak and Avril Dupont-Novak, the Bullet and the Hound Dog.” Field smiled. “Do we have anyone else we’d like to put forward now, off the top of our heads?”

      Yelena and Benedict exchanged glances, nodding briefly. Benedict raised his hand.

      “Yeah… If Scarlett and Avril are going, Fiona will kill me if I don’t drop in her name,” he said with a grin.

      “Our girl is strong,” Yelena announced loudly, reminding me so much of Fiona in that moment, with her vivid auburn hair.

      “Okay, so we have three vampires put forward,” Field said, then glanced around the table again. “Who else?”

      “Aida, you should definitely go.” Serena winked at me. “You’ve wanted to go on a field mission since they erected the base here!”

      “Nah… it’s okay.” I feigned a lack of interest. “Let the younglings go. They need the experience more than I do.”

      “Younglings? What does that make you, then?” Hansa scoffed. “Or me, for that matter?”

      “What’s up, Sis?” Jovi chimed in with a grin. “Thought you’d be the first with your hand up!”

      They were cornering me now, making me blush. I glanced at Field, who gave me a reassuring smile and nod. I exhaled slowly.

      “I can’t go,” I replied. “I’ll be a bit… busy.”

      “Doing what? Calling the rest of us ‘old’?” Hansa smirked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Nah, I’ll be busy with… this baby that Field and I are going to have,” I shot back, beaming as I placed my hands on my belly.

      All of a sudden, silence engulfed the room. Everyone stared, stuck somewhere between shock and exhilaration. Field dropped a short, sweet kiss on my temple, spreading warmth through my body. I wasn’t showing yet, but I’d taken a pregnancy test the night before, and I’d already broken the news to him.

      Field was over the moon. Due to his unusual genetic makeup—half Hawk and half… half-blood—we hadn’t even been sure if he was fertile, but it seemed his Hawk genes overpowered his vampire ones. He was terrified of the prospect of being a dad, just like I was of being a mom, but so genuinely happy and excited, it made my heart swell in my chest.

      My mom, Grandma Vivienne, and River were the first to squeal with sheer joy and jump out of their seats, followed closely by Serena and Vita. They all came around the table and hugged me, without bothering to wait for me to get up. My dad, Jovi, and Grandpa Xavier also huddled around me and showered me with affection and congratulations. I laughed, feeling tears brimming in my eyes as they covered me with kisses.

      “You’re going to make me a grandmother so soon?” Mom croaked, getting emotional even as she laughed. “I can’t wait!”

      “Well, our family just keeps growing!” Grandma Vivienne enthused as my grandpa dropped a tender kiss on her temple, then another one on mine.

      “Oh, my days, I can’t believe it!” Serena squealed.

      “Congratulations, honey!” Vita beamed at me. “Wow, this… this is amazing!”

      “And scary.” I chuckled. “But yeah, ‘amazing’ would be a good way to describe it.”

      “It’s surreal!” Serena added. “I am so… so happy for you! For the both of you!”

      “I’m way too young to be a great-grandfather!” Grandpa Xavier quipped, then gave me a soft look. “But I promise I will be the best out of all the old goats in The Shade!”

      “Who are you calling an old goat?” Derek asked, slapping him on the back.

      “It’s Mr. Old Goat to you, sonny.” Sofia raised an eyebrow at Xavier, then gave Derek a nudge.

      “Well, this will give all you ‘old goats’ more stuff to talk about, won’t it?” I chuckled. Field moved closer and hugged me, glowing with love and pride.

      “That’s right, honey,” Grandpa Xavier replied. “It also gives your grandma and me another reason to visit you kids more often.”

      Jovi muscled his way through the fray and took Field’s place in hugging me. I could feel his whole body trembling with emotion. “Leave it to Aida to knock the air out of my lungs and make me a freakin’ uncle!” He sighed, his face buried in my hair.

      I squeezed his shoulders, then pulled back so I could look at him, and couldn’t help but laugh at the sight of manly tears glazing his eyes. I kissed both his cheeks, and he gave me a sheepish smile.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cry before,” I said, pressing my lips together to avoid another outburst.

      “Well, I don’t want you to see me cry again, so don’t go making too many mini-you’s!”

      Field doubled over, and laughter erupted around the room. Then Derek and Sofia took their turns hugging both Field and me.

      “Congratulations, kids,” Derek said gently. “This is a challenge to which I’m sure you will both rise with great skill and determination.”

      “Wow, Great-Gramps, you make it sound like they’re about to build a rocket ship or something.” Serena chuckled.

      “Oh, honey.” Derek shook his head with an amused expression. “I look forward to the day you have your own, then. You’ll find building rocket ships to be much easier.”

      He shot glances at Ben and Rose, who smiled guiltily.

      “Okay, now you’re scaring me,” I joked, putting on a serious face, while Field put his arm around my shoulders again.

      “Don’t be scared,” Hansa interjected from the side with a warm smile. “I’ve had children of my own, and I’ve raised many of my Red Tribe succubi as if I’d brought them into the world myself, and, I must say, there is nothing more rewarding or beautiful than being able to gift amazing new creatures to the world. Nothing more exciting than imparting your knowledge, your wisdom, only to see them grow up and become great people. You’re in for quite a treat, Aida. Sure, there will be sleepless nights, and oh, so much fear about your child’s safety, but, in the end, you will look back and not want to have it any other way.”

      Hansa left me speechless. I’d nearly forgotten about her family, the many sisters and daughters she’d lost when the Red Tribe was slaughtered by Sluaghs and Destroyers—mainly because she didn’t like to talk about it. She was fortunate to find Izora, her youngest, alive and well after the war was over. I swallowed back tears as I moved over and hugged her, whispering a “thank you” in her ear. She responded by holding me tight and leaning her head against mine.

      I noticed Jax’s jade eyes darken as they settled on Hansa, a mixture of longing and softness in them that I hadn’t seen in him since she’d nearly died on Luceria’s platform, more than three months ago. I wondered if she’d noticed this look on Jax’s face before.

      “I know the two of you will be wonderful parents,” Hansa added, taking my face in her hands, her emerald-gold gaze darting between Field and me. “You’ll make a good father, Hawk. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. You had enough guts to take on an army of Destroyers, my friend—a baby won’t bring you down, either!”

      More laughter erupted from our group. I wiped my wet eyes and smiled at my husband.

      “She’s right, Field,” I said. “I know we talked about this last night, too, but I feel like I need to say it again, babe. You’ve been sort of raising all these supernaturals here in GASP, too. You’re patient and strong and have morals that would put anyone to shame, and I couldn’t have picked a better father for my child…”

      His gaze softened, and I lost myself in his turquoise eyes for a moment, before Jax cleared his throat, having resumed his cool, unyielding posture. The warmth I’d just seen in the Eritopian vampire was gone, replaced by features seemingly carved out of stone, his eyes opaque and filled with secrets he didn’t wish to share.

      “While I’d like nothing more than to further engage in this beautiful celebratory moment,” he said, “I’d like to go back to training our recruits, and make some assessments as to which of them would be fit for a mission on Tenebris. I think it’s the best way to move forward with this, instead of sitting around a table and thinking of people to nominate.”

      Hansa gave him a frown. He completely ignored her, but she didn’t pursue it. It made me curious, since I would’ve expected her to be the first to give him a snappy comeback. I’d never seen her so reserved before; it wasn’t like her.

      “Jax is right,” Derek said, patting Field’s shoulder. “Let’s adjourn this meeting for now and reconvene later this week to make our picks. We don’t want to rush into this, and we do need a few days to properly screen all the recruits.”

      “And besides, we’ve got a wedding in, what, three days?” I smiled, glancing at Jovi and Anjani. “I mean, we could hold another meeting afterwards and get the wheels in motion, right?”

      I was given nods and hums in response, which pretty much settled it.

      “Okay then,” Field said. “We might as well start checking our recruits today. Meeting adjourned, and thank you all for coming!”

      The council began to scatter, with Vita and Serena moving to talk to Anjani and Jovi, while Draven, Field, and Bijarki followed Derek outside. Jax stayed behind with Lucas, catching up, occasionally glancing around the room. The rest of our family was slowly trickling out of the room, but Mom, Grandma Vivienne, and River were still hovering around me, with eyes wide and full of joy.

      I hugged and kissed them all again, then politely excused myself for a moment.

      I swiftly took Hansa aside for a quick chat.

      “Are you okay, Aida?” she asked, seeming alarmed by my suddenly serious expression.

      “What? No, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, just queasy every five minutes or so.” I shrugged, hoping I wouldn’t get all lightheaded again like earlier this morning. “You—it’s you I’m worried about. What’s up?”

      She blinked several times, apparently confused by my question.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You and Jax. What’s going on there?”

      She immediately blushed in her succubus way, her face lighting up like a star. She shook her head and regained her composure, gaping at me with wide eyes.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, prompting me to roll my eyes at her endearing attempt to deny that there was anything going on between her and the Lord of Maras.

      “Come on, Hansa.” I scoffed. “There’s been tension between the two of you since our battle with Azazel, and it’s weird because, despite your thorny little back-and-forth’s, you and Jax had an interesting chemistry going on. What happened?”

      It took her half a minute to concede and let a long, heavy sigh roll out of her chest. She briefly glanced at Jax across the room. Their eyes met, but he immediately switched his gaze to Lucas.

      “I don’t know, Aida,” she said slowly. “It’s all changed since the war ended... He’s been keeping his distance, and certainly doesn’t want to talk about it. I’ve asked him what’s wrong, but he just changes the subject and walks away, like he’s avoiding me. I’m pretty sure he’s even mind-bent me a couple of times just to get me to stop asking, but I can’t exactly prove it since he’s so good at it…”

      “And how do you feel about it?” I asked.

      “Not that great, I’ll be honest. I mean, he’s all cold and stoic and irritatingly dismissive, while I’m struggling with feelings I haven’t experienced in a long time… and certainly not with this much intensity. I never thought I’d feel this way, and yet, here I am. The more he pushes me away, the more I need to see him. It doesn’t go well with my nature. It frustrates the hell out of me to be so attracted to someone, so vulnerable, but I can’t do anything about it, either.”

      I was determined to think this over and try to come up with a viable solution for her. I really wanted to help. I didn’t like seeing her like this, and I knew, for a fact, that she didn’t deserve to be given the cold shoulder—especially not after I’d seen Jax unravel the way he had when Hansa was dying in his arms.

      “There’s nothing you can do, little pup.” Hansa gave me a warm half-smile, resting a hand on my shoulder. It was as if she’d read my mind. Or my face—I was recklessly transparent by nature. “You’ve got a bun in the oven to worry about now. Besides, I’m a former tribe chief. I crush my enemies with my bare hands—or thighs, on occasion. Getting myself hung up on a Mara won’t last forever. I will get over it.”

      Her bluntness made me laugh, and her strength and ferocity left me speechless. I gawked at her for a second, wishing to memorize every single thing about Hansa that made me want to worship her, in hopes that, should my baby turn out to be a girl, I’d be able to instill the same values into her.

      I would certainly love raising a half-Hawk, half-wolf girl with Hansa’s attitude. She’d be breaking oh so many barriers…
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      After the eventful GASP council meeting at our Mount Zur base, I called out some of our recruits for a training session on the Plateau—a name we’d given to one of our biggest practice spaces, as it occupied the entire northwestern platform and somehow broke from the cluster of limestone boxes that formed our base.

      It was a semi-open space facility, with thick, square pillars that supported the stone roof. There were no windows or walls, but Aida had set up a swamp witches’ spell around the training area to prevent recruits from falling over and breaking their necks—an invisible barrier of sorts that acted like an elastic membrane and pushed the fighters back inside, since there weren’t any walls other than the one linked to the rest of the base. The ground was solid dirt, covered in short red grass that cushioned the harder landings. There were obstacle courses set in the middle, designed for army-like training, complete with ropes, wooden pillars and barriers, hay bales, and metal structures for climbing and fighting above the ground.

      I moved to the middle of the Plateau, surrounded by Avril, Scarlett, and Fiona. Harper Hellswan and Caia Conway were also present, standing next to Serena and Vita, along with Hansa and Anjani. I was still getting used to looking at Harper and Caia, as they both resembled their sisters a little too much for my comfort.

      Harper had taken a little more from Tejus’s facial features, but she was tall and athletic, just like Serena, with long black hair, blue-green eyes, and broad hips and shoulders. She was in her second year as a vampire sentry and had demonstrated incredible self-control, given her young age. I usually referred to her as the Cucumber, mainly because she was as cool as one, almost never showing emotions or signs of panic—in that aspect, she and Serena were very different. Nevertheless, her devotion to GASP, her friends, and her family was impressive. I almost felt sorry for anyone who might try to hurt her or her loved ones.

      Caia was petite and spunky, just like Vita, with medium-length pale blonde hair and bright green eyes with a hint of teal. Grace and Lawrence had some fertility problems, and had enlisted Corrine’s magic to help them conceive—back when they couldn’t remember Vita. Whatever spell Corrine had performed, not only had it helped bring Caia into the world, but it had also gifted her with strong fire fae abilities. It had taken Vita many years to summon her first flames, whereas to Caia they had come as naturally as breathing. All in all, Caia was not one of the best fighters in GASP where physical combat was concerned, but the things that girl could do with fire had already left me speechless.

      Field and Draven were on the far end, giving instructions to some of our male recruits, including Blaze, Heath’s son and an eminent fire dragon. Heath had married Athena after his period of celibacy had come to an end—she was a full female fire dragon he came upon in the supernatural dimension—and they’d introduced their son Blaze to GASP at the green age of six. From what my dad had told me, Blaze was a terrific fighter and, most importantly, could transform into a full dragon thanks to his mother’s genes. He was also highly skilled in his use of fire, which was one of the reasons he’d recently been reassigned to the Eritopian base. Most of the female recruits in our base seemed to have a soft spot for the guy—taking a lot after his father, Blaze stood tall, with navy-blue eyes, short dark hair, and rugged good looks mounted on a broad frame with solid muscle mass. Of course, said female recruits were also disappointed to find out that, like Heath in his early days, Blaze had taken a celibacy vow until the age of twenty-three. I could practically hear their brains counting the years, months, and days until it was over.

      It hadn’t taken the young fire dragon long to make new friends; he and Heron, Jax’s brother, soon became inseparable. Heron Dorchadas, also present and currently grimacing at his brother’s instructions, was an impressive specimen, as far as Eritopian vampires were concerned. The Mara was tall, dark, and handsome as hell—even I had to give nature credit for the gifts it had bestowed upon him. He shared many of his brother’s facial features, with black hair in a permanent bedhead tousle, jade eyes, and a nose worthy of Roman emperor busts, but he was slightly more slender than Jax, with toned muscles, broad shoulders, and long legs. The ladies, both Shadian and Eritopian, loved and hated him at the same time—sure, he whipped up a charming smile with ease, but his penchant for crude jokes nearly got him slapped a couple of times, and, in at least one instance, nearly set on fire (Caia did not mess around).

      I turned my attention back to the Shadian females surrounding me, carefully analyzing each one as I noticed how comfortable they’d all gotten with their new lives in Eritopia. Hansa had taken a particular liking to Fiona, mostly because of her strength—she was another “warrior with deadly thighs”, so it didn’t come as a surprise that they’d gotten close. Fiona had inherited Yelena’s auburn hair, keeping it cut below the ears. Her eyes were the color of molten amber, and her physique didn’t exactly match her titanic strength. Sure, the athletic frame was visible, but she was almost two heads shorter than me, petite, with an overall sweetness that made each of her punches a devastating surprise.

      Avril was my secret favorite of the bunch, mainly because of the foot-in-mouth syndrome she often displayed during social gatherings and dinner parties—she was my kindred spirit, so to speak. She’d come to The Shade with Marion, and Lucas had adopted her, raising her like his own. She had opted into vampirism at the age of eighteen, and even that didn’t stop her dad from being super-protective. But Avril was always quick to stop him from being overbearing (when she was around). Her medium height didn’t make her any less of a worthy opponent, and her beautiful face was often a distraction for our male recruits during training. Her oval face with heart-shaped lips and pert nose, complemented by her hazel eyes and long light brown hair with blond highlights was a recipe for heartbreak, and her hourglass figure didn’t help either. What made her truly intimidating to some, however, was her sense of smell—hence the “Hound Dog” nickname. Avril was an expert tracker—almost as good as if she were a werewolf. She’d learned how to smell the chemical changes in any creature, thus being able to detect fear and other intense emotions. She could read some of us like open books.

      As for Scarlett, she was a phenomenon all on her own, given her incredible speed. She’d also been turned at the age of eighteen and was Avril’s niece by marriage, technically speaking, but they got along more like sisters. She had warm brown hair, which she often combed straight into a ponytail to “help with aerodynamics”, she’d say, and Jeramiah’s sky-blue eyes. She was as tall as me, with an athletic physique, ample curves, and long legs that she used to their maximum capacity.

      “Okay, girls, I’m going to take turns with you,” I announced, addressing Avril, Scarlett, and Fiona. “We’ll focus on physical combat for now because I want to assess your offense and defense skills.”

      The three vampires nodded firmly, each clad in her black training suit and sneakers. I’d advised them to wear some fingerless gloves, at least, because I had a hard head, and it wouldn’t have been the first time they’d ended up grazing their knuckles while trying to punch me.

      “Well, I see you didn’t bother to take my advice.” I nodded at Fiona, who put her bare hands up with a smirk. As usual, that made my skin crawl. That girl could beat me six ways from Sunday, and, judging by the look on her face, she was hell-bent on making it seven ways from Sunday.

      “I don’t need them,” she replied politely.

      “Of course you don’t.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath. Anjani’s chuckle drew my attention. “What are you so giggly about, my love?”

      “Oh, nothing. I’m just looking at you, surrounded by three ladies, about to get whipped,” my future bride replied. Her emerald eyes glimmered with droplets of pure gold, their mesmerizing effect amplified by her rich black hair flowing down her back and over her shoulders in generous curls. I loved the way she looked in her training outfit, her athletic curves hugged by black leather, quietly inviting me to lose myself in her.

      “Good to know I’m lucky to have such a supportive fiancée,” I quipped, pursing my lips.

      “Shut up and get to work, wolf-boy,” Hansa barked with a half-smile. “These girls are not here for your smooches and coos!”

      Anjani lit up with a silvery blush, while I felt my cheeks heat. I blinked several times, then glanced at Fiona, Scarlett, and Avril. All three stood there, watching and waiting patiently. I glanced back at Hansa and Anjani, and decided to keep them busy, too. If I was going to get my ass handed to me by Fiona (again), the least I could do was make sure the others got some action as well.

      “How about you, Serena, Vita, and my future wife take on Harper and Caia?” I suggested to Hansa with a smirk. “I’m thinking you’d be of more use to GASP if you trained with our young recruits, instead of standing on the side and being all judgy about how I communicate with my fiancée?”

      “That’s perfectly fine with me,” Hansa shot back. “But I will still laugh when Fiona splatters you all over this plateau.”

      I chuckled, then gave Harper a stern look, pointing a finger at her like a regular drill sergeant.

      “You’d better show this succubus not to mess with us Novaks, you hear me?”

      Harper raised an eyebrow, her hands resting on her hips. “Need help defending your ego then, cousin Jovi?”

      “You’re not helping,” I muttered, unable to stifle a laugh. The others giggled as well, before I clapped once to regain their attention. “Okay, here’s how we’ll do this. One-on-one sessions, in rotation, each with a minimum of three five-minute rounds. Hansa, Serena, and Anjani can take on Harper. Caia can work with Vita, and I will deal with Avril, Scarlett, and Fiona.”

      Harper frowned at me. “I get three opponents and Caia only gets one?”

      “It’s actually very fair.” I grinned. “First, because you sold me out just now, and second, because you’re one hell of a fighter and you need to up your game. You’re already comfortable with two opponents, so giving you three is like upping you one level. I’m fighting three vampires here, after all. Proficiency does not reside in the number of opponents, but in what you do with your body and skills. And third, Caia and Vita train best together because they both focus on their fire abilities, which can be crucial to any mission we undertake.”

      Silence fell over the group. Anjani beamed with pride, and Hansa couldn’t help but give me an appreciative nod.

      “Good thinking,” the former Red Tribe chief said. “I’m impressed.”

      “Didn’t think I had it in me, huh?” My lips stretched into a grin.

      “On the contrary, I think you’re one of the most impressive and relentless fighters I’ve ever had the pleasure to go to war with,” Hansa replied in a serious tone, then grinned. “You just need a kick in the butt, once in a while, to get you back on track, because you are so. Easily. Distracted.”

      “What do you mean—” I didn’t get to finish my question. Scarlett came at me with only a fraction of her speed, but still fast enough to hit me with a side-kick that knocked the air out of my lungs. I doubled over, then immediately jumped a couple of feet back, my senses ignited. I took on a defensive position and glared at her. “What the hell?”

      “Less talking, more training,” Scarlett said, resuming her fighting stance. “I call dibs on the first five minutes.”

      Hansa laughed as she, Anjani, and Serena took on Harper, and Caia moved farther away with Vita so they could practice their fireballs. The farther away they got, the better, as far as I was concerned. I nearly got fried the last time I was near them during fire training.

      I engaged Scarlett in light combat first, blocking her kicks and punches and sending some back to disorient her. One of the rules in physical training with me was that both Scarlett and Fiona would reign in their special abilities, in order to perfect their techniques and not rely solely on supersonic speed or titanic strength. It worked well—the girls improved their hits and gradually strengthened their defenses, too.

      I briefly glanced over at Harper between fighting sessions, admiring her speed and composure in the way she dealt with three powerful opponents. Neither Serena, Hansa, nor Anjani held back, either, making the fight an absolute pleasure to watch. Harper dodged hits, moved like flowing water, and made liberal use of strategic punches and kicks to weaken her opponents. She got a few jabs to her face and sides, though, enough to remind me that she still had a couple more months to go before she could take on four strong supernaturals at once without using her sentry abilities. Nevertheless, she was impressive and potentially deadly. I would definitely nominate her for a mission on Tenebris with Avril, Fiona, and Scarlett.

      Heron and Jax were sparring on the other side, with Patrik fighting Phoenix and Draven at the same time. Heron was skilled and quick on his feet, while Patrik’s stamina allowed him to hold his own against two opponents, his punches heavy enough to throw Phoenix back and knock the air out of Draven’s lungs. I noticed Derek, Ben, and Cameron standing by the doorway leading back inside the base, watching as Bijarki, Benedict, and Bastien took turns with four other recruits.

      By the time I was through with Fiona and Avril, while Scarlett was getting in position for another round against me and I was thankful to not have gotten my teeth kicked out by Fiona just yet, I noticed Blaze was taking a break, his gaze fixed on Caia. Nobody else noticed it, but I knew that look well. For a fire dragon under a celibacy oath, Blaze was going to have a lot of trouble working on the same team as the fire fae. A grin bloomed on my face as I wondered what it would be like to nominate him along with Caia for Tenebris… After all, the greatest warriors blossom in the middle of adversity. I chuckled, mostly to myself.

      Scarlett’s right hook came fast, but I was able to block it with my forearms. I launched a quick succession of punches to push her back. She was strong, not just quick on her feet; I had to give the girl credit, as she could definitely take a punch or twenty.

      “Jovi, try not to get yourself maimed before our wedding day,” Anjani quipped as she dodged one of Harper’s kicks with a confident smirk.

      “I could say the same for you, my love,” I breathed out, and darted to Scarlett’s left side, turned with a leg out, and swept her off her feet. She hit the ground with a thud and a grunt. Another point for me.

      I offered her a hand and helped her up, nodding at Fiona. My skin crawled, as I knew she’d put in a bit more strength in the second round. Fiona was very protective of and attached to both Scarlett and Avril, and I could tell from the look on her face that she didn’t like the way I’d brought her cousin down.

      “Mind if I join you, dear ladies?” Heron grinned as he approached, his jade eyes fixed deliberately on me.

      In any other circumstances, I would’ve taken him down for that, just to wipe the arrogant look off his face. I cared a lot for both him and Jax, but this boy needed a kick once in a while—and I instantly glanced at my trainees, wondering which one would be happy to put him in his place. It wouldn’t have the same impact if I kicked his ass. This had to be done by a Novak lady.

      “By all means.” I nodded, the corner of my mouth twitching, then took a couple of steps to the side, waiting for either Scarlett, Fiona, or Avril to say something.

      “My brother sent me over here, said I could learn a few tricks from you all.” Heron shrugged. “As if. But anyway, who wants to go first?”

      I could see the girls’ eyes burning. They all wanted to feed him a slice of humble pie. Avril, however, was the one to step forward with her chin high.

      “Let’s go, wise ass.” She raised an eyebrow, arms crossed over her chest. “Show me what you’re made of, and I’ll show you what you can learn from us.”

      She had picked up a delicate French accent from her mother. It made everything she said sound softer than it actually was, often prompting others to underestimate her fierceness and strength because she sounded so “cute”.

      Heron chuckled and took his position. Avril assumed her fighting stance, fists balled and blocking her face, her hazel gaze locked on his. The two vampires stood like that for a second longer than I would’ve expected—then Heron threw the first punch, and Avril dodged it.

      He tried again, but she was fast. They went on like that for about a minute, with Heron trying different angles—not necessarily to hit her, but rather to get a feel for her defensive moves. Smart, I thought, but Avril wasn’t even trying at that point.

      “Are you going to keep dodging me for much longer, honey?” Heron smirked.

      “Are you going to keep throwing punches like a six-year-old?” Avril shot back, her shoulders tense as they moved around each other.

      Heron chuckled, then threw a heavier left hook, followed by a series of punches and knee-kicks that Avril blocked with her arms, until he immediately switched and knocked her in the ribs. She coughed, and he took a step back, satisfaction spreading a smile on his face.

      “I don’t know why you’re smiling,” Avril said, regaining her breath. “This is far from over.”

      “Not that far, honey. I’ve seen your moves by now. I know what to expect.”

      “Oh, okay!” Avril feigned enlightenment. “Then it’s time to teach you a lesson!”

      She didn’t wait for his reply. She launched a flurry of punches, which the Eritopian vamp found harder to block, given the increasing speed with which she delivered them. Avril had been holding a lot back, to get him to relax and slip up. She dodged one of his punches and shot up with a surprise uppercut. I heard his teeth clank together as his head fell back.

      Avril didn’t stop. She used her knees and shins to weaken his legs before she swiftly moved around him and jumped high enough to wrap her legs around his left shoulder, over his back, and pull him down with her weight and a little help from physics. They both landed heavily on the ground, with Avril twisting Heron’s left arm around, close to breaking it loose from the shoulder. Her legs straightened and put enough pressure on his upper back to stuff his face in the short red grass.

      I could hear him grunting below, and I bent forward and watched with delight. Avril had him in a tight hold, keeping his arm at a painful angle. She beamed at me, then looked at Heron.

      “And the lesson is…” She exhaled sharply. “That you should never ever underestimate a Novak, Heron.”

      My heart swelled with pride as Heron caved in and slapped the ground three times to yield.

      “That’s my girl!” Cameron shouted, watching from the sidelines across the Plateau.

      Avril released him and jumped to her feet. I gave her an appreciative pat on the shoulder, then helped Heron get back up. He dusted himself off, befuddled as he grimaced from his sore shoulder.

      “Oh, you’ll heal fast. You’re a Mara!” I chuckled.

      He glared at me for a second, then switched his focus to Avril, who stood tall by my side, a defiant smile drawn from ear to ear. Heron then surprised me by giving her a curt nod, his jade eyes locked on hers.

      “Nice one,” he said in genuine appreciation. “This was my first time fighting a female GASP recruit. Thank you for making it memorable.”

      Avril didn’t seem like she’d expected his concession either. She only nodded in response. I had a feeling she was having a hard time finding her words, and, given the way her cheeks flushed slightly whenever she looked at him, I could guess why. Avril was not indifferent to the Mara’s charms, but she was good at keeping it to herself, for the most part.

      “It’s not over, though,” Heron added, his pride bleeding all over the place. “I’ll find your weak spots, and I will take you down.”

      “I look forward to laughing in your face as you try, sure,” Avril shot back.

      My mischievous nature took over my recruit selection process, and I figured why the hell not—I could suggest throwing a young and cheeky Mara into the Tenebris team, for good measure! While I wasn’t the one making the final decisions, the other senior GASP officers were always open to my suggestions, given my combat skills and Eritopian experience.

      “Okay, okay,” I intervened, cutting through the sizzling tension riding between them, and nodded at Fiona. “You want to go again? Scarlett can keep Heron busy for a while.”

      Fiona nodded, Heron and Scarlett took their positions, and Avril waited patiently for another round with me. I glanced over to the other girls. Harper was getting tired, so Hansa had taken a step back, letting the vampire sentry focus on just Anjani and Serena. I watched as Hansa’s gaze wandered across the Plateau, settling on Jax on the other side.

      The Lord of Maras was busy sparring with one of the incubus recruits. He noticed her looking at him, then came down hard on his opponent with several hits that eventually knocked the young incubus on his back. The tension between Jax and Hansa was gradually increasing, to the point where even her attention made him more aggressive.

      I wondered whether it would be a good idea to talk to Jax about this, but I figured it would be better to have Anjani try speaking to her sister first, and tackle the problem from both sides. They were our friends, our family and allies. Whatever was going on between them, they needed to sort it out before it got worse.
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      I loved spending time with Caia, mostly because she had a way of making me want to always improve my fire fae abilities. I’d already come a long way in the span of a few months, but watching my sister take out her customized lighters and get into a fighting stance was always exciting.

      She’d given me a personalized set of my own as a wedding gift, and I brought them out. I had them with me at all times—not just because I was comfortable with having a permanent fire source, but also because they reminded me of Caia, the best sister I could possibly ask for. Her lighters were rectangular and plated with smooth, stainless steel engravings of fire dragons. She’d been fascinated with the species ever since she was a kid, from what she’d told me. Mine, on the other hand, were oval, with ancient Eritopian runes etched into their silver casings. Caia had worked with Viola and Bijarki to get them done, and I’d nearly cried on my wedding day when she handed them over. The runes were a message to me, inspiring and powerful words that I’d already internalized.

      “I’m gonna show you a new trick now.” Caia smiled, raising her arms. “I’m not sure you know, but some fire fae can fashion solid objects out of fire.”

      “Seriously?” I’d had no idea, and I certainly had never thought I’d be able to do such a thing.

      Caia had been playing with fire from the age of four and was much more advanced than me, but she was also an excellent teacher—patient, encouraging, and a fan of positive reinforcement. I loved her to bits because she brought out the best in me, and I often wished I’d been there while she was growing up. She was the best thing to come out of that Eritopian time lapse, in my book.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “It’s all about using your energy, concentrating it into a shape of your choosing, and channeling it until your inner fire pours into it. I know, easier said than done, but let me show you what I mean.”

      She closed her eyes for a second, and the air seemed to heat up around us. She clicked both lighters open above her head. Their flames flickered blue and amber. She took a deep breath, then passed her thumbs over the small fires and slowly brought her arms down.

      I gasped as I watched the lighters leave behind two flame trails that shaped themselves into a pair of long swords, made of pure fire.

      “Holy crap, that looks amazing!” I gawked at Caia’s fire blades, and she held them up with a grin.

      “Pretty cool, right?”

      “Oh yeah, I definitely want to learn how to do that! Do they cut? I mean, how do they work?” I asked, my thumbs gently pushing against the caps on my lighters.

      “It’s fire. It’s loose; it doesn’t cut,” Caia replied, looking at the flames. “I think I can get more energy channeled into them, to maybe make them more compact so the blades can actually cut… You know, like lasers! I mean, I can try?”

      “Wow, I would definitely love to see that.” I laughed. “But even in their current state, I’m pretty sure you can inflict some serious damage, right?”

      “Let’s find out.” She put on a mischievous smile and moved closer to one of the thick wooden columns in the middle of the plateau. It was normally used for climbing and balancing on its top, but my sister had other plans for it.

      I watched in awe as Caia brought both her flaming swords down against the pillar. The wood lit up, the fires swallowing it whole so fast, we didn’t even see whether the blades had actually cut through it.

      “Whoa!” Caia took a few steps back as the pillar blazed bright and orange.

      “Oh, crap,” I muttered, shoving the lighters back in the pockets of my training suit and putting my hands out.

      I coaxed the fire into doing my bidding, wiggling my fingers to force it down. The flames dimmed until the only thing left was a charred stick, with red embers still crackling down its length. I looked around the Plateau, then, and noticed that all eyes were on us.

      There was a mixture of awe and surprise, while Bijarki stood out, beaming with pride as he moved toward us. I felt my cheeks flush, and Caia gave me a friendly nudge.

      “Yeah, we make a good team, Sis.” She snorted. “I set fires, you put them out. Well done!”

      I chuckled. Bijarki stopped by my side to drop a soft kiss on my cheek, glancing at the burnt wood pillar.

      “Try not to burn GASP down, ladies,” he said lightly. “Although I must admit, that’s impressive.”

      “Why, thank you ever so much,” I replied, feigning a Southern accent and fluttering my eyelashes at him. His gaze darkened, raw with desire, and I felt his incubus nature enveloping me with heat and a delicious lightheadedness before he pulled himself back and got a hold of himself.

      “I’ll… I’ll go over there,” he mumbled, his silvery eyes fixed on me.

      That look on his face said we were in for a long and passionate night. Not that I had any objections to that. Every night with Bijarki was full of bliss, well into the break of dawn. I just found him adorable whenever he forgot to reign in his incubus nature.

      He moved over to Harper’s side. She was catching her breath, while Hansa, Serena, and Anjani recovered as well. Harper’s stamina was impressive, and Phoenix often referred to her as a beast, in the most positive sense of the word. Serena was equally infatuated with her younger and, at the same time, older sister. Serena was eighteen, but Harper was born during the Eritopian time lapse, and had recently turned twenty. Nevertheless, they were inseparable, their character differences bringing them even closer, as if they perfectly complemented each other.

      “Harper, it’s time I teach you something nifty.” Bijarki smiled, prompting the vampire sentry to straighten her back in response.

      “Oh?” she asked, raising an eyebrow with genuine interest.

      “You’re fast and aggressive enough to learn a new fighting technique,” he replied. “It’s part of the incubi’s warfare tactic, mastered by trained assassins, to be precise. Few are selected to learn it.”

      “I feel honored, then!” She grinned.

      “Try to attack me.” He winked, taking a defensive stance.

      Harper nodded and immediately came at him with a left hook. He ducked, then delivered soft blows in short and simple, unexpected moves. It reminded me of Wing Chun, a Kung Fu style that had risen to popularity in the first half of the 20th century on Earth. Harper was surprised and tried to counteract his hits, but Bijarki was too fast and getting too close.

      He took a step back, and pointed at the empty space between them.

      “See this?” he asked. “There’s too much room. You want to get close, really close, to your adversary. You want to use your fists, knees, and feet in an effective manner, because you won’t always be able to keep your distance, and your life might depend on what you do in close quarters.”

      “I like it.” Harper nodded. “But I’m guessing it’s not something you learn on the spot.”

      “No, but I can show you some basic moves now, and we can set up an hour or two every day to train further.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Teach me, sensei!” Harper joked.

      “What’s that?” Bijarki blinked with confusion.

      “Oh, it means ‘teacher’ in martial arts, a fighting style on Earth.”

      Bijarki processed the information, then smirked.

      “I like it. You can call me Sensei Bijarki then.”

      I giggled, totally head over heels for my incubus. I loved watching him teach; it made him so happy and energized. He’d really found his calling in GASP, and was now eager to share his ample military experience and knowledge with the younger recruits.

      I looked over to the other guys, and noticed Blaze had been left without a sparring partner.  Patrik had retired to the door to confer with Draven, Jax, and the elder Novaks. Bijarki noticed, too, and briefly glanced at Caia before he called the fire dragon over.

      “Blaze!” he said. “Get over here and spar with Caia. Can’t have you standing around so idly!”

      Blaze instantly nodded and crossed the Plateau at a sprint. He was the spitting image of his dad, Heath. His dark blue eyes fixed on Caia as he reached us. He looked at Bijarki for a moment, pressing his lips together.

      “Are you sure?” he murmured to Bijarki, then settled his gaze on Caia again.

      “I’m positive, Blaze. Do not underestimate your opponent,” Bijarki replied. “Use both physical combat and fire skills. Reps of five minutes with one-minute breaks in between.”

      Bijarki then focused on teaching Harper some new moves, while Caia moved closer to Blaze, her teal eyes glimmering. They both nodded to each other, and assumed their fighting stances.

      “I’ll, uh, be blowing fire in my human form,” Blaze stated, his tone slightly awkward. “I’m a bit large for this platform as a dragon… I might topple a few columns.”

      “Okay,” she replied, offering him a small smile. “I’ll start, then.”

      Caia moved, flipping open her lighters and summoning a long fire whip, which she lashed at Blaze so fast, he had to jump back a couple of feet to avoid a burn. It caught him by surprise, but he didn’t immediately use his own fire. Instead, he dodged her strikes until he managed to close the distance between them.

      Caia turned three hundred and sixty degrees with her fire whip to amplify the impact of her next lash, but Blaze dropped down and swept her feet from under her. Caia fell flat on her back with a grunt, her flames extinguished, and Blaze offered her a hand. She took it, and he helped her up with a pull that brought him a little too close, their faces inches away from one another.

      They seemed entranced, until Caia took a deep breath and reignited her lighter, this time fashioning two short fire batons. The flames seemed more concentrated than her previous sword forms, reminding me of the incandescent blade that Ori had used against Azazel.

      “I definitely didn’t expect that,” Blaze warned Caia. “Your skills are impressive.”

      “I would like to see yours, too, while we’re here,” Caia replied with a smirk, then came at him with a succession of fiery blows. Blaze pulled back, dodging the hits, then blew a strong fire column at her, prompting Caia to bring her forearms together in a cross and immediately turn her batons into a thick, flaming shield. It worked well, but the strength of Blaze’s fire pushed her farther back, forcing her to take a knee.

      Caia bellowed against the sheer force of the fire column, summoning her abilities to come out in full, and her shield burst out with an explosion so powerful, it canceled Blaze’s attack and threw him backward. He landed several feet away, and needed a minute to shoot back up to his feet.

      I couldn’t help but clap at the sheer display of strength and skill from both of them. Caia wore a proud grin, putting her lighters away and lifting her index finger in the air.

      “Sorry if I got a little too intense,” she said. “I can tell we’re being screened for something today, so I figured I’d give it my best.”

      He chuckled, then nodded with appreciation.

      “You most certainly did,” he replied, his voice a touch lower than usual.

      There was a twinkle in his eyes that reminded me of my first few days around Bijarki, back at the mansion. I could see the attraction—it didn’t need explaining. Blaze then frowned and looked away, focusing his gaze on Bijarki and Harper’s training.

      He was probably seeing Caia now for the first time, in a way. They’d grown up in The Shade during the Eritopian time lapse, but my sister had spent most of her time within the Residences community, while Blaze lived on the other side of the island, with the dragon folk.

      I knew his dad Heath and our mom had gotten close at one point before dad had come into the picture… which made this little potential coupling all the more interesting. I couldn’t wait to see where it might lead.
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      The day I’d never imagined I’d experience was finally here.

      My wedding day.

      My heart was thudding, wrestling against my ribcage as Corrine made the final adjustments to my dress. All my favorite girls were with me, along with members of my new family: Hansa, my sister and my best friend; Serena, Aida, and Vita, the unbreakable trio who had helped us regain freedom for ourselves and our people; Victoria, Jovi’s mother and a woman who inspired me on so many levels; Vivienne, Jovi and Aida’s grandmother and truly a sight to behold, the epitome of grace and vampiric elegance; and Viola, a Daughter of Eritopia with a mind of her own and a heart the size of Calliope.

      Aura and Almandine were busy giggling and braiding silver orchids into my long, curly black hair. They gathered the braided locks and twisted them into a loose, flowery bun resting on the back of my neck. I would’ve loved to have Izora, Hansa’s only living daughter and my niece, with us but she’d been sent to a therapy camp to recover from her severe war trauma. Hansa had been very quick to notice the signs and didn’t like talking about it much, mainly because it broke her heart to see Izora so quiet and sleepless. Watching her sisters die at the hands of Sluaghs and Destroyers had taken its toll on the young succubus, and her caregiver had told us Izora wanted some time alone with her inner ‘demons’, to heal on her own. Izora was a young warrior and, much like her mother, needed solitude to heal. It didn’t make Hansa too happy, but she respected the girl’s wishes. We didn’t want to interrupt her treatment, and her physical and emotional health was far more important than my wedding day.

      Corrine had done a fantastic job with my wedding dress, and I was filled with gratitude for her craftsmanship and attention to detail. The corset was snug, glazed in fine white lace with delicate floral embroidery and small pearls. The bolero was made of the same lace, covering my shoulders and arms and somehow bringing out the natural shimmer of my skin. The skirt was beautiful, pure white, with a wide diameter and plenty of soft silvery tulle underneath to keep it full.

      “You look absolutely breathtaking.” Corrine smiled as she took a few steps back, admiring her handiwork.

      I felt my skin light up, my emotions running wild, and I struggled to stay upright. The excitement and jitters were getting to me, but I’d survived an actual war—there was no way a wedding would knock me off my feet.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, and looked at myself in the large floor mirror in front of me.

      “Jovi will pass out at the altar. I’m willing to bet on it.” Aida grinned, her golden eyes glistening with tears of joy. I loved her like a sister, and I was thankful to be surrounded by so many incredible women as part of this new family of ours—a fascinating mixture of Eritopians and Shadians who advocated love, peace, and tolerance.

      “I might pass out before him.” I chuckled, fighting another bout of lightheadedness.

      Hansa came to stand in front of me and put her hands on my shoulders. She was a bridesmaid, as were Vita, Aida, Serena, Viola, Aura, and Almandine. Given the importance of this day, I wanted them all to be a part of it, and I wanted them to look as beautiful and as radiant as Jovi had made me feel from the moment we’d first laid eyes on each other. They wore matching dresses designed by Corrine’s daughter Arwen. They were simple but gorgeously elegant, the gray silk hugging their bodies, complete with thin straps and a large silver orchid on each right shoulder.

      “You’re simply a vision, little sister,” Hansa said, her silvery skin glowing as she swallowed back tears. “So please, make us all proud and don’t fall flat on your face during your wedding ceremony. I will make fun of you for the rest of our lives, and that means oh, so many years…”

      I burst into laughter and instantly relaxed as she smiled, then dropped a kiss on my forehead. Aura handed her a small silver bowl in which she’d prepared some red war paint—the color of our tribe, the color by which Eritopian society recognized us as Red Tribe succubi.

      “I’m getting married, Sister,” I joked, watching as Hansa gathered some paint on her index finger. “I’m not going to war.”

      “You are a succubus of the Red Tribe, Anjani Gorria,” Hansa declared with gravitas. “You will walk down the aisle as one. You will be married as one. And our new family must accept you and welcome you into the fold as one.”

      I nodded slowly. She drew a single red line on my neck, from my chin to the meeting point of my collarbones. Her wisdom and pride were something I hoped I would one day acquire and impart to others, as well. Until then, however, I was honored to have her near me, to teach me even when I might think there was nothing left for me to learn.

      She took a step back, wiping the tears that had finally broken through. Victoria took her place in front of me with a warm, loving smile.

      “You know, I think this would be the point where I give you some advice on marriage and living as a couple,” she said gently. “But we all experience married life differently, and that’s the best part about being with someone. You get to write your own story, add in your own emotions, and, well… simply be! But I will tell you one thing, Anjani. My son is the luckiest creature in all the universes to have found you as a soulmate. Just love and be good to each other, and everything else will fall into place.”

      “Thank you.” I fought back another wave of tears. Victoria took a deep breath and mounted a gorgeous set of clip-on pearl droplets on my earlobes. “I’m… I’m honestly out of words…”

      “Save them for later, honey.” She winked. “These earrings belonged to my grandmother and namesake, Victoria Novak. They were part of her wedding dowry, and felt like an appropriate gift... Today you become a Blackhall, Anjani. Consider this your ‘something old’.”

      She gave me a brief hug and stepped aside. I grabbed a tissue from Almandine’s trembling hands and patted the corners of my eyes. Aida came forward with a small silver box tied up with white ribbon. She gave it to me with a mischievous grin.

      “I think this is my way of officially welcoming you into the family,” she said. “I’ve thought of you as my sister since we were stuck beneath the protective shield of Draven’s mansion, to be honest, so I’ll just say what I’ve said before. Anjani, you are way out of my brother’s league, but he will love and cherish you until the very end. I hope you have a perfect wedding day, and that you get to look back and, like me, say ‘This is freakin’ perfect’!”

      We both laughed as I opened the box and took out a tear-shaped perfume bottle. It looked very extravagant and expensive—I’d experienced shopping in “Hawaii” with Aida, and I’d seen this and many other equally luxurious brands in one of her favorite malls.

      “It’s a rare edition. It’s been discontinued, but I thought it was perfect for you, so I made a few calls and got my hands on a dozen of these perfumes,” she said. “I also had Corrine add a magical twist to it, so make sure you wear it tonight. Combined with your succubus nature, it will have a very special effect.”

      I now understood the mischief I’d seen behind her earlier smile. I blushed, lighting up all bright and silvery, as I sprayed some of the perfume behind my ears, then tucked the bottle away in a hidden pocket of my dress. I flashed Aida a grin and hugged her.

      “Thank you… Sister,” I whispered in her ear.

      “Consider this your ‘something new’,” she replied, then moved back so that Serena could take her place.

      “Now for the ‘something borrowed’,” Serena said, holding up a superb pearl bracelet that actually matched my earrings and dress.

      “I don’t get it.” I sighed, not familiar with Earthly customs.

      “Oh! You don’t know.” Serena smiled as she put the bracelet around my wrist. “It’s a little wedding tradition we have back on Earth. We give gifts to the bride. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue! This is a bracelet that Draven got me during our honeymoon, and I’m giving it to you for today.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded, patting more tears from my eyes with a tissue. Serena hugged me and moved to stand back next to Aida and Vita. “So something old, something new, something borrowed… What’s next, something—”

      “Blue,” Vivienne said, and stopped in front of me.

      Aida’s grandmother was a vision in her own right, wearing a superb navy-blue chiffon dress that complemented her curves and offered a beautiful contrast to her pale skin. Her long black hair was straight and combed back, and her blue-violet eyes radiated warmth and affection.

      She smiled and handed me a beautiful blue lace band. I stared at it for a moment, not sure what to do with it, as if my brain had suddenly stopped functioning. The girls, on the other hand, were all grins and giggles.

      “Tha… Thank you?” I managed to say, prompting Vivienne to laugh.

      “This is a bridal garter, Anjani,” she said. “It goes on your thigh, and, later tonight, at the wedding party, Jovi will have to use his teeth to remove it. It’s another quirk of our Earthly weddings. And it’s blue.”

      “Woah, Grandma!” Aida exclaimed. “I never knew you had a dirty mind!”

      Vivienne smiled coyly. “Just something I remembered from your grandfather’s and my wedding…”

      Victoria raised her eyebrows at her mother, while Aida doubled over with laughter.

      “Do you think Jovi will be able to do it? I can already see him choking on it,” Aida said, making me giggle.

      “We’ll find out,” Vivienne replied, and gave me a playful wink. “Welcome to the family, Anjani. We are honored to have you.”

      I just nodded my thanks, as I was busy swallowing back more tears.

      “Okay, let’s stop now, because Anjani’s eyes are going to get all puffy before the wedding is even over!” Corrine said, and blew a smooth pinch of dust in my face.

      I held my breath, taken by surprise, but I could feel the dust penetrating and relaxing the skin around my eyes.

      “Call it a small, cosmetic artifice.” She winked.

      “Thank you… thank you all,” I said, and bowed respectfully before the creatures who had become such an important part of my life. “I never thought I’d live to see such a day, because I didn’t think it existed… I’m about to marry my soulmate… Peace has been restored in Eritopia… The incubi and succubi are living in harmony, sharing their cities once more… It feels like a dream.”

      “We’ve fought long and hard to make it a reality, Anjani,” Hansa replied gently. “Now it’s time we sit back and enjoy it.”

      “You seem incredibly calm today. What happened?” I asked, finally noticing the obvious.

      Hansa had been on edge from the moment I’d said yes to Jovi’s marriage proposal. She’d gotten involved in the entire organizational process, from floral arrangements to dinner menus, and all the other bits and pieces that were meant to make today perfect. I’d heard her bellow over a mismatched table cover and I’d seen her cry when Corrine had first shown us the wedding dress design.

      And yet today, the most important day of my life—and hers, too, apparently—she was all mellow emotions and timeless wisdom. I would’ve expected her to be even snappier until Jovi and I kissed and were declared husband and wife.

      Hansa chuckled, then took out a small glass bottle filled with a pale green liquid. She unscrewed the top and took a swig, then dropped it back into the hidden dress pocket from which she’d produced it.

      “Ori and Malachy were kind enough to make me this special potion,” she said. “It relaxes me completely, and I think it was the best thing I could do today to stop myself from going on a murderous rampage over the littlest things.”

      I laughed and hugged her again. She wrapped her arms around me and held me tight, resting her head against mine and humming gently in my ear. I recognized the song; it was a lullaby she used to sing to put me to sleep when I was little, and she’d sung it to her girls, too. Hansa had been with me my whole life, and I knew just how much today meant to her as well.

      For ourselves, as succubi, getting married was a rarity. As in, once every few decades one of us would fall in love and run off to marry an incubus. But now that our species had unanimously agreed to put aside our differences and once again peacefully coexist in the free cities of Calliope, more succubi were choosing to spend their lives with their soulmates.

      We’d been raised and conditioned to believe that we didn’t need males in our lives.

      We didn’t. But we simply could no longer refuse the concept of love. I loved Jovi with all my heart, and he worshipped me in return. Our souls were already bound, and the wedding was simply an official stamp. It only brought us closer.

      Most importantly, today was also about family. My sisters, my friends, and my fiancé’s relatives were all coming together, as the Red Tribe and the Shadians celebrated our union.
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      I’d been given a dressing room of my own for this. I didn’t really care, to be honest. I just wanted to stand in front of Anjani and profess my love to her. We could be naked in the middle of a field, as far as I was concerned—though I had a feeling Aida and the rest of our families wouldn’t be on board with that.

      Nevertheless, I’d been made to look surprisingly presentable. The tuxedo fit me nicely, accentuating my broad shoulders and long legs, but also adding a bit of extra mass to my physique. My hair had been expertly combed, and my beard had been trimmed down to a five o’clock shadow—courtesy of Ibrahim.

      All the great men on my side of the family were in the room with me, along with my friends. Draven, who’d been kind enough to let us host our wedding in Luceria, just like he, Field, and Bijarki had done before me; Phoenix and Field, my best friends and also groomsmen, along with the Druid; Jax and Bijarki, who were also present and unable to wipe the grins off their faces; Grandpa Xavier, Derek, and Lucas, who were helping my dad hold it all together—he seemed a lot more emotional than usual.

      Sure, I’d seen him shed a few tears at Aida’s wedding, but that was a father sort of saying goodbye to his little girl. I was Jovi. The jester. The wolf-boy. I hadn’t thought he’d get all teary eyed as he stood there by the floor mirror, watching with arms crossed over his chest as Ibrahim made some final adjustments to my trousers.

      “I have to give the warlock credit—he’s picked up a few sartorial tricks from Corrine for sure, because my wedding tux looks on point,” I said, glancing at my reflection. “I’d marry me, if I could!”

      “And who’d marry Anjani, then? I think Malachy has a soft spot for your fiancée, though he keeps it to himself. Shall I get him?” Draven quipped, giving Phoenix a friendly nudge.

      “Or Heron, for that matter,” Phoenix chimed in, catching on. “He’s quite smooth with the succubi.”

      “Hardy-har-har,” I shot back dryly, feigning irritation. “Keep it up, you two, and you won’t be allowed anywhere near the spiced rosewater tonight!”

      We all laughed. Dad came forward and placed his hands on my shoulders, looking into my eyes. I was nervous, to be honest, but I was also excited. I just wanted to be with Anjani. I’d proposed because I wanted us to have what my parents had—a life together, a partnership, a friendship that would never end. It was a tradition that emphasized the important role that Anjani had played in my existence and survival. She’d earned a ring on that finger, and a husband to worship her the way she deserved.

      I was just the lucky bastard she’d fallen madly in love with, and the one honored to spend the rest of this life making her happy and giving her nothing but bliss.

      “Jovi, Son,” Dad said, his voice raw and tugging invisible strings in my stomach. “This is it. Today is the day.”

      “Way to downplay it, Dad, thanks!”

      “Well, it’s a big day, Jovi. There’s no way to downplay it. But it’s the best day that any man could wish for. It’s the beginning of a new and better life for both you and Anjani,” he replied gently. “To be honest, I didn’t think you’d tie the knot with someone so soon. I thought you’d want to roam through the garden a bit more before settling down, but, then again, you’ve always had a way of surprising me.”

      “I didn’t think it would happen either. But then I saw her, and poof! I was hooked. Not my fault.” I shrugged.

      “I think she’s perfect for you,” Grandpa Xavier chimed in. “Fierce and beautiful, smart and loyal, relentless and pure. You’ve done well, Jovi.”

      “Yeah, I think she settled, but I’m not one to complain.” I grinned.

      “Just don’t get on her bad side,” Bijarki said. “You don’t want an angry succubus on your hands, wolf-boy. She will eat you alive.”

      “I noticed.” I nodded my approval. “Just the other day I opened my mouth before using my brain and said something stupid. The look she gave me scared me to death. I’d rather fight another Azazel than piss off Anjani—that’s all I’ll say.”

      The room burst into laughter. My dad stepped back, and Uncle Derek took his place. He was going to be officiating the wedding today, along with Safira, one of the Daughters of Eritopia. He gave me a small black box, a smile tugging the corner of his mouth.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Open it,” Derek replied.

      I did, and found myself staring at a pair of gorgeous wedding rings—two platinum bands with ancient Eritopian runes engraved on the inside. I recognized some of the symbols from our previous “studies”, back when we were taking notes on Aida, Vita, and Phoenix’s runes and Viola was translating them. I spotted the words “love”, “eternity”, and “bond”, among others. They were perfect for Anjani and me.

      I looked up at Derek and failed to produce any words. All I could do was nod my thanks and continue staring at the rings. Mom had told me not to worry about the rings, that the family would take care of that, but I had no idea they’d turn out so beautiful.

      “I’m honestly amazed to be at this stage in my life,” I muttered. “Looking forward to a future with my incredibly hot succubus warrior wife. I mean, three months ago I was giving my last breath, and Anjani was stubbornly pulling me out of the claws of death itself. It’s incredible. Thank you all for helping make today possible. I mean it. Thank you.”

      “The world wouldn’t be the same without you,” Draven replied. “I’m glad Anjani was there to bring you back to us.”

      “Speaking of things not being the same again…” I decided to change the subject, as tears were beginning to work their way into my eyes. “Does anyone have any useful advice to impart to this young and inexperienced groom? As you all know, I’m the proud owner of a foot-in-mouth syndrome who’s marrying a silvery goddess with the wrath of a volcano. How do I keep myself alive?”

      They all laughed, but Derek, Lucas, and Grandpa Xavier were the first to offer advice.

      “Be honest with her, no matter what,” Xavier said. “She will love you more for it than for you trying to spare her feelings. Sure, you might get a shoe thrown at your head once in a while, but in the long run, it’s worth it. It keeps the relationship happy.”

      “Yeah, knowing Anjani, she wouldn’t throw shoes, though. Axes and swords, sure, but not shoes,” I mumbled, generating another round of laughs.

      “It’s okay to bring her flowers for no special reason. Just because it’s Wednesday,” Lucas added. “It’s the little things, the attention, the pleasure of a gift. Don’t ever stop treating her like she’s the most important creature in your life. She is.”

      “I can do that,” I replied, scratching my chin. “I can totally do that. Thank you!”

      “Be patient, Jovi,” Derek said. “Whatever you two share, it lasts longer than anger, frustration, jealousy, or anything else that’s dark and nasty and might try to wiggle its way into your marriage over the years. Be patient. It’s the only piece of advice I can give you. It’s the only one that counts, at least.”

      I nodded my appreciation.

      “Thank you, Uncle Derek. It’s… It’s good advice to give,” I replied. “What about when she says she’s right and I know she’s wrong? Come on, guys, give me the juicy stuff, the man’s guide to survival through marriage!”

      “If she says she’s right, chances are she actually is and you’re deluding yourself into thinking otherwise because your ego is clouding your judgment,” Dad said with a grin.

      “Fair enough. But what if I fact-check her and find out that she’s wrong?” I sighed.

      “You are marrying a very intelligent succubus, Jovi,” Bijarki replied. “She can take the truth, always.”

      I nodded again, internalizing everything. Truth, patience, attention. The three ingredients I needed to add to my love for Anjani to make sure our life would be beautiful, healthy, and damn near perfect.

      “Besides, should she ever prove herself to be… difficult, you can always buy her chocolate. You can never go wrong with chocolate.” Field smiled.

      “Is that how you keep Aida from kicking your ass every other day?” I smirked, beaming at my brother-in-law.

      “Pretty much. That and… you know…”

      “Oh, no,” I shot back with faux horror. “Oh, the mental image! That’s my sister, you perv!”

      “And my wife,” Field chuckled, prompting Ibrahim to double over from the laughter along with the rest of the room.

      A knock on the door startled me.

      “Yes?” I called out.

      Alma’s curly head popped in, her eyes widening when she noticed all the males in the room.

      “Hey, Alma.” I gave her a friendly smile.

      The teen succubus nodded, tucking one of her black curls behind her ears.

      “Hey, Jovi. So… they’re ready to start the wedding,” she said, trying hard to mask her excitement.

      “Perfect, we’ll be out shortly,” Derek replied, then nodded at me with an encouraging smile. “Come on, Jovi. Let’s get you and Anjani hitched!”

      Alma smiled then vanished behind the door. I gave myself another look in the mirror.

      Eritopia had been brutal, but it had also been kind to me. In the middle of adversity, I’d glanced into Anjani’s emerald-gold eyes and I’d found the meaning to my life. I’d found a purpose. I’d found love.

      Today, I was going to stand in front of Anjani, and I was going to give myself to her, body and soul, for the rest of my life. It was still a new and scary concept to me, but every time I looked at her, any trace of anxiety went away, my heart swelling with love and my soul eager to touch hers.

      I was a lucky wolf-boy, indeed.
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      This wasn’t the first wedding I’d attended. It wasn’t even my first in Eritopia. But still, I couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of the event.

      Two worlds were coming together in Luceria to celebrate the kind of love that transcended time and space and was undeterred by the fact that the couple involved came from different universes altogether.

      The entire castle of Luceria was decorated to mark this occasion. The white marble walls were adorned with silver torches and wild orchid arrangements. White and gray organza curtains were elegantly folded on either side of each floor-to-ceiling window.

      Hundreds of guests from both The Shade and Calliope were expected to arrive after the wedding ceremony was over. Jovi and Anjani had tried to keep the numbers relatively low for their vows, mainly because they wanted their families, close friends, and allies to share this special moment with them, while the many others were invited to join them for the dinner party.

      A delicate fragrance of jasmine and lilies wafted through the castle, and I could hear harps being played in the banquet hall, just one of the musical ensembles rehearsing for the dinner. I was on my way up to the platform, where Jovi and Anjani had chosen to have the actual ceremony. It was to be officiated by Great-Grandpa Derek and Safira.

      Jovi wanted to bind his life to Anjani’s on the same platform where he’d nearly died, where the succubus had saved him. He wanted to have nothing but good memories tied to that part of Luceria, and it made sense to me. What better way to muffle the darkness and violence associated with a place, if not by turning it into an essential part of a wedding?

      I reached the platform and felt the need to stop and take it all in, because it was breathtaking. The white marble floor was polished to perfection, with intricate silvery details embedded into each slab. The arches stretched lazily in a circle, pouring into columns that bordered the giant terrace. Like with the Plateau, a swamp witch spell had been put in place to prevent anyone from falling over. It made standing on the edge a thrilling experience, as hundreds of square miles of the Antara continent unraveled below in rolling green hills, colorful orchards, dark jungles, and sweet-water rivers snaking toward the ocean.

      The sky was a perfect blue, with wisps of white scattered across, and the giant sun was bright and happy to see us. However, its warm rays couldn’t touch us directly, as another swamp witch spell had been cast above, encompassing the entire top level in a white sheet of energy that blocked the sun from shining through but reproduced its brightness artificially. It looked amazing.

      The platform itself had been extended by the Druids to hold up to two hundred guests—it turned out that our immediate families, friends, and allies were many, and needed additional space. It was connected to the floors below and the ground level through two sets of spiral stairs, wide and sturdy enough to support the ascension of Dearghs. Zur and Inon had been invited, and it would have been a shame to let Luceria’s original architecture prevent them from enjoying today with the rest of us.

      Silver orchids and tulle ruffles were mounted on all arches and columns in tasteful spirals, and bluish fires burned in large dome-shaped vases made of stainless steel. As a wedding gift to his best friend, Phoenix had brought in a small band from Earth, a group of six of our witches with a huge talent for classical music. They played their violins nestled between two columns, the notes gently enveloping the entire platform with an overall sense of harmony and peace.

      Dozens of chairs had been laid out in the middle, separated by an aisle covered in silver petals leading up to a gorgeous marble arch, which was dressed in a plethora of wild and silver orchids, with white and silver ribbons swirling in and out of the floral arrangement. The arch itself was placed on a low white marble platform, where Great-Grandpa Derek and Safira waited patiently. Derek looked handsome, downright breathtaking in his black tuxedo, his hair elegantly combed to one side.

      Safira, one of the Daughters of Eritopia, looked stunning and ethereal as usual, a golden mask covering her face. Layers of white silk had been neatly wrapped around her body, snug but fluid around her curves, while gold-and-gemstone rings and bracelets added splashes of color to the outfit. Her long, straight reddish pink hair was styled in an ample up-do, with more gems and golden leaves braided throughout. Her eyes were bright and violet as she looked across the platform at the mixture of guests taking their seats.

      Jovi stood by Derek’s side, dapper in his black tux, with his designer stubble and wide, green eyes that shimmered with excitement. Today was his and Anjani’s day, and I couldn’t help but feel everything he was feeling through my sentry nature. Happiness and love were oozing out of him in soft ribbons of gold and pink, and his good humor was downright infectious, making me smile as I made my way toward the front row, where my parents, Caia, and her parents were already seated.

      Caia looked beautiful in her teal chiffon ballerina dress—it brought out her eyes and complemented her slim, sculptured legs. I’d gone for a long and dark gray satin dress that fit snugly against my curves and left my arms and shoulders bare. My black hair was straightened and combed over one shoulder, and I’d completed the look with a diamond earring and necklace set that made my bluish green eyes pop.

      I took my seat next to Caia, giving her a warm smile as I glanced around the platform and admired the dazzling array of dresses and tuxes that our families and friends were donning for this wedding. Fiona, Scarlett, and Avril were sitting behind us, accompanied by their parents. Victoria, Xavier, and Vivienne were seated on the other side of the aisle, along with Sofia, River and Ben, and Rose and Caleb. The Red Tribe succubi had taken the rows behind them, along with the Master Druids, the Green and White Tribe succubi, Tamara and Eva on behalf of the Lamias, and a shimmering throng of incubi from Grezzi’s ranks. On our side, the Hawk brothers, the Maras and Jax’s wards, Zeriel, and a Tritone delegation were occupying the back rows, along with more of our Shadians, including witches and fire dragons.

      It was a colorful combination to say the least, and a pleasure to look at. My mom and dad were sitting next to me, while Grace and Lawrence had been seated toward the aisle, next to Caia.

      “You are looking beautiful as usual,” Mom said with a warm smile, then glanced at Caia. “Both of you, for that matter!”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I replied. “Personally, I’m looking forward to seeing the bridesmaids and, of course, the bride. I understand Corrine did her dress.”

      “Oh, yes, I think she’s really outdone herself this time—even though I feel like I say that every time. I only got a glimpse of Anjani before I came up here, and let’s just say it’ll be one for the fashion history books.”

      The wedding procession music started playing, the violins announcing the arrival of the bride. We all turned our heads, focusing on the far end of the aisle. They would all be coming up via the stairs from the level below.

      The first to emerge were the four mutated shape-shifters. They’d stuck around as honorary family members of sorts. Or, better said, pets... They’d decided to morph into two little boys and girls for the occasion, wearing tuxes and silvery dresses, their eyes bright and violet as they moved down the aisle, dropping wild orchid petals from their cute little wicker baskets. Yes, they could be creepy at times...

      I’d trained with them back at the GASP base on Mount Zur—in their native forms, they were fast and downright ferocious, so it was weird to watch them pretending to be humans. Their impressions were on point, though, and, had it not been for that violet glow in their eyes, they would’ve gotten away with it.

      I glanced over at Jovi, who’d straightened his back, taking deep breaths and trying to keep his emotions under control, although he was raw and positively beaming on the inside.

      Phoenix and Viola came next, followed by Aida and Field, Serena and Draven, and Vita and Bijarki. The groomsmen had been expertly fitted into their black suits and crisp, white shirts, while the bridesmaids were all stunning in matching gray silk dresses adorned with a silver orchid blossom nearly covering each right shoulder, and holding small white bouquets.

      They walked gracefully down the aisle, smiling at us and taking their standing positions on the bride and groom’s sides in front of Derek and Safira.

      Next came Aura and Almandine, two teenage succubi and little sisters to Anjani. They giggled as they moved toward the wedding arch and tossed shimmering sparkles into the air, each bursting into a myriad of silvery bursts, like miniature fireworks.

      Gasps and cheers emerged from the crowd as the young succubi moved behind Viola, Serena, Aida, and Vita. I looked back at the end of the aisle, and saw Jax and Heron rushing to take their seats in the last row.

      At the same time, Hansa emerged, simply breathtaking in her gray silk dress, the fabric snug and accentuating her athletic curves and full bust. Her long black hair had been combed over one shoulder, inky curls cascading down to her hip. Jax stilled just as he was about to sit down, unable to take his eyes off her—much like most of the other males on the platform, for that matter.

      Hansa was stunning from head to toe, her skin glowing with a silver shimmer. She was holding a bouquet of white roses and lily of the valley. Her emerald-gold eyes met Jax’s for a brief moment, before she stepped forward. As soon as she reached his side, however, Heron grinned and gave Jax a firm nudge that pushed him into the aisle, stopping Hansa in her tracks.

      It was too late for Jax to pull back now, so he moved closer to her and offered his arm. I knew Hansa would have come up alone, based on what Serena had told me about her—Hansa was a solitary warrior succubus who’d never depended on a male for anything. Jax’s jade glare burned into Heron for a second, but he only got an arrogant smirk back from his younger brother.

      He then looked at Hansa, his expression firm and unreadable. She reluctantly put her arm around his and allowed him to walk her down the aisle. They looked beautiful together, and there was clearly chemistry between them, no matter how much they’d both denied it before. The more Jax tried to stay away from her, the more the universe pushed them closer to one another. Well, the universe and Heron, who seemed to get a kick out of putting his brother in less-than-comfortable situations.

      Jax and Hansa reached the wedding arch and separated, taking their positions by Bijarki and Vita, respectively.

      The music grew more intense as the violins burst into a fluid rendition of the wedding march. All eyes were on the aisle again. Anjani emerged with Bastien, the father of the groom. I would’ve thought Hansa to be the one to give Anjani away, but the former tribe chief had stated that it went against the succubi’s tradition to give their blood away to anyone. Either there would be a male willing to adopt this Earthly custom and walk Anjani down the aisle, or the bride would do it herself, like the warrior she was. And so, it was up to Bastien to assume his role as the “father” of the bride, too, giving her away and receiving her into his family at the same time.

      I held my breath as they walked toward us. Jovi was positively speechless and stunned, unable to take his eyes off her. I couldn’t blame him, either. Anjani was a vision in her pearly white dress, glowing like an evening star as she walked toward her future. The white of her gown offered an elegant but dramatic contrast with her black hair, which had been pulled into a stylish bun with silver orchids braided into it, and the thin, vertical red line painted on her slender neck, a sign of her tribal affiliation.

      We watched with baited breath as Bastien brought Anjani in front of Jovi. Bastien was beaming with pride, and tears of joy glistened in his eyes as he stepped to the side and allowed the bride and groom to look at each other for the first time. I heard my mom sniffing to my right, echoed by Grace on Caia’s left, and stifled an eye roll. I liked weddings and all, but I just had a hard time truly connecting with the concept myself. Love was something I understood and admired in the relationships in my family; I simply wasn’t sure whether I’d get to experience it like my mom and dad did, or like Jovi and Anjani, for that matter. I hadn’t found anyone to make me feel so intensely, to be so connected to—at least, not yet.

      I focused on Jovi and Anjani, who stood facing each other before Derek and Safira. There was a peculiar warmth coursing through me at the sight of them. They were gorgeous, their gazes overflowing with love for one another. Jovi’s expression was particularly adorable, as he was genuinely dumbstruck by the sight of her.

      “I must say,” Derek started, “this is the fourth wedding that I’ve had the pleasure to officiate in Eritopia, and it is still an incredible experience for me to be able to join two souls in matrimony like this. I’m sure you all feel the same, in the sense that it is truly a privilege to witness the marriage of Jovi Blackhall and Anjani Gorria. One is a son, a brother, and a friend to many of us in The Shade. The other is a daughter, a sister, and a friend to many of us in Eritopia. They’ve met in the most peculiar of circumstances, as I’m sure you all know by now.”

      “Jovi selflessly put himself at risk to save the life of one of our own,” Safira continued, her violet eyes glowing with kindness and gratitude. “He did not think twice. For that, Eritopia is eternally grateful to him, which is why it is my pleasure today to assist in officiating this wedding, in bringing two beautiful souls together down the path of marriage. And what is marriage, if not a higher level of friendship, a timeless and selfless partnership? It is the manifestation of love in its purest form. It is the joy of looking at your partner and knowing that there will never be another who could give you their life like this.”

      “Marriage,” Derek added with a warm smile, “is a gift. A promise that in good and in bad, in peace and in war, in sickness and in health, in happiness and in grief, you will be together. You will be there for one another. You will love and cherish one another. You will honor and protect one another. You will be one, for as long as you both shall live, and well beyond the veil of death. Your souls will forever be bound.”

      Jovi’s eyes were glazed with tears, as were Anjani’s. They both smiled, resonating with Derek and Safira’s words on so many levels. My heart swelled at the sight of their pure, unadulterated happiness. I’d only known them for three months, but they were family; they were our friends and allies. I couldn’t help but bask in the sunshine of their moment.

      “Of course, we could tell you more about what marriage really is,” Derek said. “But we all experience it differently. We make it our own. You’ve both prepared vows for this most auspicious day, so we’d very much like to hear what you will make of your bond and what you mean to one another. Please, proceed.”

      Jovi took a deep breath, swallowing back some tears and jagged nerves as he took Anjani’s hands in his, his gaze radiant with love and worship.

      “I never thought I would meet someone who could make me feel the way you do, Anjani,” he said, his voice shaking slightly. “I was a trivial and zany creature until the moment you fell out of those woods and looked at me for the first time. Your beauty, your resilience, and your wit make me feel humble and most fortunate to have earned your love. I’m an idiot, Anjani. I’m a kid at heart. I don’t take anything too seriously, but every time I look at you, the universe stills. My heart skips a beat and my soul trembles before you. You are everything I need, and more. I am honored to stand before you today, so the whole world can hear me say that I love you. I’ve loved you from the moment we met, despite the difficult circumstances. You’ve given me reason to keep pushing, to not give up, and to grab my fate by the horns and tell it ‘No! Today, I live! Today, I love! Today, I am—because of her!’… For that, Anjani, I thank you. And I promise to love and honor you, to protect and encourage you, to delight and cherish you for as long as I live, and even after that. Thank you for saying yes. It’s now up to me to make it worthwhile for you, my love.”

      I held my breath as he produced two wedding bands from his jacket pocket and placed one on her finger. A single tear rolled down Anjani’s cheek. She took the other ring and looked at it for a while before gazing up at him and flashing a bright smile.

      “Jovi,” she said. “I didn’t really like you when we first met.”

      I stifled a chuckle, as did most of us in the front rows. I heard Heron’s utter failure to hold his in from the back and pressed my lips even tighter, watching Jovi blink several times, clearly surprised by how Anjani had chosen to begin her wedding vow.

      “I thought you were reckless, somewhat delusional, and arrogant,” she continued with a smirk. “I thought… Why does he look at me that way? Why do I feel my soul unravel whenever I look into his eyes? What would I ever do with a wolf-boy who dislikes thinking before he speaks? Why would he ever find me as essential to his existence as he is to mine? Because you see, Jovi… I didn’t like you, but not because of your quirks and faults. I have plenty of my own. I didn’t like you because I had a feeling, from the moment you saved my life, that I might end up loving you. I didn’t like you because I was afraid you would never fall in love with me the way I might fall for you.

      “But then, day after day, my body and my heart got the better of me. You wiggled your way through, past my defenses. You stomped through my soul with your muddy boots and made it yours. I loved every minute of it. I love you, Jovi, just the way you are. Your passion, your glee, your jovial nature, and your strength. Your patience, your ability to see the best in others, your selflessness, and your devotion. Your kindness, your silliness, your vibrant energy, and your sweet, sweet nature. I love it all. I love you. And I thank you for loving me, Jovi. I thank you for making me the happiest creature in the world. And yes, as you’re making your promise to me now, I’m making mine. I love you, and I swear by all the stars and suns and moons in this universe and beyond, that I will continue to love you, to honor and cherish you, to defend and encourage you, to be your lover and best friend, to be one with you, until the end of time…”

      She exhaled sharply and put the wedding ring on his finger. Their hands were trembling and their souls raw, open and colorful for me to read like the most wonderful, timeless love story.

      Even Derek could hardly hold it in anymore, clearing his husky throat as he brought his hands together, while Safira’s violet eyes glowed even brighter.

      “That being said,” he declared, “I believe it is both my and Safira’s pleasure to now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride, Jovi. Congratulations to you both!”

      Jovi and Anjani kissed, and we all erupted into cheers, feverishly clapping, with wet eyes and beaming smiles. Alma and Almandine threw orchid petals in the air. Safira raised her hands and, with a flick of her wrists, ignited dozens of enormous fireworks above the terrace.

      They boomed through the sky in breathtaking explosions of pink, violet, and red, spreading out and further popping into smaller white, green, and golden sparks. We were all standing up at that point, Jovi’s parents hugging them both, along with Hansa. The groomsmen and bridesmaids quickly huddled around them, followed by the rest of our family.

      Happiness overflowed from the newlywed couple as they thanked everyone for their wishes and their support. Field wrapped an arm around Jovi’s shoulders, pulling him closer and grinning.

      “That’s it, buddy!” Field said. “You are officially screwed! Well done!”

      “Oh, now you tell me!” Jovi smirked, then lovingly looked at Anjani, who had yet to remove herself from his embrace. “Did you hear that, baby? He thinks I’m the one who’s screwed, when you’re the one who’s stuck with me…”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Anjani replied gently, and kissed him deeply.

      One by one, we all got to hug and congratulate them, after which more petals and fireworks were thrown to further celebrate their union. Inon and Zur, the two Dearghs settled on the added stairs on both sides of the platform, clapped once and instantly ignited, turning into blazing fire giants.

      We all gasped and cheered and clapped some more. They normally did that when they were angry or in combat mode, but in this case, it was to amplify the celebratory moment with more flashing pyrotechnics. I mean, who wouldn’t want a Deargh to put on a show like that at their wedding?

      I would’ve liked a relationship like theirs. But I just hadn’t found it yet. It seemed like a distant achievement, too, as I’d always been focused on my GASP career and my desire to help others, to set better examples across the species and inspire future generations to do more for peace and tolerance.

      Nevertheless, I held my hope. After all, Jovi had found a soulmate in Anjani, a warrior succubus who had been raised to trust no one, to act first and ask questions later and to kill anyone and anything that stood to threaten her family and her friends. To her, Jovi was perfect.

      All I had to do was find someone who’d be as perfect to me. Or, perhaps even better, stop looking altogether and let him find me. Why rush? Anjani had found Jovi while running from a crazed shape-shifter. It wasn’t exactly a typical “meet cute”.
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      The banquet hall wasn’t stunning just because of its intricate and fabulous décor, but also because of its size. It covered most of the entire floor of the castle, with access to a wide hallway and hundreds of small terraces overlooking the rolling hills around Luceria.

      Clad in smooth white marble, the hall stretched tall and wide, with dozens of thick columns dressed in silver and wild orchids, broad organza ribbons, and twinkling lights. The ceiling was domed and covered in beautiful paintings and silver molding details. Large round tables bordered the main dancefloor, with pristine white tablecloths, sumptuous floral arrangements, fine crystal, and porcelain dinnerware. The chairs were also dressed in white, the backs tied with silvery organza ribbons, the bows adorned with shimmering pearls and wild orchids.

      Enormous crystal chandeliers with silver stems hung from the ceiling, casting a pale amber light that added warmth to the overall cool white. A live band performed a lighthearted mixture of tribal and orchestral songs, combining both Earthly and Eritopian cultures in a pleasant mélange that beckoned wedding guests to dance and celebrate the day’s events.

      Dinner was served in several courses, with young incubi and succubi in snug white uniforms tending to the guests, filling up the spiced rosewater pitchers and fruit bowls. The non-vampire guests ate and drank like kings, alternating with short dances between courses. We were all treated to some of the local specialties, and pitchers of fresh animal blood for us vampires—both Eritopian and Shadian—some with an added twist of peppered spices and floral infusions that I, for one, had never tried before.

      Perhaps my favorite part of the entire wedding party was the cake—not that I could eat it, but what a sight to behold! It was huge and beautifully sculpted, with frilly frosting and sugar pearls. Anjani and Jovi cut into it while we all took pictures to savor the moment forever. They were a gorgeous and funny couple, and the way they looked at one another often made me swoon and wonder if I’d ever find someone whose gaze would be as full of love and adoration as Jovi’s. What they had was precious and rare, and I genuinely wished them nothing but happiness.

      I spent most of my time at our table, with Fiona and Avril. They were the Shadians I was closest to, mainly because we trained a lot together. I also didn’t want to miss out on the throwing of the bouquet or the garter “ceremony” —Avril, Fiona, and I had placed a little wager as to how long it would take Jovi to get the garter off Anjani. I didn’t have much faith in him on that end, but Fiona was quite optimistic.

      The evening had yet to set, and the late afternoon shades of red were pouring through the hall through wide, open windows. More and more people started dancing, Shadians and Eritopians combined, as the music got louder and the rhythm hastened. Two gorgeous incubi came over and invited Fiona and Avril to dance—in all fairness, all incubi were beautiful, but these two were something else entirely, like fashion models with medium-length black hair, piercing bluish green eyes, and sharp, masculine features that could make any girl’s temperature rise.

      I was left on my own for a while, occasionally glancing at my parents on the dancefloor, and capturing slivers of conversation between Benedict and Yelena. Marion and Grandpa Lucas came back to the table, breathing heavily and laughing as they sat down and emptied a pitcher of blood.

      “Why aren’t you dancing?” Marion asked me with a smile.

      “I did dance.” I shrugged, hoping they hadn’t noticed that I’d been doing the exact opposite, politely turning down every guy who had come over to ask me to dance. “Just resting my feet a little!”

      I didn’t know why I felt the need to lie about that. Maybe it was about keeping up appearances. I honestly didn’t want to dance with anyone, but I didn’t want anyone to think I wasn’t having fun—from what I could tell, you weren’t really enjoying yourself unless you were dancing. At least, that seemed like the overall wedding party atmosphere. Normally, I would’ve just told my family that I didn’t feel like it. Which was only partially true.

      I did feel like it, but with just one person in particular. I glanced across the banquet hall and saw Patrik standing by the wall, next to Draven and Serena, Ori and Malachy. They were talking and occasionally laughing, and I couldn’t help but smile whenever Patrik smiled, his lips stretching to reveal his white teeth. They formed a beautiful contrast against his slight tan and black hair. His inky curls had been cut to a medium length, covering the tips of his ears in a way that reminded me of ancient Greek sculptures.

      I stood up and moved closer to one of the columns, wanting to simply disappear from the public eye and look at Patrik from afar. The Druid was truly a handsome man, with steely blue eyes, a smile that unraveled me every time, a broad frame, and long legs. He knew how to dress in a way that accentuated his best features. He wasn’t infatuated with himself or anything like that, but he seemed to look good at any time in an effortless manner. Whether it was instinct or just preparation, Patrik Raymer was always dressed to look his part, and gathered the hearts of many ladies around Luceria.

      The only problem was that Patrik didn’t exactly have a heart to give back, and it was the main reason I kept my distance. I liked him a lot, but I’d already accepted the fact that he would never look at me that way. Patrik had lost the love of his life three months ago, during the war with Azazel. He’d spent decades under the evil Druid’s control spell, stuck in Destroyer form with the lower body of a massive black snake, and he’d put up with a lot to keep Kyana safe. Kyana, a beautiful Lamia and Tamara’s sister, had been captured by Azazel and held as leverage in order to get Patrik to comply.

      Patrik was good and loyal, and would’ve otherwise killed himself rather than do Azazel’s bidding. But he chose to live, forced to do horrible things in Destroyer form, in order to protect Kyana. She died shortly after Vita released her from the dungeons below, and it tore Patrik apart. After all those years, after all that suffering, Patrik had finally been given the much-needed relief of seeing Kyana free, only to lose her to Destroyers a day later.

      I first saw him when we were first brought to the throne room, right after the time lapse and memory shroud were lifted from Eritopia. My heart thudded at the sight of him, but there was so much pain pouring out of him, I didn’t even dare to look at him afterwards. Once I was reassigned to the Calliope GASP base, we became part of the same team. Patrik was a senior officer, experienced and strong, resourceful, and simply wonderful to be around. But I could tell that he was still grieving. The sadness in his eyes was impossible to ignore, especially when he did his best to stay away from the couples around him.

      I truly admired him, and felt pure exhilaration whenever he stopped by during combat training sessions to check my progress with specific Eritopian weapons. I was attracted to him on many levels, but I always held it in. I never even thought of showing or telling him how I felt. I couldn’t. He was grieving, and a high-ranking GASP officer. I was a vampire with no previous relationship experience. I’d yet to even kiss a guy.

      Three Lamias dressed in fine red silk dresses hovered around Patrik, sipping from their spiced rose drinks and giving him seductive smiles. He smiled back, and I couldn’t help but feel my stomach churn. Of course he’d be more likely to be interested in Lamias—they were so beautiful, so downright sexy, and confident in their revealing outfits, their lovely reddish scales covering their arms and backs.

      And I was… Well, I was me. Fast, always talking, almost never able to focus on something for more than five minutes at once, restless, and blunt. My brown hair was always in a ponytail, and no one, other than my parents, had ever seen it loose. My dress was long, tight and a faded shade of blue chiffon, snug on my curves with a discreet, rectangular neckline—it was nothing compared to what the Lamias were wearing. And the slight Scottish accent I’d inherited didn’t help either. I could hear the Lamias’ soft voices from across the dancefloor, by the opposite wall from where I was, their words pouring out melodiously toward Patrik.

      “Dance with us, Patrik,” one of them said, winking at him. “You’ve been alone for too long, and you know we’d be more than happy to put a smile on your face…”

      All three of them, I thought to myself, feeling my eyebrows jump. I held my breath, wondering if Patrik would take them up on their offer. There was a lot of subtext beneath that dance invitation, clearly.

      “Thank you.” He gave them a polite nod and a half-smile. “But I’m not a good dancer, and you would end up frustrated, and with throbbing feet.”

      The Lamias giggled but stayed around, chatting and occasionally glancing at Patrik, while he focused on his conversations with Draven and Serena. Ori and Malachy eventually took two of the Lamias for a spin on the dancefloor, while the third lingered by the spiced rosewater next to Patrik, where the succubi’s proprietary celebratory drink poured out of a beautiful silver fountain, beckoning anyone to help themselves.

      But then something unexpected happened. Patrik’s gaze left the conversation and moved around the hall, and stopped when it found me. I felt my heart skip a beat. I looked away, pretending to watch Avril and Fiona dancing with their incubus partners. My cheeks burned as I glanced back at Patrik after half a minute, and noticed he was once again focused on Draven.

      I exhaled, feeling like a third grader who’d just been noticed by her crush. Well, I could’ve replaced the “third grader” with my name and gotten a more accurate description. My gaze settled on him for a good minute, wondering what his touch would feel like on my face, when Patrik looked directly at me again. His blue eyes captured mine, sending chills and heatwaves down my spine at the same time.

      I held my breath, unable to look away. I lost track of time. It could have been a minute or a second. I couldn’t tell. All I could see were two pools of intense blue peering into my very soul, as my pulse went on a rampage.

      Patrik then straightened his back and started walking toward me, a sea of dancing people still left between us. I wondered what he was doing and whether he was actually coming to talk to me. Or was he going to ask me to dance with him? My heart fluttered and stomped around in my chest like a bipolar tempest, stricken with panic and excitement all at once.

      “You’re not standing idly by for another minute!” The voice of Jovi’s brother Dmitri pierced through from my right, and I momentarily broke eye contact with Patrik.

      “Huh? What?” I managed.

      Dmitri was grinning, mischievous as usual, almost a carbon copy of Jovi. He took my hand and dragged me onto the dancefloor. I couldn’t help but laugh as he spun me around, and I tried to keep up without losing my balance and falling flat on my face.

      He always did that. He hated seeing me alone and enjoyed making me laugh. Dmitri was also a good dancer and one of the few creatures in The Shade who knew how much I actually loved to dance, as he’d accidentally seen me rehearsing some tango moves with Arwen after her trip to Argentina a few years back.

      I realized then that Dmitri’s distraction had taken my focus away from Patrik, who’d been moving through the crowd, and I’d been tempted to think he’d been headed toward me. I quickly looked around and saw him standing quietly on the edge of the dancefloor, glancing around. Dmitri held me, then turned me around in a broad pirouette. I got a quick glimpse of Patrik, our eyes meeting again for a split second.

      Then I lost sight of him once more, and when I found him again, he was already walking back to Draven and Serena. I looked at Dmitri, who was beaming as he led me through the dance, and couldn’t help but think that he’d popped up to take me dancing at the wrong time.

      “I told you, I’m not letting this evening pass without seeing you dance.” Dmitri smirked, his boyish expression making me giggle. In many ways he’d been like a little brother to me, as he’d grown up without Jovi and Aida and had felt the need for a sibling.

      “All you had to do was let me stand there, and someone would’ve eventually asked me to dance. You didn’t have to take matters into your own hands,” I said.

      “Yeah, right, liar! You’ve been turning people down all afternoon.” Dmitri winked. “Tell that to someone who doesn’t know you!”

      I laughed, partly at his uncanny deduction, but mostly at myself for thinking that Dmitri might have actually inadvertently stopped Patrik from asking me to dance. As soon as I looked around again, I saw the Druid talking to the Lamia by the spiced rosewater fountain. They were smiling and clinking glasses.

      As if anything could ever happen with the Druid and me, I thought to myself with a sigh, and danced through the rest of the song. I shook away the idea of Patrik walking toward me.

      I’d most likely imagined it.
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      The incubus I’d been dancing with was a sensational partner. For a soldier in Luceria’s defense unit, Galen sure knew how to move and lead the way across the dancefloor. He was also shameless with his incubus nature, keeping me light on my feet and giggling throughout the entire song. Once the final drum kicks played, however, I politely removed myself from his seductive hold, looking for some fresh air on one of the balconies on the other side of the hall. He didn’t really want to let go, asking me for another dance, but Bijarki had intervened with a dry smile and cold gray eyes, inviting Galen to find another dance partner.

      I felt thankful to have Vita’s husband around. He’d become good friends with my parents in these past three months, often visiting our GASP base in The Shade to discuss various military issues with Tenebris.

      “I promised your parents I’d look after you,” Bijarki said gently, nodding toward the main exit. “You might want to put some distance between yourself and Galen now. He has quite the impact on the ladies, in general…”

      I couldn’t help but giggle, nodding my agreement. Bijarki had been very protective of Fiona and me, since we’d both been genuinely fascinated and interested by the incubi from the first day we’d set foot on Calliope. We’d found their natural effect to be enticing, but we knew not to pursue the attraction unless it felt genuine in their absence. Bijarki glanced around and noticed Fiona giggling with her incubus dance partner, then raised an eyebrow.

      “Speaking of which, it seems I need to hover over Fiona, too.” He sighed.

      “Thank you, Bijarki.” I laughed lightly, placing a hand on his shoulder. Unlike most incubi, he was quite adept at keeping his seductive nature under control. From what Draven and Serena had told me, his desire for restraint had emerged only after he’d met Vita. Until then, he’d been as shameless as Galen and Shen, Fiona’s partner.

      My senses were enhanced from the spiced rosewater, and, combined with Galen’s incubus nature, I was dealing with heatwaves coursing through my body. I left the banquet hall and checked my hair in one of the hallway mirrors. Other guests passed by me, some heading back inside and others going back up to the platform. I’d enlisted Shayla’s help with a designer-style outfit, and she’d more than delivered.

      The dress was superb, made of three pieces and mimicking the 1950s style, with a waspy waist and a skirt that revealed the lower half of my calves and my baby-doll pumps. Shayla had used a thin and soft type of pale, grayish pink chiffon for the outfit, molded on a tight corset that really brought out my round chest and hourglass figure before it vanished into the skirt. She’d completed the look with a slim bolero that covered my arms and only half of both shoulders, accentuating the length of my neck and somehow bringing out my hazel eyes.

      My blond-highlighted hair was pinned back with pearl pins and faux flowers, and I loved the way it all fit me; it gave me a mild confidence boost and a spring in my step.

      I looked around, then moved down the hallway, searching for one of the secluded balconies farther away from the banquet hall’s main entrance. The incubus’s effect was still making my blood sizzle. Sure, Galen was as hot as a Los Angeles sidewalk on a July day, but I wasn’t really attracted to him per se.

      A sniff to my left as I passed one of the balconies made me turn my head, and I stilled, noticing Hansa looking up at the now-purplish night sky. She was on a chair, slumped against the white marble railing, her silver sandal pumps on the floor next to her bare feet, as she cried and sipped from a pitcher of spiced rosewater.

      I couldn’t stop myself from moving closer to her, and I sat in the spare chair in front of her. I didn’t say anything for a while, and neither did Hansa. Even with tears streaming down her cheeks, she looked ravishing, her thick, silky black hair undulating over one shoulder.

      “Are you okay, Hansa?” I finally asked.

      I’d never seen her like this before. She was a warrior, her voice booming across the Plateau on Mount Zur during our training sessions, her sword blows hard and unforgiving. It had already been a surprise to see her as a bridesmaid in a silk dress. Watching her sit like this, crying by herself, bordered on shocking.

      “Not really, no,” she managed to say between hiccups.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked at me, her emerald-gold eyes glazed with tears and her lower lip trembling. She took another sip of her drink, holding the pitcher with both hands. I had a feeling her state might have been amplified by the spiced rosewater, but I’d never seen anyone get so sad from drinking it; hence, there was no precedent for me to use for comparison.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “I… I don’t know.” She sighed. “I’ve been so stressed about the wedding and making it all perfect for Anjani that I’ve bottled everything up and felt like I was about to explode. I also haven’t seen Izora in a month, since I last checked in on her on Persea. I likely won’t be able to see her for another month, as per her request, and I miss her and that has taken its toll on me, too. I needed something to relax me, so I asked Ori to help me out with a potion or something to take the edge off, which he did. I emptied the flask by the time I walked down the aisle, and as soon as the ceremony was over, I knew I could breathe and unwind again. And yet, here I am, weeping on a balcony like a little girl, with my shoes off and my second pitcher of spiced rosewater, and I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me! Or why I’m crying! I don’t know why I’m crying!”

      It hit me then what had really happened. Whatever potion the Druid had made her, it had clearly interacted poorly with the spiced rosewater, turning Hansa, the great warrior succubus, into a weeping, emotional mess. On one hand, this was awkward as hell, but, at the same time, priceless to behold. I mentally chastised myself for enjoying the sight of her so vulnerable, and proceeded to gently pry the pitcher from her hands.

      “Maybe I should hold onto this for a while,” I said, placing the pitcher on the floor beneath my chair. “I get the feeling it might have had something to do with what you’re experiencing now.”

      “You think?” She sniffed, wiping more tears away.

      A moment passed in absolute silence. She looked out into the night and let a long, tortured sigh roll out of her chest.

      “Whatever was in that potion Ori gave me, it definitely relieved the stress. But it also brought out way too many feelings at once,” she said. “It’s overwhelming, and I don’t know how to cope with it all. I’m feeling joy and happiness at the sight of my sister’s blissful moment. At the same time, I can’t help but wonder whether I will ever experience that for myself. I’ve never thought about it before. I have never even considered it. Today, however, I did. And I didn’t like my lack of an answer. It left me with a painful emptiness in my stomach, which I’ve tried to fill with spiced rosewater…”

      I listened quietly as she spoke. I felt sympathy for her. She’d been through so much already—years of wars and violence, then losing an entire tribe of sisters and daughters to Azazel’s Destroyers and the filthy Sluaghs. Hansa deserved better.

      “I’m just… I don’t know if I will ever get to wear a wedding dress.” She shuddered, another wave of tears coming up.

      “Do you… Do you think you need one?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. She continued to sob, her head resting on the balustrade’s edge. She lifted it to look at me with questions in her eyes. I had trouble wrapping my head around this raw, genuine, and confusing image of her.

      “You think I—”

      “What’s going on here?” Jax’s voice shot through, interrupting Hansa mid-question and making her freeze in her seat.

      I glanced to my left and found him standing there, with Heron by his side, looking at us with a frown pulling his dark brows together. His jade gaze settled on Hansa, concern casting shadows over his face. Heron and I quickly exchanged surprised glances. Hansa burst into tears again. I was genuinely baffled, wondering what had triggered her this time. I’d just managed to bring her back to a calmer state when the two Maras had shown up and probably ruined everything.

      “It’s kind of weird to explain.” I sighed, watching Jax as he crouched next to Hansa. He was tall enough for his face to be on the same level as hers in that position. He put a hand on her shoulder, and Hansa unraveled further, unable to control herself. “Ori made her a calming potion for today, but I think it backfired when she combined it with spiced rosewater, and here we are, basically…”

      I was close to getting alarmed by her reaction and loud sobs, when Jax wrapped his arm around her. She turned and hid her face in the small space between his neck and his shoulder. He brought his other arm up and took her in a quiet embrace, his eyes flickering with emotions I’d never seen in Jax before. Hansa bawled in his arms, crying as if the world were ending, and I felt my heart starting to break, slowly but surely. I wanted her to stop. She didn’t deserve to feel so bad. So lonely. So sad.

      “Heron, speak to Draven. Tell him what’s happening,” Jax barked at his brother. “Surely he has some herbs around for this. And get some fresh water, too. We need to get the spiced rose out of her system sooner rather than later.”

      Heron nodded and looked at me briefly before vanishing into the hallway. He looked devastatingly handsome in his black tux, his short black hair faded on the sides, contrasting with his jade eyes. If it weren’t for his crude jokes and brutal comebacks, I would’ve embraced the sound of my heart thudding at the mere sight of him. He was a ladies’ man, a creature with commitment issues and a penchant for rough humor. He dated often, and with so many females that I’d literally lost track. And yet, he was one of the smartest Eritopians I’d ever met, his darkness leaving room for questions about who he really was beneath the heartthrob façade, and his gaze peeking through my very soul. I was afraid of liking him because heartbreak was written all over him, yet I always found myself holding my breath whenever he was around.

      I shook my head and shifted my focus back to Hansa, who was crying in Jax’s arms. He ran his fingers through her hair, shushing her gently while she sobbed and soaked his tuxedo jacket with tears. His pained expression made me feel sorry for him too—whatever she was going through, it seemed to affect Jax, as well, though I was pretty sure Hansa didn’t know that.

      “Hansa, please,” he whispered, and I suddenly felt like I shouldn’t be there. “Please, let it go… Whatever is torturing you like this, let it go. I don’t like seeing you cry.”

      “I… I can’t let go of that,” she mumbled. “If I let go of that, I might lose myself… I can’t…”

      I wasn’t sure what she was talking about, and, judging by the confused look on Jax’s face, he didn’t either. What I was sure about, however, was that the Lord of Maras most certainly had feelings for Hansa, feelings I’d never seen him express or act upon. I had a feeling there was a lot of baggage in his past, but the succubus wasn’t carefree either.

      Heron came back with a small leather satchel and a jug of water.

      “Draven said to chew these and wash them down with water,” he said, handing both items to Jax. “It’s shadow bane. It strips the spiced rose from the system, almost immediately.”

      Jax nodded and emptied the satchel into the palm of his hand, holding the herbs out for Hansa. She looked down, trying to regain control of her emotions. She grimaced as another wave of tears flooded her eyes, but she pinched some of the herbs and chewed them, then drank some water. She repeated the process a couple more times, until she had finished the herbs and sat back in her chair, taking deep breaths and patiently waiting to calm down.

      I stood, and quietly moved away. Jax kept his eyes on Hansa, wiping her tears with his knuckles. Heron didn’t seem to notice the unspoken chemistry between them, so I figured it was time to drop a hint for the oblivious Mara.

      “Maybe we should go,” I said slowly.

      “Why?” Heron’s reply made me roll my eyes, grab him by the elbow, and practically drag him away from the balcony and back into the sumptuous hallway. “What did I do?”

      “You clearly can’t take a hint, that’s for sure,” I huffed, then trotted toward the banquet hall’s main entrance.

      I wasn’t exactly in the mood to go back in, but being around Heron made my temperature spike worse than being in the presence of an incubus. I didn’t have much of a choice, at that point.

      “And where are you going?” Heron’s voice in my ear startled me.

      I jumped to the side with a gasp, then glared at him. He grinned, and I wasn’t sure whether he was just being his usual self or whether he was actually aware of the effect he had on me.

      “Back inside,” I muttered.

      An incubus servant passed by with a tray full of crystal glasses and a jug of spiced rosewater. Heron swiftly snatched the pitcher and two glasses, then winked at me. The incubus muttered a curse under his breath, then walked back toward the service staircase, having to go replenish his tray before returning to the banquet hall.

      Leave it to Heron to not care much about consequences, I thought to myself. It was yet another tiny alarm signal as to how dangerous he could be for someone like me.

      “Why go back inside when the night sky is so beautiful and there are other, less… weepy balconies on this floor?” he asked with an innocent expression, which quickly turned into a mischievous grin as he lifted the jug between us. “Besides, there’s this!”

      I wanted to say no. But the way his lips stretched into a smile canceled my mental processes, and I ended up giving him a nod instead. We found another balcony farther down the hallway, with chairs and a small table. I sat down, nervously fidgeting with my fingers as he poured spiced rosewater into both glasses and handed me one.

      He watched me quietly for a while. I sipped my drink and looked up, trying to focus on the blanket of stars above us and not his dazzling eyes.

      “You’re awfully quiet tonight,” Heron said.

      “I’m just enjoying my drink.” I smirked, gulping the rest down and prompting him to pour me another. He seemed to carefully analyze my expression, and I felt determined to hold my own in front of him. I didn’t like the way he treated women—he wasn’t disrespectful, despite his inappropriate puns, and he had a boyish charm about him that I couldn’t help but find irresistible, but he was a handsome philanderer. I was attracted to him, and I knew that could leave me vulnerable before a guy like Heron.

      “Okay then, here’s another one,” he replied, pushing the full glass back toward me.

      I nodded and took another swig, my senses further amplified by the spiced rose. Everything felt more intense, including the night breeze brushing against my face and filling my lungs with much-needed coolness.

      “I didn’t expect to get my ass kicked the other day.” He grinned. “You’re quite the fighter, Avril. I respect that in a woman.”

      I instantly felt my cheeks burning, and I hoped it wasn’t noticeable. Thankfully, my vampiric features were designed for pallor and silence. I raised an eyebrow instead.

      “You came in so cocky and arrogant, I kind of had to kick your ass,” I replied bluntly, and he laughed.

      “Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he retorted. “I was caught unprepared, and I had no idea who I was dealing with. I’d be more than happy for a do-over, so I can return the… uh, favor.”

      “You think you can beat me?”

      “I think I can totally beat you, over and over.” Heron took a deep breath and finished a second glass.

      “I think the spiced rosewater is making you overconfident.”

      “I think it’s actually bringing out the best in me. My confidence is at the top of my arsenal. Well, that and my combat techniques. It’s a deadly combo. I’m a badass and you know it,” he replied, wiggling an eyebrow.

      I laughed, though I was unsure as to whether he was being serious or not. Either way, I chose to find it funny.

      “I think the fact that you got your ass handed to you by yours truly stands as a counter-statement to that.” I chuckled.

      “I beg to differ.” He suddenly stilled, his jade gaze drilling into me as he leaned against the back of his chair. “I’ll take you on the Plateau again, first thing tomorrow, and show you exactly what I’m made of. You’re challenging, and I like that.”

      My heart stopped and my fingers tightened their grip on my glass. I was unable to take my eyes off him. He leaned forward, bringing his face so close to mine, there were only a couple of inches left between us. His warm breath tickled my face, and my pulse suddenly took off, thundering through my limbs.

      “Your technique and agility might’ve gotten you a little victory the other day,” he said, his stare unyielding and his voice low. “But I can easily take you down now, because I know what your weak spot is.”

      Several seconds passed in silence as I carefully measured my words, unable to do much else while sitting so close to him.

      “And what, pray tell, is my weak spot?” I croaked, no longer recognizing my voice.

      His gaze stayed locked on my eyes as he inched forward until his lips nearly touched mine. Alarm bells rang through me. Fire spread through my veins, and my heart wrestled against my ribcage.

      “Me,” he whispered, and pushed his lips out, barely grazing over mine. I pulled my head back, and my consciousness brought everything to a halt. As melting as his voice could be, his overconfidence had decided to rear its ugly head.

      “Say what, now?” I managed to ask, ice blooming in my voice.

      “I see the way you look at me,” he said, the corner of his mouth twitching and his bedroom eyes casually undressing me. “All I have to do is touch you the right way and you’ll lose your senses. It’s a weakness I’m eager to explore. I’ll have you on your back within seconds. And I will be more than happy to keep you down there and show you exactly what I’m made of.”

      His head jerked to the side under the impact of my backhand. My body had reacted of its own accord. My dignity had flared up—he’d managed to hit a nerve. I shot to my feet, my desire to kiss him turning into a craving to kick him hard. Leave it to Heron to let his mouth get ahead of his brain and use his arrogance on me.

      He stared at me, eyes wide with shock. He touched his jaw. I’d hit him hard, and the skin was slightly red at the corner of his mouth.

      “I don’t know whether this kind of tactic works with other women,” I hissed, my fists balled at my sides. “But it will not work with me, Heron. You want to fight me again? Sure, I’ll take you on any time, and dance circles around you before I humiliate you again. But don’t hit on me. Don’t try to seduce me in order to gain some kind of advantage on the battlefield. It will blow up in your face, and you’ll be the one left sobbing on the ground.”

      He blinked several times, most likely processing my words. I trembled with anger, and he finally noticed. His eyes glimmered, his pupils dilated. He straightened his back and stood up. He towered over me, and I took a step back, craning my neck to look at him.

      “So… this is going to sound really funny,” he muttered, his voice pitched slightly higher than usual. “But I was under the impression that you were attracted to me, and I thought it would be cool to play that out and see what happened.”

      I chuckled mockingly, quickly hiding behind my stone façade and crossing my arms over my chest. The move caught his attention, his gaze lowering and lingering on my cleavage. He cleared his throat, and I awkwardly put my arms back to my sides, mentally slapping myself for not thinking that one through. My throat burned under his stare, but I couldn’t let him win this one. I couldn’t let him win anything going forward.

      “You were wrong, Heron,” I replied dryly. “I don’t know where you got that idea, but you need to get it out of your head. Besides, your approach to women leaves much to be desired. You would never be able to get close to me. I don’t do one-night-stands to begin with, and certainly not with overgrown boys such as yourself.”

      I hit him hard with that one. I noticed a flash of pain in his expression, and he took a deep breath and lowered his head, no longer able to look me in the eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Avril,” he said. “I clearly misunderstood, and I thought it would be a nice tactic to throw you off your game before a rematch. You are right. I’m mostly used to fleeting affairs and never really connect with the opposite sex. And thank you for teaching me a valuable lesson tonight, as I now know not to freakin’ mess with a Shadian female again. I sincerely apologize, and I hope you will be able to forgive me.”

      A good minute went by as I quietly watched him avoiding my gaze. He’d gone from a cocky womanizer to a seemingly insecure boy so fast, he was nearly unrecognizable. I understood then that his ego had kept him high up for years. I knew he’d spent years in Azazel’s dungeons, starved and mistreated and thoroughly abused, and that he’d had a bit of a hard time being reintroduced into a peaceful Eritopian society.

      Females practically threw themselves at him because he was gorgeous and witty as hell, but also because he exuded strength and resilience. I figured he’d found comfort in these affairs after the torture he’d experienced at the hands of Azazel’s Destroyers—his way of coping, perhaps. I also knew, for a fact, that he was a good Mara, a devoted brother, and a damn good GASP agent.

      “Listen.” I sighed, and he finally looked at me. “We clearly don’t know each other well enough yet. How about we focus on being good teammates instead, so I don’t have to slap you at every other wedding?”

      He chuckled lightly, a bitter smile appearing on his face, and nodded.

      “I think that would be much better,” he replied. “I talk a lot of crap. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t take any of it seriously going forward. It’s just my nature. Bad jokes and great moves—that’s me.”

      I stifled a laugh, then shook my head slowly.

      “The word ‘incorrigible’ comes to mind.” I grinned. “But sure, Heron, apology accepted. Thank you for being so open about it, though. I’m sure it doesn’t come easy.”

      “It doesn’t, but that’s just my fragile ego. It’s about time someone put an end to it,” he said.

      “I mean, I’m sure that stunt works with other chicks.” I giggled, shoving my attraction toward him in a dark corner, deep inside. “But I’m not exac—”

      I stilled, distracted by a light moving in the night sky. I watched its zig-zag as it got bigger against the tourmaline blanket of stars, and felt my eyebrows draw into a frown. That wasn’t normal, and it seemed to be getting closer to the surface of Eritopia.

      “What are you…” Heron’s voice trailed off as he followed my gaze and saw the strange light moving unnaturally as it got bigger and brighter. “That’s not something you see every day.”

      “That’s not something you see, period,” I muttered, my skin crawling.

      There was something off about it. My instincts flared with giant warning signs, and I kept my eyes glued to the light. I squinted, trying to get a better look as it got even bigger. It seemed to be the size of a hot air balloon, more or less, bright white and perfectly round.

      “It’s definitely not a shooting star,” Heron replied.

      “No, it’s moving in a specific motion,” I said. “A repeating zig-zag pattern.”

      He nodded, watching it.

      “Where do you think it’s headed?” he asked.

      It took me a minute to realize, but, despite its evasive maneuvers, it soon became obvious. My lips parted and my stomach dropped as the conclusion kicked in.

      “It’s coming straight toward us.” I gasped, then shot off the balcony and into the hallway.

      I ran fast, with Heron right behind me. We rushed into the banquet hall, dodging servants with food trays and glasses, and hundreds of wedding guests across the massive dancefloor. I had to warn Draven and the others.
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      I returned to my table after Bijarki politely took Shen aside for a quick work-related talk—or so he’d said. Shen didn’t seem all that happy to part with me, but I had to admit I’d had a little too much of his incubus nature already. With a light head and soft knees, I rested my elbows on the table. Dad poured me another glass of peppered blood. Of all the varieties I’d tasted so far, the spicy one was definitely my favorite.

      “I must say, you look gorgeous, honey.” Mom smiled at me as she leaned against Dad’s shoulder. I glanced down at my dress and shrugged. I’d opted for a black sequined pencil dress that covered my knees, with spaghetti straps and a deep cut at the back for mobility, and black pumps with heels high enough to make me comfortably taller.

      “Thank you, Mom.” I smiled back with a wink. “You’re not looking bad yourself!”

      Indeed, my mom had gone for a soft red cocktail dress, with diamond earrings and a matching necklace that made her resemble a 1950s starlet. Dad gazed lovingly at her, his hand covering hers on the table.

      “And she always makes it look so effortless,” he said.

      Mom laughed lightly, her eyelids fluttering as she took a sip from her glass of blood. She’d settled for the plain one, without spices.

      Field and Aida came to our table, laughing. Their cheeks were red, as they’d just finished a fast-paced number on the dancefloor.

      “Mind if we join you for a minute?” Field asked, pointing at Avril and Scarlett’s empty seats next to mine.

      “Of course not!” I beamed at them.

      They both sat down, pouring themselves tall glasses of spiced rosewater and gulping down half in one go. Dad stifled a laugh as he sipped from his.

      “I’m guessing all that dancing got you two thirsty,” he said.

      “Yeah, though I’m not sure it would be wise to drink spiced rosewater so fast.” Aida grinned. “But hey, my brother just got married, I’ve got a bun in the oven, and the man of my dreams is with me. I think we’re okay to enjoy this exotic treat tonight. It’s harmless during pregnancy anyway!”

      “Congratulations again, sweetie,” Mom replied with a warm smile. “I can’t wait to see the bump!”

      Field put his arm around Aida’s shoulders and pulled her close, dropping a kiss on her temple. Aida sighed and relaxed into him, resting her head against his chest. She looked tired, and I had a feeling she’d soon be gently carried off to dreamland.

      “Me too,” she said, stifling a yawn. “Although the bun is already eating into my energy. I’m sleeping more each day! Not to mention the morning sickness… I heard that kind of goes away in the second trimester, though.”

      “It did for me.” Mom nodded. “Fiona was a good baby, too. Barely kicked toward the end of the third trimester.”

      “I had to sometimes tap Yelena’s belly just to make sure Fiona was still in there.” Dad chuckled, brushing his knuckles against my cheek.

      They all looked at me with soft smiles, as if I were still a baby, and it felt cute and awkward at the same time because I was still reeling from the physical attraction that Shen had fired up inside me. I got busy with my glass of spiced blood, unable to formulate any coherent thoughts—I noticed Shen gazing at me from across the dancefloor. Even from that distance, the incubus was brazen and unabashed in expressing his desire for me.

      I didn’t want to respond to his attention, though—at least, not until tomorrow. Avril and I had agreed not to take what the incubi made us feel seriously until after they were away from us, and we were out of their reach. Otherwise, it would just be us naturally responding to their influence, and I wasn’t interested in a purely physical relationship. I wanted something pure and strong, like what my parents had.

      “So, what was the deal with all the training and screening the other day?” I asked Field, changing the subject to avoid any additional baby talk. Not that I disliked it, but I had a feeling my parents had more examples from my infancy that I wasn’t comfortable actually hearing.

      “We’re just selecting top candidates for a mission on Tenebris,” Field replied, pouring himself another glass of spiced rosewater.

      “What mission?” I asked, instantly curious and eager to find out whether I’d made the cut.

      “There’s a resistance movement happening there. The incubi once loyal to Azazel are rejecting Druid lordship,” he explained briefly. “We’ve tried negotiating with them, but they’ve gotten violent, and innocent lives are caught in the middle. It’s time for an intervention to separate the extremists from the rest of the people, because they’re keeping a low profile and hiding in the big cities.”

      I nodded slowly, wondering how we would approach this as GASP. Surely, we’d have support from the agents and soldiers already on the ground there, but we’d most likely be doing recon and covert investigation to uncover and imprison the dark cells. I didn’t know much about the planet itself, but, from what I’d heard, its waters were deep, dark, and treacherous, and so were its thick jungles. It sounded like a challenge for what would officially be my first mission.

      “Did I make the cut?” I grinned.

      Field winked at me.

      I held my breath, trying not to squeal from the sudden rush of excitement, but I nearly jumped out of my seat.

      “You’re serious?” I croaked.

      He nodded, giving me a broad smile as a “yes”.

      “Thank you so much! I won’t let you down! I promise, I will—” My voice trailed off as I saw Avril and Heron rushing across the dancefloor, concern darkening their faces. They reached Draven and Serena, and were already both talking fast and looking up. Draven lost the color in his cheeks. “Something’s wrong,” I murmured.

      Field, Aida, and my parents followed my gaze. They noticed Avril and Heron with Draven and Serena. Derek joined them, and he, too, put on a very serious face. I focused beyond the distance between us and expanded my senses.

      “It’s coming straight at us,” I heard Avril say, and Serena gasped.

      They swiftly split up and moved across the platform in different directions, grabbing GASP officers and senior Eritopians along the way. Avril made it to our table.

      “There’s something coming from the sky,” she said. “It’s headed straight for Luceria.”

      “Like what, an asteroid?” Field shot to his feet.

      “It’s got a zig-zag trajectory,” she replied. “So definitely not. We’re going up on the platform to observe and intervene, if needed. Draven’s getting the Daughters as we speak.”

      We instantly sat up and followed as she moved toward the main exit. One by one, I saw the rest of our family politely stepping away from other wedding guests and calmly joining us in the hallway. We headed for the stairs.

      “I don’t get it,” I heard Vita telling Bijarki behind us. “I should’ve seen this coming. It seems big enough to warrant at least one vision. I… I don’t know why my visions are so counter-productive sometimes!”

      We reached the platform, which was our best observation point. The indigo sky was home to billions of twinkling stars, a pearly moon in the east, and a bright, round light getting bigger with every minute that passed.

      The Daughters of Eritopia hovered quietly between us, reaching the edge of the platform and staring at the strange object. All the Novaks were there, watching quietly. Draven moved closer to the Daughters, accompanied by Field and Derek.

      “What is it?” Draven asked Safira.

      “We do not know,” she replied, not taking her eyes off the light. “We cannot sense it.”

      “I wonder why,” Chana added.

      The closer it got, the better we could see that it was a perfect sphere of white light, shining like a miniature sun. It stilled and hovered several hundred miles away, then settled on a straight-line trajectory, increasing its speed and cutting my breath short.

      “It must be destroyed,” Safira muttered.

      “At that speed, and given that we don’t know what it is, that would be the best course of action,” Draven agreed.

      The Daughters nodded and raised their hands, their silk-wrapped bodies lighting up pink as they prepared to dismantle the foreign object. I’d not yet seen them in offensive action, and I was curious to see exactly what degree of destruction their power could inflict.

      “Stop,” Viola intervened suddenly, stepping in front of her sisters. She looked at the light sphere. “It’s not… It’s a spell… There’s someone in it.”

      “How can you see inside it?” Safira frowned.

      “I don’t know.” Viola shrugged. “But I can. There’s a person inside. It’s the same interplanetary spell I mentioned during our last council. It’s swamp witch magic—I recognize the form…”

      “What do we do, then?” Draven asked. “We can’t let it crash into us.”

      “No, we slow it down.” She nodded, then shifted her focus back to the light sphere, which was only a few miles away and moving fast.

      She put her hands out, and so did her sisters. They sent out an invisible pulse that captured the glowing orb, helping it slow down and gently stop above the platform. Its milky white light shone over us, a faint buzzing coming out of it.

      We all stepped back, giving the sphere enough room to settle on the white marble floor. It was the size of a large hot air balloon, but, as soon as it touched down, it started to shrink before our very eyes, its hum louder and heavier.

      “Whoever is inside, they used swamp witch magic that we’ve just unearthed from that book,” Viola muttered. “And I told no one about it, other than the GASP council and Phoenix.”

      I felt my heart thudding in my chest. We were all ready to strike if needed, but we were also equally intrigued. The last original practitioners of swamp witch magic had been driven to extinction during Azazel’s reign of terror, and their books had been hidden for decades before Draven and Serena got them back together. Who could it be, and who could have access to magic of such proportions?
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      As soon as the light sphere began to shrink, I stepped forward. I quietly made my way between Eritopians and Shadians, my gaze fixed on the foreign object that had just landed on Luceria’s platform. The brightness dimmed, as did the constant hum, until the sphere dissolved altogether and revealed… a woman, standing and looking at us.

      I heard mumbling around me. Our GASP elders got closer, led by Derek, Xavier, and Cameron. Draven, Field, and Serena were next to them, along with Jax and Hansa. I noticed movement at the corner of my eye and saw Jax’s ten Mara wards slipping between us and circling the woman. I hadn’t even seen them during the wedding party, as they preferred keeping mostly to themselves and in the more secluded areas of the banquet hall.

      Before any of us could react, I heard the screeching of metal—swords drawn from their sheaths as the wards closed in on the strange, swamp witch magic-wielding visitor.

      “Hold!” Jax barked his order, prompting his wards to obey and still, their blades out and glistening under the moonlight.

      Only then did I notice that our party-crasher was a young Mara female, with black hair trimmed into a pixie cut, big jade eyes, and a small, heart-shaped mouth. She wore a simple but elegant black dress that reminded me of late nineteenth-century styles, cut straight just below her shoulders and revealing her pale skin and accentuated collar bones. There was a red symbol on her neck, just below her ear. It looked like it had been branded onto her with a hot iron.

      “Milord, she doesn’t belong here,” one of the wards said through gritted teeth, his dislike of her obvious and, at the same time, intriguing.

      “Please,” the female Mara said, her voice trembling, genuine fear imprinted on her delicate face. “I mean no harm, and I come in peace!”

      Jax’s sword nearly howled as it left his scabbard, its tip pointed directly at her throat. He seemed upset, barely holding it in. The rest of us were baffled—including Hansa, whose gaze moved back and forth between Jax and the female Mara.

      “What’s going on?” Hansa mumbled. “Who is she?”

      “I come in peace, I swear,” the strange visitor said, tears glazing her wide eyes as she slowly raised her hands in a defensive gesture. “I had no choice. I had to come here…”

      “You are not welcome here,” Jax shot back, his voice so low and sharp that it sent chills down my spine.

      “Who is she?” Draven repeated Hansa’s question, his brow furrowed and his lips pressed into a thin line. He stepped forward and positioned himself between Jax’s sword and the female Mara.

      “She’s an Exiled Mara,” Heron answered from the crowd behind us.

      He moved and joined his brother’s side, his inquisitive gaze fixed on the Exiled Mara.

      “What’s an Exiled Mara?” Serena asked, prompting Jax to scoff. He was seething, biting the inside of his cheek, with no intention of putting down his sword. I could feel the anger radiating off of him, a black and unforgiving mist.

      “Something my people are not proud of. Something we never speak of,” Jax finally replied.

      The Exiled Mara looked down, a hint of shame flickering in her eyes. Safira sighed and stepped between the wards, slowly leaning forward to get a better look at the red symbol on the Exiled Mara’s neck. Safira hummed and nodded, then glanced at Jax.

      “She’s not one of the originals,” Safira said. “She’s an offspring.”

      “Are you serious?” Jax’s eyebrows jumped.

      “Yes. That is not the original mark of a swamp witch. It was branded into her skin with hot fire. But she is one of them.”

      “Who are you?” Jax shifted his focus back to the Exiled Mara, who trembled before him. I had a feeling he was being a little too hard on her, but, then again, I knew absolutely nothing about her or the Exiled Maras, so I kept my mouth shut. Instead, I analyzed reactions around the platform and noticed that all the Eritopian vampires present seemed well aware of what she was.

      “I am Rewa, milord,” the Exiled Mara said. “Rewa, of House Xunn.”

      “Hold on,” Serena burst out, irritated by how little information had been provided so far. I completely understood her, as I felt the same. “There are serious blanks in this conversation, and, before Rewa here says anything else, I would like you bad boys, so quick to draw your swords, to tell us exactly why she’s not welcome here and why you’re so aggressive toward her.”

      A couple of seconds passed before Jax answered, lowering his sword.

      “The Exiled Maras are our greatest shame,” he said. “Thousands of years ago, the Maras were a free people, with no allegiance to the Master Druid societies. We occasionally disagreed with them, and fought aggressively, as we preferred feeding from other two-legged creatures such as Druids, Lamias, Tritones, Bajangs, and Imps. We were eventually outnumbered and had to find better ways to feed, so we switched to an animal diet. We signed an agreement with the Master Druids, as well, and were welcomed into Eritopia’s civilized societies with arms wide open. There was only one condition.”

      “Feed only off the animals.” Heron nodded, hate oozing from him as he glared at the Exiled Mara. I got my first clue then as to why they were so repulsed by her.

      “Some of us, however,” Jax continued, “didn’t get that notice. Better said, they pretended not to get the notice, gleefully strolled into the Druid cities along with us, and began feasting on the local nobility.”

      “Not only were they greedy, stubborn, and downright maniacal, they were also picky eaters,” Heron spat.

      “It got so bad, so fast, that our society nearly fell apart. One third of our Maras continued hunting creatures that they were no longer allowed to touch. Most of them didn’t spare their victims, either. They fed until they killed them,” Jax added. “Then, the Druids intervened, with the support of the swamp witches. They were strict in their verdict and were determined to wipe us all out, much like we’ve recently wiped out the Sluaghs, because we’d been deemed evil, dark, and unrepentant. Because of this selfish subset of Maras, it was going to be the end of all Maras.”

      “But you made your case, Jaxxon Dorchadas.” Safira gave him a respectful nod and a half-smile. “Your parents and your forefathers spoke out, and you all agreed to an alternative.”

      “Indeed,” Jax replied, while the Exiled Mara looked up. “Those who had consumed the blood of the innocent were rounded up and cast off to another planet, somewhere outside of Eritopia. Somewhere far enough away and dark enough for no one else to ever cross paths with them again. The only reason they were spared in the first place was because they’d begged for their lives, sobbing and moaning like pitiful creatures. The Druids gave the Mara elders the freedom to choose what would happen to these criminals. And our ancestors chose to exile them, in a mass exodus facilitated by the swamp witches. We never heard from them again. We resumed our peaceful lives in Eritopia, we kept our distance from the cities, and we didn’t diverge from animal blood again, unless it was under the occasional Pyrope, the blood giving pact. Those who killed innocents for blood, however, were swiftly captured and executed. But we never spoke of the Exiled Maras. We never thought of them. We buried them in our past, without even bothering to ask where they’d been sent.”

      A good minute passed as the story sank in across the platform, and all eyes settled on Rewa, who brought her hands together and bowed before us.

      “Please forgive me,” she sobbed. “I am not my ancestors. My parents aren’t, either. We are good Maras, and we’ve come a long way since then, milord.”

      “What are you doing here?” Jax’s voice thundered.

      “Milord, we were cast off to a planet very far from Eritopia. Many miles are between our worlds, and just as many years between who we are today and who we were when we were banished. It became our home, called Neraka, in a distant galaxy with barren planets as neighbors, three suns, and three moons. Our existence is peaceful and harmonious. We feed off the animals and have formed a good relationship with the indigenous people of Neraka.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “Milord,” Rewa nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks, “our people have been disappearing for the past two years. Innocent creatures, children and elders, males and females alike. We cannot explain it, and we cannot find them, either. Something evil treads our world, milord, and we cannot defend ourselves against it because we don’t know where to look for it or how to fight it.”

      Silence fell heavily between us, and I noticed the glances exchanged among our people. Rewa saw them as well, and let out a defeated sigh.

      “Milord,” she said. “It’s gotten worse in the last month. They’ve been vanishing by the dozens. Two hundred and fifty-seven of our people, our friends and family, gone without a trace. I am here because we need help…”
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      My most ardent question at that point was related to how Rewa had made it all the way back to Eritopia in the first place. As expected, Jax was just as curious.

      “You used swamp witch magic to get here,” the Lord of Maras said, apparently unimpressed by her plea for help. “Where did you get it from?”

      The Exiled Mara’s shoulders dropped. She seemed frustrated but resigned to the fact that she had to do this dance with the Eritopians if she was to get any help for her people. I couldn’t blame Jax for being so inquisitive. He was protecting his world, just like his parents had done before him when they’d persuaded the swamp witches to exile the murderous Maras. He didn’t seem like the kind of leader who’d welcome them back without a second thought, given their history.

      “While Neraka is quite isolated in its galaxy, and far away from the path of any interplanetary traveler,” she explained, “there was a Druid delegation that crash-landed on it many years ago. It happened before I was born, but we all know about it. A swamp witch was with them, and, from what they told our forefathers, they’d been on their way to a fae planet when the witch suddenly fell ill and diverted from the original course in the middle of her travel spell. She inadvertently dragged the entire Druid delegation down with her. My people helped them and nursed the swamp witch back to health. As you know, our blood has healing properties that transcend all species.”

      “So, what, she just gave you an interplanetary travel spell?” Jax shot back incredulously.

      “Basically, yes,” Rewa replied with a shrug. “She knew who we were, as did the Druids. But they saw how much we’d changed. They saw how sorry we felt, as a people. We were—and still are, for that matter—very ashamed. She left us several minor spells before the delegation departed, little artifices to boost our crops and protect our animals, mostly. This was many centuries after our exile. She called it ‘water under the bridge’, since we had no desire to return to Eritopia, anyway. She was grateful for our assistance, and she shared some of her magic with us. She simply copied a few pages from her spell book and left them behind. They included the travel spell, but we’ve never used it until now.”

      “Why not?”

      “We like our life on Neraka. We live in peace. Nobody disturbs us, and we thrive without disturbing anyone in return. We don’t need to travel beyond our new world. I had to, this time. I had no other choice. I had to reach out for help. My people didn’t like the idea to begin with, and I’ve had to struggle for months to convince our Lords to let me leave… We’re truly in a terrible bind, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

      I noticed the mixed expressions on faces across the platform. There was an obvious difference between the Eritopians and us at this point. There was plenty of reserve and doubt for the natives, while the Shadians glanced at each other with subtle nods and looks of determination. My first instinct was to further investigate this—no one put themselves at risk like this, crossing a universe to return to a land where the people’s first reaction is to draw their swords at the sight of her. Not unless there was a good reason behind it, and over two hundred Exiled Maras gone missing over the course of two years seemed enough.

      Sofia moved to stand by Jax’s side, her eyes on Rewa. The Exiled Mara’s jade eyes moved from one to the other, glimmering with curiosity and fear. She was even more uncomfortable than the rest of us.

      “Why don’t you put your weapons down, first?” Sofia said politely, glancing at the Mara wards, then Jax. “She’s on her own and doesn’t seem to have any intention of harming us. If anything, she’s more scared of you than you are of her.”

      “I’m not scared,” Jax replied dryly, but put his sword away, then nodded at his wards, who followed suit and stood back. “I can’t trust her, that’s all.”

      “No one is asking you to trust her,” Sofia replied. “But our core as GASP means we listen, we investigate, and we assist the supernaturals who need our help. Rewa seems like one such supernatural.”

      “I understand that your people have a dark history, as well,” Draven added, “and I’m sure it cannot be told over the course of a few minutes, either. Eritopia may not be interested in what ails Rewa and the Exiled Maras, but I believe GASP is.”

      “Exactly,” said Derek, measuring Rewa from head to toe. “Perhaps we should consider putting together two intervention teams. One for Tenebris, and one for Neraka. We have the resources, after all.”

      Jax frowned but didn’t respond. I could tell from the way his gaze bounced between Derek, Sofia, and Draven that he was conflicted. He’d made an oath when he’d joined GASP, and it seemed to disagree with his thousands of years of tradition as an Eritopian vampire. But his code was no different than ours, in the end.

      “If you don’t wish to send any of your people to Neraka, given the bad blood between you and the Exiled Maras, I understand,” Sofia said. “We can send Shadians instead. I’m sure Viola would be happy to assist with travel arrangements.”

      I glanced over at Viola, who gave us a firm nod in response.

      “No, you’re right,” Jax huffed. “I’ve sworn my life to GASP, and it’s what we do, regardless of our personal history. We help creatures in need and we punish those who try to hurt or deceive the innocent.”

      He glared at Rewa as he enunciated that last part, as a not-so-subtle warning of what would happen to her if she lied. The Exiled Mara’s eyes grew wider, but she shook her head, biting her lower lip.

      “I’m not lying, milord,” she replied. “We need help. We are desperate. We can’t do it on our own.”

      “I strongly recommend what Derek suggested,” Xavier chimed in. “We get two teams together. One will infiltrate and eliminate the rebels on Tenebris, and one will be a recon group, to check out the situation on Neraka and investigate, before we decide on whether to send more manpower to assist them. It seems like the reasonable thing to do, don’t you think?”

      I looked around the platform, and even the Daughters were nodding, their glowing violet eyes fixed on Rewa. The Exiled Mara looked vulnerable and overwhelmed with so many of us around—she had no idea who or what the Shadians were, but she could certainly tell that we were different. There was a lot of power coming from us, and I had a feeling she hadn’t expected us all to be up here when she landed.

      Harper gave me an intrigued look, and I knew exactly what her bluish green eyes were telling me: she was curious. I’d been around her for long enough to recognize the signs. She wanted to be on the Neraka team. To be honest, so did I. The whole situation, as exposed by Rewa, sounded very intriguing. Dangerous, too, but I wasn’t one to shy away from that, and neither was Harper. If anything, she saw danger as a challenge.

      “Why don’t we resume this conversation first thing tomorrow morning?” Draven suggested. “We can all sleep on it and tackle it better after a good night’s rest.”

      “If you say so,” Jovi muttered from the side, Anjani’s hand in his. “Not sure how much sleep I’ll be getting tonight, but if you stock up on fresh, hot coffee tomorrow, I’ll be good to go…”

      “Okay, let’s meet tomorrow morning and hash out an action plan,” Jax agreed, then pointed a menacing finger at Rewa. “You do anything remotely suspicious and I will cut off your head before you even blink. Other than that, what can I say? Welcome to Calliope.”

      He was the first to leave the platform, accompanied by Heron and the wards. Rewa stood there, her eyes nearly popping out of their orbits, as Serena stepped forward with a polite smile.

      “You’re welcome to spend the night here, in the castle,” she said. “We might have a spare room available, and I’ll ask one of the servants to bring you some fresh animal blood, if you’re hungry.”

      A few seconds passed before Rewa finally caved in, shuddering and sobbing as she lowered her head. Her tears splashed onto the white marble floor. Viola and Serena both moved to console her, resting their hands on her shoulders.

      “Thank you,” Rewa croaked. “A thousand times, thank you. I promise I will be a good and quiet guest. Thank you…”

      “It’s okay,” Serena replied gently. “I’m sure you’ve been through a lot.”

      “I have.” Rewa nodded and looked up at her, more tears welling in her eyes.

      She glanced around the platform and stilled when she saw Blaze. I followed her gaze, and a strange pressure pushed my stomach down as I watched him move through the GASP crowd to get closer to her. He reached the front row and smiled politely. He looked particularly dashing in his black suit, with broad shoulders and rough, jagged lines, his dark hair combed to one side and his midnight eyes sparkling with curiosity.

      “She can have my room, if she wants,” Blaze said, prompting my eyebrows to pull into a frown. I shook it off quickly and focused on Rewa’s face, which lit up with a warm smile. “I’m going back to Mount Zur tonight, anyway. I haven’t finished my training assessment report, and Jax will kick my ass if I don’t deliver it tomorrow before the council meeting, especially since we’re getting teams together for two missions, now.”

      That didn’t come as a surprise. I didn’t know Blaze all that well, but I’d heard Jax reprimand him over reports more than once over the past couple of months. The fire dragon was a promising fighter and tactician, and a smart guy, too, but absolutely despised paperwork.

      “Tha… Thank you,” Rewa managed, slowly leaning into Serena.

      She seemed exhausted. I figured this encounter had been particularly intense for her after she’d traveled in a ball of light across the In-Between to get here. But I still didn’t like the doe eyes she flashed at Blaze. She didn’t even know him, but that wasn’t a look you gave someone just out of gratitude.

      I decided then to speak up at the council meeting in the morning. I wanted to be on the mission to Neraka—partly because I was curious and welcomed the opportunity to explore the In-Between, but mostly because my instincts told me that we’d have our work cut out for us there. Finding out what had happened to hundreds of missing Exiled Maras was no walk in the park and, most importantly, I wasn’t ready to trust Rewa.

      On that note, since all the Druid Archives had been transferred from Stonewall, I could also dig into the ancient records and find out as much as I could about the Exiled Maras. I needed to better understand who they were and what had driven them to disobey to the extent that their entire species was almost annihilated.

      The tenth floor was off limits during the wedding festivities, given the large number of foreign guests roaming through the castle, but I had my access token. I could slip inside later that night and do some light reading. Perhaps I’d even find some mention of House Xunn, the one which Rewa claimed to belong to.

      The more I stood there, watching Blaze, Serena, and Viola talk, while Rewa watched with fascination, the more irritated I felt. I stepped back and went downstairs, resuming my seat in the banquet hall and chugging a glass of spiced rosewater. One by one, the rest of GASP followed. Anjani and Jovi came back as well, as the wedding party had not yet ended and there were plenty of guests waiting for the throwing of the bouquet and the bridal garter moment.

      The rest of the night was good and uneventful, but I didn’t see Blaze, Serena, or Viola again. I assumed they were still with Rewa. I exchanged a couple of glances with Harper, too, before she went to bed early. I didn’t stay much longer either, retiring right after the bouquet landed in Hansa’s unsuspecting arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Caia

          

          (Daughter of Grace & Lawrence)

        

      

    

    
      It was well after midnight when I left my room and quietly snuck down the stairs to the tenth floor, where the Druid Archive had been set in a massive library hall. I pushed one of the large walnut double doors open, and was surprised to see the lights were on, flickering in overhead chandeliers and on the wall sconces.

      “Hello?” I called out, wondering whether anyone was in there, or whether the library had simply been left like this.

      I heard shuffling footsteps and whispers from behind one of the giant, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves ahead. A head popped out from behind it, and I recognized Harper’s long black hair and twinkling eyes. She flashed me her pearly whites in a grin.

      “Look who couldn’t sleep tonight!” She chuckled, then came out to greet me.

      There were more voices from behind her. I walked forward, and we met halfway in the wide corridor between bookshelves.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I’m guessing the same as you, reading up on the Exiled Maras,” Harper replied, then took my hand and guided me to the source of the voices.

      I chuckled when I saw Fiona, Scarlett, and Avril there, huddled around a large oak table with piles of old registries and history books on top of it. They’d been taking notes for a while now, judging by the small pile of written papers to the side.

      Harper and I sat down, and she handed me a dusty registry bound in leather with brownish waxed pages. I checked the cover, reading the title out loud.

      “The Mara Archives, 3,200BA to 2,100BA,” I muttered. “What’s this?”

      “We’ve been checking the archives in a chronological order. BA stands for Before Asherak, whose date of birth was marked as year 0 by the Eritopians,” Harper explained. “Kind of like with Earth years, AD and BC, you know?”

      I nodded slowly, then started flipping through the pages.

      “How long have you all been down here?” I asked.

      “Not that long,” Fiona replied. “Harper was the first to get here. Avril, Scarlett, and I followed, but, funny enough, we didn’t tell anyone that we were coming down to check the Druid Archives, not even each other. But we were all curious about the Exiled Maras.”

      “As were you, obviously.” Harper smirked.

      “Yeah, I mean, you can’t blame me.” I shrugged, turning another page. “Have you found anything interesting yet?”

      “Some mentions of the Maras getting violent and not respecting the Druid truce.” Harper nodded. “But nothing consistent just yet. We haven’t gone past Asherak’s reign yet, though, and that was thousands of years ago. But I think we’re getting close.”

      “The Druids kept ridiculously accurate notes of each event,” Avril added, browsing through another registry. “I’ve found mentions of Xunn Maras, too, but they were just listings of a noble clan that used to occupy Morius, one of the southern citadels of Calliope.”

      I thought about Blaze and the way Rewa had looked at him, then spent a minute trying to find the right way to ask the question that had been bugging me since I’d left the platform earlier that evening.

      “What do you think of Rewa?” I sighed, leaning against the back of my chair.

      “I’m not sure,” Harper replied, pursing her lips. “I think she was scared senseless up there, overwhelmed by us. She could tell we weren’t all Eritopians, and I think she could also tell we weren’t defenseless or weaklings of any kind. Foreign invaders do like to send scouts to check stuff out before they storm in.”

      “Do you think she’s a scout?” I asked. Harper shook her head. Avril, Fiona, and Scarlett seemed to share her opinion as well. “Why not? What cleared her, in your mind?”

      “Oh, she’s not cleared yet,” Harper said. “I just think the probability of her lying is low. I couldn’t sense her emotions because she’s a Mara, albeit an exiled one. But her facial expressions, the tone of her voice… It all spoke of fear and desperation. I think that whatever is happening on Neraka is real.”

      “But we don’t have enough data to make a proper assessment at this point,” Scarlett added. “So all we can do is presume.”

      “We can also get ourselves nominated into the recon team for Neraka tomorrow.” Harper grinned. “So we can investigate and remove all doubt.”

      “What about the Druid delegation that crash-landed on Neraka? Have you found anything on that?” I asked, shifting my focus back to the registry in front of me.

      “Not yet, unfortunately,” Scarlett replied. “She didn’t give us any names or details, but there must be a diplomatic travel log here somewhere. To be honest, we’ve all focused on the Exiled Maras so far.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I have nothing against Rewa, but what could it be that keeps taking their people like that? And they can’t eliminate it, even with the spells that she claims the swamp witch left them?” I shook my head, frowning. “I mean, they can travel between galaxies and whatnot, but they can’t find out who or what is making their people disappear?”

      “We’ll probably find out more tomorrow, during the council meeting,” Fiona said. “You can ask that question then. It’s a good one!”

      I flipped through a few more pages, scanning the handwritten text entries, but stopped when I felt Harper’s eyes on me. I looked up and found her staring at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “What?”

      “You have nothing against Rewa,” Harper replied, the corner of her mouth twitching, “other than the way Blaze was kind enough to give her his room, and the look she gave him in return, huh?”

      The girls giggled, while I crossed my arms over my chest and scoffed.

      “That’s nonsense!” I shot back. “I just have a feeling she isn’t telling us everything, that’s all.”

      “Like I said, maybe wait until tomorrow before you pass that judgment,” Fiona replied. “She’s probably still shaken up from the whole interplanetary sprint anyway. Not to mention the ‘warm welcome’ she got from Jax and his wards.”

      I let a sigh roll out of my chest and nodded again, resuming my rapid scan of the first registry I’d been given.

      “You’re probably right,” I muttered, once again haunted by the ease with which Rewa had shown interest toward Blaze. It bothered me even more than I’d originally thought, and I had to shake it off if I wanted to get myself nominated for the Neraka expedition. GASP wouldn’t deploy a biased agent into foreign territory.

      We kept on digging through the archives until we reached the year 1,100BA. That was when the Maras really got into trouble. Reports of bloodless bodies strewn across Calliope started pouring in, particularly where the citadels were involved. The Maras had signed an agreement with and had sworn fealty to the Master Druids. They’d been allowed into the cities, and given homes in the western districts. Less than a few months later, the bodies started piling up.

      It had all happened just as Jax had explained. The swamp witches had intervened, and House Dorchadas, Jax’s ancestors, had pleaded with them for a better solution, rather than seeing the entire Mara species wiped out. I found the official decree that called for the exile of the murderous Maras. A list was compiled of all those accused of breaking the Druid agreement. The entire House Xunn had made it on there, but Rewa was telling the truth. She hadn’t been born yet.

      Maras never showed their true age. After their bodies reached the equivalent of a twenty-something-year-old adult, the aging process slowed down considerably. They were destined to live an eternal life, unless interrupted by external forces that would lead to their decapitation or incineration. True to form, Rewa didn’t look a day past her twenties.

      The Exiled Maras had been sent away, and those who remained had been allowed to build their own cities to avoid further clashes with the already angered population of Calliope. There was no mention of the Exiled Maras’ destination. There was no other mention of them, period.

      We compiled all the info we found, including names and specific events, in a separate folder, with references and named sources, hoping it would assist Field and the other GASP officers in the decision-making process.

      “We need to score brownie points with this one,” Harper said, both palms resting on the manila folder as she looked around the table at us.

      Fiona nodded, then got up and went to another bookshelf, returning with an armful of dusty, leather-bound catalogs. Avril instinctively rolled, then rubbed her eyes.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” she groaned, feigning a collapse on the table.

      “Harper is right, and Caia made a good point earlier,” Fiona replied. “We need to find some mention of a Druid delegation that crash-landed on Neraka. Or at least try. It doesn’t all have to be done tonight, but we need to show them we tried.”

      “We showed initiative,” Scarlett chuckled.

      “But we totally did!” Fiona insisted, putting the catalogs on top of the other registries. “If we want to get ourselves to Neraka, we have to push hard.”

      “Speaking of which!” Avril straightened her back, index finger in the air, demanding our attention. “How do we get nominated tomorrow?”

      “Senior GASP officers are usually the first to put recruit names forward,” I answered, stretching my arms out and reveling in the sound of my joints cracking and my muscles relieving some tension.

      “That’s not a guarantee that anyone will mention us.” Scarlett sighed.

      “What makes you think they won’t? We’re damn good at what we do!” Harper muttered, moving her head around to loosen her neck muscles. She then took one of the catalogs for inspection.

      “What if we put each other’s names forward, too?” I asked. “On top of what senior officers might or might not do about us. And our parents might recommend us, as well. Or they might not. They may prefer us on Tenebris, slightly safer, within the galaxy where the enemy is known, rather than all the way out there on Neraka… Why not put ourselves into the nominee pool? I’m pretty sure we aced our training screenings the other day, and we’re doing this research work now, too. Might as well speak up.”

      The girls stopped their page turning to look at me. One by one, smiles stretched on their faces. They all gave me a conspiratorial nod. I grinned, then put my hand out over the table, palm down. They put theirs on top of mine, to seal the deal.

      “Perfect,” I said. “We all want the Neraka mission more than we want the Tenebris one, clearly, so let’s help each other out and kick the ass of whatever evil is plaguing that planet.”

      “Deal.” Harper winked.

      We kept digging through the travel logs for another hour or so. We couldn’t find any mention of a Druid delegation crash-landing on Neraka. There were plenty of entries on Druids visiting neighboring fae stars and a couple of other planets I’d never heard of, deeper in the In-Between, but none had recorded an incident on Neraka.

      Whether they’d chosen not to disclose it or they weren’t the Druids we were looking for, we had nothing to certify that Rewa was telling the truth regarding the way the Exiled Maras had acquired the swamp witch magic.

      It didn’t mean she’d lied, either. But what I couldn’t verify, I had a harder time believing or giving the benefit of the doubt. Scarlett was the first to doze off with her head on one of the books, followed by Avril.

      I left the report folder with Harper and departed the Druid Archive to get at least a couple hours of sleep before sunrise. I didn’t want to be groggy or late for the council meeting in the morning, and I knew my body well enough to appreciate the positive effect that a minimum of two hours of uninterrupted sleep would have.
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      I reached my floor and walked down the main hallway leading to my room. There was a set of smaller service stairs at the end, coming down from the platform three levels up. My room was seven doors away when footsteps on the service staircase caught my attention.

      Blaze came down, still in his wedding tux, followed by Rewa. He was carrying a couple of fresh blankets and a pitcher of water, and he said something just as he reached the floor. The Mara giggled. They looked like they’d spent the past four or five hours together, since I’d last seen them.

      I held my breath and kept walking, determined not to show any emotion. I thoroughly disliked the situation, but it was too late for me to turn back or hide somewhere.

      Blaze saw me and stilled for a moment, Rewa right behind him. She craned her neck and blinked a couple of times as my gaze met hers, but didn’t show any other reaction. Having Blaze by her side seemed natural to her, as if he belonged there, and it bothered the hell out of me.

      They both walked toward me, as Blaze’s room was two doors down to the left from mine. I gave them a polite nod as I passed by, still holding my breath. He didn’t say anything, but I could almost feel him turning his head and looking at me.

      I didn’t want to show any interest. I didn’t want to see any of this.

      Blaze and I weren’t close at all, and I wanted to convince myself that I was simply being protective of my fellow Shadians and GASP-mates in the presence of a foreign creature like Rewa. He seemed to have gotten friendly with her fast.

      But something tugged at my heart as I opened the door to my room, and I knew—I wasn’t being protective. I simply didn’t like the attention he was giving her. He was gorgeous and fiery, and I was downright attracted to him. I saw Rewa as potential competition, and I immediately shook the thought out of my head, alarmed by my own reaction.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw them both going into his room.

      I had to keep a clear head and focus on the mission at hand. Neraka was my top objective, and our research on Rewa’s people and my capabilities would get me there. I went into my room and closed the door behind me, leaning against it for a minute.

      I breathed out, but the unpleasant feeling that Rewa’s presence gave me did not go away. I rolled my eyes and poured myself a glass of water, then slipped into the shower, hoping the steam would help me fall asleep faster.

      It didn’t. I tossed and turned, mentally clashing with myself until I reached some common ground with my emotions. I couldn’t turn off my dislike of Rewa, but I could channel it into investigating her, into keeping an eye on her and making sure I’d be there if she proved to be a liar or worse.

      It was the only thing I could do, anyway, since I didn’t even know whether Blaze was simply being super nice to her or whether he had other intentions. We’d never had a single conversation that might even hint at something ever happening between us, so I couldn’t assume anything regarding his feelings.

      Especially not when I could barely understand mine. I’d never felt like this about anyone before.
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      The GASP council meeting started early in one of the halls on Luceria’s fifth level. We were all gathered there, Shadians and Eritopians who had pledged their strength to protecting supernaturals across the multiverse. Field sat at the head of the massive mahogany table, joined by Aida, Derek, Sofia, Lucas, Xavier, and Draven. We gathered around, about fifty of us in total around the oval table—senior officers, seasoned agents, and new recruits alike.

      I sat near Caia, Fiona, Avril, and Scarlett, ready to uphold our pact to nominate each other for Neraka if we had to. Our parents were on the other side, a mixture of humor and curiosity twinkling in their eyes as they looked at us. They probably had some idea about what the girls and I had been planning.

      Blaze had made it back from Mount Zur just in time, using one of the flying horses that my sister kept in the stables downstairs rather than flying back in dragon form. After the war, the species had dwindled, so Serena had gotten involved in a complex conservation effort that had helped replenish the flying horse population to the point where the creatures could be used by most households on Calliope.

      The fire dragon chose a seat near us, flanked by Caia on one side and Heron on the other. Patrik, Serena, Jax, and Hansa were farther to our right and closer to the head of the table, accompanied by Jovi, Anjani, Vita, and Bijarki. The newlyweds looked exhausted, hogging large coffee mugs and frequently moving their heads around to relieve some of the tension in their necks. Judging by the love pouring out of them, Jovi and Anjani had consummated their wedding night and then some, but didn’t get that lazy breakfast in bed that they’d probably planned for, given Rewa’s arrival.

      The Exiled Mara sat at the other end of the table, flanked by Jax’s wards on both sides. She didn’t seem very comfortable, but, then again, she was surrounded by Maras who would gladly cut off her head if she made the wrong move. Her people had certainly left their mark on Eritopia.

      Incubus servants brought out pitchers of water, hot coffee, and fresh blood, along with a selection of pastries and fresh fruit for the non-vampires in our ranks.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I know we don’t normally serve food during our meetings.” Serena smiled. “I figured we could all use a little pick-me-up, given the intensity of the last twelve hours and everyone’s tired faces. Mine included!”

      She was right. We all looked like hell in the aftermath of a wedding party loaded with spiced rosewater and little to no sleep. I rubbed my eyes and took out the report we’d compiled in the Druid Archives last night, ready to pass it along to Derek and Field when needed.

      “Rewa.” Derek began the conversation. “Before we can determine our next course of action, you need to tell us more about Neraka and your people, as well as the circumstances of these disappearances and efforts to find those gone missing.”

      Rewa nodded, then straightened her back, placing her hands on the table.

      “Neraka is slightly smaller than Calliope in circumference,” she said, “and it orbits three stars. We call them suns but, technically speaking, the largest of them is the center of our galaxy, and the other two stars are large, bright, and close enough that we stopped making the distinction. Our planet has three moons, which are small satellites with rich crystal deposits that give off different colored hues at night. The weather is good and gentle in the summer, but cold and unforgiving in the winter. There are mountains and valleys, stony ridges and dark gorges, many rivers and lakes, deep forests, and active volcanoes. It is a world like many others, inhabited by Imen, creatures who look like you and me but live shorter lives, raise animals, inhabit small villages, and hunt and gather for sustenance.”

      “Were the Imen happy to see you, when you first made it to Neraka?” Jax lifted an eyebrow, clearly ready to take her on another round of questioning. Hansa sat next to him, quietly watching the exchange.

      “No, milord.” Rewa sighed. “I would be lying if I said they were. It was hard in the beginning, from what my parents told me. Many years of fighting and territorial squabbles passed before our people could finally settle in peace. The Imen did not like the mountains much, mainly because of how rough the winters got around them, so that’s where we built our cities. We evolved; we adapted.”

      “Did you feed off the Imen?” Sofia asked.

      “I did not, ma’am,” she replied. “But my forefathers did, over the course of a few decades. They didn’t kill many, but still, the Imen did not like it. Frankly, after what my people had been through already over such selfishness and greed, they’d gotten tired of it, too. There were no swamp witches to save us the second time around, so we had to find a way to make peace with the locals. In the end, my people swore off the Imen blood, and turned to animals for sustenance. I’ve never had the blood of an Iman, and nor has anyone else in my generation.”

      “What about the rule of law?” Jax took a sip from his cup of blood, his eyes fixed on the Exiled Mara.

      “Very strict, milord. Those who hurt Imen, who feed on them against their will, are immediately imprisoned. Those who kill Imen are executed on the spot. It is part of our peace treaty with the Imen. We cannot tolerate violent creatures in our midst. We cannot control them, either, but we can at least make an example out of them.”

      “And the disappearances?” Draven leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table.

      “The first of our people vanished two years, three months, and five days ago.” Rewa sighed. “At first, we thought they’d just run off to start new lives somewhere, but then children started disappearing as well. Our city is less than a mile away from a cluster of dark gorges where people have gone missing before, but never so many over such a short period of time. Nevertheless, we thought they might hold the answer to our questions. The scouts we sent to check never returned, either. One by one, our people vanished. It got to the point where the notion of a foreign and hostile entity lurking in the darkness began circulating. It’s truly a mystery, and I don’t know what else to tell you about it.”

      “Were any bodies recovered?” Jax asked.

      “None whatsoever, milord.” Rewa shook her head. “We asked the families of the missing for details of the last time they’d been seen, but nothing concrete came up. Whether they left the city on their own or were abducted from their homes remains unknown. The last Exiled Mara to disappear was Sienna, the daughter of Rowan Roho. House Roho is one of the five Houses in charge of my city, Azure Heights. The disappearances do not discriminate. The rich and poor are taken alike. But Sienna was my best friend…”

      The Exiled Mara choked up, tears brimming in her eyes.

      “We grew up together. I’m the firstborn of my House, and so is… so was Sienna,” she added, her voice trembling. “We were going to inherit Azure Heights. We live good lives there, milord, you have to believe me. We’re peaceful and happy. We love our culture and fashion. We throw season balls and celebrate the little pleasures of life as best as we can… It’s not fair for our species to dwindle like this, when we’ve done nothing to deserve it. We live full lives, and some of the Imen have even chosen to live among us because of our prosperity and our beautiful customs. None of the Maras who have gone missing did anything wrong. Especially the children—they wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

      Her shoulders slumped, and she leaned against the back of her chair, waiting for GASP’s senior officers to say something. A minute went by in absolute silence, accompanied by meaningful glances among ourselves, before Derek cleared his throat.

      “As was suggested last night,” he said, “we should send a team to Neraka to investigate, and an intervention team to Tenebris. Both are issues that GASP needs to address, for different reasons. The Tenebris operation is part of our alliance with Eritopia, our commitment to support the Druids in rebuilding their world and achieving peace across all twenty kingdoms. Neraka, on the other hand, is a call we should answer, as it is GASP’s mission to provide assistance to those in need, supernatural or otherwise.”

      “I agree.” Field nodded. “I’d recommend focusing strength and tactics into the Tenebris intervention team, and a diverse selection of GASP agents in an investigative effort for Neraka.”

      “Indeed,” Xavier said. “We can start with a reconnaissance team, keep a communications channel open with them via Telluris, and, once they gather more information, we can then send some intervention forces to assist in the capture and destruction of those responsible for these disappearances.”

      Hums and nods of approval came from around the table, except from Jax. He glanced at Rewa, then shifted his focus to Derek and Field.

      “I need to lead this recon team,” the Lord of Maras said bluntly. “It’s my duty, to both my people and GASP, to make sure that we know what we’re getting ourselves into and that none of our agents get hurt in the process. The tales that Rewa has told us so far seem nice and peachy, but I will not believe it until I see it with my own eyes.”

      I noticed Rewa’s head lower, and I lost sight of her face. But I could sense the fray in her nerves, the uneasiness with which she sat there, listening to us as we doubted her words. There was a whiff of frustration coming out of her, too, though that didn’t surprise me. I’d probably feel the same if I had to travel from one planet to another to ask for help, only to be met with snarls and skepticism.

      “That is perfectly fine,” Derek replied. “You’re a seasoned fighter, an experienced ruler, and one of the best assets GASP has in Eritopia. The fact that you’re also a Mara will give you tremendous insight into Neraka and the Exiled Maras’ way of life. If anyone can confirm the validity of Rewa’s claims, it’s you.”

      “Thank you, Derek,” Jax replied, then emptied his cup, licking the blood from his lips. His gaze darted to Hansa’s. She gave him a short and respectful nod. He looked away, then exhaled sharply. She mirrored his gesture, topping it with arms crossed over her chest. They still weren’t talking to each other, despite what Avril had told me about Hansa’s meltdown during the wedding party. I’d have thought Jax would take the opportunity to patch things up with her and remove that awful tension between them, but he clearly hadn’t. I could still cut the air between them with a knife.

      “So, which agents will we select for Neraka, then?” Cameron prompted.

      I instinctively straightened my back, as did Caia, Fiona, Avril, and Scarlett. Our sudden movement made our parents smile—they knew how much we wanted to be involved in missions, and, despite their natural concerns, they were ready to support us. By far the best example in my book was my mother, who raised her hand and captured everyone’s attention.

      “I’d like to nominate Harper Hellswan,” she said, a glimmer of pride in her eyes. “She has the skills required for such a mission, along with the determination, stamina, and inquisitiveness that are crucial to a supernatural investigation.”

      My heart swelled, and I gave her a warm smile before I turned to look at Great-Grandpa Derek. The senior officers looked at one another, then nodded.

      “Fair enough,” Field replied, and winked at me. “Welcome to the Neraka Recon Team, Hellswan.”

      “Thank you!” I beamed at him, then pushed the report folder across the table. It slipped in a straight line until it reached him. “Avril, Scarlett, Fiona, Caia, and I checked the Druid Archives last night for any pertinent information regarding the Exiled Maras and the Druid delegation that Rewa mentioned. That is the report we compiled for this mission. There are names, dates, and event logs that will help us profile the Exiled Maras. We didn’t find any mention of a crash-landing on Neraka, but we didn’t have much time left to dig deeper before this meeting.”

      The girls grinned at me, gratefulness and appreciation pouring out of them and warming me up on the inside. Field, Derek, and Draven checked the report, flipping through its pages and exchanging a few glances. Derek then smiled at us.

      “This is very well done, ladies,” he said. “Not only is it good research and a source of potential investigative leads, it is also proof of initiative and the desire to seek out the truth.”

      “And that’s something we definitely want on this team,” Cameron added, grinning broadly. “I’d like to nominate Scarlett Novak and Avril Novak for Neraka, as well. They have enough skills and wit between them to untangle any mystery the universe puts forward.”

      Lucas cast Cameron a glare, but kept his lips pursed.

      Fiona and Caia were then put forward by their parents.

      “Um, are we sure about this?” Sofia asked, raising a brow as she eyed us girls, her expression conflicted with grandmotherly affection. “Don’t get me wrong, I trust the girls’ abilities to keep themselves safe, but still… this is an excursion into the unknown.”

      “This is the best chance they’ll get for some real field experience,” Cameron replied. “And they’ve been acing their training and exams for thirteen months straight, now. Trust me”—he winked—“I’ve been monitoring.”

      “The team for Neraka needs to be diverse and strong,” Ben added, and we all looked at him. “Caia is a resourceful fire fae. Harper is a vampire sentry. Fiona, Scarlett, and Avril are also vampires with unique skillsets. Given our vampires’ immunity to the Maras’ mind-bending skills, I think these girls are perfect for Neraka.”

      I would’ve jumped over the table to hug Uncle Benjamin, but I settled with beaming at him, while giving the girls a sideways glance. We were giddy and restless in our seats already, excitement lighting us up, but we had to play it cool and come across as mature, contained individuals. We could scream and cheer and jump around later.

      “That’s a fair point, Ben,” Derek said, then peered around the table again. “Blaze.”

      The fire dragon was busy examining Caia’s proud smirk without her knowledge, and didn’t hear Grandpa Derek.

      “Blaze,” he called out again, this time loud enough for Blaze’s head to snap around and face him. “I nominate you, as well. Should things go sideways on Neraka, a full-grown fire dragon will certainly help. After all, fire and fury is what will rain down on those who seek to harm us, and you’d be the perfect guy to deliver such a message.” Derek’s lips curved in a smirk.

      Heath’s chest swelled with pride, a grin blooming on his face. Blaze, on the other hand, looked wide-eyed and speechless.

      “Th-Thank you, Derek,” he croaked, then glanced at his father, who gave him a firm nod.

      “Do us proud,” Heath said, leaning into his chair.

      Blaze sighed, then looked at us. Fiona, Avril, Scarlett, Caia, and I gave him a collective wink—something that came surprisingly natural and probably would’ve never worked out if we’d planned it beforehand. I had a feeling we were going to make one hell of a team with that synergy.

      “I’d like to nominate Heron Dorchadas,” Jax added, prompting his brother to stretch his arms out with a satisfied grin. “He has the experience and knowledge needed to help with the investigation.”

      “That’s an understatement, but thanks, bro!” Heron replied, then gave us a quick glance.

      “Ben is right,” Draven interjected. “Diversity is key. Which is why you’ll need an experienced Druid with knowledge of swamp witch magic. I nominate Patrik Raymer for Neraka to serve that purpose.”

      Patrik seemed surprised by his nomination but responded with a polite nod, then carefully checked each of us out, as if assessing us and drawing his own conclusions about us.

      “Most importantly,” Field added, the corner of his mouth twitching, “you can’t go among so many Maras without some natural defenses.”

      “What natural defenses?” Jax frowned, slightly confused.

      “Incubus and succubus blood is highly toxic to Maras, isn’t it?” Field replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “It is.”

      “Then I’m pleased to nominate Hansa Gorria for the Neraka Recon Team,” he said. “Her blood might come in handy.”

      Hansa hadn’t expected that—it was written all over her face. Her skin had a mild glow, and she cleared her throat and downed a glass of water.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good—” Jax tried to object, but was swiftly interrupted by Hansa’s husky voice.

      “Thank you, Field,” she said. “It will be an honor to serve GASP on this mission. Rest assured I will work hard to help our team deliver answers and results.”

      Jax didn’t comment further, but I could tell he wasn’t happy with the decision. He may have been approved to lead the team, but he didn’t have the senior credentials to object to Hansa’s nomination. Looking at the bigger picture, it was probably great that she was coming along. Many of us were young and on our first field mission. Having some seasoned fighters with us could do no harm.

      Besides, I’d seen Hansa in training. She was fierce and deadly. Why wouldn’t we want her with us on an unknown planet?

      “Milords, I assure you our people will not lift a finger against GASP,” Rewa said slowly. “You’re coming to help us, and we’d be fools to treat you with anything other than kindness and hospitality.”

      “We do not doubt that,” Derek replied. “But we cannot verify any of your claims at this point, and your history on Eritopia does not speak in your favor. Nevertheless, we can’t abandon an entire civilization on Neraka based solely on our lack of trust, which is why we’ve agreed to send you back there with this recon team.”

      Rewa nodded, then looked at us. Her gaze settled on Blaze, who gave her a sympathetic smile. I instinctively glanced at Caia, and sensed the angst bubbling inside her. This was going to be an interesting mission, to say the least.

      “You’ll be on a short leash, though,” Field added, addressing each member of the newly formed team. “Your mission is to investigate and report back to us—not to interfere. Based on the information you provide us, if necessary we will then assemble a wider force to take action and help the Exiled Maras.”

      “That sounds reasonable,” I said.

      “How do we get there?” Caia asked.

      “There’s a bit of a problem,” Viola replied, frowning. Her eyes glowed violet. “I cannot seem to contact the planet. I do not feel it the way I feel other worlds in the In-Between. Therefore, as a Daughter, I won’t be able to open a portal to connect Neraka and Calliope.”

      “That’s strange,” Derek muttered, scratching his stubble. “Do you know why?”

      Viola shook her head, then looked at Rewa.

      “Perhaps you have an answer, Rewa?”

      The Mara fidgeted in her chair with an apologetic expression on her face.

      “It might have something to do with the asteroid belt orbiting our planet,” she said. “The Imen say the crystals in its composition have mystical properties that keep Neraka hidden to outsiders. It never bothered us, but we wouldn’t have been able to change its effect, either. It goes way beyond any of our capabilities.”

      “It seems like Neraka is determined to keep its cards close to its chest,” Field said, staring intently at Rewa. “Which further fuels my curiosity. We could use the swamp witches’ interplanetary spell instead, right?”

      “Yes.” Viola nodded. “I know how to do it. I just need an object of any kind that originates from Neraka, to help set the destination.”

      “I believe one of these will do,” Rewa said, pulling a few small red beads from her dress pocket and showing them to her.

      “If they’re from Neraka, yes,” the Daughter replied.

      “They were crafted in Azure Heights, from red crystal mineral deposits that my people found when they carved the city into the mountain. I took them with me for the return spell.”

      “Then they’re perfect.”

      “Then how did the swamp witches send your people to Neraka the first time around,” I asked, “given that you had nothing from that planet to calibrate the spell?”

      “I don’t know, milady.” Rewa shrugged.

      “It was probably random,” Viola explained. “The interplanetary spell does work without an object from its destination, but then it takes you to a random place. Much like the Druids’ passage stones, come to think about it. The Exiled Maras didn’t choose Neraka, it sort of picked them.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about traveling from one galaxy to another inside a bright sphere of light, but given that portals were out of the question, I had no other choice. Besides, Rewa had made it here in one piece; why wouldn’t we make it there the same?

      “Thank you, milords,” Rewa said, choking up again. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      “Don’t thank us yet,” Jax shot back, fists balled on the table.

      “Members of the Neraka Recon Team,” Field stood, prompting us to shoot up from our chairs, “you’re all dismissed. Please go to your locker rooms on Mount Zur and prepare for the journey. You will be leaving in two hours. We’ll now move on to discuss Tenebris.”

      “We’ll see you all back here in two hours, on the platform,” Draven added. “We’ll perform Telluris before we send you off.”

      We nodded, then, one by one, left the meeting hall.

      “My wards will take Rewa to her room,” Jax said.

      Two of the Maras flanking Rewa stood up, then politely escorted her away from the table, moving toward us. I walked out, accompanied by Caia, Scarlett, Avril, and Fiona, while Blaze, Heron, Jax, Hansa, and Patrik followed. Rewa was the last to come out, accompanied by two wards.

      As soon as we were left on our own, with Blaze and the others gone up the main stairs leading down to the stables, we stopped, then yelped and giggled and hugged each other, like the happy young warriors we were.

      “Oh, man, this is going to be epic!” I grinned.

      “Sure, we can’t intervene and whatever, but I cannot wait to go over there and find out what or who is taking all those Maras!” Fiona rubbed her hands together.

      We headed toward the stairs at the other end of the hallway. We needed to get the flying horses, our fastest means of getting to Mount Zur within the allocated timeframe.

      “I seriously can’t wait!” Caia chuckled.

      “How long do you think we’ll be there?” Scarlett wondered.

      “Well, given that we’ll probably have a lot of families to interview and a trail or two to follow, I’m guessing it could be anywhere between five and twelve days before we have enough data and leads to report back to GASP.” I made a rough estimate.

      I was extremely curious about Azure Heights and the Exiled Maras’ way of life. If Rewa was telling the truth—and nothing other than her forefathers’ reputation suggested otherwise—it sounded like we were going to like Neraka a lot.
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      I didn’t have much to pack for this journey from my Luceria room, so I took one of the flying horses from the stables and raided my locker in Mount Zur, as did the rest of my new team. Anjani and Jovi also came with me, to help make sure I didn’t leave anything important or potentially useful behind.

      My quarters in the GASP base were the equivalent size of a master bedroom, complete with built-in dressers and en suite shower. I emptied the herb and poisons cabinets in the middle of the floor, leaving Anjani to pick out the most potent elements I’d need against any hostile creatures on Neraka, while I slipped into my favorite combat suit.

      It was a beautifully tailored, tight one-piece bodysuit made entirely out of black leather, with soft cotton padding on the inside for my skin to breathe. It covered my arms and legs, and it came with small belts and underlying braces on which I mounted all the protection gear. Each nearly weightless diamond fiber plate was brushed with black crystal powder and protected my shins, calves, arms, forearms, upper back, and chest, with smaller ones for my shoulders, stomach, and lower back. It was a modular system that gave me full mobility without compromising my safety, and I’d spent a couple of nights with Anjani and Corrine to design it and get it produced for all of GASP’s members. I’d had five of these made, with a variety of materials in different colors, each designed for specific weather and terrain conditions. This black one was what I’d casually named “universal”.

      I clasped a wide leather belt around my hips, its gold buckle clicking into place. It had eight small pouches sewn onto it, four at the front and four at the back, which I filled with explosive pellets made from concentrated dragon tears, several types of poison, and healing pills. Working with GASP and the Shadian witches had really helped us get the most out of our crystals, herbs, and powders, optimizing the production of powerful poisons and healing potions by mass producing them in pill form.

      I mounted my beloved broadsword on the same belt, its bejeweled scabbard glistening under the ceiling lights. It was the one weapon I didn’t wish to change or ever leave behind. My blade had been my loyal companion for so many years. It had endured so many battles, and it had tasted the blood of thousands. We had history, and I loved it to bits. Most importantly, I liked having the prettiest weapon in all of GASP, as no one had thought of mounting priceless jewels on their swords or scabbards. My girl was flashy and deadly, and that was how I wanted her.

      “These are for the invisibility spell,” Anjani said, showing me a leather pouch before she placed it on the bench between us, next to my backpack. “Figured it might come in handy.”

      “Absolutely! Thank you, Sister.” I smiled and took out two more bodysuits from my locker, folding them neatly and shoving them to the bottom of the same bag. Jovi had brought these backpacks over from Earth, and I was delighted by their durability and waterproof lining. I stuffed the leather pouch on top, along with a few other herbs, powders, and translated swamp witch scrolls for defensive spells.

      “I must say, I’m worried, but I’m also confident you’ll pull through.” Anjani sighed, watching as I put several long knives in their leather sheaths inside before I closed the backpack.

      “It’ll be fine,” I replied gently, then grinned. “At least we know for a fact that none of those exiled bloodsuckers will try to eat me.”

      Jovi chuckled as he pulled a round, carbon fiber-plated shield from the weapons trunk.

      “Yeah, I’d be more worried if I were the one trying to kill you, Hansa.” He grinned, handing me the shield. “Take it. Just in case. I don’t think it’ll be the Maras that you’ll need to worry about.”

      “Fair enough.” I smirked, pulling my hair up in a ponytail. “I think Field picked me because he wants an extra adult on the team to keep the kids in line… and Jax’s loudmouth brother.”

      “I’m guessing he wants you for Harper and Caia in particular, since they’re the least experienced,” Anjani mused.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t count on me being the best babysitter for those two.” I laughed. “They’re both stubborn, fierce, and nearly impossible to keep on a tight leash, anyway. They’re too much like me, in a way. I wouldn’t have the heart to squash that fire.”

      “But they’re not the main reason Field put you on the team, of course.” Jovi smirked. “He obviously thinks you could use some time away with Jax. Nothing like a trip to a foreign land to ease tension and encourage meaningful conversation!”

      I stilled, realizing that Jovi knew. I’d barely said a word about this to Anjani over the past few months since the war, and I’d only just confided more in Aida the other day. I wasn’t one to share my feelings, in general, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to hold it all in.

      I’d felt the chemistry between Jax and me from our first days together in the alliance against Azazel. I’d seen his burning jade eyes settle on mine when no one was watching. I’d heard the tremor in his voice when I was dying from the shifter poison, as he begged me to hold on. There had been something there, and, for the first time in years, especially after we’d destroyed Azazel and I had Izora back, I’d been willing to take a chance on him and open my heart again.

      The last time I’d fallen for someone I’d lost him to Azazel. Almus had been my rock, and we’d had a unique connection, but even that paled in comparison to how my body, my very soul, reacted to Jax’s presence. But something had happened after the war, and Jax had put an uncomfortable distance between us, switching from hot to cold so fast that I couldn’t keep up.

      His words and actions told me that he didn’t want to be anywhere near me, but his eyes always told me something else entirely. It led to a tension buildup that transpired into snappy exchanges and the occasional stinging clap-back, which Anjani had noticed.

      “What do you know about that?” I hissed at Jovi, then glared at my sister, thinking she’d told him. But the innocent shrug she gave me made me think the wolf-boy had picked it up as easily as she had.

      “Just what I see.” Jovi huffed, scratching the back of his head with a sheepish smile. “There’s clearly something going on between you and Jax, but neither of you is addressing the issue. It’s how tension builds up.”

      “Who else knows? Does Field know? Did Aida tell him?” I was frustrated by my own inability to hide my emotions.

      “Aida would never tell anyone anything if you confided in her.” Jovi shook his head. “I’m pretty sure Field picked it up just like I did. Besides, he spends a lot of time around Jax, so he’s probably noticed some changes in him, too, since the war. Honestly, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure you two out. What happened, though?”

      “How should I know?” I scoffed, looking away and moving back to my locker to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.

      I took a couple of deep breaths and turned around to face them. I was going about this the wrong way, abandoning my core ethos in the process. I was embarking on a dangerous and potentially deadly mission to an unknown planet. I had to leave these emotions behind; otherwise I’d get killed, especially since Jax and I were on the same team again, working together.

      “It doesn’t matter, anyway.” I changed my tone, fiddling with my belt buckle. “No need for you guys to worry. There’s nothing to discuss. Whatever tension there is, it’ll fizzle out. I can’t be bothered. I’m an independent succubus, and a warrior, for that matter. I have no time to waste appeasing a Mara with underlying emotional issues and zero communication skills.”

      I saw the way Jovi and Anjani nodded slowly before exchanging glances. I knew what they were thinking, because it was the same thing bothering me on the inside: did I really believe what I’d just said, or was it just my defense mechanism pushing the concept of Jax away because I didn’t want to get hurt?
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      After we geared up and packed our backpacks and travel bags, we rode the flying horses back to Luceria. Everyone was waiting for us up on the platform, beneath its faux roof spell. As vampires, we’d adapted Corrine’s combat suit designs to cover our heads and faces, too, complete with protective goggles and gloves, as a means of moving around in the daytime.

      We shot through the bright blue sky, our horses neighing as our entire new team flew toward the white marble platform. The whole of GASP had gathered there, our parents included. We landed smoothly and went to our families first.

      Serena and Phoenix were standing next to Mom and Dad, wearing smiles and making sure to project the pride and concern they felt toward me. I hugged them both first, then kissed our parents on both cheeks.

      “Honey, I have to say, agreeing to your nomination was easier than I expected,” Dad said, “but watching you go is something else.”

      “You be safe out there, okay, baby?” Mom said. “Remember everything we taught you, and don’t get in over your head. Know your limits.”

      I felt her raw emotions, a heartwarming mixture of love and motherly concern, so I hugged her tightly, hiding my face in her hair for a good minute.

      “I promise I’ll be careful, Mom,” I whispered, trying to pass on some of my resolve to help settle her nerves.

      I then took Dad’s hands in mine and gave him a cool smile.

      “It’s a recon mission, Dad,” I said gently. “You heard Field—we’re on a tight leash. We’ll be okay. All we have to do is observe and investigate, then report back to GASP.”

      “I trust Harper will do just fine,” Serena chimed in. “She’s one hell of a tough cookie, and she can definitely handle this.”

      “I’m aware, Serena,” Dad replied, then frowned slightly. “I’m just concerned about the fact that the Oracles haven’t been able to summon any visions about Neraka. Past, present, or future.”

      That came as news to me, but, at the same time, it wasn’t entirely unexpected. Their visions usually took some work to summon and weren’t always accurate. The last time Phoenix, Aida, or Vita had gotten unexpected visions, it had been during the war against Azazel. Those circumstances could easily qualify as disasters, and their absence now sort of gave me comfort.

      “Surely their instincts would’ve flared up by now regarding Neraka,” I muttered. “The absence of visions may not necessarily be a bad thing.”

      “What if it’s connected to the asteroid belt Rewa talked about?” Phoenix added a fair point. “It might be capable of interfering with the Daughters’ ability to open portals there… What if it’s something akin to the shroud that once covered Eritopia, keeping it hidden from universal consciousness?”

      “Wouldn’t that affect a spell like Telluris, too?” Dad asked, his frown drawn deeper.

      “I don’t think it can.” Serena shook her head. “Telluris is a communication spell; it connects our souls. I seriously doubt an asteroid belt would be able to obstruct that. It’s just a physical obstacle.”

      “They will be okay,” Draven confirmed, walking over to our side.

      I glanced around the platform and saw Caia, Fiona, Avril, Scarlett, and Blaze saying goodbye to their families, hugging and kissing and giving assurances about how they’d conduct the mission. I was as wary as my teammates were about this—on one hand, sure, the excitement and novelty of Neraka was something to look forward to, but, at the same time, the unknown factors and the hundreds of Exiled Maras were cause for concern. Nevertheless, we were GASP members. There was no room for worrying.

      “If anything, they’re better equipped and prepared than we ever were when we landed in Eritopia,” Serena added, leaning into the Druid as he snaked an arm around her lower back.

      “Well, I’m more than ready to prove we can do it.” I kept my chin high, boosting my father’s pride.

      I’d opted for one of the custom combat suits that Corrine and Hansa had designed together. Mine was all black leather with dark gold accents, and diamond-fiber protective plates brushed black. My backpack was loaded with weapons and several defensive spells, and I’d packed a couple of extra suits in a separate bag. My twin swords were mounted on my leather belt, their scabbards dressed in black leather.

      Serena took out a small amulet from her pocket—a delicate shell-shaped piece of lapis lazuli with white streaks, on a delicate gold chain. She pulled my hand out, turning it over and putting the amulet in my palm, before closing my fingers around it.

      “I found this among Genevieve’s belongings,” she said, and I noticed Draven’s gaze soften and flicker black at the sight of it. “Draven said I could give it to someone who meant the world to me, just like his father had gifted it to his mother. I’m considering this a small, celebratory gift for your first mission.”

      I looked at it, fascinated by its deep blue and white swirls, feeling the faint energy emanating from it. It gave me warmth and sweet familiarity, quietly bringing me back to some of my most precious moments with Mom, Dad, Serena and Phoenix.

      “It’s beautiful,” I mumbled. “And strange. It feels nice…”

      “It has some magical properties.” Serena winked. “Almus didn’t make a habit of giving bland gifts. It can summon the wearer’s memories, and I think it will keep you company during your voyage. Should you feel too far away from us, just let this amulet take you back, even if just spiritually.”

      I hugged her as tight as I could, making her giggle.

      “This is the sappiest thing you’ve ever done for me, and I love it!” I whispered.

      “I know, it’s super emotional and whatnot, but I honestly thought of you when Draven said I could give it to someone who meant the world to me. Sure, he’s my soulmate, but the amulet was never designed for a male wearer. And you mean the world to me…”

      She smiled and kissed me on the cheek, then took the amulet from my hand and put it around my neck, admiring it for a second.

      “Yep, it suits you.” She grinned.

      “And it feels good, too,” I replied, tapping my chest as it warmed up. “I could get used to this. It’s like you’re all in here with me.”

      “Good,” Mom said, caressing my hair. “Because we are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Caia

          

          (Daughter of Grace & Lawrence)

        

      

    

    
      Of all the members of my immediate family, Vita seemed the most worried, hugging me over and over, as if I were sailing off to the unknown and never coming back. Of course, technically speaking, I was flying into the unknown in a magic ball of light, but I had every intention of making my way back home in one piece.

      “Just promise me you’ll be careful and won’t get ahead of yourself,” my sister said.

      “Vita, she’s more than capable of looking after herself, my love,” Bijarki replied, dropping a kiss on the top of her head. I had to crane my neck back to look him in the eyes. “Besides, she wouldn’t have been approved for this mission, had our senior officers not thought she could handle it. You should trust their judgment.”

      “I do, I just don’t trust this whole concept of Neraka.” She sighed. “I haven’t been able to summon any visions about it at all. Neither have Aida or Phoenix.”

      “Well, it’s not like you’ve been on top of your Oracle game lately, anyway.” I grinned. “And I’m pretty sure your instincts would kick in and visions would forcefully come through if there was anything life-threatening to worry about. I say enjoy the silence!”

      “Nevertheless, be wary, sweetheart,” Mom said, wrapping her arms around me again. “We need you back in one piece.”

      “It’ll be fine, Mom, don’t you worry too much.” I smiled, downplaying the magnitude of my first mission with GASP. I was excited and nervous and jittery, too, but I’d made it too far to back down, and had no intention of chickening out anyway.

      “I’ll try to summon some visions of you, instead,” Vita said. “Maybe it’ll work. According to Rewa, that asteroid belt around Neraka might have some role to play, like a natural cloaking system to protect the planet from outside forces.”

      “We’ll have Telluris on, anyway,” I replied. “Seriously, stop worrying so much. You’ll get wrinkles.”

      My sister laughed, but I knew it was an effort on her part. We’d only just met, and we’d been spending a lot of time together. I loved her to bits, and the feeling was more than mutual—we were nearly inseparable as sisters. More than once we’d heard Bijarki chuckle and say he’d have to set his wife up with a daily agenda and make sure he squeezed himself in there, before she forgot about him because of all the time she spent with me.

      “Time for Telluris,” Draven announced.

      One by one, we bade our parents and siblings farewell again, with the promise that we’d be careful. Then we walked over to the middle of the white marble platform, where Draven stood, ready to connect our souls through ancient Druid magic.

      We gathered around him, putting our hands up. He used a small knife to draw a few droplets of blood from each of us, collecting it in a wooden bowl filled with dry herbs and black crystal powder. He topped it with his blood before he set it on fire, his eyes glowing red for a split second.

      “Telluris,” Draven commanded. The contents of the bowl flared up, and a bright golden light expanded from it, washing over us.

      It cut my breath short, before I relaxed and felt the spell’s effect seep into my very core. My body hummed gently on the inside, as if resonating with the others. I glanced around at our group and noticed familiar expressions—we could all feel each other’s presence, far beyond the physical realm.

      “This is it?” Blaze asked, looking at his hands, as if hoping to see more of the spell’s effects than the short-lived incandescence of his veins.

      “It’s a spell of absolute trust.” Draven nodded. “You’re all joined through an unbreakable bond. You will be able to sense each other wherever you are, for a few weeks, sometimes up to two months before it fades out. The bond can be broken prematurely only by death, which you will all feel if you lose one of your own.”

      “I thought this was just a recon mission.” Heron grimaced. “Why are you making it sound so gloomy?”

      “He’s simply explaining how the spell works,” Jax replied with a raised eyebrow directed at his younger brother. “You’re the one making a drama out of it.”

      “Am not,” Heron scoffed, and Jax stifled a smirk.

      Viola came to us with a piece of black chalk in her hand. Draven took a few steps back, motioning us to stay together.

      “You’re all connected to me now, too,” he said, moving farther away, while Viola drew a circle around us. “I will be able to reach out to you by calling out your names after saying ‘Telluris’. You will be able to do the same, regardless the distance between us. Remember that. I only ask that you notify us of your safe arrival once you land on Neraka, and that you check in every six hours.”

      “Unless it’s an emergency,” Aida added, coming over to Draven’s side. “Then reach out, no matter what, obviously.”

      We all nodded, watching curiously as Viola drew symbols around the black chalk circle, while Phoenix got involved and placed bundles of crystal powders and dark red herbs at the center of each drawing. My pulse accelerated as I mentally prepared myself for the actual travel to Neraka.

      Rewa moved from the Mara wards flanking us and came between us. Jax instinctively stiffened, his features harsh and a muscle thumping in his jaw. The Exiled Mara’s jade eyes were wide and innocent, and I somehow felt that Jax’s behavior toward her was a little too much. Whatever her forefathers had done, she shouldn’t be blamed or treated poorly over it.

      “The swamp witches devised a spell that summoned pure energy from the atmosphere,” Viola explained as she added more symbols around the circle, making it look like a very strange but beautiful chalk mandala, with repetitive swirls and geometric elements spreading outward. “All these symbols are catalysts and conductors, designed together to harness this energy and use it to take those inside the circle from one place to another. All I need now is a physical object from your destination.”

      Rewa nodded and handed all the red beads over to the Daughter of Eritopia.

      “One is enough. You can keep the rest for later,” Rewa said softly.

      “The beautiful part about swamp witch magic,” Viola continued, taking the beads and putting them in her pocket. She kept just one between her fingers, glancing at it for a second, “is that anyone with the right formula and words can practice it. Patrik, for example, has been an excellent student, and will be able to perform the return spell after your mission is done. He has everything he needs for it.”

      We looked at Patrik, and he gave us a reassuring nod, crossing his arms over his chest. He wasn’t one for onesie battle suits, and had opted for dark blue pants and vest, white shirt, and knee-high leather boots that looked just as good on him. His height, curly black hair, sharp lines, and piercing blue eyes worked well with pretty much anything, anyway. No wonder Scarlett had a hard time looking away from him—the guy was sizzling.

      “Now, it’s time for you all to go to Neraka,” Sofia said, coming closer, followed by Derek and the others. They all came around, a beautiful and heartwarming display of hopeful, concerned, and excited expressions, as Viola muttered the spell under her breath.

      “Good luck out there.” Field gave us an encouraging nod.

      “And make us proud.” Derek winked, making me grin.

      Once Viola had finished the first part of the incantation, she dipped the marble in a thick black liquid, then set it on fire. She placed it in the middle of a powder and herb bundle, then stepped back, her lips constantly moving as she watched the spell progress.

      Thankfully, the dragons of The Shade had grown lax over the years about their archaic rule of never allowing themselves to be transported by magic—it had become too impractical for missions to have them flying everywhere on their own, even if their speed was supernatural, and the dragons had finally come to accept it. If they hadn’t, Blaze wouldn’t have been able to accompany us now.

      The powder and herb bundle lit up, and then the flaming bundle moved all on its own, tracing every line drawn with black chalk until it reached the next bundle. It burned through it, then continued its flaming roll through the swamp witch mandala, until the entire spell design flared up, glowing white and brighter with each moment.

      “Don’t worry, ladies.” Heron winked and called out to two GASP succubi to our left, who were quietly and worriedly watching him, “I’ll be back soon so we can finish what we started last night!”

      I chuckled, unable to hold it in. I noticed the succubi glowing with embarrassment, while Avril rolled her eyes, feigning a face-palm and topping it off with a groan.

      “You are incorrigible.” Jax scoffed, shaking his head slowly, while Heron glanced around, equal parts amused and confused.

      “And you’re just jealous I at least get some action in this place,” he taunted his older brother before he was shushed by Hansa.

      The bright light emanating from the mandala before us became more intense. Viola raised her arms to her sides and muttered the last part of the incantation. We instinctively moved closer to one another as the spell was activated and we were enveloped in pure white light.

      I held my breath.
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      I closed my eyes for a moment, the light too powerful to look at directly. I felt Caia, Scarlett, Avril, Fiona, Hansa, Heron, Blaze, Jax, and Patrik getting closer. The brightness dimmed, and I peeled my eyes open.

      My breath hitched as I realized we could see through the sphere. Everyone else around us couldn’t see inside, but we could see them squinting or shielding their eyes from the light. The only one who looked straight at us, unaffected, was Viola.

      Our gazes met, and she smiled.

      The transparent sphere lifted us off the ground, and I lost my footing. We all immediately sat down as the orb shot through the sky. My heart stopped when the sunlight glazed over it, but we didn’t feel it, much like the faux roof spell on the platform. We were protected.

      I looked down. Our families, friends, and allies cheered, whistled, and clapped their hands. They got smaller as we flew higher at an incredible speed. My pulse raced as I watched Antara, Calliope’s biggest continent and the home of our Eritopian GASP base, get smaller with every second.

      Rivers became bluish lines. Mountains became jagged forms with snowy peaks and dark green spots of forest. Soon enough, we passed through a blanket of white clouds, and the sphere trembled and shed sparks as it broke through Calliope’s atmosphere.

      I’d never experienced something so strange, so beautiful, and so awe-inspiring. We looked around as the sphere took us farther away. Blackness sprinkled with planets and stars surrounded us. I glanced over my shoulder and marveled at the giant sun, its flames licking at the void around it.

      “This is so freakin’ cool!” Caia gasped, pointing at Eritopia’s planets.

      All twenty of them moved lazily around the sun, thousands of miles away from one another, like giant marbles in a variety of colors, each with small moons and orbiting asteroids, and some even hosting gaseous rings.

      “I’ve only seen them in illustrations.” Heron sighed, his jade eyes wide and bright with interest. He inched forward and put his hands out, and when he reached the transparent layer of the sphere, it seemed to act like glass, stopping him from getting out.

      We could breathe and hear each other perfectly.

      “You saw this on your way here, didn’t you?” I asked Rewa.

      “Yes.” She nodded and smiled. “And it’s beautiful and breathtaking, all at once…”

      “Makes you feel so small,” Jax mused, gazing at Calliope, which was now a gorgeous ball of blue oceans, green, dry lands, and wisps of white clouds, accompanied by a pearly moon.

      “Look, that’s Purgaris.” Caia grinned and pointed at a smaller, red planet. “Azazel’s old home!”

      “And that’s Persea,” I said, pointing at the seventh planet, all blue and white, much like the amulet that Serena had given me. “Land of the Druids…”

      “I see Tenebris!” Fiona showed us the tenth planet, a large dark purple marble with yellowish streaks and two moons.

      “I wonder who they’ll send over to deal with the rebel incubi,” Avril muttered, then nodded at a planet farther away. “That’s Jolessi.”

      Jolessi was the fifteenth Kingdom of Eritopia, a colorful bead with lush jungles and turquoise oceans, a vibrant splash in the cosmic darkness.

      We spent a few good minutes naming all the planets in Eritopia’s system, as the sphere took us farther away. We passed thousands of small stars, shapeless asteroids, and racing comets,  piercing through pink and yellow gas clouds before we left the galaxy.

      The more distance we put between us and Eritopia, the better we could see the full picture. The galaxy itself was huge, thousands of stars and the twenty planets spiraling around the massive sun. Our parents, our siblings, and our friends were down there, little specks of dust at the heart of the In-Between.

      All I could think of was how tiny we were—and yet how powerful we could be. My sister, my cousins, and a handful of Eritopian rogues had managed to save an entire galaxy, that giant spiral of stars and planets and pink and yellow gas and dust clouds.

      There was nothing we couldn’t do ourselves.

      The universe may be big, but we can be bigger.

      The sphere began to tremble and hum, then shot to supersonic speed. Everything darted by us in thin white lines against the black backdrop of the In-Between.
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      We spent several hours like that, gawking at the universe around us as our sphere cut through it, passing through galaxies of all shapes and sizes, thick columns of rainbow-colored stardust, asteroids, and comet showers. I’d once visited a planetarium in Hawaii with my parents when I was just a kid, and I remembered looking up and feeling my jaw drop at the sight of so many stars, so many worlds out there just waiting to be discovered and explored.

      “We’re here,” Rewa said gently, staring ahead.

      Our light orb gradually reduced its speed, gliding through the void as yet another galaxy unraveled before us. This one, however, was peculiar, different from what we’d seen so far. We all moved closer to Rewa’s side, leaning into the spell’s transparent wall to get a better look at what lay ahead.

      One giant sun, about three times the size of Eritopia’s, hovered in the middle. It was the heart of the galaxy, the engine whose massive gravity kept everything together. Two stars, each just one fifth of this sun, orbited it at a very close, but fixed distance of maybe fifteen or twenty million miles. It was weird because, the way they moved, they would never collide, and yet together they looked like three suns—one large, two smaller twins.

      The seven planets followed, the nearest one a red dwarf reminding me of Mars, maybe thirty or forty million miles away. Others were gradually bigger. The farther they got from the suns, the larger their circumference and the darker, colder their colors.

      The two farthest from the suns were huge, one teal and the last a bone-chilling blue with white strips and thick planetary rings. The fourth planet, however, seemed to be our destination. Rewa had mentioned three moons and this one had them.

      “Those are the suns,” Rewa said, her eyes glimmering with the excitement of being back home. “The big one we call Kol. The other two we call Drul and Khai, named after Mara twins of legend.”

      “No one could tell them apart, and it was how they deceived the enemy’s armies and released their people,” Jax muttered, remembering the Mara lore. “They were the Maras of old times... Ages long gone. Calliope was young, and the Daughters were still figuring out who they were.”

      “Indeed.” Rewa nodded slowly, looking out. “We called them Drul and Khai because we couldn’t tell them apart, and because they reminded us of our history.”

      “I can imagine it’s insanely hot with three suns,” Blaze remarked from the right side, gazing at the galaxy’s core as we got closer.

      “It must be, on the neighboring planets.” Rewa smiled. “But on Neraka it’s fine. The first planet there, the small red one… That’s Trekh. It’s nothing but dust. No one could possibly live on it; its shell is probably scorched. The second one we called Karak. Bigger, but just as hot.”

      Karak had a uniform, matte amber hue. No relief forms had lasted the heat blasts from the suns. It was probably as barren as Trekh and the one after it.

      “The gray one is Asmosi.” Rewa pointed at the third planet. “Our guess is that it’s all stone and nothing else. It’s far enough not to burn like the first two, but it’s still too hot to sustain life. The fourth one is my home, our beautiful Neraka…”

      She smiled, gazing at the large planet. It was a pleasant and balanced mixture of blue and green, with several continents separated by smaller oceans than what we knew on Earth. White clouds gathered in clusters, stretching lazily over entire swatches of dry land. The three moons that orbited Neraka—one white, one pale orange, and one smooth amber— were equal in size and in constant motion.

      “The moons are a peculiar thing,” Rewa muttered, “because they affect the tides worse than Calliope’s moon ever did. They don’t come out at once, either. The first to rise is Pell, the white moon. The second is always Xus, the orange, followed by Llaim, the amber marble. Only once every fifty years do they all come up at once, and the entire world goes crazy. The planet no longer holds us close, and we find ourselves floating for a few hours, before Pell moves ahead and breaks the alignment.”

      “So you’re telling me that when all three moons rise at once and in perfect alignment, Neraka loses its gravity?” Caia frowned, cocking her head to one side.

      “A little, yes.” Rewa nodded. “It’s a strange phenomenon, but we’ve learned to track it and make sure our people aren’t stranded somewhere in the sky when Pell breaks free. As soon as that happens, it all jolts back to normal and gravity can hurt.”

      “That’s weird,” I murmured, then noticed the thin strip of dark purple rocks orbiting Neraka, just above its atmosphere. “But not as weird as that… How are they staying like that?”

      “I don’t know.” Rewa shrugged. “It’s always been a mystery. The asteroid belt is far enough away to not collide with our moons. Sometimes rocks do diverge from the path. The ones that are big enough to not burn through the atmosphere completely make it onto the ground. We’ve collected some in a small natural museum in Azure Heights, but we don’t know whether they do anything or whether they’re just pretty purple crystals.”

      “They must do something if the Daughters of Eritopia can’t open portals on Neraka,” Jax said, and I could sense the tension in his voice.

      “I guess,” Rewa sighed, “but honestly, we are not scientists. We’re barely even scholars… We are artists and craftsmen; we don’t bother with aerial phenomena and the outside world. We’re happy on our little patch of land. Oh, look, that’s Satharia, the fifth planet.”

      She pointed at a giant marble, slightly bigger than Neraka, glazed in shades of blue and dark green, with white cloud streaks toward the middle.

      “And the teal one?” I asked, looking at the sixth planet.

      “Oh, that’s Fashen… It’s said to be nothing but frozen oceans and snowstorms. But we’ve never been there. Not worth the risk. It’s enough that we see it through our telescopes.”

      “The last one has rings,” Scarlett said, and I looked at it again.

      We were much closer now, and I could get a better look at the rings’ composition. I’d paid enough attention in science class to know that they were most likely remnants of a destroyed moon orbiting it.

      “That’s Jewellis.” Rewa nodded. “It’s nothing but ice and dust. But it’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is,” I sighed. “It’s interesting to see how the destruction of a satellite could leave such a beautiful trace behind.”

      “Yeah, gravity can be pretty cool when it’s not trying to kill you, huh?” Avril chuckled, making me grin.

      We all stilled as the sphere jolted toward Neraka, humming. It slowed down again, passing through the dark purple asteroid belt. Several chunks knocked against our orb, but were gently pushed back as we moved farther down.

      I looked around and couldn’t help but feel a little off. These were all indigo-colored crystals in different shapes and sizes, with multiple facets glistening in the sunlight. And yet, something tugged at my stomach, a quiet uneasiness that I had to push back so I could focus on the last part of our journey.

      “We’ve never had the tools to further analyze these things,” Rewa said. “The swamp witches’ travel spell will only take us from point A to point B; it needs solid ground as a destination, unless we want to end up scorching on a sun or something, so we haven’t been able to get so close to the belt. But, like I said, we don’t really care much, either.”

      She then looked around and noticed our concerned expressions as the orb pushed through Neraka’s atmosphere, billions of white and yellow sparks igniting in the process.

      “Don’t worry, it sounds and looks worse than it is.” She smiled, then looked down at the thick layer of white clouds that we were bound to pass through. “I can’t wait to get back home to Azure Heights. You’ll love it, too… Trust me…”

      I instinctively glanced over at Jax and Heron, who didn’t seem convinced yet. Their faces were hard, their jade eyes dark and their lips pressed tightly together, as the sphere broke through the clouds and the natural beauty of Neraka presented itself before us.

      The oceans were huge, a deep and unsettling blue with foamy waves. The continent we were headed for was a crisp half-moon of rolling hills, slate-colored gorges, and sharp, tall mountains with deep forests and icy peaks.

      There were seemingly endless plains in shades of emerald green, layers of colorful orchards, and crystal-clear lakes scattered across the land. It was truly a splendid world, with a perfect blue sky, calm winds, and a wide variety of terrains to work with. The Maras were truly lucky to have ended up here.

      “My people will be so happy to see you,” Rewa added, pointing at a giant mountain resting on the edge of the continent, its western slopes vanishing into the deep ocean water. “You will be welcomed with arms wide open, and nothing but kindness and feasts.”

      Jax stifled an eye roll, and we all stood up.

      The sphere gently dropped closer to the mountain, where red brick rooftops and dark red awnings stretched over a network of brown cobblestone alleys and beautiful white buildings built on the entire eastern portion, from a couple hundred feet above ground level all the way to the top.

      I breathed deeply as I watched it get bigger before me, its architecture unfolding in sharp lines and graceful curves, nothing like what I’d seen in the Maras’ White City, back on Calliope. This was truly something else, and it increased my interest in the creatures that had built it—Maras, still, but clearly different from their Eritopian counterparts.
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      Azure Heights was an interesting combination of sumptuous and rustic architecture, with flush white villas and houses and narrow streets. The red brick roofs and awnings provided enough shelter from the suns to allow any Mara or vampire to walk freely through the city, without worrying about burning to a crisp.

      The dark brown cobblestone added another degree of warmth to the entire ensemble, while a myriad of steps and several lift systems carved into the stone wall of the mountain connected the multiple levels of the city. The broader levels held taller, two- to three-level buildings, and large squares with sculpted fountains. The upper levels were home to luxurious villas and lush flower gardens, thermal water pools and smaller, downright coquette town squares with blushing red flower arrangements and colorful storefronts.

      The lower our sphere got, the more beautiful details I could take in, such as the dark red shutters on every window, the sculptural molding, and white marble statues mounted at the top and bottom of each set of stairs.

      The fountains offered fresh water in glistening jets, their round bottoms decorated with a plethora of red, white, and black marbles, and home to a variety of small fish. The overhead shades were perfectly angled and moved gently as the suns’ movement progressed through the sky, making sure that the common areas were always shielded.

      It looked like an intricate Baroque landscape, and every vampire’s dream. It looked peaceful and quiet, beautiful and cultured.

      “This is it,” I muttered, moving back as the orb descended toward the largest of the mountain city’s squares. It lowered itself to that level, then moved forward so as not to disturb the awnings, which made perfect sense. I noticed the dozens of Exiled Maras pouring in to greet us.

      Males and females of all ages gathered in the main square, watching quietly as the light sphere landed on the dark brown cobblestone with a mild thud. They all looked good, well-dressed, with an impeccable sense of fashion. The overall sartorial picture made me think of what would happen if Earth’s nineteenth century had lost some of its more complicated and uncomfortable trends, trading them for the simplicity and minimalism of its twenty-first century.

      They looked eerily familiar, physically speaking, mainly because of their predominantly dark hair, pale skin, and sharp features. The occasional blond or red hair popped out, but the majority had smooth, dark brown to ink-black hair, combed and braided in a variety of styles. Their eyes were a multitude of jade, crude green, amber, and sky blue gems, sparkling with interest.

      The dresses were long, made mainly of silk, chiffon, and cotton, with lace, pearls, and tulle in various colors and combinations. The suits were simple and elegant, three-piece outfits with long trousers, tailcoats, and crisp, white shirts beneath velvet waistcoats. They seemed to pay a lot of attention to details and loved their accessories and jewels, from elegant pocket watches to necklaces, brooches, and earrings that perfectly complemented every ensemble.

      It felt like I was standing in the middle of a fashion catalogue.

      Only the models were all drinkers of blood and wore red, branded marks on their necks.
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      The Exiled Maras couldn’t see through the light sphere, but we had a couple of minutes to take the whole crowd in before the orb dissipated into the fresh mountain air. We were sheltered from the sun and could breathe the cool afternoon breeze.

      Judging by the blossoming trees around the citadel, it was spring in Azure Heights. Tiny white and pink petals scattered with every sudden gust of wind. The Exiled Maras’ eyes grew wide as the orb vanished and revealed us, along with Rewa.

      Five of them stepped forward, their expressions showing a variety of emotions, from curiosity to relief and even excitement. They looked like the top of the food chain, nobles and aristocrats of the highest order. The two females wore elegant evening dresses made of black and dark blue chiffon, with sloping shoulders and full skirts. The males were dressed in a similar fashion, in black, dark blue, and dark green tailcoats with matching pants, white shirts, and grayish vests.

      Rewa stepped forward and gave them a short bow, then turned slightly so she could see us and the five Exiled Maras who were quietly looking us over from head to toe.

      “These are the Five Lords of Azure Heights,” Rewa said, motioning at the Maras in a specific order. “Milord Emilian, of House Obara. Milord Darius, of House Xunn, and my honorable father. Milord Caspian, of House Kifo. Milady Farrah, of House Mabaya. And Milady Rowan, of House Roho.”

      I made a quick mental note of each of the Five Lords, memorizing as many of their features as possible at a single glance. Emilian seemed older than the others. I could tell not so much by his youthful appearance, but by his blue eyes. They were filled with interest, but also looked somewhat jaded—if he were a human, I would’ve placed him in his fifties, which probably meant he was at least ten thousand, if not more, in Mara years. He wore the black suit, his salt-and-pepper hair kept short and wavy, neatly combed on both sides and matched by a trimmed ducktail beard.

      Darius seemed more like a thirty-year-old, with green eyes, his hair a chestnut shade of brown caught in a low ponytail. He had an extended goatee sprinkled with ginger and blond hairs. He wore the dark green suit, and leaned on a mahogany cane with a gold lion’s head handle. Caspian was the youngest of the bunch, reminding me of a twenty-something-year-old with short black hair and a military fade on both sides of his head, piercing jade eyes, and a subtle five o’clock shadow that worked... very well with his tall, broad frame and dark blue suit.

      The ladies were also a beautiful sight to behold. Farrah’s hair was a dark blond, combed into an elegant Victorian style with shiny curls, pearl-and-lace pins holding most of it at the back in a loose bun. It provided a diaphanous contrast in combination with her gray eyes and pale skin against the black chiffon dress. Rowan, on the other hand, was a fiery redhead with pale green eyes, her long and curly hair pulled into a thick braid over one shoulder, with white and dark blue silk ribbons woven along its length. The dark blue dress with tight corset and pagoda sleeves worked well with her hourglass figure.

      I glanced over at my teammates and noticed they were all doing the same, taking everyone’s measure—not just the Five Lords, but also the Exiled Maras gathered behind them. There was an overall feeling of wariness and concern. I didn’t think it had much to do with us, as strangers from Eritopia, but more to do with the problem that had been pressing them for the past couple of years. The disappearances had clearly taken their toll on some of these creatures, as sadness was impossible to ignore on certain faces.

      “My Lords, my Ladies.” Rewa continued the introductions, waving at each of us. “These are members of GASP, creatures from Eritopia who have been gracious and kind enough to come back here with me and assist us with our troubles.”

      “I’m Jaxxon Dorchadas.” Jax stepped forward, not waiting for Rewa to continue the introduction. Others would have considered him rude, but the Five Lords seemed intrigued and even more interested by his initiative. “Lord of Maras on Calliope. This is my brother, Heron, also of House Dorchadas.”

      Heron joined his brother, his back straight and chin high. I had to admit, they both looked particularly hot in their leather suits, a proprietary design that Jax had put together many years ago, complete with stainless steel plates and a mesh under-layer that could stop most projectiles and weapons from piercing the flesh. They were both tall, but Jax had more muscle mass to work with. Heron, on the other hand, was lean and toned to perfection, his shoulders broad and his waistline heat-inducing.

      I briefly shook my head, switching my focus back to the Five Lords and mentally chastising myself for getting so easily distracted.

      “House Dorchadas.” Emilian nodded with a faint smile. “It sounds eerily familiar. I’m part of the first generation of Exiled Maras, but that was well over ten thousand years ago, so you must forgive me if my memory fails me… I remember a Shadow Dorchadas. Is he familiar to you?”

      “Our grandfather,” Jax replied politely. “Founder of White City on Calliope, after the Exile.”

      “An extraordinary Mara,” Emilian sighed, “and a great leader. We owe him our lives. We are here in part thanks to him. You are welcome among us, Jaxxon and Heron of House Dorchadas. It is truly an honor to have you here.”

      “Thank you, milord.”

      “Please, please, call me Emilian.” He raised his hands in a friendly gesture. “You are not our subjects, you are our guests, and you should call us by our names.”

      A couple of seconds passed as Jax’s rough gaze stayed firm on Emilian’s soft one.

      “Thank you, Emilian.” Jax nodded, then motioned toward the rest of us. “These are our team members, our partners and allies. This is Hansa Gorria, former Chief of the Red Tribe and Senior Officer.”

      “And a succubus.” Darius smirked. “Were you perhaps fearful of our nature?”

      “Not at all.” Jax cocked his head to one side, the corner of his mouth twitching and his voice riddled with sharp knives. “But you should all be fearful of her, because she is not to be played with and doesn’t need to use her blood to end any Exiled Mara who poses a threat to her or our team.”

      I held my breath, my gaze darting between us and the Five Lords, who seemed even more impressed. Emilian and Rowan stifled their grins and sent short, appreciative nods toward Hansa. The succubus glowed for a brief moment, her hand settled on the sculpted handle of her bejeweled broadsword. I would’ve been terrified of her, if I were a Mara.

      “This is Patrik Raymer, a Druid of Eritopia,” Jax continued with blatant nonchalance, as if having made his point. In all fairness, none of the Five Lords had objected to his statement about Hansa. Two had even quietly approved. “Harper Hellswan, a vampire.”

      Jax was smart not to mention her sentry abilities, I thought to myself. Those were of better use as secrets, given how little we knew about the dangers threatening the Exiled Maras.

      “A vampire?” Emilian raised an inquisitive eyebrow, staring at Harper with genuine fascination.

      “Much like us, Emilian,” Jax explained briefly, “the vampires drink blood and cannot be in the sun. Unlike us, vampires are made, never born. They belong to The Shade, another world that somehow wound up coming to Eritopia’s aid when we needed them the most. We’ve been allies ever since.”

      “I understand,” Emilian replied, and gave Harper a gentle smile, then shifted his gaze to me.

      “This is Avril Novak,” Jax continued, “also a vampire, as are Scarlett Novak and Fiona Achilles. This is Caia Conway, a fire fae. And this is Blaze Lume, a fire dragon.”

      At the sound of Blaze’s species nomination, the Exiled Maras behind the Five Lords began to mutter and whisper among themselves, some even taking a couple of steps back, with fearful looks on their faces.

      “There is no need to fear Blaze,” Jax announced with an obvious tone of satisfaction. “He isn’t here to harm anyone, but he will not hesitate to burn to a crisp anyone who threatens him or us.”

      “I notice the name ‘Novak’ cropped up twice.” Rowan gave us a half-smile. “Are many of you related?”

      “We are, yes. And we’re all part of GASP’s Eritopia unit. We’re a specialized recon team,” Harper replied.

      “And what is GASP?” Rowan asked.

      “It is the Global Agency for Supernatural Protection,” Harper explained. “The Novaks founded GASP and have forged alliances across three dimensions so far, and we’re not looking to stop anytime soon. For as long as there are supernaturals out there who need our help, we will be there to protect and empower those who are innocent, and punish those who harm others.”

      I had to give my cousin credit: she was a fast learner, knowing what strings to pull and what words to say to support Jax’s polite, but sharp and stern, statements. Caspian didn’t seem to like her much, choosing to look away and say nothing, while Emilian nodded again and gave us all another warm smile in return.

      “Please, rest assured that no one here means any harm,” he said gently. “On the contrary, we are grateful and honored to have you here and to receive your assistance in getting to the bottom of what is taking our people away from us. We cannot do it on our own.”

      “Most importantly,” Farrah added, “we aren’t the monsters you might think we are. The reasons that brought us to Neraka no longer define our kind. We’ve learned from our horrible mistakes, and we’ve adapted to a new way of life, as I’m sure Rewa has already explained. So, please, let us welcome you into our world, and show you the beauty, the artistry, and the joy of life that animates us, to help you understand why every Mara who has gone missing over the past two years is a dagger piercing our collective heart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Harper

          

          (Daughter of Hazel & Tejus)

        

      

    

    
      Personally, I wasn’t a fan of Darius. He’d been too quick to spot Hansa’s potential purpose as a Mara deterrent. It made me think he’d considered our worst-case scenario and need to defend ourselves. But it was too early to pass any judgment.

      They all looked like decent people who liked pretty things and fancy titles. Nothing wrong with that, as far as I was concerned. They seemed a little too picture perfect for my taste, but, then again, I’d never met an entire civilization dedicated to sensible clothing, shiny jewels, and idyllic architecture. Who was I to judge?

      But the one thing that bothered me wasn’t Emilian or Farrah’s statements—they both made a good case for their people and backed all of Rewa’s accounts of the Exiled Maras. Their calm demeanor and soft voices seemed to even have an effect on Jax and Heron, who were both now slightly less tense and no longer on edge.

      The thing that bothered me was Caspian’s glare.

      There was so much fire in those deep jade eyes, it made it hard for me to breathe, and it sent chills down my spine. He didn’t seem at all happy to see us. On the contrary, if we were to change our minds and go back to Calliope, he probably would’ve been the first to see us off, with a “So long and see you never!”. There was a strange darkness oozing out of him, a shadow drawn between his eyebrows that served as a warning sign, sort of telling me to keep my distance but also not let him out of my sight.

      He was also drop-dead gorgeous, his high cheekbones and dark stubble making his gaze cut deep into me. His shoulders could hold a mountain, and his long legs were packed with muscles beneath the midnight blue fabric of his pants. But there was something off about him. Something that triggered alarms in the back of my head, sensors I didn’t even know I had.

      “How do you intend to assist us, specifically?” Emilian asked. “And how can we help you?”

      “We’ve been sent here to investigate,” Jax replied. “First, we need to verify the validity of your claims. Interview the victims’ families and establish a coherent timeline. We also need to draw a map of where the victims were last seen. It will help us get a better idea of the threat’s reach on your land. We will then have to check the areas of high risk, where most abductees were last seen.”

      “That makes perfect sense.” Emilian nodded. “And whatever you need, we will happily provide. We are not trained, or skilled as you are for this. What we have been able to do is ask some questions, make sure our people only travel in groups, and impose a curfew. None of these measures have helped, however, and those we’ve sent outside of Azure Heights to investigate did not return.”

      “I understand,” Jax muttered, scratching his stubble. “Before we proceed, I need to ask you: how did you know to reach out to Calliope?”

      Rowan gave him a faint smile, one that echoed sadness and longing more than anything else. I couldn’t read the Exiled Maras’ emotions, but I could at least pay attention to every detail in their expressions.

      “We never forgot where we came from, Jaxxon of House Dorchadas,” she said slowly. “We saw what world we left behind, and we took small pieces of it with us. It turns out they came in handy when we needed to reach out to Calliope.”

      She took out a dark red mineral from a secret pocket in her skirt, holding it up with two fingers.

      “As long as you have a physical item from your destination, the swamp witches’ spell will take you there,” Jax remembered.

      “We didn’t know that at the time,” Rowan explained. “We just took little pieces of Calliope with us, chunks of its earth, tiny crystals such as this to remember it later… Memorabilia, if you will. When the Druid delegation crash-landed here and the swamp witch was kind enough to repay us for our hospitality, we knew we had the option to come back home whenever we wanted.”

      “But we stayed here,” Emilian added. “This was our new home. Eritopia no longer knew or wanted us, and we were understanding of that.”

      “Why didn’t you come to us sooner?” Jax asked.

      “Frankly, your presence here isn’t actually necessary,” Caspian interjected suddenly, his low, husky voice igniting fires in my stomach. “Chances are that this is just a case of people gone to live elsewhere, perhaps people unhappy with our way of life. Worst-case scenario, something is out there in the Valley of Screams, where most of our folk went missing. We didn’t want to reach out to you in the first place but, as the Five Lords, we put the matter to a vote, and the majority chose to contact Calliope.”

      “That is enough, Caspian.” Darius cut him off with a heavy tone and a frown, then gave us a polite smile. “Please forgive him. Caspian is convinced that we can solve this on our own, when clearly we can’t.”

      He applied pressure on those last two words, ending the sentence with a quick glare. The other Lords were equally displeased with Caspian, which further fueled my distrust of him.

      “Caspian is more of a… traditionalist, shall we say,” Emilian explained, bringing his tone a pitch higher to smooth the conversation back to our purpose there. “He, like some others among us, does not like outside help. But the matter was put to a vote in the end, and Rewa was chosen to reach out to you. What matters now is that you are here, willing to help us.”

      “What’s the Valley of Screams?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest as soon as my eyes met Caspian’s again.

      “It is a cluster of tall and dark gorges, where most of the Exiled Maras have disappeared,” Emilian replied. “It’s two miles east of here. You can see it from the higher terraces of the city quite well. We’ve mapped most of it and used to explore it frequently, before the disappearances started.”

      “We’ll need the full cooperation of Azure Heights on this,” Jax said. “We cannot help if you’re not honest and open with us. We will not help if we feel you’re hiding something, or deny us access to any parts of the city or its archives, for that matter. We need complete access to whatever we require.”

      A few seconds passed, during which time Emilian and Jax exchanged more glances, while I deliberately avoided Caspian’s.

      “Clearly, there is a lot of trust to build between us,” Emilian replied. “Before anything else, how about we get you all settled in, have an early dinner together at the Broken Bow Inn, and discuss the investigation further over a nice glass of blood?”

      Only then did I notice what I assumed were the Imen, shorter creatures that reminded me of Earth’s humans. They were slightly shorter than the average Mara, with fair skin, brownish or black hair, and dull, deep-set eyes. They wore simple black-and-white uniforms. There were plenty of them scattered through the crowd of Maras, each seemingly attached to a noble or an entire household. They seemed quiet and gentle, reverent and a bit too slow.

      “We’ve made preparations to host you at the Broken Bow Inn. They have splendid rooms on the top floor in the Red Square above.” Farrah smiled. “It’s a prime location, and it gives you access to all of Azure Heights’ main routes, both up and down the mountain.”

      “Thank you.” Jax gave her a curt bow. “It is much appreciated.”

      “Our faithful servants will escort you to your accommodation,” Farrah replied as two young Imen, one male and one female, came forward and motioned for us to follow them. The crowd behind them parted, leaving room for us to pass through. “And we shall see you in the dinner hall at the Inn in, say, two hours?”

      Jax nodded, then picked his travel bag up off the ground.

      “That’s fine,” he said, then walked after the two Imen.

      One by one, we took our bags and the shields we’d brought with us from Calliope, and followed Jax. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed the Five Lords moving slowly after us, as the crowd of Exiled Maras closed behind them. I couldn’t shake the chills that Caspian’s glare sent through my limbs, so I hastened my steps and joined Jax and Heron at the front, putting as much distance between the Lords and me as possible.

      We followed the Imen through an alley, then up a narrow staircase leading farther up the mountain. I gave Jax a subtle nudge and a raised eyebrow.

      “Should we ask them something?” I whispered.

      “Whatever you wish to know, please ask us, milords,” the female Iman said. “We are here to help in whatever way we can.”

      “Thank you,” I croaked, surprised that they’d heard me. I figured they had good hearing, which made me wonder what else they could do. “Would you be able to tell us a little bit about yourselves? Your species, I mean.”

      We reached the top of the stairs, where another beautiful square awaited. This one was bordered by rich floral arrangements in deep shades of red, with velvety petals and long, green stems. They were planted in large, rectangular white marble pots, over which we could see the levels below, the deep green plains stretching to the east, and the cluster of dark gray gorges known as the Valley of Screams.

      I stilled for a moment, taking it all in. The Valley of Screams seemed like a quiet giant, with dozens of crevices, as if someone had taken a knife and sliced through a limestone maze. Thick shrubs and dark patches of woods separated the gorges from the plains, while the afternoon sky cast its soft hues of red and orange over the area. Birds flew above, settling in the tall trees at the top.

      “We are Imen,” the female said slowly. “We are simple creatures that belong to Neraka. We’ve been here since the beginning of time.”

      “Since there was only one sun in the sky,” the male added. “We were mostly wildlings until the Maras came in a giant ball of light. We didn’t welcome them at first, but we brokered a peace, and, as the years went by, some of us assimilated. The others went on to live beyond the Valley of Screams.”

      “Why’s it called the Valley of Screams, though?” Avril asked, looking out. “It’s not a valley, per se.”

      “It is not, milady,” the female replied. “But many moons ago, it was. A few centuries after the Exiled Maras arrived, there was a terrible earthquake. It was a valley at the time, before the ground shook. We called it the Valley of Screams because it was full of darkness and dangers that ate our people, and we could sometimes hear them late at night. After the earthquake, the gorges rose from below, but the darkness and danger stayed. And so did the name. The Maras weren’t too afraid, but we kept our distance from it.”

      The Imen stepped away from the edge and walked into a beautiful inn, a three-story building with dark brown shutters and small balconies opening out from the nine windows of the top floor. The ground floor was lively and well-lit on the inside, with chairs and tables on the outside terrace. The terrace was lined with tall green hedges, and black iron lamps were hung from the walls. A young Iman was perched on a ladder, lighting each in preparation for nightfall, while several Maras were seated both inside and outside, sipping blood from elegant brass cups.

      We followed the servants indoors, where an old Iman played a stringed instrument in a corner, its sounds heartfelt and bright like those of a violin, and a bartender served a variety of blood-based drinks. I got a glimpse of the menu, which was scrawled on a wall-mounted blackboard in white chalk. Pepper Blood, Sweet Tangerine Blood, Widow’s Kiss, and Orchid and Jasmine Infusion were just a few of the drinks I caught a glimpse of before we crossed the reception area and went up the stairs.

      Caia and I looked at each other, then analyzed the interior of the inn. Wooden structural beams were visible, lacquered and polished to perfection in dark shades of brown against the off-white painted walls. Thick burgundy carpets covered the upper floor and staircase, and dozens of paintings and floral arrangements adorned the open corridor leading to different rooms.

      I was shown to my chamber, a double bed sprawled in the middle, covered with fluffed up, hand-embroidered pillows and a furry bed throw. I set my travel bag on the floor, then checked my surroundings. Two nightstands, a dresser, a vanity table with a large mirror and a high-backed chair, a chest of drawers, the open door to a private bathroom, and the wide, floor-to-ceiling window in the middle facing toward the Red Square outside with a small balcony.

      There were several paintings on the walls, large landscapes with gilded frames. One of them was slightly crooked. I moved it, and heard a familiar metallic squeal. I looked behind the canvas and smiled at the sight of a large safe built into the wall. There was a piece of paper inside, with the safe’s combination.

      I took my backpack off, making sure I had all my essentials with me first. I added two long knives in leather sheaths to my upper back, strapped around my torso with an X-shaped belt, and filled the pouches on my belt with healing capsules and a few emergency powders and herbs for defensive spells.

      Best to be prepared at any time of the day. I shoved the backpack into the safe, memorized the combination, and locked the door, then moved over to the window to get a better look at the Valley of Screams, using my True Sight. The name creeped the hell out of me, but, with the suns setting lazily over the gorges, it didn’t look all that ominous. In fact, it was beautiful, with lush greenery and streams inviting anyone to come in and explore the numerous passages made of dark gray limestone.

      I saw wild animals, small rodents and creatures similar to deer, grazing on the edge. The reddish afternoon light cast a variety of shadows into the gorges, but I could still see colorful lizards climbing up the jagged walls, and birds resting in the branches of trees. I wondered if the Valley revealed its screams after nightfall.

      I left my room, locking the door behind me, and went into Caia’s, which was next to mine. She’d been doing the same, staring out the window, most likely trying to get a feel for the Valley of Screams from afar.

      “What do you think of this place so far?” I asked, my voice low as I crossed the room and joined her side.

      “It seems normal,” she murmured. “I mean, as normal as it gets for a species of Eritopian vampire that was banished and forced to start over in a foreign world. They all seem nice and friendly and ridiculously polite. Which isn’t a bad thing, but… I don’t know. I don’t think we have all the info yet.”

      “We definitely don’t,” I said. “They must have their secrets and weird habits, for sure. What I don’t really understand is how they keep losing people like this. What’s taking them?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll probably have to speak to the victims’ families and check out the Valley of Screams. They did say most disappearances took place there.”

      “True, but now I’m curious to find out where the others vanished. Those are the deviations, and might yield more clues about what or who is taking the Exiled Maras.”

      “Most importantly, I think we need to check the timeline and see if there’s a pattern,” Caia added. “Perhaps a cycle can be identified. It might help us prevent another abduction.”

      “Don’t you think the Exiled Maras would’ve noticed one by now?”

      “Maybe they did, maybe they didn’t. We need to ask them later.”

      I nodded my agreement. Caia took her backpack off and glanced around the room, looking for a place to stash it. I pointed at a similarly crooked painting on the wall next to the bed.

      “There’s a safe there, with a security combination,” I said. “It’s where I put my backpack.”

      We had some valuable things in these backpacks, including swamp witches’ scrolls and rare herbs and minerals we weren’t sure we’d find anywhere on Neraka, so having safes at our disposal was convenient.

      After she locked her stuff up, we left her room and stopped at the top of the staircase, leaning against the dark wooden balustrade to look downstairs while we waited for the rest of the team. The Maras seemed so at home here, exchanging friendly words, sipping blood, and enjoying the violin-like music. The Imen servants wore dark gray, almost black pants and vests, with white shirts and short, black aprons. The male and female Maras were as fashionable as the ones we’d seen in the squares outside and in the streets, but were wearing lighter colors, ranging from lime green to peach and pale pink. Again, nothing out of the ordinary. It bugged me, but I didn’t know why, exactly.

      The servants had fair skin and looked slightly uncomfortable in their uniforms, but that didn’t exactly come as a surprise. No one would ever truly be themselves while catering to the rich, and the one thing I couldn’t ignore about all this was the overall bourgeoisie feel. I saw the two Imen who had escorted us to the inn. They were standing by the bar, talking to the bartender. They seemed serene, until the female looked up and noticed me. There was a flicker of fear in her brown eyes, so fleeting that I almost missed it.

      “It might be a little too soon to start reading their emotions.” Caia gave me a gentle warning, as she’d seen the Iman woman, too.

      “I know,” I sighed. “I don’t want to freak them out, but I can’t tell right now whether they’re scared of us or whatever it is that’s been taking the Maras.”

      “They could be worried that they might be next.” Patrik’s voice startled us both.

      He’d been standing behind us, though I wasn’t sure for how long. Jax and Hansa came out of their rooms farther down the corridor and joined us at the top of the stairs. Jax glanced over the balustrade and made eye contact with the Imen servants.

      “They’re waiting for us to go downstairs for dinner,” he muttered.

      “What do you think of this place?” I asked, eager to find out what was going through his head.

      “I think they’re dealing with something here, for sure,” Jax replied. “However, it’s too soon to pass judgment. I do admit I’m breathing a little easier now. The Maras seem to have rebuilt their lives nicely here. But I wouldn’t recommend getting too comfortable with them just yet.”

      “Jax, thousands of years have passed since they were exiled.” Hansa frowned slightly. “I’m not one to trust other creatures easily, but even I have to say I believe them when they say they’ve truly changed their ways.”

      “I’m not rejecting that premise,” Jax said, glancing around the reception area. “I just want to make sure before we get all giggly and friendly with them.”
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      The first thing I did, after dropping my travel bag and backpack on the floor, was sink into the massive bed and revel in its softness. I was genuinely impressed by the plushness and sheer elegance of the place, far beyond what I’d imagined it would be like. The whole city was beautiful, the Exiled Maras’ love for decorative arts present all over the place, from the architectural fluff to the finely crafted pieces of furniture and stylish accents.

      I found a safe in my room behind a painting, with the combination scrawled on a piece of paper. I took some essentials out of the backpack, then put it inside, locking it safely and memorizing the code.

      The rest of my team was waiting at the top of the stairs, talking among themselves and occasionally looking down at the Mara patrons and Imen servants.

      “To be honest,” Jax was saying as I reached them, “our people were nearly obliterated because of these Maras, and we do tend to hold a grudge, even across entire generations, so my doubtful opinion could be biased.”

      “At least you’re admitting it.” Heron raised an eyebrow. “I mean, I’m the same. I don’t like them, but it’s not because they did anything to me. On the contrary, so far, they’ve been nothing but gracious and kind. I think we inherited our ancestors’ instincts or something.”

      “Can’t say I’m crazy about the fashion here,” Hansa muttered. “Too many skirts and dresses for my taste, but, hey, if that makes them happy, I’m not one to care.”

      “And Emilian was right,” Patrik mused, his gaze fixed on the bar downstairs. “They’ve had the swamp witches’ interplanetary spell for so long. They could’ve come back to Eritopia if they wanted to. Maybe they really are happier here.”

      “They’re also probably aware that we will rain down fire and death on them if they try anything stupid.” Heron smirked.

      “Do you think they’re really sticking exclusively to animal blood?” I asked, prompting everyone to look at me. I felt Patrik’s steel-blue eyes on my face, and my cheeks caught fire, but I did my best to play it cool.

      “They could be, but I don’t think so.” Jax scoffed. “Even we don’t live exclusively off animal blood. We do favors around Calliope, get other creatures in our debt for Pyrope. But that’s like a treat, and it never harms or kills the one who willingly gives us blood.”

      “You think they’re practicing Pyrope with the Imen?” Heron replied.

      “Could be. Or maybe they’re mind-bending them into it,” Jax said quietly.

      “We can look into this,” I offered. “Find out if the Imen are giving their blood willingly or are being… convinced to do it.”

      “You will do no such thing,” Jax shot back. “Not you, anyway. Leave this to me and Heron. We know how to handle our own species.”

      “Besides, a Mara would be much more adept at recognizing symptoms of mind-bending, if I’m not mistaken,” Patrik added, his gaze finding mine again.

      I nodded, holding my breath in the process. They were right; we didn’t want to kick a hornet’s nest in here, since it wasn’t even why we’d come all the way here in the first place. Their feeding habits could take a back seat, for now.

      “Okay, it’s time to reach out to Calliope and let them know it’s all good,” Hansa said, then closed her eyes. “Telluris Draven.”

      A few moments passed in absolute silence, but nothing happened. She frowned, giving Jax a brief glance before she tried again.

      “Telluris Draven,” she called out.

      Still, she didn’t hear anything. She clicked her teeth with frustration.

      “This is weird,” Harper muttered, then tried reaching out as well. “Telluris Draven…”

      “Telluris Draven.” Jax tried as well.

      A couple of minutes passed, all of us trying to call out to Draven, but nothing happened. I couldn’t even feel his presence like I had before, back on the platform. I’d felt him in my mind as we’d traveled through the stars, and even as we’d reached this galaxy, so it wasn’t an issue of distance that impeded Telluris. Our souls were meant to be connected in an extra-sensory manner that allowed us to communicate at any time, from any place.

      My stomach churned. I didn’t like this.

      “Could it be that disruptive asteroid belt?” I asked.

      “Yes, it could be,” Hansa replied, her eyes wide with the realization as she looked at Jax and Patrik. “We could be cut off from GASP because of those damn purple crystals orbiting Neraka. How can this be?”

      “It shouldn’t be the case.” Patrik frowned. “Like Draven said, Telluris connects our souls. It transcends space altogether; it isn’t subject to any physical interference.”

      “Then what do we do?” Harper crossed her arms over her chest, visibly displeased with our current inability to communicate with GASP—a feeling we all had in common.

      “We’ll speak to Emilian about it,” Patrik replied, his eyes finding mine again. “If he has no answers, we’ll try again later. If that doesn’t work, I’ll try a couple of over-Ninetieth-Circle spells tomorrow.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?” Hansa asked.

      “Then we tough it out, finish the recon mission, then light-orb our asses out of here.” Jax’s blunt reply pointed at our only other option. “This shouldn’t take more than a week, anyway. And if it goes beyond that allocated time, we all know Calliope will send an army to retrieve us, if they can’t get a hold of us.”

      Heron leaned against the balustrade, scratching the back of his head.

      “Yeah, they’ll get anxious back in Eritopia. They’ll think something happened. I guess the sooner we gather enough data to discuss and decide how to assist the Exiled Maras, the quicker we can get back to Calliope, before Draven and the whole of GASP send their space armadas after us.”
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      We all made our way downstairs, where the two Imen servants waited to take us to the grand dining room of the inn. It was a spacious banquet hall, with elegant cream-and-golden wallpaper, chestnut wood paneling, and lacquered flooring of the same shade. Candlelit brass chandeliers and lily-shaped sconces provided a warm, yellowish light, and a large dinner table with a seating capacity of twenty people reigned in the middle.

      The Five Lords stood up as soon as we walked in, with a dozen Imen servants lined against the walls, waiting to service the dinner table. The smell of roast spices poured in through a half-open door at the other end of the dining room.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Emilian said with a warm smile. “I took the liberty of having the inn’s chefs prepare food for your non-vampire and non-Mara friends.”

      “That was very thoughtful of you, Emilian, thank you,” Jax replied with a nod as he took his seat at the other end of the table, while we sat down on either side of him.

      The Five Lords had been joined by Rewa, who had now changed into a delicate pink chiffon gown, and another Mara we didn’t recognize. His ruffled reddish hair and the shape of his jade green eyes were similar to Rowan’s, so I assumed there was a relation there.

      The table had been set neatly, with a fine white tablecloth with golden embroidery on the edges, crystal glasses, and fine porcelain dinnerware. A beautiful floral arrangement was set in the middle, with golden ribbons and ivory-colored blossoms.

      The Imen went about their table services, pouring water and blood from different gold-brushed pitchers.

      “This is Vincent, of House Roho,” Emilian said, as the unidentified Mara sat up and gave us a curt nod. He wore a yellowish green three-piece suit with fine gold embroidery and a white, high-collared shirt which he’d paired with a pale green silk ascot.

      We all nodded in return, and Vincent took his seat next to Rowan.

      “He is my son,” Rowan said, “and Sienna’s brother. I believe Rewa has already told you about my daughter.”

      We didn’t say anything, watching the Five Lords, Rewa, and Vincent as food was brought out from the kitchen and laid on the table in gold-plated warming dishes. We helped ourselves to our hearts’ desires—I opted for a bloody mix rich in sweet and peppered spices, as did the rest of our vampire crew, while Caia, Blaze, Hansa, and Patrik settled for slices of roasted meats and vegetables. I couldn’t eat any of that, but even I had to admit it smelled good.

      “I understand Sienna was the last to disappear,” Jax said, taking a sip from his blood cup.

      “Indeed.” Rowan nodded, grief drawing a frown between her reddish eyebrows. “And it’s been five days now. We have not been the same since. This is the first time that this issue has affected us, the Lords and Ladies of Azure Heights, directly. It was the reason we pushed for a vote and allowed Rewa to take the swamp witches’ spell and reach out to Calliope. We don’t know what else to do, at this point…”

      I made eye contact with Vincent and nearly lost myself in those two pale green pools. He was a beautiful creature, his diaphanous skin working well against his red hair and steep jaw angles, his lips pink and sadness tugging their corners down a bit.

      “You must understand,” Emilian added with a somber expression, “we really didn’t want to contact Calliope, but we are desperate. Whatever this is, it is taking our children now, too.”

      “It’s no longer a question of Maras running off because they didn’t like the city,” Vincent said, his soft voice capturing my attention. “My sister loves Azure Heights. She loves me, and Mama and Papa and Rewa and all our friends. She would never just leave. Never.”

      “Where did you last see her?” Jax asked, his gaze scanning the Imen who moved around the table refilling glasses.

      “At our home, in the afternoon,” Vincent replied. “I was the last to see her, for that matter, in the garden. We live at the top level of Azure Heights, in the Five Lords’ quarters.”

      “Are any of her personal items missing?”

      “Such as?” Vincent raised an eyebrow.

      “I don’t know, hairbrush, her favorite jewels, any objects she used in her day-to-day life.”

      “Are you implying she ran off?” Rowan interjected, her tone as sharp as my sword.

      “I am merely verifying all possible avenues before dismissing them.” Jax shrugged, his eyes on the Iman servant girl who stopped next to me and poured water into one of the two crystal classes before me. One had already been replenished with blood.

      “Other than what she was wearing at the time she went missing, Sienna didn’t take anything with her,” Vincent then replied, through vaguely gritted teeth. “She couldn’t have, anyway, because she was abducted. Like I’ve said before, Sienna would never just leave us.”

      The Iman girl’s hands trembled, and she accidentally spilled water on the tablecloth. She gasped as she set the pitcher down, and pulled a dry cloth from her apron pocket and dabbed it against the wet fabric.

      “I am so sorry, milady, please forgive me,” she said, her voice raw, her hazel eyes wide and filled with terror.

      “Cynara, please be careful,” Farrah replied dryly. “You don’t want to make our guests uncomfortable.”

      “I am sorry, milady,” Cynara said, giving the Mara a pleading look that ignited some alarm signals in the back of my head. There was genuine fear oozing out of her. “It won’t happen again.”

      Another Iman girl came over and gently pulled Cynara away from the table. She had similar features and the same hazel eyes, making me think they were most likely sisters. Cynara stilled, her back against the wall, her cheeks losing their color as she clutched the cloth against her chest, staring at the table.

      “Thank you, Hera.” Farrah smiled politely, her gaze fixed on Cynara.

      “My pleasure, milady,” Hera said, giving me a quick sideways glance before she removed the water pitcher and left two embroidered napkins in its place.

      “It’s okay,” I said, glancing at Cynara over my shoulder. I gave her a warm smile for good measure too, not knowing how else to make her understand that she hadn’t done anything wrong. “Really, Cynara, it’s okay.”

      She nodded but didn’t look me in the eyes. Her whole body trembled, and I heard fingers snapping. Two male servants shuffled across the dining room and gently escorted her outside.

      “Where are they taking her?” I asked, slightly alarmed.

      “Cynara clearly needs to rest,” Hera said from the side, watching as the servants closed the door behind them with an impassive expression. “My sister hasn’t been too well, lately. I apologize on her behalf.”

      “There is nothing to apologize for!” I shot back, officially irritated. “Why are you making such a big deal out of this? She just spilled some water.”

      “Cynara shouldn’t have been allowed back to work so soon.” Farrah sighed, her penetrating gaze fixed on me, as was Vincent’s. “It’s been what, eight days since her mother was taken?”

      “Taken?” I asked.

      “Nine days, milady,” Hera replied, staring ahead at no one in particular, her hands behind her back. “Nine days since our mother vanished. And yes, you are right. I shouldn’t have let Cynara back to work so soon, but she was getting restless at home. I was hoping that work at the inn would keep her busy.”

      “Taken?” I asked again, raising my voice.

      It earned me a brief glare from Jax, who leaned forward and took another sip from his blood cup.

      “Imen have gone missing too?” he asked.

      “Plenty, yes,” Emilian replied, his fingers gently tapping the table.

      “How many?” Jax continued his interview in a tense but neutral tone.

      “We’ve lost count, to be honest.”

      “But they’re not included in the two hundred and fifty-seven Exiled Maras,” Jax concluded. None of the Lords replied, save for a collective shake of their heads. “And why weren’t they mentioned up until now?”

      “We’ve been preoccupied with our two hundred and fifty-seven, including my daughter,” Rowan replied, visibly irritated.

      “So, your two hundred and fifty-seven are more important than the countless Imen who have also become victims of this… whatever this is?” Jax continued, unyielding. His hands rested on the table, fingers spread out.

      “The Imen are not our concern!” Rowan shot back. “They chose to stay here on the mountain with us—they know the risks! Our people, however, do not deserve this! It’s bad enough we were banished here. So please excuse us if we worry more about our own than we do about the natives.”

      A heavy silence fell between us, while I gave Hera a sideways glance. She seemed surprised by Jax’s questions and underlying tone, which we all felt.

      “Nevertheless, it is our responsibility to worry about the Imen, too,” Hansa intervened. “You may not care about them beyond how well they wash your shirts or serve your food or trim your gardens, but we, as GASP operatives, care. So we will need a full list of all those who have disappeared among the Imen as well. Do a roll call if you have to. I don’t care.”

      “We would like that list tomorrow,” Jax nodded, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      The Five Lords looked uncomfortable, with Caspian downright shooting arrows from his eyes, but eventually nodded. Their reaction seemed to surprise Hera even more, from what I could tell.

      “That is fine,” Emilian replied, his voice lower than usual. “We will arrange for a census first thing in the morning, and have our archives checked as well. It may take more than a day, though, as there are many Imen living among us.”

      “Day after tomorrow, then,” Jax replied, then put on a half-smile. “Thank you.”

      “I’d like to speak to Cynara,” I said, still worried about the Iman girl’s wellbeing. She’d seemed so scared of having made a simple, harmless mistake. It just didn’t feel like a natural reaction.

      “She is resting now, milady,” Hera replied politely. “But I’d be more than happy to bring her to the inn tomorrow, for you to speak to her at your leisure.”

      “That would be great, thanks,” I muttered, then gulped down the rest of my blood.

      “You seem worried,” Vincent said, looking at me.

      I felt cold and naked in front of him. I took a deep breath, then shrugged, unable to look away. There was something attractive, almost hypnotic about him, and it clearly wasn’t his mind-bending skill. That didn’t work on vampires.

      “Cynara is simply being looked after,” he said gently. “Surely, we must come across as pretentious, enlisting the services of the natives like this, but the Imen prefer living and working here. Most of them get to retire with a couple of bags of gold, which they can enjoy through retirement on other, more exotic parts of the continent.”

      “Milord is truthful in his depiction, milady,” Hera added from the sideline.

      “We are the elite; that is also true. We are stronger, faster, and live longer than the Imen. We were blessed with eternal life, after all. Of course, there is a particular social order here. But that is how we choose to live, and the Imen accepted that many years ago.”

      “You don’t live here,” Darius added, while a servant refilled his blood cup. “I’m not surprised you don’t understand. But each society has different rules, its own customs that it abides by. It is the same wherever you go in the universe. No exception.”

      I exhaled, processing the argument and trying to accommodate myself to this form of reasoning. The Imen didn’t seem oppressed. We didn’t have to speak or intervene on their behalf unless their freedom and their safety were in peril. I understood then that it was best if I focused on the disappearances first. We needed both the Exiled Maras and the Imen to cooperate.

      Judging by the reassuring nod that Jax gave me, he’d reached a similar conclusion. But I still looked forward to speaking to Cynara. I needed to remove all doubt before I could let go of this completely.
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      I tried my best to focus on all the creatures in the dining room, Maras and Imen alike, but no matter what I did, my gaze always shifted back to Caspian. And whenever that happened, I found him glaring at me for a second before he looked somewhere else.

      “Where did the Imen disappear from?” Jax asked.

      “Most of them vanished around or in the Valley of Screams, as did most of our people,” Emilian replied.

      “What’s in there that warrants such an ominous name?” I asked, then made the mistake of looking at Caspian, unable to control my curiosity. His gaze caught mine and held it, unyielding and intense, once again sending shivers down my spine. Danger lurked around him like a cloak of shadows.

      “It’s because of the blood-chilling screams that come out of it at night,” Caspian said, his voice low and cold. “Whatever is out in those gorges does horrible things to whomever it captures. We can all hear the victims’ screams when the moons are up. We never saw much in there during our earlier explorations, but it’s gotten particularly dangerous over the last couple of years. We’ve stopped venturing through the Valley even during the day. People just… go missing.”

      “What about those who vanished from here?” Jax asked.

      “We suspect it could be the same thing that dwells or hunts in the Valley of Screams. These are more recent disappearances, though,” Emilian explained.

      “So, whatever is taking people from or near the Valley of Screams has now moved to snatching victims directly from Azure Heights?” Jax frowned, glancing around at the Imen, registering their subtle nods.

      “Yes.” Emilian let out an exhausted sigh. “Something dark and evil lives in those gorges, something that we’ve tried to confront but have never seen or heard. The fighters we’ve sent after it never returned. The most upsetting part is that we have to rely on our livestock for sustenance. We can no longer go hunting. The bigger beasts with the tastiest and most nourishing blood only come out at night and live in the gorges. It’s made life a little bland, and believe me, we’ve already had it bad with our brothers, our sisters, our children, and our friends missing… Having poor food really is too much for our city.”

      “This doesn’t taste bad at all,” I replied, sipping from my blood cup.

      “It’s mostly spices and herbs.” Emilian scoffed. “Long gone are the days when we could enjoy pure, untainted blood. There are large grazing animals in the gorges, with thick, twisted horns and hooves, and by the stars, their blood is perfect! Fleshy and slightly smoky, with a heady finish and a long-lasting aftertaste. You don’t even have such beasts on Calliope. You wouldn’t understand…”

      “So why haven’t you tried relocating, instead?” Jax asked.

      “Would you leave your home so easily in front of such a threat?” Darius replied. “Would you let it drive you out of your city? We’ve been here for thousands of years. Our lives are on this mountain. This mountain is our life. We won’t surrender so easily! It’s why we reached out to Eritopia. If you can’t help us… I don’t know, maybe we will have to consider finding a new home, but we’ve yet to lose hope.”

      A minute passed in silence. We glanced at each other on our side of the table, then shifted our focus to the Five Lords, Rewa, and Vincent. I did my best to avoid Caspian’s glare, but it was becoming difficult. I gulped down my blood, then followed an Iman servant with my eyes as he came around the table and refilled my cup.

      “Then it’s settled,” Jax concluded, pursing his lips. “We need to go to the Valley of Screams and find out what’s in there.”

      He was met with silence and surprised looks, the latter mostly from our team, including myself. I’d thought we’d focus on interviewing the families of the victims and maybe surveying the valley, but not go directly into it.

      “I like how you make it sound as easy as polishing your sword.” Hansa chuckled, leaning against the back of her chair.

      Jax stifled a smile, then looked at the Five Lords.

      “This won’t be much of a recon trip if we don’t at least visit the place. It’s the only way we’ll get any answers,” he said. “I’ll keep a few of our team members here, to interview the families of the Exiled Maras and Imen that have gone missing, and take the rest with me to the Valley of Screams. You’re free to join us, but it’s not mandatory.”

      “I think you’re being reckless.” Caspian frowned.

      “Maybe, but I don’t think so,” Jax replied bluntly. “You’ve all been trembling in your boots for two years straight, now. It’s time we get to the bottom of this, but that won’t happen until we start looking in the obvious place. None of you are trained for any of this. We are. We have protocols in place. It’s risky, yes, but I think we can handle taking a quick peek inside that gorge.”

      “I feel like I must join you on this mission, then,” Darius said, sighing. “I will also bring some of my squires and guards, for good measure. You should bring the Druid, at least.”

      “That makes all the sense in the world.” Jax nodded. “Thank you, Darius, your assistance is appreciated.”

      “Don’t think for a second you’re leaving me here in fashion land,” Hansa growled, her emerald-gold gaze settling on Jax’s profile.

      “I couldn’t even if I wanted to,” Jax replied. “You’re too stubborn for your own good. Harper.”

      I instinctively straightened my back at the sound of my name.

      “Yes, sir!” I replied automatically.

      “You, Patrik, Hansa, Scarlett, and I will go to the Valley of Screams tonight,” he said, then glanced to his side at Heron. “Heron, you take Avril and Fiona to check the Roho residence and see if you can pick up a trail for Sienna from where she was last seen.”

      I held my breath for a couple of seconds, measuring my own excitement and anxiousness. I was definitely looking forward to exploring the Valley of Screams. Call it my morbid sense of adventure, but I had a feeling it would surprise me on more than one level. At the same time, my muscles tensed. I was heading into a danger zone. I needed my sentry senses perfectly attuned, and I needed to feed for that. Caia was always happy to spare some of her energy, so I squeezed her hand and looked into her eyes.

      As if instantly knowing what I’d asked of her, Caia gave me a nod and a wink. My sentry dinner was taken care of.

      “Cool, so I get the sniffer, then.” Heron grinned, giving Avril a friendly nudge in the ribs. It got him a harder nudge in return, forcing him to cough and grumble.

      “Blaze.” Jax looked at the fire dragon. “Normally I’d take you with us for this one, but we’ll have plenty of armed guards with us and the Druid. I’d rather you stay behind, take Caia, and start interviewing the victims’ families. The more you can cover over the next few hours and tomorrow, the better.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?” Blaze frowned slightly.

      “Nah, you’re like the nuclear option.” I grinned. “Jax won’t whip you out unless he has no other choice. We’re doing recon for now.”

      “Don’t worry, Blaze, once we switch to extermination mode you’re the first creature I’ll let loose in those gorges.” Jax gave him a reassuring smile.

      “I’ve never seen you in dragon form, though. How big do you get?” Heron muttered, then glanced at Jax. “How big does he get? You don’t want him getting his ass stuck in those gorges. That would be terribly counterproductive!”

      Chuckles rose from our group as Blaze rolled his eyes, then groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. Heron gave him a friendly pat on the back.

      “It’s okay, buddy, I’ll get you out if you need help.” Heron winked. “I’ll have these lovely Imen ladies pack a barrel of oil to use and we’ll be good to go.”

      We burst out laughing, and I noticed the Imen girls, including Hera, blushing and looking away, pressing their lips together. Leave it to Heron to make every female in this room blush. My gaze shifted around the table again, and I found Caspian once again staring at me, a permanent frown casting dark shadows over his eyes.

      I raised an eyebrow in response, as I no longer had the patience to tiptoe around him. Whatever problem he had with me, he could either voice it or shut the hell up. He didn’t. Instead, he scoffed and looked at his fellow Lords, as if deeming me unimportant.

      Darius then stood up, his hands behind his back, and bowed.

      “I’ll go get my people ready then,” he said. “They will bring out horses, as well. Can we meet downstairs in the Main Square in, shall we say, half an hour?”

      “Sure, we’ll be ready by then.” Jax nodded. “Thank you.”

      “It is the least I can do, on top of the bravery you’re already demonstrating.”

      The Mara walked out, followed closely by two servants. I glanced back at Caspian and noticed the defeated look on his face, while Rowan and Farrah seemed to deliberately ignore him, and Emilian was busy smiling at us.

      We didn’t know what we were getting ourselves into, but my suspicion that Caspian was hiding something began to scratch the inside of my skull. I’d have to find out more about him, maybe even follow him, but I needed to go over this with Jax. Whether Caspian had anything to do with these disappearances or anything else that was shifty in Azure Heights, I didn’t know. But my instincts rarely failed me, and I’d learned to pay attention, even when there seemed to be nothing there.
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      After the dinner, Avril, Heron, and I walked with Vincent and Rowan to the Roho mansion. It was situated three levels above the Broken Bow Inn. The platform was huge, carved into the mountain’s limestone ridge to hold five large villas with three floors each. They were similar in design and architecture, with pure white facades, sculpted columns, and French windows, fit for kings and queens.

      The Roho mansion was situated on the right side of the level, beautifully framed by dark green pines and flowering bushes, with a white marble fountain at the front surrounded by a narrow strip of beige slabs that contrasted with the brown cobblestone. We couldn’t help but stop and stare at the world that lay beyond the hedges bordering this top level of Azure Heights, including the Valley of Screams and the smooth plains, now glazed in darkness beneath Pell, one of the three moons of Neraka.

      “By midnight, all three moons will be shining bright.” Vincent’s voice broke me out of my reverie. He stood behind me, his face surprisingly close to mine.

      Our eyes met for a second before I turned around and moved closer to Avril and Heron. Rowan smiled, then climbed the white marble stairs leading up to the main entrance. We followed quietly, as did Vincent.

      “You are all welcome in House Roho,” Rowan said as she pushed open the double doors and invited us into the sumptuous reception area.

      The house looked even bigger on the inside, with white walls, beige-and-white marble flooring, and brushed brass details. The reception hall was tall and round, with two sets of stairs leading up to the first floor, and open archways on both sides leading into other parts of the ground floor. The candlelit chandeliers cast a delicate amber light, revealing a massive living room to our left, and the dining and kitchen area to the right.

      Painted portraits of Roho family members were hung on the walls along the stairs, depicting them in their finest clothes. I recognized Rowan and Vincent in a family scene, accompanied by a beautiful young female Mara with bright jade eyes and red hair.

      “I assume that’s Sienna?” I pointed at her, and Vincent followed my gaze, then smiled.

      “Yes. We had that portrait made about ten years ago,” he replied, a hint of sadness in his voice. “She’d barely made her debut at the time.”

      “Hers was one of the most beautiful debutante balls in the history of Azure Heights,” Rowan sighed, gazing at the image of her daughter.

      Four Imen servants—two males and two females—came out, waiting at the base of the stairs with blank expressions and dull brown eyes. They seemed accustomed to their roles but unable to look us directly in the eyes.

      “I must retreat to my quarters upstairs for the rest of the evening,” Rowan said, then waved at the servants and Vincent. “But please take full advantage of Vincent and our servants for whatever you may need. I hope you find whatever could help find my daughter. I have a feeling she might still be alive.”

      “Are you just hopeful, or…?” Heron asked, and got instantly slapped over the shoulder by Avril.

      “No, I can feel it in my soul,” Rowan replied, unaffected by the young Mara’s bluntness. “A mother feels these things…”

      She then gave us a polite nod and went up the stairs, vanishing behind a set of walnut double doors. I glanced around the salon again, my gaze instinctively settling on the Imen servants.

      “Did you know Sienna well?” I asked them. Vincent moved closer to my side. I could’ve sworn he was doing it on purpose. Maybe he’d noticed that I found him attractive, which could prove to be a problem for my mission here. I shook the thought away and focused on the Imen instead.

      “We did, milady,” one female replied in a neutral tone. “She was the light of our eyes, our joy to live, in many ways.”

      “She was soft, and sweet, and kind,” said the other female, “and always had a good thought for anyone she crossed paths with.”

      “She was—” one male started to say, but Heron cleared his throat loud enough to interrupt him.

      “How about we go see Sienna’s room,” Heron said, “instead of standing here and hearing about what a wonderful person she was? Don’t get me wrong, she sounds great, but we’ll never find her like this.”

      “You are right.” Vincent gave him a weak smile, then walked up the stairs, motioning us to follow him. “This way, please.”

      We went after him, and I gave the Imen a sideways glance as I passed them. They didn’t even bother to look. They seemed almost catatonic. I pulled Heron to the side for a brief second, while Avril moved up, following Vincent.

      “Can you try to use your mind-bending on them when you get a chance?” I whispered.

      “Yeah, I’ll definitely try,” he replied. “They seem fishy to you too, huh?”

      I nodded, then quickly joined Avril’s side. We reached the first floor and were taken to Sienna’s bedroom. There was definitely something off about those Imen, but we all knew we had to be careful not to piss off our hosts. There was a lot we’d yet to understand about their way of life, so we had to be smart and discreet if we wanted to look into it.

      Sienna’s bedroom was beautiful, its walls clad in emerald-green silk wallpaper with gold details, and a gorgeous canopy bed in the middle, its white organza curtains moving gently in the evening breeze. The windows had been left open, and the temperature was a little lower than the comfortable average. The furniture was mostly warm chestnut with brass accents, and the wooden floor was polished and laminated to perfection, the overhead chandelier’s reflection almost a mirror image.

      “This is beautiful,” I murmured, gazing at the painted ceiling.

      “Yes, my sister decorated it.” Vincent smiled. “She’s very good at this kind of thing…”

      “You know, there’s no point in all of us checking one room,” Avril said. “Are there other rooms that Sienna used frequently?”

      “The study.” Vincent nodded. “It’s the room next door. It’s open.”

      “Thank you.” She grabbed Heron by the wrist and walked out.

      I took a deep breath, trying not to laugh at Heron’s mischievous smirk.

      “You know, you remind me of her, just a little,” Vincent said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “Of whom?”

      “Sienna. Though your hair is brighter, and your eyes are… different.”

      “Different?”

      “Stunning.” He blinked once, slow enough to make that message clear.

      I nodded politely, then proceeded to scan the room, paying attention to every detail.

      “So, you said nothing is missing from her personal effects.” I changed the subject, slightly alarmed by the tremor in my voice.

      “Absolutely nothing,” he replied, also looking around. “It’s like she simply vanished.”

      I reached one of the chests of drawers, pulling the first handle and revealing a plethora of lingerie articles, all fine laces and satins in a wide range of pastel colors. I couldn’t help but stare at them, wondering whether Sienna was wearing such sensual articles for herself or for someone else. Perhaps a lover.

      “Do you wear these where you come from?” Vincent’s voice sent chills through my limbs. He’d moved so close to me without me noticing, I was beginning to think he really was doing this on purpose.

      “What do you mean, where I come from?”

      “I don’t know… Where do you come from?” He grinned. “My mother says you and your vampire friends are not from Eritopia. Neither are the fae and the dragon.”

      “Let’s just say I’m from another planet.” I smiled politely.

      “I see. And are there vampires as pretty as you on that other planet?”

      There was a playful flicker in his jade eyes, one that invited me to entertain his sparkling curiosity. But I was here to investigate, and, given my personal ambitions regarding GASP, I didn’t want to be distracted by his flirtatious demeanor—as flattering and cheek-warming as it was.

      “So, you last saw Sienna downstairs, in the garden, you said?” I asked, changing the subject once more as I looked out the window and noticed the manicured hedges and flower gazebo. Garden lamps had been lit by the servants and cast their yellowish light through the night, while fireflies twinkled between the trees flanking the property.

      Vincent was cute, I had to give him that. But his sister was missing, and every second counted—and that alone left a hint of suspicion in the back of my head, as he should’ve been a lot more focused on that than me.

      “Yes,” Vincent replied, as if snapping back to reality. “I saw her last down there, writing in her journal. It was early afternoon, if I remember correctly.”

      “Did she seem happy, sad, worried?”

      “Serene, I suppose. I only got a glimpse of her face, and nothing seemed out of the ordinary.”

      “What about the journal? Where is it?” I asked, glancing at the gazebo and noticing the drawers beneath the built-in bench.

      “I left it down there, in one of the drawers,” Vincent said. “She had a few books and notebooks down there all the time. She loved spending her mornings and afternoons in the garden.”

      “I’d like to go check it, too,” I replied. “And I’d like to speak to the servants again, as well. Particularly those who were here on the day she disappeared. Are they around?”

      Vincent stared at me for a minute, a mixture of fascination and warmth in his eyes, before he nodded.

      “I’ll escort you downstairs, then call them out. Not a problem.”

      I turned to walk out of the room, and Vincent joined my side, his hand touching my lower back for a split second, enough to make my spine tingle. I had a feeling that he couldn’t really control himself, that he was interested in me. He seemed genuine and kind, and downright flirtatious.

      Maybe I’d disrupted him. Maybe he’d spent the past few days worried sick about his sister, and I, despite my actual job of finding Sienna, had provided him with an unexpected distraction. I’d find out at some point. First, I had to find out what had happened to his sister.
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      “What’s this about? Are you trying to get some alone time with me?” Heron grinned as I pulled him into Sienna’s study.

      Even with that self-assured smirk, I still found my temperature rising.

      “No, wise ass,” I shot back. “I needed us to get away from him so we can get you closer to one of those Imen to do your mind-bending trick on them.”

      “Sheesh, just trying to lighten the mood here,” he replied, feigning frustration and making me chuckle.

      The study itself was as beautiful as the bedroom, its walls dressed in massive bookshelves, fully stocked with leather-bound prints of whatever the Exiled Maras had been reading for thousands of years. There was a writing desk in the middle of the room, and plush seating mounted by the large, shuttered French windows. For a species that didn’t do well in the sunlight, they sure loved their windows.

      I heard Fiona and Vincent in the hallway, and motioned for Heron to be quiet so I could listen. They went downstairs and headed outside, meaning that the coast was clear for us to approach one of the Imen servants.

      I moved toward the door, but Heron’s hand caught my wrist.

      “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the tension between us,” Heron said, his voice lower than usual, making my skin tickle. “I know I was rude to you yesterday, and I feel like I have to apologize again. I’d hate for us not to get along because of my dumb mouth.”

      I stilled, turning to face him. His pained expression poked my heart.

      “I spent a long time inside Azazel’s dungeon,” he continued. “I didn’t think I’d ever get out of that cage. I didn’t think I’d be free again. I’m still sort of readjusting to civilization, if that makes sense… And I honestly meant no disrespect toward you. I’ve had females of all species throwing themselves at me since I’ve been out, and I’ve enjoyed the attention. I was under the impression that you’d react the same if I came on to you, and that was my mistake. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re hot, and you’ll probably get me in trouble one day, but I have nothing but respect for you and for the way you put me back in my place last night. It was an eye-opening moment for me.”

      I blinked several times, not having expected him to say all this out loud. I’d guessed it already, but it was different to hear it from his mouth. I gave him a nod and a half-smile, hoping I’d help relieve some of the tension I, too, had sensed between us.

      “I know, I kind of figured it out myself last night. Don’t worry. There aren’t any hard feelings, Heron,” I said slowly. “It’s okay, really. I appreciate you wanting to reach out like this. Thank you.”

      “Also, well done on that slap.” He grinned. “I can’t help but appreciate a woman who can hit me as hard as you did. It made me feel all kinds of hot!”

      I chuckled and rolled my eyes, understanding exactly what kind of creature I was dealing with as we left the study room. That was Heron, in all his might and glory—an oversized kid with nothing but playful mischief on his mind. While it was amusing to look at, it also made me wonder if he’d ever consider or even be capable of settling down with a soulmate.

      “Yeah, your future wife will definitely have her hands full,” I chuckled as we descended the stairs, looking for the Imen servants.

      “A wife? What can I do with a wife that I can’t do with all these ladies who are happy to welcome me into their beds at night? Why settle for a flower when I can have the entire garden?” Heron replied, rendering me speechless and leaving me somewhat disappointed, though I kept that last part to myself. “All I know is not to try and pull that crap with you again, because you’re clearly not that kind of girl. And I like that; I respect that. Although, be advised, that won’t stop me from being myself, Avril. I will make you blush once in a while.”

      I chuckled again, though that tinge of disappointment was still lingering inside me, moving farther down into my stomach. I decided then that it was better to shove Heron into the friend zone, rather than get my hopes up and hurt myself in the process.

      “That’s cool,” I muttered, “as long as you’re aware that for every action there will be a reaction.”

      “Bring it on, vampire girl.” Heron smirked. “I know you can hold your own!”

      I shushed him when I noticed one of the male Imen dusting porcelain figurines inside a glass cabinet in the sumptuous living room.

      “Work your magic,” I whispered.

      Heron nodded, then moved toward the Iman, his eyes flickering a beautiful gold. This wasn’t the first time I was watching Maras perform their mind-bending tricks, but it was the first time I was watching Heron do it.

      “Milord, milady.” The Iman noticed us and took a short bow. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “You can tell us the truth,” Heron replied, his voice huskier than usual as his golden gaze settled on the Iman. “Or face the consequences of a horrible life in never-ending pain.”

      “Milord, I always tell the truth.” The servant seemed unfazed.

      “How are you being treated here?” Heron asked.

      “I am treated well, milord. Nothing is missing from my life.” The Iman’s face was blank, his eyes glassy. “And everything is good.”

      I noticed Heron’s frown. It mirrored mine. Somehow, I wasn’t satisfied by the Iman’s answer.

      “What do you know about the string of disappearances?” I asked.

      “Little to nothing, milady,” the Iman replied. “Only that there are rumors around Azure Heights that it all has something to do with the Valley of Screams.”

      “And what can you tell us about the Valley of Screams?” I insisted.

      “It’s full of dark and…” His voice trailed off, and he started coughing. He grimaced from the pain, suddenly turning pale as he doubled over and coughed some more.

      “Stop mind-bending him,” I said to Heron, moving closer to the servant. “It’s hurting him somehow… I think…”

      “Oh, it’s definitely hurting him,” Heron muttered, and caught the Iman before he collapsed. He put one arm around his waist and helped him sit on one of the red velvet sofas in the middle. “And it’s not supposed to.”

      The Iman shuddered and coughed more, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. One of the female Imen came in, noticed her colleague’s state, and frowned.

      “Please forgive him, milord, milady.” She sighed. “Rauss has been feeling ill for a while.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” Heron asked. I stared at Rauss, who rubbed his face with his hands.

      “It’s a disease most Imen get after our fortieth year of life,” she said. “It’s an affliction that gradually weakens the body, until we eventually die. We call it ‘the slumber before Death’. We all go through it before we die.”

      She shook her head then, apparently surprised by her own candor, then gawked at us with wide eyes.

      “My apologies, milady, milord. I don’t know why I said that. I shouldn’t have said that,” she added in a trembling voice.

      “It’s okay, thank you for sharing.” Heron’s calm voice made me turn my head to face him. His eyes were bright gold as he looked at the female Iman. He’d been mind-bending her from the moment she’d walked in. He recovered his jade gaze as the female Iman helped Rauss off the couch and scuttled out of the living room, wary of making eye contact with us.

      She knew she’d said something she shouldn’t have, and she knew that if she stayed longer in our presence, she might be compelled to say more—that much I’d been able to read from her fearful expression.

      “She’s no stranger to mind-bending, either,” I murmured, placing my hands on my hips.

      “Not her first time, for sure,” Heron replied, visibly concerned as he looked at me. “They’ve been mind-bent out of their minds, if you’ll allow me the pun.”

      “What do you mean?” I pressed my lips together to smother a smile.

      “They’re practically brainwashed. I’ve seen this happen a few times, with other creatures back home. It’s what happens when too much mind-bending is done to one person. Their brains get fried.”

      “And the disease she mentioned?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “But there is definitely something fishy about how these servants live here…”
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      I waited outside the Broken Bow Inn with Scarlett, Caia, and Blaze. Jax, Hansa, and Patrik came out a few minutes later. We were all geared up, diamond-fiber plates mounted on our combat gear, weapons and shields ready. Patrik was the only one who didn’t like the leather suits, but, then again, he was armed to the teeth with Druid defensive spells, and fast in his liberal use of them, too.

      Rewa, Darius, and his guards soon joined us—a dozen Maras and six Imen, all on horseback, while Darius’s servants brought out horses for us.

      “We brought a few of these with us from Calliope,” Darius explained, patting his white steed’s neck. “They’re not as fast as the indigo mares grazing around the Dearghs’ volcanoes, but they can hold their own in long-distance sprints. We brought some of those, too, but I like my Saifa more… She has a gorgeous lineage.”

      Emilian came out to see us off, accompanied by Farrah and Caspian.

      The main square opened out to a wide stone road at a relatively steep angle, connecting that upper floor of the city to the ground level.

      “Okay, so you two go with Rewa.” Jax turned to Blaze and Caia. “You know what to look for and what questions to ask.”

      Both nodded, while Rewa smiled, gently leaning into Blaze. I could see fires burning in Caia’s teal eyes, but it wasn’t the time or the place to crack any jokes. I had to swallow and keep them for later.

      I got on one of the horses, a black mare with strange, bright blue eyes. The creature neighed under my weight, and I stroked its strong neck, running my fingers through its mane. We were good to go.

      Jax, Hansa, Scarlett, and Patrik got on theirs, and Emilian pointed toward the Valley of Screams with a concerned look on his face.

      “Please, all of you, be careful,” he said slowly.

      “Don’t worry, old friend.” Darius gave him a weak but reassuring smile. “We’ll be back for drinks in a few hours, at the most. There are plenty of us here and a Druid. We have better odds than those who went before us. We can no longer postpone this incursion, anyway. At least we have specialized fighters with us this time.”

      He clicked his teeth and rode down the steep road. We followed, along with his sixteen guards. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Caspian watching me, his expression firm, dark, and unreadable. Behind him and on different levels of the city, there were Maras stopping in their tracks and coming toward the edge to watch us, with plenty of curious eyes but few words between them.

      Back in the main square, Emilian turned to Caspian and Farrah and said something, to which they both nodded. But when I turned up my hearing sense, all I got was a “Let’s hope they’ll be back…” from the elder Lord.

      I left them all behind and focused on the road ahead, our horses’ hooves thundering as they galloped toward the open field.

      We reached the dark plain. Two moons shone overhead, with the third slowly rising from the east, beyond the Valley of Screams. I sensed movement on both sides as we darted across the dusty country road leading toward the gorges, but I couldn’t see anything, even with my True Sight. Just tall grass and the occasional rock or shrub. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      A scream echoed above us. It was raw, shrill, and downright blood-chilling, igniting my senses and sending them into overdrive. Scarlett and I briefly looked at each other, then shifted our focus to what rose ahead—giant limestone gorges bound together with whispering rivers and thick patches of woods in a maze that stretched for miles on end.

      There were about two miles between the Valley of Screams and Azure Heights, and we’d made it in less than fifteen minutes. These horses were fast enough, I thought to myself, then wondered about what entities dwelled in the valley, and what their travel speed was. After all, they’d been able to reach into the city and snatch people from outside their homes without being seen or traced.

      “This is it,” Darius said slowly as our horses came to a halt in front of a narrow opening into the massive gorge—one of many stretching left and right, and as far as the eye could see.

      Giant trees, reminding me of the sequoias back home, bordered the stone maze, and towered over us with dark green crowns, their leaves rustling in the night breeze. Another scream pierced through the darkness, as distant and sharp as the one before it. My spine froze, but I shook the fear away. I needed my focus.

      “Are you telling me those screams belong to actual people being tortured or killed?” Hansa was boiling at this point, her muscles jolting and her nostrils flaring. She seemed dangerously eager to get in there and do some damage.

      “We believe so, yes.” Darius sighed. “We’ve sent people after them, but they never returned. If anything, I could swear we heard them scream as well, over the nights that followed.”

      “Were there any traces of them visible during the day?” Jax asked, scanning the narrow opening in front of us. I heard water flowing somewhere nearby, splashing against rocks.

      “We’ve sent Imen in during the day,” Darius replied. “Some came back, but were never the same again. We even tried mind-bending them to get them to talk, but it didn’t work. They were traumatized. Mute. Catatonic. None of the few Maras we sent in afterwards came back either, just like the many gone before them while hunting over the past couple of years. Therefore, we don’t know for sure; we, the Lords and Ladies, never dared venture ourselves. The Valley wasn’t like this two years ago…”

      “Then why are you here now?” Jax raised an eyebrow, and Darius sighed.

      “Your arrival here has inspired us,” he said. “I felt like a coward when you and your team simply decided to come here. Besides, you have a Druid. None of our little swamp witches’ spells are a match for that, except maybe for the interplanetary spell. It’s the strongest of the handful she left us. At least you are all powerful and trained individuals. We can work together and maybe yield better results.”

      Jax then looked over his shoulder, checking Scarlett and me.

      “Stay close. Don’t do anything I don’t sanction,” he told us. “Keep your senses hyped and watch your sides. Your backs are covered.”

      Indeed, Darius’s guards were behind us.

      “We’re ready,” Jax said.

      Darius clicked his teeth again, and we followed, staying quiet as we entered the gorge. The giant stone walls came around us with darkness and the sound of trickling water. I instinctively held my breath, focusing my True Sight on the narrow path ahead, a plethora of trees and bushes making it snake its way toward the other side of the gorge, which even I couldn’t see.

      Nocturnal critters and large hooved herbivores mingled with the darkness, chewing on tree bark and grazing along patches of grass, undisturbed by our group. I even ventured to think they were ignoring us, as if we were nothing but passing ghosts.

      I looked up and saw two moons watching over us, one white, the other a pale orange. They seemed like they knew more than we did.
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      The first half mile through the gorge was uneventful and worryingly quiet. I could see through the darkness—the large boulders, the smooth patches of grass, the tall trees all over the place, and the animals rummaging for food.

      My senses were on high alert, with a constant feeling that we were being watched. I looked up and got glimpses of the starry sky and two moons between the tree crowns. I checked on my team regularly, making sure that Scarlett and Harper stayed close behind Jax, Patrik, and me, while Darius led the way and his sixteen guards watched our backs.

      Then we all heard it. The tortured shriek of a young woman, closer than we’d heard it before, maybe four hundred, five hundred feet ahead. I instinctively straightened my back, one hand clutching the handle of my broadsword.

      Jax and I glanced at each other, and he shook his head, quietly asking me not to do what I was so tempted to do—dash out and get to the source of that scream. My blood rushed, my heart thudding in my ears.

      A second scream came, slightly closer, as we moved forward.

      “Jax,” I whispered, already frustrated. My horse was getting restless, as if sensing my urgent need to help whoever that was crying out in the darkness from what sounded like horrific pain.

      “Hold on,” Jax shot back.

      Leaves rustled and branches cracked somewhere behind us.

      Darius’s guards squealed and grunted. Horses neighed, their hooves shuffling on the hard ground. I looked over my shoulder and froze. I could see well enough through the darkness to observe some of the Exiled Maras and Imen being swept off their horses and swallowed into thin air, while the others drew their weapons, dread imprinted on their pale faces.

      “We need to go back,” Jax growled, witnessing the eerily quiet massacre.

      “We can’t go back. It’s too narrow,” Darius replied. “We need to move ahead—I have a feeling there’s an opening to another gorge. We can go through there and get back to the plain.”

      Several of the Maras bawled in the darkness, and their swords and their saddles fell off as the invisible fiends dragged them away. Their horses went berserk and ran off. Some tried to go back but swiftly vanished, their ear-piercing wails making me shudder, while the others trotted off ahead, passing us with no intention of spending another second there. Whatever this was, we couldn’t see it.

      The woman screamed again, this time louder. Closer.

      “Run!” Darius croaked as he saw what happened to his men.

      I didn’t wait for him to say that again.

      “Let’s go!” I hissed, then nudged my horse in the ribs.

      We shot through the narrow gorge, leafy branches slapping us along the way. Something thudded on the ground behind us, but I didn’t want to stop and see what that was.

      “What the hell was that?” Scarlett gasped.

      “I don’t know, but it’s definitely not out to make casual conversation!” Jax shot back, his horse keeping up with mine as we jumped over a cluster of rocks.

      The scream came again, this time closer.

      Only a few yards away.

      I squinted and saw her then.

      “Somebody! Somebody help me!” she screamed at the top of her lungs as she staggered between the trees, the air rippling around her. Something huge was there, prowling, ready to pounce.

      “What the hell are those things?!” Harper exclaimed, her eyes wide, glimmering as she used her True Sight. “I can’t see what they are!”

      “Help me!” the girl cried out as she saw us headed her way.

      I clicked my teeth together, urging my horse to go faster. The girl tripped over a gnarled tree root and fell flat on her face, moaning when she tried to get back up. She looked like an Iman female, and a very young one at that, probably in her late teens.

      I drew my sword, my eyes on her.

      “Hold on, honey, I’m coming!” I shouted, crossing the last couple of yards. Then my heart stopped.

      I felt a chilling presence looming behind her, getting bigger with every step it took. The girl was wounded, with deep red slashes all over her calves, blood pouring out uncontrollably. I caught a glimpse of what seemed like beady, fire-red eyes as the unseen fiend got closer, but then they were gone. Had I imagined it?

      There was no time to think.

      I jumped off my horse and slid on my knees for a good ten feet, bringing my broadsword forward as I stood and took my attack stance in front of whatever that beast was, placing myself between it and the Iman girl.

      “Scarlett, wait!” I heard Patrik shout, then heard Scarlett grunt as she landed behind me and dragged the whimpering girl away.

      I kept my eyes on the invisible presence, which seemed to be focused on me as it inched forward. I bared my teeth and hissed, something I always did to intimidate my opponents. Most of the time it worked. But not with this… thing.

      “It’s concealing itself somehow,” I snapped as it got closer.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Three more of these invisible creatures were moving in from the right. They made absolutely no sound, but the air trembled around them.

      A ball of blue fire hit my opponent hard, pushing it back a few feet, but still, no sound. Patrik moved forward, his hands an incandescent blue as he shot a few more of his flames at the other three fiends.

      The one Patrik had hit first, the one I’d stopped from feasting on the Iman girl, rushed toward me. I slashed away at it, but it dodged every hit. It was ridiculously light on its feet, despite its massive size.

      Jax moved next to me, both swords out. His eyes shone gold as he tried to use his mind-bending abilities on it. He shook his head, gritting his teeth with frustration. I saw the invisible figure rippling fast from left to right, making it impossible for the Mara to capture its mind.

      “Oh, great, so that doesn’t work either!” I barked, then moved to attack the unknown beast again.

      “It’s too fast. It knows what I’m trying to do!” Jax said, moving to my left, where three more of these invisible forms emerged.

      There were seven of them now, and six of us, including Darius, who I couldn’t see anywhere in my split seconds of stepping back and recalculating my attack angles. It wasn’t a fair fight, considering they’d practically swallowed sixteen Exiled Maras and Imen without the slightest of efforts.

      Harper was the last to jump off her horse, pulling her swords out in the process.

      A hard blow to the chest knocked the air out of my lungs, and I hadn’t even seen it coming. I looked up and saw those blasted red eyes almost smiling at me as I fell backwards and hit the hard ground.

      White stars covered my field of vision.

      “Hansa!”

      I heard Jax’s voice echoing somewhere in the back of my head.

      He seemed so far away, as opposed to the invisible entity that had appeared on top of me.
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      Something dark and hard knocked into me midair. I landed on my right side with a thud, but I flung my swords out, slashing at the invisible figure above me. It worked—it moved back a foot, enough for me to jump to my feet and groan from the throbbing pain in my shoulder.

      I managed to get a glimpse of the others in the darkness. They were fighting these strange, massive entities, much like the one coming at me again. There were seven in total, and Hansa had just been brought down by one of them. I’d heard Jax shout her name during my botched jump.

      Another one slashed at Patrik. Blood spread through his white shirt and vest at an alarming speed. Scarlett was busy dragging the girl away, moving too fast for any of the hostiles to get to her. Hansa growled and swung her sword against her attacker, then sprang to her feet, wobbling slightly.

      She and Jax moved back-to-back, holding their own against four of the invisible creatures. Two were moving in on Patrik, who dropped to one knee due to rapid loss of blood. I had to do something fast with the seventh in front of me, so I could get to the Druid in time. The entity lunged at me, big and black with gleaming red eyes, like burning coal.

      I pushed out a barrier, strong enough to push it back a couple more feet. I needed to put more energy into these barriers, since they barely nudged these bastards. I shuffled to my right and moved around the obscure creature, trying to get closer to Patrik.

      I couldn’t see Darius anywhere, but I didn’t get another second to look around again, as two more invisible fiends emerged from my right. There were nine of them now, one inching away from Patrik and moving toward Scarlett, who kneeled above the Iman girl and drew her sword, ready to defend her.

      I was faced with three hostiles, all big and red-eyed. I pushed out a second barrier, using most of my energy. I heard a grunt before I saw one of them dart around, moving so fast I didn’t realize what it was doing until it was too late.

      It swept my feet from under me, and I couldn’t help but yelp as I tried to get up and stilled, staring into a pair of red glowing eyes that I’d glimpsed before. The invisible beast had swiftly moved over me. I heard claws scraping the hard ground next to my ears.

      I felt its hot breath on my face. It smelled like iron, like blood… like death.
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      I slashed at it again, this time in an upward motion. No sound came out, and it didn’t seem like I’d even touched it, but its eyes burned brighter, as if letting me know that I was screwed for even trying that. I held my breath and tried to kick it with my feet.

      I hit something hard, but nothing happened. The beast still hovered above me.

      “What the hell!” I growled, frustrated. No matter what I did, it didn’t seem to work.

      The creature suddenly vanished to the side, pushed off by a dark shadow.

      “Go for the eyes whenever you see them!” I heard a very low, husky male voice pierce through the darkness.

      The other two invisible creatures came at me, and I did as instructed, releasing a flurry of sword hits aimed at their red eyes whenever they flashed them—it seemed to be a recurring action on their part, more or less. The blades vibrated upon impact. I’d finally hit them. I was on to something.

      I kept attacking them, always aiming my strikes at their eyes, the only elements I could see in these masses of blackness that wanted to kill me. I glanced to my left and saw someone obscured by a black cloak. Whoever or whatever that was, it moved fast, dodging the ninth entity’s attacks.

      A sword glistened under a sliver of moonlight before I saw the blade get rammed between the creature’s eyes. It growled, something so ragged, so guttural and dirty, that it was downright terrifying, chilling me to the bone.

      My savior glanced at me, but I couldn’t see his eyes or face.

      It was all my two other attackers needed to knock me back down. The air was pushed out of my lungs as I slashed them with my swords. Unlike my previous time on my back, now I went straight for their eyes. One of them was pushed off by my savior, and I knocked the other one back with a barrier.

      I moved to stand but was violently pushed back down.

      “Stay the hell down and don’t move! They’re obviously too much for you to handle!” my savior barked. He took on both shadows with quick movements and flashes of his sword.

      He’d been the one to tell me about the eyes. And then he’d been the one to tell me I was in over my head? My blood boiled. My shoulder burned from the pain, but I rolled onto my side and quickly checked on my teammates. Scarlett was fighting one of the invisible creatures and losing. Patrik was throwing another blue flame out, when he got knocked down by his attackers. Hansa and Jax were fending off attacks from four other entities.

      “Hit them in the eyes!” I shouted after them, then sprang to my feet.

      The moment my teammates heard me, they nodded and changed their defense and attack moves. Their swords focused solely on reaching the beaming red eyes whenever they flashed, and it worked, forcing the beasts back a few steps.

      My savior disabled the last two creatures that had come at me, then darted over to Hansa and the others, moving too fast for me to see much. His blade was out, slashing away at our invisible attackers, pushing them farther back.

      “Get the girl and go!” he shouted at us.

      I ran over to Scarlett’s side first and launched a series of double sword hits at her hostile’s face. I saw its glowing red eyes. I jumped then, taking advantage of the momentum, and shoved my blades into its eyes. They sizzled, and I smelled burning flesh as the creature let out that brain-scratching roar. I used my boots to push myself away.

      The beast fell backwards, landing with a thud.

      Scarlett ran off to help Patrik, while I put my swords away and scooped the Iman into my arms. She barely weighed anything, and her clothes were cut through and soaked with blood. The horses had scampered off to the side, farther up ahead.

      I ran after them, fast enough to reach one and whistle. It stopped and neighed in protest. I used my own mind-control ability to send out an order to the other horses, and forced them to come back. I loaded the girl onto the back of my stallion, then glanced at my team.

      Scarlett had managed to successfully push Patrik’s attackers away, and they were both coming toward me. Patrik had his arm around her, as his leg had also been cut deep. I looked at one of the horses I’d commanded to return, and reached into its mind.

      “Go help them!” I barked, and the mare listened.

      It galloped back to Scarlett, who helped Patrik up first, then joined him, settling on the saddle in front of him. He wrapped his arms around her waist and slumped over her. He was significantly taller and bigger than she was, and also weak from blood loss, but Scarlett held her own, her back straight as she spurred the horse and joined us.

      I climbed onto my horse, with the unconscious Iman girl in front of me, her head and chest resting on the back of the animal’s neck, her arms hanging to the sides.

      Hansa and Jax were the last to run off, while my mysterious savior stayed behind and kept the invisible fiends busy, the night air trembling in front of him.

      None of the remaining attackers could get past him. Hansa and Jax reached us in a handful of seconds, and jumped onto the horses. We kicked off then, and went as fast as the rough and narrow terrain allowed us to go.

      “The opening!” Scarlett said, pointing ahead to the left.

      Indeed, the gorge split open on that side, and we took a tight turn to pass through it as we left my savior and the murderous creatures behind. We went through the crevice and reached the neighboring gorge, through which a river flowed, its steep banks dressed in tall greenery.

      “Where the hell is Darius?” Hansa growled, looking around.

      She’d been wounded, silver blood seeping from parts of her torn leather suit. Those shadows had some serious claws to be able to cut through that reinforced fabric like that. Only then did I feel a painful warmth in my side. I touched it and noticed blood on my hand. I’d taken a hit, too.

      We galloped back toward the field, jumping over river rocks and tree roots. The terrain was difficult, but I forced our horses into it. We had to get out of there fast. Branches broke behind us. Something was still after us.

      I glanced over my shoulder and identified the source of that noise. Darius was riding his horse after us.

      “Where the hell have you been?” I shouted at him.

      “I was here! Keep moving!” he shot back, his expression dark and firm, his mouth pressed into a small, thin line.

      “What do you mean, you were here?” I replied. “While we were getting attacked back there?”

      “I made it down here and waited for a couple of minutes. I thought I’d see you shortly. Just as I moved to come back for you, you all popped out, and here we are!”

      I didn’t buy it. He’d most likely flaked, but it wasn’t the time or the place to call him out on it, not with our wounds and our desperate need to get out of that gorge.

      We reached the field, and I could finally breathe again as we moved across the tall grass toward the dusty country road. More screams emerged from the gorge behind us, and I heard Hansa groan.

      “No way I’m doing that again right now!” she said.

      The Iman girl shuddered and coughed, and I saw blood pouring out of her mouth, trickling through my horse’s mane. I snaked my arm around her and gently pulled her against me. Her head fell back on my shoulder. She was limp, barely keeping her eyes open, and I felt the blood, warm and sticky, coming out of her stomach wounds. She’d been savagely slashed by those creatures.

      “What the hell are those things?” Jax growled at Darius as we kept riding up the country road, with just one mile left to Azure Heights. The mountain stood tall and proud before us, with lights flickering from its buildings.

      “I don’t know! None of us do!” Darius replied. “This was the first time I ever got so close to one of them, and I couldn’t even see what it looked like!”

      “None of us could,” Hansa said. “They’re weirdly cloaked, almost invisible, but you can make out a form, sort of… And the eyes… Damn, those eyes are creepy!”

      “Patrik, are you okay?” I asked, tense as I looked over my shoulder.

      “Yeah, mostly,” he croaked, but I could see his pale skin and blue lips.

      “He’s losing blood fast, and so is the Iman girl,” I said, nudging my horse to go faster. The creature obeyed, its hooves thundering over the country road.

      I sensed motion and heard another horse to our left. I turned my head and saw my savior, covered in his black coat, riding an indigo stallion. He went ahead, faster than our slightly more regular horses.

      “He saved us,” Hansa muttered, watching him go. “Who is he?”

      “I don’t know, but he told me about hitting the eyes,” I replied, then glanced at Darius. “You have indigo horses in Azure Heights?” I double-checked.

      He didn’t answer immediately, his jade eyes fixed on our distant savior.

      “Not that many,” he mumbled.

      “Whoever he is, we owe him our gratitude,” Hansa said. “For now, however, we need to hurry. Patrik’s losing blood fast, and I don’t even know how the Iman girl is doing.”

      “Not good,” I replied, looking at her pale profile.

      “We need her alive. She might have answers.” Jax moved to my right side, looking at the Iman girl as he beckoned his horse to run closer to mine. “Look at me.”

      The girl didn’t react, but I heard her moan.

      “Look at me,” he said to her, louder. He inched closer to us. The girl peeled open her eyes and glanced at him. It was enough for him to lock onto her, his eyes glimmering gold. “You’ll be okay. Stay strong. You’ll survive. You’re not dying, you’re just hurt. Hold on!”

      The girl sighed, then nodded and focused her gaze on the road again. Jax had managed to mind-bend her into thinking she’d be okay.

      “Why’d you do that?” I asked.

      “Because if her mind fights against the reality of her wounds, she might last long enough for us to give her proper treatment and maybe save her life,” he replied.

      The mind was capable of extraordinary things, after all.

      I glanced ahead, but there was no sign of my savior anymore. Whoever he was, he’d come from Azure Heights and had an indigo horse. I’d have to look into it as soon as I got the chance. He seemed to know a lot more than the other Exiled Maras.

      He’d clearly fought those entities before. Most importantly, he’d most likely followed us from the city into the Valley of Screams.
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      I didn’t get lucky with any of the notebooks that Sienna had left in the gazebo’s drawers. Just doodles and dreams of summer, mostly. Some notes about a mystery lover drew my attention, but Vincent shrugged them off, saying Sienna had a habit of falling in love on an almost weekly basis, but that she’d yet to find her soulmate.

      He called the gentlemen callers “fleeting crushes”, and said that Sienna would have confided in him, had there been someone in her life with whom she’d gotten serious in any way.

      I stood on the edge of the gazebo, watching five Imen servants from the Roho household as they came down the stairs of the back porch and stopped in the middle of the flower garden, a couple of yards away from me.

      “Please be so kind as to answer all of Fiona’s questions,” Vincent told the four males and one young female. “She’s here to help us find Sienna.”

      The Imen nodded, then glanced at me, curiosity and willingness twinkling in their eyes.

      “When was the last time any of you saw Sienna?” I asked, noticing the girl looking away, her gaze darting all over the garden in an attempt to avoid me. My instincts flared then.

      “I saw her in the kitchen at noon, five days ago,” one of the servants replied.

      “As did I,” another nodded.

      “We saw her in the garden. Here, by the gazebo, at sundown, five days ago,” a third said, while the fourth sighed his agreement.

      “What about you?” I asked the girl, but she refused to look at me, her lips pressed tight together.

      “Arrah, please answer Fiona’s question,” Vincent said slowly. I analyzed his tone carefully, but there was nothing but softness in it.

      Arrah looked at me and shrugged, but the fear in her eyes was unmistakable, though not obvious. She knew something, and she wasn’t telling me.

      “In the garden, milady, at sunset,” came her automatic response. Her pupils dilated and her nostrils flared a little, enough for me to know that she was lying.

      I nodded, then gave her a reassuring smile.

      “Did she seem upset? Was she with anyone? Did she have any visitors during the day?” I asked, but only got one muttered “no” and five heads shaking.

      I sighed, then looked at Vincent.

      “I don’t think they’re able to help much, but I’m hoping Avril might have caught Sienna’s scent by now,” I said.

      “I understand,” he replied, looking somewhat disappointed. “Would you like to go back inside?”

      “Yes, I would, thank you.”

      Vincent led the way up the stairs, and I followed, while the servants waited quietly for us to leave before I assumed they would retire to their rooms. I got another glimpse of Arrah, and that worried look on her face did not go away.

      She knew something, but she didn’t want to speak in front of the others, and certainly not in front of Vincent. I had a feeling that Sienna had been keeping secrets from her family.

      We reached the grand salon, with red velvet sofas and decorative glass cabinets filled with porcelain figurines depicting dancers and various animals. Avril and Heron were both there, quietly waiting for us, their eyes fixed on me. I knew Avril well enough to understand what the look in her hazel eyes meant. They had info.

      “Will that be all for today?” Vincent asked politely, smiling at us.

      “Yes.” I smiled back, then moved to Avril’s side.

      “Good, well, thank you all for coming here and for trying to help us find my sister,” he replied, then bowed. “I’m sorry we couldn’t assist more. It’s just that… The day of her disappearance was a day like any other. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing wrong. She just… vanished.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Maybe Avril caught her scent. We’ll investigate this further tomorrow, anyway.”

      “I haven’t caught her scent yet. It’s like she was never here,” Avril muttered, then frowned.

      “Oh, wow, really?” I took a deep breath, then decided it was best to continue our conversation outside and away from Vincent. Things were getting weirder with every minute we spent inside the Roho mansion. “Okay, we’ll be going now, and we’ll see you tomorrow, once we decide what our next course of action will be.”

      I gave him a curt nod, then headed toward the exit, with Avril and Heron by my side.

      “Fiona?” Vincent’s voice stopped me in my tracks.

      I turned to face him. He looked nervous, his jade eyes twinkling and restless.

      “We’re having our annual Spring Ball tomorrow evening,” he said slowly, a slight tremor in his voice. “I was wondering if you’d like to join me. I mean, if you’d all like to join us. It’s an annual celebration of the Nerakian spring. It’s held in the Kifo mansion. Their ballroom is absolutely stunning. We serve special floral-infused blood cocktails on this occasion. I think you’ll like them very much.”

      A few seconds passed before I could formulate an answer, with no help from Avril or Heron.

      “I don’t… I don’t have a dress. None of us brought dresses,” I muttered. “We didn’t come for parties here.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t bring one either,” came Heron’s acid remark.

      “Our tailors will be more than happy to assist.” Vincent smiled, pleased to have solved the problem so quickly. “They’ve served the Lords and Ladies of Azure Heights for each of these occasions, and they’ve also helped their personal guests look the part, as well.”

      I wanted to say no, but Avril’s finger digging discreetly between two of my ribs made me squirm and confirm.

      “Ugh, yes, okay, yes,” I managed to say before I briefly gave her my deadliest glare.

      Vincent lit up like the sun at that point, his beautiful face beaming with a radiant smile.

      “Excellent! Thank you,” he replied. “You’ll love it! I will send our tailors over to the Broken Bow Inn first thing in the morning to assist you!”

      “Thank you, Vincent.” I smiled, then walked out, followed by Avril and Heron, who bade farewell as two Imen servants closed the double doors after us.

      We reached the fountain outside and proceeded to walk down to the inn, taking a series of narrow stairs and alleys. I mentally stored all the information and clues I’d gathered so far, most of which didn’t make much sense.

      “Okay, so we all need to agree that Vincent has the absolute hots for you.” Avril was the first to talk, her voice laced with humor.

      “To be fair, he is sweet on the eyes,” I replied. “Like marshmallows dipped in chocolate.”

      “So how do you expect me to be serious when she goes and says something like this?” Heron looked at Avril with feigned outrage, prompting us both to burst into laughter.

      “But, on a serious note,” I said, catching my breath, “there’s definitely something off about the Imen.”

      “Yeah, we tried talking to one earlier,” Avril replied. “He was literally brainwashed.”

      “I think all of them are,” Heron mused.

      “There is one who seemed alert.” I sighed as we went down another set of stairs. The alleys were almost deserted, with just the occasional Iman walking beneath the street lamps, completely oblivious to our presence. “A young girl, Arrah. She didn’t want to say much, but not because she was mind-bent. At least, I don’t think she was.”

      “You think she knows more than she’s saying?” Avril asked.

      “I’m sure of it. I think she was just afraid of speaking out in front of Vincent or the others,” I replied. “She might know something about Sienna that no one else does.”

      “What, like a dirty little secret?” Heron grinned, and I nodded in response. “Well then, it’s a good thing we’re doing the Spring Ball tomorrow night!”

      Both Avril and I looked at him, our confusion obvious.

      “Fiona, since Vincent is so sweet on you, you could keep him busy during the ball,” Heron explained, “while Avril and I can go check out the Roho mansion again, and even talk to Arrah. My mind-bending works on the Imen. One of them could lead us to her. Maybe she’ll be more forthcoming if Vincent and the other servants aren’t around.”

      “That’s actually a really good idea,” I said.

      “All we need is for you to keep the Roho dude busy for fifteen minutes or so.” Avril wiggled her eyebrows with a smirk.

      “Sure, I can dance with him, entertain a conversation or two. Worst case scenario, I’ll flirt around a little.” I chuckled as we reached the Broken Bow Inn. A few late patrons were still out, while the Imen servants collected the empty cups.

      “Just don’t get too touchy with him,” Avril advised me, “as he is, technically, a potential enemy.”

      “That’s a bit of a stretch.” I scoffed, finding it hard to believe Vincent would try to harm me in any way. Not that he wasn’t capable—he was still a Mara, after all. But nothing about him screamed “hostile” in any way.

      “Not until we find out why all his Imen are mind-bent to such an extent,” Heron replied, then noticed the quiet inside the inn. He walked over to one of the servants. “Excuse me, where is everyone? It’s nighttime. The Maras should be out and buzzing.”

      “Not since the curfew was enacted, milord,” the Iman said. “The night has become dangerous and deadly, and our Lords and Ladies can no longer go out and hunt. Since the disappearances started happening in the city as well, they’ve resorted to keeping to their rooms or entertaining small social gatherings in their homes.”

      That sounded sad. Imagine being a creature of the night and not being able to enjoy it. I could tell from Heron’s expression that he felt sorry for them. We went inside, and agreed to catch up first thing, before Vincent’s tailors would come to assist us with our outfits for the Spring Ball.

      I had a feeling that spending the evening among all the Exiled Maras would give us even better insight into their way of life and their treatment of the Imen. If the latter were here willingly, then we didn’t need to worry about them and could focus exclusively on the disappearances.

      But if we got a whiff of oppression, we’d have to raise the issue with Jax and Hansa, and then contemplate solutions for both problems. Cultural differences aside, it was never okay to enslave or torment the vulnerable.
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      We’d interviewed one family of Exiled Maras, without much luck. They didn’t know anything, and the last time they’d seen their daughter, she’d gone out for a hunt, despite her parents’ warnings. They were quietly commemorating the second month since her disappearance. I took copious notes, however, of words and behaviors of all those involved, including the Imen servicing the Exiled Maras’ household.

      The second family was slightly different, of a more modest background. Rewa helped intermediate the interview, whenever the Maras were weary of answering our questions. Clearly, they were still adjusting to us, complete strangers from another world, in their homes.

      The mother and father were beautiful creatures, with long black hair and vibrant jade eyes. Their clothes were simple but of good quality and skillfully tailored to fit their figures. The mother was doing most of the talking while she sat in a rocking chair by the fireplace, knitting. The father, on the other hand, gave me the strangest of looks—a mixture of curiosity and hostility that made me very uncomfortable. Rewa often had her eyes on Blaze, who, in turn, did his best to stay close to me. He’d noticed my defensive stance, despite my attempt to cover it up with bland politeness. His midnight-blue eyes scanned me as I kept my focus on the Mara mother.

      “Where was your son last seen?” I asked.

      A muscle twitched in the father’s jaw, and the mother sighed.

      “Adon loved to hunt,” she said, a pained look in her eyes. “Even when he was told it was too dangerous. The night he went missing we had our first argument about it. We begged him not to go, and Adon said that if we cowered in front of the menace, it would win.”

      “So you saw him here?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I mean, yes, I last saw him here, but Gussy, the neighbor’s son, said he saw him go into the Valley of Screams. He had his sword and shield with him, and a cloak on, but Gussy knows Adon as well as we do. He’d recognize him anywhere.”

      I glanced at the father and noticed his persistent stare. It hit me then: I was worried over nothing. We had a badass fire dragon in the room.

      “Is there something you wish to say?” I asked the father, straightening my back.

      As if caught red-handed doing something he wasn’t supposed to, the Mara shook his head and looked away for a second.

      “My apologies,” he said. “It’s just that I’ve never seen a fire fae before… I’ve only heard about you and your powers, but… We were born here, and we’ve never had contact with the outside world. Forgive me if I’m gawking.”

      “That’s okay.” I gave him a half-smile, relaxing my shoulders. “Did your son have any enemies?”

      “No, not that we know of.” The father shook his head, then glanced at his wife, who did the same.

      “Adon was a good son, and a good friend. He wouldn’t hurt a fly,” the mother added.

      “He hated the city.” The voice of a little girl shot through the room, making us all turn our heads. A young Mara, no older than seven, stood in the doorway hugging a plush toy and wearing a floor-length cotton nightgown. Her long hair was braided into a single tail, and her eyes were wide and pale green.

      “Mira, what are you doing out of bed?” the mother asked, putting her knitting tools aside.

      “Adon hated the city,” the little girl insisted. “He didn’t like anyone here! He didn’t like the way we live, the way we fe—”

      “That’s enough, young lady!” the father’s voice boomed, as the mother got up, took the girl in her arms, and vanished upstairs.

      We watched in silence, listening to the girl objecting upstairs, as the door closed behind her and her mother. The father cleared his throat, then gave us a weak smile. I noticed Rewa’s stillness, her eyes fixed on the Mara.

      “Forgive my daughter,” he said. “She’s been having trouble sleeping since her brother disappeared. She loved Adon very much.”

      “Is it true, what she said?” I asked.

      “A little.” He chuckled nervously. “Adon was a good boy, he just didn’t always fit in. He was a bit rebellious by nature, but it was always harmless. He wanted to go out and explore the world. He’s always had a mind of his own. To be honest, I’m still holding out hope that he simply left on a whim, but I’ve agreed to cooperate with your investigation nonetheless… My wife thinks something happened to him, but I’d rather think he deliberately hurt our feelings and ran off to see new places, than think him… gone.”

      His voice trailed off, tears glazing his eyes. I could only imagine what this family was going through.

      “Thank you for your candor,” I said slowly.

      “Maybe we should leave these people be for tonight,” Rewa intervened, “and visit the next family on our list?”

      Blaze and I both agreed and got up. The father walked us out, and I gave the living room one last glance. Everything was so neat, so pretty and picture perfect, with soft cushions and framed paintings. Who would do this to them? What dangers lurked in the Valley of Screams that could strip a city of its people at such an alarming rate?

      As the door closed and we were left standing in the middle of the alley on a lower, residential level of Azure Heights, I let out a heavy breath.

      “We’ll get to the bottom of this, one way or another,” Blaze tried to reassure me, his eyes fixed on mine. “Come on, let’s go to the next family.”

      “They’re on the level above,” Rewa said, then put her arm around his. I couldn’t help but frown, unsure of what it was supposed to mean, as a gesture. She noticed, and smiled. “I’m a single, young Mara Lady of noble descent. It’s most appropriate for me to walk with male company at this time of night. I mustn’t be on my own.”

      “So, what, I’m not in need of a male companion, then?” I asked, my tone flat and eyebrow raised. I was having trouble digesting her flirtatious looks and moves toward Blaze. On the other hand, he didn’t seem to mind much, which was probably what irritated me the most. Then again, Blaze didn’t seem like the kind of guy who paid attention to such social cues.

      “You don’t need to worry,” Rewa replied politely. “As you’re not from Azure Heights, our social standards do not apply to you.”

      “Oh, now I feel relieved,” I muttered sarcastically as I followed them up the stairs.

      I was in for a long evening, and there wasn’t much I could do about it, other than bite my fist and keep my uneasiness to myself. We had a mission to go through with. Innocent people to find before it was too late.
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      We reached Azure Heights and followed Darius on his horse all the way up to the second level, where a large white building sprawled, with square, shuttered windows. Six Mara females in pale blue dresses and white head covers came out.

      “This is our infirmary,” Darius said as he got off his horse.

      The Mara nurses rushed over to us, and helped get our wounded off first, carrying them inside. We followed them, except for Hansa, who stopped in the doorway and frowned.

      “I’ll go get the others,” she said, then ran back to her horse and rode up to the Broken Bow Inn.

      We reached the first room, which held several beds and medicine cabinets. Clean bowls and stacks of white bandage rolls cluttered a table in the corner. The nurses went to work fast, and Scarlett and I took out all the healing pellets and additional herbs we’d stuffed into the pouches on our leather belts.

      “These are healing packs we brought with us,” I said, handing mine over to one nurse, while the other took Scarlett’s.

      “Thank you,” the nurse said, and put them all inside a bowl. The other mirrored her movements with interesting precision.

      The Iman girl was breathing heavily, lying on one of the beds and white as a sheet of paper where she wasn’t covered in blood. One nurse cut her ragged clothes off, motioning to Jax and Darius to take a few steps back. Another nurse helped Patrik out of his shirt before she helped him climb onto another bed. She used a knife to cut open his pants, revealing a deep cut on his thigh, about eight inches long and two inches wide.

      The nurses with the bowls cut into their palms and squeezed them over the mixture of herbs and pellets, crushing and mixing with their bare hands, while two other nurses used wet cloths to clean out Patrik and the Iman girl’s deep wounds.

      “The girl is in terrible condition. We need more,” one nurse told the other.

      Jax took out more pellets and herbs from his belt pouches, and handed them over. The nurses nodded and added them to one of the bowls. One of them started applying the resulting paste to Patrik’s chest and thigh wounds, filling the gashes and spreading some around the wounds as well.

      Scarlett and I watched quietly, holding our breaths, while Jax and Darius kept to the side. It took the nurses a couple of minutes more to prep the Iman girl for the same treatment.

      “More blood,” one nurse said as she continued mixing the healing paste in front of the Iman girl. Her colleague nodded and cut deeper into her palm, pouring more blood into the mixture.

      “Will she live?” Jax asked.

      “It’s too early to tell,” one of the nurses replied, “but we’ll do our best.”
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      My heart thudded in my chest. I was unable to take my eyes off Patrik, as one of the nurses treated his wounds with that paste made from our healing herbs and their Mara blood, which had similar properties.

      My stomach twisted itself up in painful knots. I moved closer to his bedside, until I stood right next to him. He looked up through half-mast eyes, and I held my breath again.

      “He’ll be okay,” the nurse said, noticing the concern on my face.

      “You heard that… I’ll be okay,” Patrik mumbled, then brushed his knuckles against my forearm before he passed out.

      “Patrik!” I called out, my skin still tingling from his touch.

      “Shush,” the nurse whispered as she bandaged his treated wounds. “Let him rest, milady…”

      “But he’s passed out,” I replied.

      “He’ll be okay, trust me,” she said gently, giving me a reassuring smile. “His pulse is steady, his breathing is even. He’s just lost some blood and he needs to rest, that’s all.”

      I didn’t budge. I didn’t want to leave his side. I’d seen him get hurt, but I hadn’t been able to immediately go to him because I’d been busy keeping those shadows away from the Iman girl.

      “Your blood heals.” Harper stated something we’d already learned from Jax, but had never seen in action.

      “Our blood, our saliva, yes,” Patrik’s nurse said. “It can’t save lives, I’m afraid, but it helps with physical wounds. It isn’t enough to cure these cuts fast enough on its own, however, which is why we’re grateful you packed your own healing supplies. I realized this the moment I saw the Iman girl, the poor soul… It’s a miracle she’s still breathing…”

      “How long before you can tell us if the girl will live or not?” Jax asked, his expression firm and his eyes cold. I couldn’t exactly fault him for it. We’d nearly gotten ourselves killed to save her. And chances were she had answers to our many questions about the Valley of Screams.

      One of the nurses glanced at Darius, who stood behind Jax, by the doorway. Caspian had joined him. I hadn’t even seen him coming, and, judging by the surprised look on Harper’s face, neither had she.

      “Probably at some point tomorrow, provided she wakes up,” the nurse by the girl’s bedside said.

      Hansa came in, accompanied by Heron, Blaze, Fiona, Avril, and Caia. They were all quiet, taking the whole scene in, one individual at a time.

      “You’re hurt,” another nurse said, noticing Harper holding her side, blood dripping through her fingers.

      “I’m fine.” Harper shook her head, glaring at Caspian and Darius.

      Of the two Lords present, Caspian was the furious one. Darius, on the other hand, looked worried, his gaze fixed on the Iman girl.

      “Shut up and let the nurse look after you,” Hansa barked.

      Harper nodded, unzipping the top of her combat gear as the nurse came to her with a bowl of water and cloths. She set both aside on a stool, then helped Harper free her arms, revealing her black sports bra and the rest of her bare torso, including the cut across her right ribs. It looked painful and deep.

      The nurse frowned, then proceeded to clean her wound.

      “One of the creatures did that?” Darius sighed.

      “Yeah, so where were you when this was happening? I wasn’t quite happy with your earlier response,” Harper shot back, visibly annoyed.

      Caspian scoffed, his darkened jade glare settled on her ribs. “He was being smart and keeping his distance, unlike you all,” he muttered. “You needed to be heroes for an Iman girl. Look what it got you.”

      Harper opened her mouth, but Hansa beat her to it.

      “It’s what we do!” the succubus growled. “We help people! We don’t cower in our safe spaces up a mountain, while hundreds die because of… of whatever those things were! That’s our job—that’s our mission! We know what we’re getting ourselves into!”

      “Do you?” Caspian shot back, raising a mocking eyebrow.

      “We know more now than we did four hours ago,” Harper replied, her voice low.

      “We most certainly do,” Jax added. “We now know the caliber of the threat present in the Valley of Screams, and we also know that there’s at least one Exiled Mara on this mountain who knows more about them than you all pretend.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Caspian frowned.

      “There was someone there with us,” Harper replied. “I couldn’t see his face, but he moved fast. A little too rude for my taste, but he helped us. He knew where to hit the beasts effectively. The eyes. That little morsel of information saved our lives, because we were outnumbered in there. Hell, even with five of us against one, the odds would’ve still been in the invisible entity’s favor.”

      “How do you know he was from here, then?” Caspian’s eyes narrowed to two jade slits.

      “We saw him ride out toward the mountain. He has an indigo horse, which might help us narrow down his identity, since Darius said there aren’t many of those here,” Harper said, then hissed as the nurse applied healing paste on her cut.

      A moment passed in awkward silence as we all looked at each other.

      “But Harper asked a good question earlier,” Jax said, staring at Darius. “Why did you run ahead? We didn’t even see you once we found ourselves surrounded by deadly entities.”

      “I must apologize,” Darius replied, staring at his feet. “I was overwhelmed. My instinct was to run, given the danger we were in and the speed with which I’d lost sixteen of my people. I wanted to go back, but I lacked the courage. We have never faced something like this before. Never…”

      “I am sorry for your losses,” Hansa said slowly. “What matters now is that we’ve seen the enemy, sort of, and we understand that the threat is real.”

      “We can reconvene in the morning and discuss the next steps.” Darius nodded, unable to make eye contact with any of us anymore. “We should let the wounded sleep and recover.”

      He didn’t wait for a reply. He left the room, and I caught a glimpse of him through one of the windows as he got on his horse and trotted up the mountain alley. Caspian, however, didn’t budge or say anything for another minute, his eyes fixed on Harper’s.
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      Caspian made no effort to hide his displeasure, but there was something else burning in those jade eyes of his, something that made me too self-conscious and vulnerable. The nurse finished applying the bandages, and I pulled my sleeves back on, wincing from the pain in my shoulder.

      I looked up, and he was still glaring. I lost my patience.

      “Why do you keep looking at me as if you’d like to see me burning on a stake?” I asked, prompting everyone in the room to look at him.

      “I’m not looking at you in any particular manner, Miss Hellswan,” Caspian replied, suddenly turning into a block of ice. “You should, however, mind your tone when you address the Five Lords of Azure Heights. You’re an agent on foreign soil right now, and you should be respectful of our society and our limits. While you’re okay barging into the Valley of Screams like a mindless hero and getting yourself and your friends killed, the rest of us have a much stronger conservation instinct. You are in no position to hold that against any of us, particularly our nobility.”

      “So you’re okay with running off and hiding in the mountains?” I shot back, though I did notice Jax and Hansa’s scowls, aimed directly at me.

      “We do what we must to survive.” Caspian held his ground. “As I said, Darius is one of the Five Lords of this city. If he falls, our people are vulnerable. He wasn’t even supposed to be in there with you tonight, but he feared we’d never see you again if he didn’t at least try to keep an eye on you all. If he’d died because of your recklessness, the Exiled Maras would have had a very difficult time seeing you as friends and allies. We are willing to help you as best as we can, but you must also be respectful of our customs and us, your hosts. We do not live the way you do, nor do we expect you to understand that.”

      I didn’t exactly have a comeback for that one. In fact, I felt a little silly. Sure, I had been ready to charge into that Valley of Screams, but the Exiled Maras hadn’t been. They’d been losing people for two years now, and it most likely had something to do with those invisible creatures. I shouldn’t have held it against Darius like that. They weren’t all built like me. Like us.

      “That being said, we shall see you tomorrow.” Caspian walked out without bothering to wait for a reply of any kind.

      A minute went by in absolute silence. The nurses continued looking after the Iman girl and Patrik, removing the rest of their bloody clothes, wiping their bodies clean, and covering them with crisp white sheets.

      “Telluris Draven!” Hansa called out, her eyes closed. It didn’t work, and the failure made her let out an inaudible grumble.

      “Telluris Draven!” Jax tried as well, then leaned into the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “This is useless.”

      “And this Valley of Screams is a serious issue,” Hansa replied, visibly frustrated. “We could do with some GASP assistance.”

      “We’re clearly not going to get any,” Heron muttered, glancing at his brother. “Telluris isn’t working, we’re cut off from Eritopia, and, from what Hansa told us on the way here, whatever is in those gorges is now hunting closer to the city.”

      “If not in the city,” Avril added.

      “Let’s go outside and talk,” Hansa said, walking toward the door. “Let’s leave Patrik and the girl alone to rest.”

      We all agreed and left the infirmary, stopping outside on the edge of the platform. Three moons loomed over us in white, pale orange, and amber, while darkness swallowed the world beyond the mountain.

      Hansa had already brought the others up to speed with the invisible entities, what they looked like—or at least what we’d managed to see from the air rippling around them—and their attack style. They were cold and calculated, aiming to hurt first, incapacitate, then kill.

      “They like to play with their food,” she added, looking out toward the Valley of Screams, “and the night is their best friend, which doesn’t bode well for the Exiled Maras.”

      “This leads us to conclude that those who disappeared might be dead already,” Jax said.

      “I don’t think we can say that for certain until we speak to the Iman girl,” Hansa replied. “Maybe they abduct them, keep them somewhere for some time, then kill them. Right now we don’t know for sure, and we must consider every possibility.”

      “True, but I wouldn’t hold out hope for the Maras and Imen who went missing two years ago,” Heron interjected. “The ones abducted over the past few weeks, maybe, but not that far back. Let’s be realistic.”

      “He’s right.” Jax nodded. “But it means we can narrow our investigation a little bit, and focus on recent disappearances only. The pattern has changed, anyway, since they’re vanishing from the city. We’ll get more clues from investigating them.”

      “Yeah, which makes Sienna of House Roho a good avenue to follow,” Fiona said.

      She then updated us on the visit she, Avril, and Heron had paid to the Roho mansion and the information they had gathered from Vincent and the Imen servants, as well as the secrets left untold from the likes of Arrah and her mind-bent colleagues. They also shared their plan to further interrogate Arrah during the Spring Ball tomorrow.

      “What Spring Ball?” Jax asked.

      “We were invited to a Spring Ball,” Avril replied. “All of us. It’ll be held at the Kifo mansion up top.”

      The thought of seeing Caspian’s house gave me mixed feelings—with curiosity foremost. But it sounded like a good opportunity for us to dig a little deeper.

      “Whoever saved us back in the gorge might be at the Spring Ball tomorrow night,” I muttered, thinking out loud. “We should definitely attend.”

      “We all should.” Avril nodded. “Fiona can keep Vincent busy while Heron and I go speak to Arrah again. We’re hoping she’ll be more open and cooperative if none of her masters are present.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.” Hansa nodded slowly. “As long as you’re careful not to get caught.”

      “We’ll need to talk to more families tomorrow, too,” Caia then said. “We’ve gathered some info, but nothing concrete. Given what you guys have learned so far, however, I think we’ll focus on those who lost people more recently, rather than take on the entire list.”

      “Fair enough,” Jax agreed. “Just make sure you include Imen families in your interviews.”

      Caia and Blaze nodded. Hansa took a few steps back and let out a long, tortured sigh.

      “Either way, we need to dig deeper before we light-orb ourselves out of here,” she said. “We’ll do that ball and more interviews tomorrow, while Patrik and the Iman girl recover.”

      “What about the Valley of Screams?” I asked, my gaze slowly drawn to it.

      “Let’s see what the Iman girl says first,” Jax said. “Then we’ll make a decision—whether we go in again or go back to Calliope and gather some troops. I think we need more answers from the families here, and the girl, before anything else.”

      “Okay, time to go,” Hansa said, motioning for the stairs.

      “You guys go.” Scarlett sighed, then walked toward the infirmary. “I’ll stick around and keep an eye on Patrik and the Iman girl for a while.”

      Hansa nodded, then led our team up the stairs. She glanced over her shoulder, and saw me standing by the balustrade, quiet and still.

      “Harper?” she asked.

      “I’ll be up in a minute, just need to get my thoughts in order,” I replied.

      Soon enough, I was left on my own outside. Scarlett was inside; I could see her through one of the windows. She was pulling a stool close to Patrik’s bed while the nurses went into another room, as their job for the night was done. All we had to do now was wait for both patients to recover. Patrik would be okay, but I wasn’t so sure about the Iman girl.

      The courtyard in front of the infirmary overlooked the lower levels of the city, and was covered in the same brown cobblestone and bordered with colorful flowerboxes. I stood beneath one of the streetlamps, its flickering candle casting a warm light over me. I moved away from it, then gazed at the Valley of Screams in the dark distance.

      It was tall, wide, and black, its crevices filled with deadly secrets. Screams still echoed from within, and it ate away at me because I knew those were innocent creatures getting hurt and most likely killed by those massive shadows.

      My breath hitched as I noticed red dots twinkling in the blackness. I used my True Sight, and my muscles instantly jumped. Dozens of red, glowing eyes peeked from the gorges. Dozens of them seemingly looking right at me. Ice dripped through my veins, and chills ran down my throat as I realized they were watching and waiting—either for us to come out again or for some unsuspecting fool to be out around the alleys of Azure Heights in the middle of the night, close and easy enough for them to pounce.

      Footsteps to my left startled me. Caspian came out through another door of the infirmary, leaving a nurse behind. She waved him goodbye with a smile, and he walked across the courtyard and stopped on the edge, several feet away from me. He looked out, without saying anything, then threw me one last glance—this one dark and emotionless. He walked over to the stairs and vanished beyond the level above.

      I shuddered, then turned to look into the Valley of Screams again, but the red eyes were gone and nothing but darkness awaited. There was something weird, something terrible down there, and I knew I had to get to the bottom of it.
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      Several hours after we watched our Neraka recon team fly out in a brilliant light orb, we gathered back on Mount Zur to bring another team together for Tenebris. We’d agreed on the names, and all we had to do was bring them into what Derek liked to call the “Situation Room”, to bring the fighters up to speed.

      There was a large table in the middle, with a backlit surface on which a detailed map of Tenebris had been set. We discussed tactics, risks, and advantages in various scenarios involving the rebel incubi, and Derek, Cameron, Xavier, Field, and I agreed on a well-structured plan to strike the extremist cells hard and fast.

      The meeting went smoothly, with Serena offering input on infiltration methods, as she’d done extensive reading on the local cultures and tribal customs in the areas most affected by the rebel incubi.

      After we informed the Tenebris team of what they had to do, we waited for them to leave the room so we could follow up on the day’s events.

      “Still no word from them?” Tejus asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “Not yet.” I shook my head. “Maybe I should try reaching out first, just to make sure they’re okay.”

      “By all means, please do.” Derek nodded.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, allowing my soul to open up. Strangely enough, I’d felt the whole team when they were on the platform and even after they’d vanished into space, but I couldn’t feel them anymore. It was quiet inside me, other than Serena’s heartbeat. I would always feel her, given our connection.

      “Telluris Hansa!” I called out.

      No one answered. Not even a whisper. I waited for a minute or so, then tried again.

      “Telluris Hansa!”

      A couple of seconds went by. Then a voice shot through my head.

      “I’m here! We’re here!” Hansa’s voice echoed.

      I couldn’t feel her presence the way I was supposed to feel her through Telluris, but I could hear her, loud and clear.

      “Hansa, are you okay? Is everyone okay there?” I asked, raising my voice.

      Faces lit up around the table, Shadians and Eritopians thrilled to know our team was responding.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’re good,” she said. “We’ve just landed. We were welcomed by the Exiled Maras. Everything seems okay here, so far.”

      “Why didn’t you reach out to confirm your landing?”

      “We got carried away with introductions and discussions here, my apologies,” Hansa replied. “We’re about to start talking to the families of abductees to see what we can find out.”

      “Okay, glad to hear you’re all good there. Any hostilities?”

      “None whatsoever. They’re all nice and peaceful. Whatever they’re going through, it seems to be genuine. We’ll need to investigate, for sure.”

      “Thank you, Hansa,” I replied. “Please keep us posted. Let’s catch up again in six hours.”

      “Sure thing!”

      And then it was quiet again.

      There was a hint of uneasiness lingering in the back of my head, but I brushed it off and ran a hand through my hair, breathing a sigh of relief.

      “They’re okay, then?” Field asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “They just got busy fast with meeting the Maras. Everything seems normal, from what Hansa told me. They’ll start interviewing families of the victims and report back.”

      “That’s good.” Tejus smiled. “At least we know they made it safely.”

      Indeed, a heavy weight had been lifted off my chest. Hansa’s voice had been a reassuring one. For our first attempt at a swamp witches’ interplanetary travel spell, we’d done well. I glanced at Viola, a thought blooming in my mind.

      “Do you think you can look into the Archives again, and see what references you can find about that crashed Druid delegation on Neraka?” I asked. “I know the girls checked several records last night, but they didn’t manage to go through them all. There must be some mention of them there.”

      “Sure,” Viola replied.

      “Thank you.”

      I had a feeling that the Druids who had been on that delegation might have recorded additional data on the Exiled Maras, and it was the one loose end I wasn’t comfortable with. Not while our people, our friends and family, were out there on Neraka.
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* * *

      
        What’s next? Some news!

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading A Call of Vampires.

      I have two new releases to share with you!

      See the details for the next Shade book, ASOV 52: A Valley of Darkness, right after the following announcement:

      On November 26th, 2017, I will be releasing a brand new vampire romance series called Hotbloods!

      It’s a fresh and exciting spin on the vamp lore you love, with characters I think you’ll fall hard for. :)

      Below I have shared with you an exclusive early SNEAK PEEK of the first three chapters of Hotbloods, so keep turning the pages!:
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        HOTBLOODS

        

        Vampires have never been so hot... ;)

      

      Chapter 1

      “Remind me which genius suggested we put this off till midday?” My friend Angie’s muffled voice drifted through the stalks of corn to my right.

      “I believe the same one who didn’t pack enough water,” my second companion, Lauren—also obscured by giant shafts of corn—replied, from five feet to my left. Her naturally dry tone sounded more sarcastic than usual, probably because, thanks to Angie, we’d run out of water half an hour ago.

      I smirked, taking a few seconds’ pause from picking corn to wipe sweat from my forehead with the back of my wrist. Despite wearing a shirt and shorts made of cotton so light it was almost see-through and a wide straw sombrero, and religiously sticking to the shade of the corn stalks, this Texan sun was killing me. Still, I loved this kind of work, using my hands— it was cathartic—so I wasn’t going to complain.

      “Also the same one who suggested we spend our vacation on this delightful farm,” Lauren added with a grunt. I pictured her tall, lanky form hunched over as she tackled a far too unripe cob, while her narrow, purple, librarian-style glasses glided slowly but surely down her nose. She was not so much a fan of manual work.

      “Oh, come on, Lauree.” I couldn’t resist teasing her, despite my resolution to save my voice for after we’d returned to the farmhouse and I’d downed a liter of water. “We know you love it here.”

      “‘Course she does,” Angie proclaimed, and I could hear her broad grin through her voice. “What’s not to love?”

      “Guess you have a point.” Amid her heavy breathing, Lauren managed to force a note of thoughtfulness into her voice. “I mean, aside from the fact that we’re off the grid, with no electricity or phone signal for literally miles—who wouldn’t appreciate a welcome package of a heap of moldy towels, a sprinkle of roach droppings on their pillowcase, or… a snake in their toilet pot?”

      Angie and I burst out laughing. From the tremor in Lauren’s voice, I could tell she still hadn’t gotten over last night’s surprise. Trust Lauren to get dibs on the snake.

      “After I had sat down, I might add.”

      “It was a grass snake,” Angie retorted, “and a pretty cute one at that.”

      “Cute my ass,” Lauren grumbled.

      A span of amused silence fell between us as we returned to filling our sacks. This was the second of three assignments we had to complete today; the first had been running bed linens through a manual laundry machine, draining them through a ringer, and then hanging them up to dry outside, and the third would be picking fresh herbs from the greenhouse. Mr. and Mrs. Churnley, friends of Angie’s grandparents and the owners and sole full-time residents of Elmcreek Farm, were to assign us three such jobs every day, in return for free board and lodging.

      We had arrived only yesterday evening, having flown from New York to Austin, but I was already feeling a sense of calm about the place. Being without electricity, internet, or a working phone was a culture shock we were all still getting used to, but the lack of external distractions was exactly why we had chosen to come here.

      This summer was the last chance Angie, Lauren, and I would have to spend quality time together for possibly a very long time, because after the vacation ended, we’d all be heading off in vastly different directions—Angie even to a different country. I was enrolled to begin a mechanical engineering course in Michigan, and Lauren was to study pre-law at Stanford, while Angie would be jetting off to Paris for an apprenticeship at a prestigious sports-fashion brand (thus combining her two biggest passions). If things worked out for Angie there, we’d see very little of her indeed.

      She and I had known each other since kindergarten, while Lauren had known us since first grade, so we decided we needed to do something special, and completely different, this summer—something we’d never forget.

      I also had a more personal reason for wanting to be in the middle of nowhere this particular vacation… unreachable. Before I left for Michigan, I knew my birth parents were going to try to get in touch—something I dreaded from the very core of me. My adoptive parents, Jean and Roger, could only hold them off for so long now that I’d turned eighteen, and the court legislation no longer had the same hold that it did during my earlier teen years. After I became an official adult three weeks ago, my birth parents had gotten the idea that they wanted to know me. I might have been more amenable to that if they hadn’t spent the first decade of my life neglecting me to the point of abuse. Alcohol had always taken precedence over me in their lives, and I didn’t see any reason that would change. Their addiction would’ve gotten me killed if I hadn’t run away at nine, and I swore then that I was never, ever going back…

      I let out a breath, forcing my consciousness back to the bright, beautiful world around me, allowing it to separate the past from the present.

      Yes. Elmcreek was the perfect escape for all of us this summer.

      “Oh man, my hat just blew off.” Angie broke the quiet. “And—augh—I can’t reach it. Could one of you guys help me?”

      “I volunteer Riley,” announced Lauren.

      Exhaling, I stowed the cob I held in my hand in my sack. “Yeah, okay, shortie. Coming.”

      I waded through the field, batting away flies and pushing aside leaves until I reached her. The five-foot-five girl with curly blonde hair was standing on her tiptoes, the hem of her short blue dress hiked high up her legs as she stretched for a floppy pink sun hat that was ridiculously out of her reach. She turned around to face me, her hazel eyes meeting mine. She had a smile on her round, impish face, and her light blonde eyebrows, so fair in the daylight they were almost invisible, rose in expectation.

      I eyed the hat again and tried to reach for it myself first, given that I was a fair bit taller than her, but I couldn’t, so we ended up coordinating a balancing act with her on my shoulders, knocking my own hat to the ground in the process.

      “Wo-hoah, it’s like a whole other world up here,” Angie gasped as her head rose above the jungle of corn.

      “Just be quick,” I muttered from between her chunky thighs. “Your butt is breaking my shoulders.”

      “It’s all muscle and you know it,” she retorted, before stretching out.

      Then she stilled.

      “What’s taking so long?” I asked, squinting in the glaring sunlight.

      “Hey, I thought the Churnleys didn’t have neighbors on that side of the woods.”

      “What?”

      “Looks like there are people over there, sunbathing on logs.” She pointed northward, toward the direction of the woods that bordered the Churnleys’ portion of land. I realized she had grabbed the hat already, and was now just staring straight ahead.

      “Okay—I’m glad you’re having a nice time up there, but if you’re finished I’m gonna—”

      Angie’s knees suddenly clenched around my head. “Wait, Riley. They’re dudes… Four of them. They look like lumberjacks or something. Here, you can see too.” She dove a hand into the side pocket of her dress and slipped out her phone. “That’s what a zoom lens is for… Still got a bit of battery left.” A sharp click sounded as Angie’s phone camera went off.

      “Okay, geddown now,” I growled, tugging at her ankle.

      She acquiesced, sliding down me with a self-satisfied look on her face. She squinted down at her phone to check out the photo she’d just taken, but it was far too bright to see the screen properly.

      “Well, now we all have an extra incentive to hurry up and get back to the house.” She winked at me, before donning her hat and continuing to pick corn.

      Smirking, I rolled my eyes and picked up my hat, then moved to return to my spot in the field, when Lauren suddenly materialized out of the bushes in front of me. Her faded blue dungarees looked decidedly grubbier than when we had started, and her coffee-colored ponytail was a tangled mess, but her brown eyes sparkled with mild interest. Adjusting her spectacles primly, she flashed us a sardonic smile.

      “Did I hear someone say ‘lumberjacks’?”
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* * *

      Water was more than enough of an incentive for me to finish the job quickly. After my little break, I worked at twice the speed and managed to pick enough corn to fill all three of our sacks within the next fifteen minutes. Then, lugging each sack over our shoulders, we traipsed back to the wooden two-story house that stood at the edge of the cornfields.

      We mounted the steps to the porch, passing the Churnleys’ three lazy golden retrievers, who barely raised an eyelid as we reached the door. It had been left on the latch, and Angie pushed it open with a creak. We stepped directly into the kitchen/dining area, where we were met with the pungent smell of Mrs. Churnley’s cooking, and the short, podgy lady herself standing in front of a stove, her bouncy gray hair cooped up in a brown bonnet, while her bald husband sat at the dining table dutifully peeling potatoes.

      Their eyes shot to us as we strode in and planted our sacks down on the wooden floorboards.

      “Where should we leave these, ma’am?” Angie asked, panting.

      “Oh, good girls!” Mrs. Churnley left the frying pan she had been monitoring and bustled over to examine our finds. “You got some real beauties here! I’ll have Mr. Churnley skin some for lunch.”

      Mr. Churnley, who was of a similar height and build to his wife, waddled over to join her in examining the corn with his monobrow furrowed, while Lauren, Angie, and I hurried to the sink. We each grabbed a metal cup from the drainer and quickly served ourselves water from a large pitcher. Once we’d swallowed two cups in a row, Angie remarked to the couple, “Seems like you might have new neighbors, by the way.”

      Mrs. Churnley turned, her rheumy eyes widening as she made her way back to the frying pan. “Hmm?”

      “Yeah,” Angie replied, “we—or I—saw four guys lounging around in the field next door. They were shirtless, so I assumed they were sunbathing…” She set her cup down and dove her hand back into her pocket to retrieve her phone. But as she navigated to her photo app and touched the screen to zoom in, she frowned. “Huh. That’s real weird.” Her eyes narrowed to slits as she squinted at the screen.

      “What?” Lauren and I asked.

      “I can’t, uh, make them out in the photo,” she replied, still looking befuddled. “There’s just logs. Odd. I could have sworn I saw dudes there too.”

      Lauren’s lips twitched in a wry smile as she took the phone from Angie. “Yup,” she confirmed. “Logs.”

      I peered over Lauren’s shoulder to take a look at the photo for myself. A cluster of four logs lay near the edge of a flat field, right near the woods’ border… Definitely no shirtless lumberjacks.

      Mrs. Churnley chortled, nudging Angie in the arm with her elbow. “Seems we all react to the heat differently, eh? The only ‘shirtless dude’ I’ve seen around here in the last twenty years, other than Mr. Churnley, is Mr. Doherty, our neighbor on the southern side of the fence, and I wouldn’t say he’s anything to get excited about—unless curly white chest hairs are your thing.” To our alarm, she threw us a salacious wink.

      “Now, Nora,” her husband spoke up in a gruff voice, “don’t get the ladies too excited.”

      I felt myself turn as red as the tomatoes on the kitchen counter as Mr. and Mrs. Churnley erupted into raucous laughter. Angie, Lauren, and I cleared our throats in an attempt to join in, before inching toward the door.

      “We’re just gonna go and rest a bit before lunch if that’s okay,” Angie said with a plastic smile.

      “Of course!” Mrs. Churnley replied, and the three of us swiftly took our leave. “It’ll be ready within the hour!”

      I let out a breath as we entered the narrow corridor. They were definitely an unusual couple. Apparently they used to live in the city, and worked as bankers before they got so burned out on metropolitan life that they had a midlife crisis and swung the other way—completely the other way. They bought this patch of land decades ago, and judging by the state of the house, they probably hadn’t renovated it since they moved in.

      We climbed the rickety staircase that led to the second floor, where the three of us shared a bedroom fitted with three single beds. Although the Churnleys had space for guests, it was quite obvious they weren’t used to having any. There were two other bedrooms on our level—one belonging to the old couple, and another that had fallen into disrepair. Angie suspected the latter had belonged to their only child, a boy who had died at the age of thirteen from a rare form of cancer.

      Angie’s grandmother was convinced they were terribly lonely, but would never admit to it, since they’d “rather rot” than go back to living like the rest of the world. So when she learned that Angie, Lauren, and I wanted to do something memorable this summer, she had been quick to think of her old friends, and had contacted them by snail mail.

      Lauren was the first to use the en-suite bathroom when we entered our musty-smelling room, while Angie and I flopped back on our creaky beds. The shower started, and we sniggered as Lauren stepped in and sighed to herself, “Ah, luxury.”

      It was kind of amazing the things you appreciated when everything got stripped from you. I imagined I’d feel utterly spoiled when I returned home in a month.

      Angie blew out softly, staring up at the bare wooden beams strutted across the cobwebbed ceiling. “I could have sworn I saw dudes there,” she mumbled.

      I smiled to myself. “It was an illusion, Angie,” I said in a dreamy voice. “A mirage… Where normal people would see an oasis of water in a desert, you would see an oasis of, well…” My tone dropped. “I do kind of worry what that says about you.”

      She chucked a pillow at me. “Shut up.”

      “Hey,” I said, changing the subject, “why don’t we go visit the creek this afternoon? After lunch, we can gather the herbs quickly, and then have the rest of the day free.”

      “Suits me,” she muttered. “We’ll see what Lauren thinks.”

      I stood up to stretch out my arms and, yawning, caught sight of myself in the stained mirror near the window. My brown hair was hardly in better condition than Lauren’s or Angie’s, even though I’d braided it and then wrapped it in a tight bun, and the corners of my blue eyes were tinged reddish—they were feeling a little irritated, come to think of it. I wasn’t used to being so close to nature.

      The shower stopped abruptly. Lauren emerged from the bathroom a moment later, clutching a towel around her bare body, her shoulder-length hair foaming with shampoo. “So, the water just stopped,” she announced, her toes curling on the wooden floor as water pooled around her feet.

      “Ah.” Angie threw her an amused, yet apologetic look. “Maybe—”

      Before we could hear her speculation, Mrs. Churnley’s voice boomed up from the bottom of the staircase. “You used too much water at one time, dear—whichever one of you was in the shower just now. I’ll have Mr. Churnley come up and show you how to manually work the pump—”

      “Oh, don’t bother, ma’am,” Lauren replied quickly. “I’m sure Mr. Churnley has enough to do.”

      She looked back at the two of us with tight lips, and I frowned, assessing our options. “Maybe we should just save our hair washing for the creek and use this bathroom only for quick showering—Angie and I were gonna suggest we go there this afternoon anyway.”

      Lauren blinked, taking a moment to process my suggestion. “Hair washing in the creek,” she repeated, almost robotically. “Right. Okay. So, I’ll just… wrap up this sticky slop of hair and wait then. That’s fine. No problem.”

      With that, she turned and marched stiffly back into the bathroom. Exchanging glances with Angie, I laughed. It seemed Lauren was getting past the stage of expecting things to work and surrendering to the experience. And that was good.

      It was the first step toward us all having a lot of fun.

      Chapter 2

      “So where is the creek exactly?” Angie asked Mrs. Churnley. We stood on the porch after eating as quick a lunch as we could manage, with the couple for company, and finishing our duties in the greenhouse.

      Mrs. Churnley prodded a chubby finger toward the tractor path that ran in front of the house. “Just take a right turn once you’re out of the gate and follow that track. It’ll lead you to the creek after about a thirty-minute walk. Do make sure you’re back before it’s dark, since there won’t be any lights to lead you.”

      “Sounds simple enough!” I said brightly.

      “Thanks, ma’am,” Lauren said, adjusting her towel-turban, beneath which the shampoo had mostly dried and turned her hair into a curious blend of stiff and sticky.

      As we turned to leave, passing the lounging dogs and heading down the steps, Mrs. Churnley added, “Oh, and watch out for leeches in the creek! Neither Mr. Churnley nor I have been down there since last summer, but they’re usually around at this time of year.”

      Lauren’s jaw tightened. “Thanks.”

      “Leeches beat snakes though, right?” Angie snickered as we stepped through the gate and began our journey along the track. Breathing in through her nose and setting her gaze straight ahead, Lauren chose not to comment on that.

      I was carrying a large bag stuffed with towels, two jumbo bottles of shampoo and conditioner, and enough drinking water (I’d made sure of it myself this time), and we all wore our bikinis beneath our clothes. Lauren, being Lauren, was also sporting green jelly shoes.

      “This place really is in the middle of nowhere, isn’t it?” I remarked, both admiring and feeling kind of intimidated by the endless sprawl of no-man’s land that surrounded us. Having been brought up in the city and not traveled much in my life, the largest stretches of nature I was used to seeing were city parks. This was something else. It made me feel small and insignificant, like a tiny piece of a far greater existence that really didn’t care about my life plans or problems.

      “Ya know,” Angie said, her tone taking on a distant quality as she joined me in gazing out on our surroundings, “I wish we were here for longer than four weeks.”

      A melancholic silence fell between us. Even Lauren didn’t remark. None of us had to ask why Angie wished for that. Despite our proclamations that our friendship would stay the same in spite of the distance, deep down I was sure we were all doubtful about how the next stage of our lives would really affect it. If I was honest with myself, I didn’t see how our dynamic wouldn’t change. It seemed inevitable that we would drift apart, no matter how much we loved one another. We would meet new friends, be exposed to different ideas, and the little quirks we’d come to know each other for would change along with our habits.

      We would grow into different people; there was no escaping that. The friends Jean and Roger were closest to now, in their mid-forties, were not the same as those they’d had in high school.

      The thought made me feel insecure, but also all the more fiercely grateful that we had come to this place, so stupidly cut off from everything that could distract us from us.

      Glancing at my friends, whose eyes, like mine, had turned to the gravel crunching beneath our feet, a renewed determination rolled through me to make the most of the next four weeks that we possibly could.

      I allowed a toothy grin to spread across my face as I set my gaze on the entrance to the woods, where the track was leading us.

      “Last one to the trees is a roach dropping,” I announced, before rocketing forward. Lauren yelped as I caught her arm and dragged her along with me, her jelly shoes slapping on the ground. Angie didn’t need an assisted head start—she might have been the shortest of the three of us, but she was the fittest. She quickly caught up with us, and it was, predictably, Lauren who earned the unfortunate title, Angie and I just about tying in first place.

      We skidded to a stop once we were over the woods’ threshold, and looked around. It was cooler and darker than I had expected it to be in here—I was surprised by how thick the trees were. Faint birdsong drifted down from the canopy of branches overhead, and the air was still, with very little breeze.

      “Kinda creepy,” Angie said in a hushed tone.

      “Beautiful creepy,” I replied, just as softly.

      We walked on in silence, and I relished the peace, the woods’ quiet energy thrumming around us. Direct sunlight touched our faces only intermittently as we followed the path straight ahead.

      Then Angie stopped abruptly. “Hey,” she whispered. “Do you hear that?”

      Lauren and I halted and listened. I was confused at first as to what exactly Angie was referring to, but then I heard it—a distant thunk, thunk, thunk. Like the sound of metal against wood.

      We met each other’s gazes, and I knew exactly what Angie was about to say from the triumphant gleam in her eyes before she said it.

      “Lumberjacks!” she whispered. “Maybe I wasn’t imagining them after all! They could’ve spotted my head above the crops and just rolled off the logs before I took the picture, or something…”

      Lauren frowned at Angie, looking dubious, but then shrugged. “I would’ve done the same if I noticed some perv watching me.”

      Ignoring Lauren’s comment, Angie strayed from the track and began to creep through the undergrowth toward the noise, leaving the two of us staring after her.

      Lauren’s thick eyebrows rose high above the rim of her glasses as she exhaled. “So, are we going dude hunting now, or to the creek? Because they’re in two opposite directions, and as much as I would—”

      Lauren faltered as Angie turned around and held a finger to her lips.

      The noise had stopped.

      There was a pregnant pause as we waited another thirty seconds to see if it would start again, and when it didn’t, Angie let out a sigh and ambled back to us.

      “Seems they’re shy,” she remarked with a droll smile.

      “Okay, let’s keep moving,” Lauren said firmly, taking the lead. “Some of us have crap to scrape off our heads.”
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* * *

      As Mrs. Churnley had promised, the creek was easy to find. We heard gushing about five minutes before we reached it, and quickened our pace to arrive before a beautiful, gently flowing basin of water enclosed by stooping tree branches and bordered by bushes of white and purple wildflowers.

      “Well, this is nice,” Lauren admitted, her expression almost suspicious.

      We approached the bank, searching for the best place to set up. We found a little patch of grass, and I dumped the bag there before pulling out the items we needed. We stripped to our swimwear, examining the ground more cautiously now that we were barefooted, and then approached the water. It was surprisingly cold, but a welcome contrast to even the relatively cool forest air—we had all grown sticky during our walk.

      Goosebumps ran along my skin as I waded deeper, the soles of my feet slipping along the smooth stones of the riverbed. Our eyes darted around the murky water, searching for leeches. When the water was up to our waists and we’d spotted none, I bit the bullet and submerged myself all in one go—Lauren and Angie following suit.

      I billowed to the top, gasping for air. “Awesome!”

      Lauren quickly set about scrubbing all the dried and cakey shampoo off her hair, and I moved back to the bank to grab the shampoo and conditioner bottles. After the three of us had completed the ritual—which actually took less time than it would have in a regular shower or bath, due to the movement and volume of the water—we started frolicking about like graceless mermaids, and things soon descended into an all-out splashing war. We were only vaguely aware of the time passing from the amount of sunlight that trickled through the treetops, and by the time I pulled away to check my watch on the bank, we needed to start heading back, unless we wanted to get trapped in the woods after nightfall.

      “Oh, dang,” Lauren said as Angie and I were leaving the water. “Where’s the shampoo?”

      We whirled around to see her pointing toward a stone jutting out into the center of the creek, where we had set down the bottles while we swam. Angie and I had totally forgotten they were even there, and now only the conditioner bottle remained standing.

      “Oops, that sucks,” I said. “One of us must have knocked it accidentally. Looks like we’ll be stuck with Mrs. Churnley’s homemade shampoo for the rest of the trip…”

      With that prospect ringing in her ears, Lauren surged toward the stone, snatched up the conditioner and threw it to me. “You two get everything packed up,” she ordered. “I’m looking for that shampoo.”

      “Need your glasses?” Angie offered with a smirk.

      “Just pass me a long stick,” Lauren muttered, staring down.

      Angie and I left the water and hunted around for a broken tree branch until I found one that seemed thick and long enough to be useful. I chucked it toward Lauren, and then Angie and I turned away from the water and began drying off.

      Lauren’s shriek a minute later made us whip back around.

      “What the—” She swore.

      “What?” Angie and I called, staring at her as she splashed toward us, her eyes set on a patch of water about five feet away from the rock where we’d kept the bottles.

      “I dislodged something!” she panted, still backing away from whatever it was she’d spotted in the water.

      I was expecting it to be a leech, or a group of them, but then I saw it. Something was rising from the depths of the creek. A long, dark shadow at first, but as it broke the surface, it was… My eyes bugged. It took my brain several moments to put a name to what I saw.

      “A wing?” I blurted.

      It was a huge, black, shimmering thing—several feet across—with protruding veins and a startlingly pointed tip. It looked like… some kind of giant, prehistoric bat wing.

      Angie was already wading into the water for a closer look, passing Lauren and grabbing the stick. By the time she reached the thing, Lauren had climbed out of the water and snatched up her glasses so she could see in detail past more than a few feet. Angie used the stick to guide the wing to the bank, and once it was close enough, I wrapped the edges of my towel around my hands to act as gloves and kneeled over the edge. I gingerly got a hold of the edge of the wing and, in spite of how offputtingly heavy it was, managed to haul it up onto the grass. We gathered around it, our mouths hanging open.

      “It must’ve been stuck between some rocks on the riverbed,” Lauren breathed.

      “What is it?” Angie mused, bending down. She cautiously poked a bare finger against its leathery surface, and it gave way at her touch. Her nose wrinkled. “Ew… Feels supple.”

      I hesitated to ask why that might be. Was there some kind of rare bird species inhabiting this area that could have shed such a thing? If there was, I sure didn’t want to come face to face with it. Now that the thing was out of the water and I was looking closer, I could make out the reason the tip looked so sharp—there was a gnarly hook attached to it… It looked predatory.

      Our gazes slowly raised, in unison, to the treetops above the creek, as if expecting to suddenly spot the owner of the wing perched among the branches and glaring down at us with red demon eyes.

      Lauren gulped. “I, uh, think Mr. and Mrs. Churnley should see this.”

      “I agree,” Angie said, her voice slightly hoarse. “If there is some kind of weird animal living around here, they ought to know.”

      Our eyes returned to the wing, and silence reigned once again. Judging by my friends’ expressions, it wasn’t just me who found the idea of lugging this back with us through the woods, bringing it back home, creepy.

      I cleared my throat, realizing we had wasted too much time already. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but the atmosphere suddenly seemed a lot darker than it had only a few minutes ago.

      “Let’s get going,” I mumbled.

      I slipped on my shorts and top over my dry-ish swimwear, and we hurried to pack up our things—Angie and Lauren not bothering to waste time drying off, just wrapping a towel around themselves. That left my towel and two of the other spare ones we’d brought with us to use in carrying the wing. We wrapped them around our hands to prevent direct contact. Angie lifted our bag over one shoulder, taking her turn to carry it, and we gingerly grabbed hold of the wing and started to tug it away from the creek.

      I knew I was stupid for getting spooked over this—there was probably some perfectly rational explanation for what the wing was—but somehow I couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes watching us as we trekked our way back home.

      Chapter 3

      “What on earth?” Mrs. Churnley gasped.

      We reached the house just as the last slivers of light were disappearing from the sky. Panting and sweating, we lugged the wing into the center of the kitchen/dining room and dropped it on the wooden floor. My hands were aching from having clutched the thing for so long; extra strain had been applied from squeezing tightly to keep the towel in place.

      “Yeah… We really don’t know,” Angie said, wiping her brow with a towel.

      Mr. and Mrs. Churnley rose from the table where they’d been sipping iced tea and hovered over the wing, their faces set in utter confusion.

      “Any clue what it is?” I prompted.

      “It looks like a giant bat wing!” Mr. Churnley exclaimed, voicing my initial impression of it, his eyes bugging with awe.

      “Where did you get it?” Mrs. Churnley demanded, bending down and slowly reaching out to touch it.

      “Lauren, uh, excavated it from the bottom of the creek,” Angie replied, the shadow of a smirk on her lips.

      “My, my, my,” Mrs. Churnley blustered. “I have absolutely no idea what it could be, or why it would be sitting at the bottom of the water. It definitely does look like a wing, though.”

      “I’ll go visit Mr. Doherty tomorrow,” Mr. Churnley said, making his way back to his seat, his eyes remaining glued to the specimen. “Bring him here to take a look at it.”

      “Good idea, cupcake,” Mrs. Churnley said. “Maybe he’ll have a better idea. In the meantime, girls, maybe stay away from the creek?”

      Lauren let out a dry laugh. “I do think so, ma’am.”

      We eyed the wing a few tense moments longer, before Angie made for the staircase. “Not sure about you, Lauren and Riley, but I’m pretty exhausted after all the fresh air and surprises we’ve had today.”

      Lauren and I nodded, saying goodnight to the old couple before following Angie to the staircase. Once in our bedroom, we collapsed in our beds. I was exhausted after the day’s events, and all the physical activity I wasn’t used to, but at the same time, the last thing my mind felt like doing was shutting down. It was still downstairs, stuck in that kitchen, mulling over what the heck the strange wing belonged to.

      “I wish we had internet right now,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead. I lay on my back, facing the shabby ceiling.

      “Yeah. Could’ve Googled… “giant bats of Texas”, or something…” Lauren mumbled, trailing off. I could hear the fatigue in her voice. Unlike me, she did sound ready to drop off. I guessed that cool water had really gone to her head.

      Angie, taking the hint, switched off the light, and we lapsed into silence, listening to the distant murmuring of the Churnleys’ conversation downstairs, then the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor. They were probably moving the wing to one corner of the room, where it would wait for us till morning… Then came the creaking of stairs, the Churnleys retiring to bed.

      Lauren’s first snore of the night filled my ears, followed shortly by Angie’s, and I turned over on my mattress to face the open window, to which I was closest. The moon’s rays filtered through the thin curtains, casting pale light upon my face, and a gentle breeze caressed my skin.

      I closed my eyes, hoping to begin coaxing myself to sleep, and slowly, my thoughts pulled away from the externals—from the weird wing, the creaky old farmhouse, and this crazy vacation I found myself on with my two best friends—and withdraw deeper into my subconscious, and the thoughts that I had locked away there, waiting for me just beneath the surface.

      It wasn’t a surprise that my parents were the first among those thoughts. Their faces, drained, and looking… so much older than the day I’d left home. It was a memory of the last time I’d seen them face to face—a little over a month ago, before my eighteenth birthday, when they’d appeared illegally outside my school, claiming that they just wanted to see me. That they’d brought me a gift. Jean had already arrived to pick me up, so I hadn’t stood there behind those school gates, facing them, for long. But it was long enough to receive their little brown parcel in my two shaking hands, and the sight of them remained burned in my brain as if it were yesterday.

      You should see them, a small part of me whispered, as it often did when the lights were out and the night was still. They’re your parents, and they won’t be around forever, especially given their lifestyle. If you deny them even a simple meeting after all these years, and something happens… you’ll live with that for the rest of your life.

      My parents had conceived me late in life, and I was a shock to them as much as I was to the doctors, when my mother checked into the hospital with a stomach complaint. My parents would both be sixty-one next year and were already riddled with various medical issues.

      It was nights like this when I felt like a terrible person. I hadn’t even opened the gift they’d come all the way to my school specially to give me. It still sat under my bed at home, where I’d shoved it to try to forget about it… because I feared what it would hold.

      Because I knew what it would hold.

      Its contents were the same as the last little brown parcel they’d sent me, six months prior. I’d rattled it to check; it sounded like photographs. Opening the previous set had left me a trembling mess. There had been almost twenty of them, snapshots of a little blue-eyed girl, ranging from two to five years old, a toothy grin always plastered across her face—often eating ice cream or some other treat—and enveloped in the protective arms of her parents.

      It was as if they thought sending me these photographs could rewrite history. Erase the childhood they had given me—everything that had happened in between the moments when a smile crossed my face for the camera—and replace it with the one they were presenting… and make me feel guilt. Make me seem like the monster.

      The worst part was that it had worked. I hadn’t been able to sleep that night, and barely functioned the next day at school. I’d suddenly found myself battling with doubt. I hadn’t even remembered them taking photos of me as a kid, and I’d been nine when I left home. So very young. Could I have been exaggerating things, in my immature little mind? Could there have been another side to things that I just couldn’t see? They were my parents, after all. Surely they loved me? Why would they have bothered to take pictures of me if they didn’t care?

      Thankfully, Jean had been there for me when I returned home from school that day. It had been a difficult conversation for her to have with me for sure, because on the one hand she didn’t want to demonize my parents, but on the other, she cared deeply for me, and she didn’t want me suffering further because of a toxic relationship. In the end, she had simply stated facts: the police had found them guilty of physical, alcohol-fueled abuse and consistent neglect of a minor. They had gone to jail for it.

      After she’d calmed me down, I had been able to remember why I was staying away from them, remember that it wasn’t out of hate or vengeance, like they might have me believe. I wasn’t doing it because of them, but for me. It would be a lie to say I didn’t resent them at all, but that had faded, like a scar fades with time. I was keeping my distance because I was carving out a new life for myself. By genetics and upbringing, I was fated to follow the same path as them—just like so many young adults with dysfunctional childhoods who fell by the wayside later in life. But, by God, I wasn’t going to let that happen to me. I wasn’t going to be the repeat of an old song; I was going to be the damn definition of avant-garde.

      That’s why I avoided talking about my past life with my friends—even Lauren and Angie. I never told them that doubts still haunted me from time to time. Because they were my future. The people I had chosen to let mold me, with their happy childhoods and bright futures. They were part of a painting I was creating, stroke by painstaking stroke, of a beautiful spring morning, and I didn’t want any black ink seeping into it.

      I wasn’t sure the niggling doubts would ever fully go away. Maybe one day I’d actually feel ready to face my birth parents again, but I couldn’t pressure myself—or allow them to pressure me. They’d made their choices, and I’d been forced to make mine.

      A sudden grating noise broke through my thoughts. It sounded like the gate bordering the yard outside. My first thought was that it must be one of the Churnleys, but why would they be leaving the house’s compound at this time of night? And I hadn’t heard any creaking stairs either. My eyes shot open, and I turned to look over at Angie and Lauren. They were both still sound asleep.

      I slipped out of bed and crept closer to the window, looking out in time to see a tall, dark masculine silhouette moving with alarming speed toward the house.

      The next thing I knew, there was a loud bang downstairs, and the dogs erupted into barking. Lauren and Angie woke with a start, eyes wide and gazing around.

      “Wh-What was that?” Angie murmured.

      I was already halfway across the room. “Shh! Stay there!” I hissed.

      My brain was in a haze of panic, and all I knew was that my instincts were telling me to keep quiet. If this person was a burglar, then we should just let him come in and take what he wanted, rather than try to fight him off. There was literally nothing to take anyway—which made the situation even more bewildering. Who would break into an old shack like this? Whatever the answer, for all we knew he was armed.

      The Churnleys’ door opened as I reached the landing, and Mr. Churnley stepped out wearing nothing but a long nightshirt and underwear, his eyes bleary.

      “Which one of you—?” he began, but I quickly held a finger to my lips, cutting him off.

      “What’s going on?” Mrs. Churnley emerged wearing a cotton nightie, her hair in curlers.

      “Someone broke in,” I breathed. “We need to stay quiet.”

      “Riley?” Angie whispered from behind me. She and Lauren were standing in our doorway, looking pale and utterly terrified.

      “J-Just stay where you are,” I repeated, barely daring to breathe as I inched toward the staircase, a shaken Mr. Churnley following me.

      “What the devil,” he cursed beneath his breath. “My gun’s downstairs.”

      I prayed none of the floorboards creaked too loudly beneath my feet as I lowered myself and craned my neck to look down in between the banisters, trying to catch a glimpse of what the intruder was doing.

      From my mostly obscured view of the kitchen, I caught a blur of black sweeping past the edge of the dining table—heard rapid footsteps pounding across the floorboards, and then, to my confusion… head outside. The gate groaned seconds later.

      My heart was in my throat, and I stayed frozen in my position for several moments, wondering what on earth had just happened. Had I heard what I thought I’d heard? Had the intruder seriously already left? It remained quiet downstairs—save for the barking of the dogs—so I could only conclude he had.

      “I think he’s gone,” I managed, my voice raspy as I rose to my feet. My knees felt shaky from the shock and the adrenaline still coursing through me, so I kept gripping the banister for support.

      “Maybe he heard us wake up,” Lauren said, her voice uneven.

      Swallowing hard, I proceeded down the staircase, and the others followed. Arriving in the kitchen/dining area, we analyzed the room, looking for signs of disruption and anything that might be missing.

      Nothing looked immediately out of place. The chairs were still drawn neatly around the table; all the kitchen cupboards and drawers were closed. He’d been down here for barely a minute, and clearly hadn’t had time for any rummaging around.

      Then what had he been—

      “He took the wing!” Mrs. Churnley suddenly exclaimed.

      Everyone stilled, scanning each corner of the room.

      Indeed. The wing was gone.
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