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      Whatever it takes.

      That was our mindset as the shuttle, nestled inside the glowing bubble of an interplanetary spell, descended upon Strava. Our passage through the planet’s atmosphere was bumpy, but not as intense as the thick blanket of storm clouds that we had to penetrate in order to land on Merinos.

      The spell itself kept us safe, but it wasn’t completely immune to hostile weather conditions. A powerful wind could still nudge it. A heavy rain could still pummel it, making its trajectory slightly more difficult. In many ways, it felt like riding a plane through a storm—Serena had taken me on a flight once, during one of our visits to Earth and this was eerily similar.

      Bijarki looked downright pale. He’d never fully adjusted to interplanetary spell travel. And I couldn’t really blame him; the speed with which swamp witch magic could circulate was simply mind-boggling. He gripped the armrests of his chair, beads of sweat trickling down his temples, as the light bubble pierced through the storm clouds. Thunder banged not far from us, startling Serena. I instinctively covered her hand with mine, as we both looked through the shuttle’s windshield.

      Beneath us, Strava’s thousands of islands lay scattered across the turquoise ocean. I’d been here a couple of times during the Noagh resort’s construction period. I still couldn’t get enough of this place—endless azure waves stretching all around, sprinkled with small patches of dry land, each bordered by strips of white sand that varied in width. Most of these islands had thick jungles or bamboo-like forests, depending on their geographical position.

      On our side of the planet, to the far east from the diamond coliseum clusters of Ta’Zan’s Perfects, the jungles seemed particularly rich and dark, with giant, moss-green crowns and gnarled trunks. Merinos, our destination, was smack in the middle of a meteorological anomaly. Looking at it now, I understood what Bogdana had meant by “hostile and difficult conditions.”

      I briefly glanced at the old fae as she stared at the view before us. There was a tinge of longing in her amber eyes. As if she’d missed this place. With a little potion help from Lumi, Bogdana looked like she was in her early thirties, her long blonde hair neatly braided down her back and her dark red velvet tunic hugging her hourglass figure—the complete opposite of the silver-haired and deeply wrinkled creature we’d found back on the fire star.

      She seemed happy to be here again, though she did try to hide her enthusiasm. Unfortunately for her, I’d learned to read people a little better since Serena came into my life. Her sentry abilities had challenged me to learn to see what she saw in others. While my wife identified emotions, I looked to body language for clues. And Bogdana’s was quite telling. I was intrigued, and Serena, always able to feel me, as I felt her, noticed. She followed my gaze, watching the old fae for a while.

      Avril and Heron kept an eye on the shuttle’s computers, while his nine wards were glued to their chairs, patiently waiting for us to land. They looked pale too, but then again, a Mara’s complexion was never tan, so it was difficult to tell if they were flight-sick, too. Taeral stared at the islands as they got bigger beneath us. This was all new to him, and it was obvious that he was equal parts thrilled and terrified, eager and concerned—much like the rest of us.

      With Ben and Rose’s crew still out in the Stravian wilderness, we still had a chance to turn the tide and stop Ta’Zan from taking his Perfects out into the universe and destroying everything in their path. Their genetic hierarchy called for the deaths of billions of innocent creatures, just so Ta’Zan’s creations could attain an official title of superiority, as a species. It was cruel, absurd, and evil, and we had to end it before it got out of control.

      The clock was ticking, as Ta’Zan mass-produced his ideal soldiers, shelling them out by the dozen every few hours or so. They’d taken down one of our fleets already, killing hundreds in the process. Although, at first, we didn’t know what we were dealing with, we certainly had a better idea now.

      “Was Merinos ever inhabited?” Serena asked.

      Bogdana shook her head. “No. As you can see, it’s kind of hard to live here.”

      She was right. Merinos was at the center of an extremely weird phenomenon. Air currents swirled and crashed chaotically, creating eerily isolated mini-regions of dramatic contrasts in temperature. There were elliptic and circular sections where it was hot and dry and desert-like, and there were swatches of snowy and frozen winter lands, intertwining. Their borders met and produced powerful local storms, as passage was made from hot to cold and back. Each small region covered an area of about ten to fifteen square miles.

      I was used to a hotter environment, but I had to make do with what Merinos had to offer in terms of weather and temperatures. Fortunately, we had a swamp witch with us, who would gladly help me feel more comfortable if necessary.

      “Yeah. Quite… undecided,” Taeral muttered, frowning. “How is that possible?”

      “It’s the ocean currents, clashing with barriers of cold air. It creates this weird jumble all year round,” Bogdana explained. “The Draenir said the moon’s orbit and size played a part in the issue, along with the sudden gusts coming from up north. It’s the way this whole region is set up.”

      “I suppose it’s almost impossible to develop any form of viable agriculture. Probably why the Draenir didn’t bother to try and live here,” Lumi suggested.

      Bogdana smiled. “It’s either the wild fruit and nuts you’ll find in the woods, or nothing at all,” she said. “The soil and weather conditions definitely don’t support any agricultural endeavor. I think a small pack of people might survive as hunter-gatherers, at best, but they’d have to share the land with some of the local beasts. And, last time I checked, the sand leopards alone could easily tear a Draenir in half.”

      “Sand leopards?” Bijarki asked, his silvery eyes wide.

      “And big herbivores that could crush a camp with just their hooves. Not to mention their unbreakable horns,” Bogdana added, noticing his discomfort. Despite our overall dire circumstances, I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Bijarki, the grand warrior incubus, as he squirmed in his seat at the thought of murderous beasts. He wasn’t exactly the explorer type. “Venomous serpents that hang from the branches. Jungle wolves with black fur and blue eyes. Merinos and this entire region are home to some very dangerous animals. That, along with the local climate, is more than enough to keep anyone from settling in the region.”

      Bijarki exhaled. “Yeah, not surprised.”

      “You seem excited to be here again,” Serena said, staring at Bogdana.

      Our spell bubble continued its descent, smooth and slow as we left the storm clouds above. Drops of rain came down like icy pellets, smacking the glowing orb and instantly evaporating. Beneath us, the river that cut right through the heart of Merinos island swelled, its banks covered in lush greenery, and a blanket of wild jungle stretching on both sides. The ocean waves crashed into the beach all around, forming a rippling skirt of white foam with each retreating motion.

      Bogdana let out a long and heavy sigh. “I admit, I am. Strava is still one of the most beautiful worlds I was blessed enough to visit. There’s just something about it that draws me to it.”

      “Why didn’t you stay here, then?” I asked. “If you loved it so much?”

      “I would’ve stayed, but my fae abilities aren’t as powerful here. The fire star is the source of my strength, Druid. Besides, I always got homesick, no matter where I went. There’s no place like home, after all,” she said.

      “Plus, they did have a nasty plague here, didn’t they? Since the Draenir were all wiped out?” Taeral replied. “You probably would’ve died with them, if you’d stayed.”

      She nodded slowly. “Maybe.”

      “We’re at the last hundred feet,” Avril announced. “Prepare for landing.”

      We followed protocol, as usual. We all geared up and checked our backpacks, making sure we had all the supplies we needed for the trip we were about to embark on. Merinos was merely our safest starting point. Our destination was the hot zone, the area where the Perfects had begun developing their society. The diamond coliseums.

      Serena and I looked at each other. I was extremely fortunate to be able to experience everything she felt, and vice versa, thanks to our soul union through her sentry nature. In that moment, I had a heart filled with fear and thrills. We were about to make our way through an unknown wilderness in search of Ben and Rose’s crew. We had to find and help them. We were stronger together. Plus, we had the only living swamp witch with us. Kailani was good, but she was still learning. Lumi was still our best bet against Ta’Zan and the Perfects.

      “We can do this,” Serena whispered, moving closer.

      I pressed my lips against her forehead and breathed in, letting her natural scent fill my lungs and bathe my mind in her uniqueness. Serena was my sun, my moon, and my stars. I wasn’t comfortable with her being here and putting her own life at risk, but I wouldn’t have even tried to stop her from coming. Her great-grandparents, Derek and Sofia, and her great-great-grandfather, Aiden, were among Ta’Zan’s prisoners. I had no choice but to support her decision and make sure no harm came to her. I was also compelled to look past my love for her and my desire to protect her, and remember that she, too, was a GASP fighter, a Shadian through and through.

      “If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that,” I replied, giving her a warm smile.

      “Hey, worst-case scenario is that we die,” Taeral cut in with the grace of a bull in a china shop. “And then, we won’t care.”

      “What our fire star prince here is trying to say is that all we can do is try and give it our best,” Lumi replied, the corner of her mouth twitching. “And if we go out, we do so with a bang that will be seen all the way from Calliope.”

      Serena gave a sad smile. “You know, back on Earth, many years ago, there was this huge conflict. They called it World War II, and it was between multiple nations. One of them, the Japanese Empire, had what they called kamikaze pilots. They’d get on planes riddled with explosives and fly them into specific enemy targets. They killed themselves in the process, but they took down enemy troops, too. I can’t help but wonder, was this how they felt, just before they got on those planes? Thinking that, you know, since they’re dying, they might as well do so with a big, flashy boom?”

      “Probably,” Lumi replied. “But I’m inclined to believe they told themselves that they were doing the right thing, giving their lives in order for their side to win the war. Sacrifices are often needed for victory, and they were probably taught that their way was the right way.”

      “Much like the Perfects.” I sighed.

      Lumi nodded. “Well, yes. They don’t know any better; they only know what Ta’Zan taught them. And we don’t have time to teach them all otherwise. We have to save the entire universe from them.”

      The interplanetary spell bubble landed softly on the right side of the river, on top of a rocky mound. The light faded away, giving us a crystal-clear view of our surroundings as we got out of the shuttle. We were lucky, this time. Then again, we were just a handful of beings in a light bubble, not two massive star ships piercing through Strava’s atmosphere. We were able to get through, hopefully unnoticed.

      The wind howled, slapping us in the face. The rain stung my skin.

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to spot anything out of the ordinary. However, everything on Strava was, technically speaking, out of the ordinary for me. This was a foreign and hostile land. I, like the others in my crew, were strangers in these parts.

      The jungle was pitch black on both sides of the gushing river. The trees were many and thick, keeping secrets within that darkness. Birds cawed in the distance—their sounds reminded me of feathered scavengers from Calliope, the kind that gathered around a corpse.

      Chills ran down my spine, and I instinctively took Serena’s hand in mine.

      Her eyes glimmered gold as she used her True Sight to scan the surrounding two to three miles. Tension ran high between us, pressing heavily on my shoulders. The raging storm, the loud thunderclaps, and the sharp winds added to my angst. This place was designed to make you feel unwelcome.

      Avril secured the shuttle, locking its hatch and slipping the access card in the inner pocket of her leather combat suit. Heron glanced around, seemingly pleased that, despite it being daylight, the sun was permanently nestled behind the clouds. It was one of those rare instances when he could walk in the middle of the day without burning to a crisp. The clouds above were so thick that the filtered light barely had an impact on him. Besides, he had his hood and mask at the ready, if needed.

      “It’s going to get a lot worse,” Bogdana said, pulling a thin cloak over her head. “I think we landed in a soft spot.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about the soft spot part,” Serena mumbled, her eyes wide as she stared at something deep in the woods, well beyond my line of sight.

      I let my tongue slip out so that I could catch scents. My inner serpent was quick to identify creatures of some kind. Judging by the increasing intensity of the scent itself, they were moving fast and closing in on us.

      “We’ve got company,” I said.

      “At least two dozen,” Serena confirmed.

      “I smell fear,” Avril replied, her nostrils flaring, then frowned. “And aggression. The Stravian equivalent of testosterone, I guess?”

      “Males, mostly,” Serena added.

      Within minutes, the threat became imminent. We all pulled our soul-eater blades out, ready to defend ourselves. At the same time, I was stunned. “I thought Merinos wasn’t inhabited,” I said.

      “It’s not supposed to be!” Bogdana said, slightly irritated. “You did check it, right?”

      “We did. And the telescope footage didn’t show any movement other than some wild animals,” Heron replied.

      “You’d think we would’ve learned something by now, as far as our telescopes and Strava go,” Serena groaned, shaking her head. “We should’ve known better.”

      That was painfully true. After all, we’d sent Derek, Rose, and The Shade’s elders to Strava, using nothing but Arwen’s telescope and several brief visits to certify that the planet was safe. In our defense, it had been safe at the time—until Derek’s crew accidentally let Ta’Zan and his Faulties out of their sleep pods.

      “But it doesn’t make sense,” Heron said.

      We heard branches breaking, less than fifty yards away. The potential hostiles were coming in hot from the west, darting through the jungle. “I’m telling you, it’s very difficult to actually be here in the long term,” Bogdana replied, her hands trembling as her thumbs flicked over two lighters.

      “Serena, what are they? Rogue Faulties, or Perfects?” Lumi asked.

      Serena stared through the jungle, then shook her head. “I… I think… neither?”

      “What do you mean?” Avril croaked.

      As soon as they emerged from the woods, I understood exactly what Serena had meant. There were twenty-four of them, mostly young males, with loincloths wrapped around their narrow waists and leather straps crossing their muscular chests. On their backs, they carried swords, but it was what they had in their hands that made my heart stop.

      Despite their tribal appearance, these humanoid creatures were holding highly advanced weapons made of metal alloys, with thin strips of glowing blue along the sides, crosshairs, and triggers.

      “What the…” I managed, trying to make sense of what was going on.

      “Tell the wards to stand down with the mind-bending,” Bogdana whispered.

      “Why?!” Heron asked.

      “Trust me. That’s not how we’ll get them on our side,” Bogdana replied.

      Heron rolled his eyes, then gave his nine wards a brief nod. I knew his Lordship protocols well enough. The wards never really stood down. If they sensed a lethal threat aimed at their master, they did intervene, no matter what. However, for the time being, we’d yet to fully assess the situation.

      The creatures didn’t say a word, but they pointed their weapons at us. I had a feeling I didn’t want to get shot by one of those things. They’d chosen to use them over their swords. To me, that meant we were more dangerous to them than anything else that they usually encountered.

      “What’s going on here?” Serena asked, her gaze darting from one creature to another.

      They were beautiful, in a most objective sense, tall, with slender limbs, toned muscles, and symmetrical features. They wore their black hair long, and it was luscious and straight despite the pouring rain. Their eyes were a most intense array of blues and greens, their ears slightly pointed, and their skin the color of caramel.

      They did remind me of the Perfects and Faulties we’d gathered footage of, yet they were significantly different. I’d caught the scent of Perfects back on Mount Zur, from the four specimens that Harper’s ship had brought back after the attack. These creatures barely had a hint of that natural fragrance. They smelled of sea salt and sunsets, while the Perfects carried a powerful whiff of musk and wildflowers, with just a hint of sea.

      I didn’t understand what we were looking at until Bogdana gasped.

      “Draenir…” she said, her voice trembling. “They’re all Draenir…”

      “Wait, what?” Taeral replied, equally shocked and confused. “I thought they were all dead!”

      “Obviously, not all of them,” Lumi muttered, measuring each of them from head to toe.

      “So, what do we do?” Taeral asked.

      “First of all, I’m serious, no mind-bending,” Bogdana said. “They could be precious, willing allies.”

      “Okay, okay, I heard you the first time,” Heron grumbled, then exchanged glances with his wards, who kept their faces straight and their mental claws out of the Draenir’s heads.

      A moment passed, and the Draenir got closer, all of them just as curious and scared as we were. Only, unlike them, we only had our magic, our abilities, and our soul-eater blades to fight with. Their weapons intrigued me more than the fact that they were still alive, over a century after the plague that was supposed to have wiped them all out.

      “We come in peace,” I said to them. It only took me a second to realize the potential benefits of this unexpected encounter. I showed them my sword before slowly putting it back in my shield.

      “I don’t think that’s wise, Druid,” Bijarki warned me.

      A shot was fired. It sounded like a short whistle. A bright blue pellet hit Bijarki’s sword, leaving a two-inch hole in the blade. I held my breath, understanding the damage that those weapons could do. Our charmed swords didn’t stand much of a chance.

      Heron’s arm shot to his side. “Don’t,” he hissed, directing the command at his wards. He already knew that they were about to mind-bend the Draenir, but we’d yet to reach that desperate point, no matter what anyone thought. These creatures were scared, not necessarily hostile. They were simply trying to defend themselves.

      Bijarki was frozen, his eyes nearly popping out of their orbits as he stared at his damaged sword. One of the Draenir had fired deliberately. It looked like a precisely targeted shot. A warning.

      “Put your weapons away.” The young Draenir who had shot at Bijarki stepped forward, keeping his weapon aimed at the incubus.

      I had a feeling that if we didn’t do as we were told, things would get ugly and messy fast. I was certain Lumi could take them all on, especially with some help from Heron’s wards, but, judging by the look on her face, she and I were on the same page.

      “You heard the boy,” Lumi said. “Put the blades away. We said we come in peace. Our weapons aren’t exactly making the case for us.”

      “Are you serious?” Heron blurted, visibly alarmed. “I get keeping the wards back, but my weapons, too?!”

      “These are Draenir,” I replied. “They might be able to help us. Think about it! We need all the support we can get, and I’m pretty sure you’ve also seen what their weapons can do.”

      Serena sighed, then put her sword away and raised her hands in a placating gesture. “We’re not here to hurt you. I promise,” she said to the young Draenir. “We need help.”

      The Draenir’s brows furrowed as he watched the rest of our crew reluctantly sheath their blades. Bogdana slipped the lighters back inside her tunic pockets, then rested her hands on her hips. All swords and knives were sheathed.

      “You were all supposed to be dead,” she murmured, fascinated. “How are you still here?”

      “We ask the questions here,” the Draenir said. “Where did you come from?”

      Lumi pointed at the sky, smirking. “Up there.”

      “And what are you doing here?” he replied.

      “We need help,” I said, then nodded at his weapon. “What does that fire?”

      The Draenir looked at me, his blue eyes piercing through my very soul. That shade of blue reminded me of the Perfects we had brought back to Calliope—but they had Ta’Zan’s characteristics, as the males’ eyes were one blue and one green, while all the females carried a blue similar to the Draenir. The genetic heritage was obvious. The air seemed to thicken, electrically charged to the point where lightning could simply burst out of our bodies. There was something beautiful yet deeply unsettling about them, and I knew I had to get to the bottom of it.

      We needed them on our side.

      “Pure energy,” the Draenir replied.

      “You have to listen to what we have to say,” I said. “We didn’t think anyone was living here. We’re looking for our friends. They’re farther to the west, a couple hundred miles away. I cannot explain how important it is that we find them.”

      “If you want to talk, you’ll surrender your weapons,” the young Draenir retorted, his tone clipped. “We won’t let you anywhere near our Elder with blades within your reach.”

      I exhaled sharply. For a moment, I thought we had a chance.

      “So, if we give you our swords, you’ll listen to what we have to say?” I asked.

      The Draenir shrugged. “I can’t guarantee we’ll let you live afterward, but that’s up to our Elder.”

      Lumi, Serena, and I briefly exchanged glances. We seemed to be in agreement. Avril and Taeral didn’t seem far behind, either, but Heron and Bijarki were on the fence—I could tell from their strained expressions that they weren’t ready to be in the middle of a hostile tribe without their weapons.

      Nevertheless, we had no better choice. I wanted those energy weapons. I wanted to get the Draenir on our side. We needed them and anyone else who could add some weight to our campaign against Ta’Zan. Like Lumi had said, shortly before we took off… this was war. And we were in desperate need of allies.

      I nodded again, then removed my sheathed sword and placed it on the ground in front of me. One by one, the others on my team did the same. Another Draenir came closer, keeping an eye on us as he collected our blades and brought them back to his group.

      “I still think we’re making a mistake,” Bijarki grumbled.

      “We don’t have a better option at this point,” Lumi replied. “They need to hear us out.”

      That much was true. They were going to take us to their camp and introduce us to their “Elder.” I wondered whether he’d lived through the plague… whether he knew Strava before Ta’Zan came out of his cave pod and demanded control over the entire planet.

      “I’m Wallah. Elder Rakkhan will see you now,” the young Draenir said, then motioned for us to follow them deep into the jungle.

      I had plenty of questions for them. Where had they been all these years? Were they the only ones? Did they survive the plague, or were they born afterward by some random stroke of luck? Did they know about Ta’Zan and his Perfects?

      Most importantly, would they be willing to help us?
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      We’d been on the run from Abaddon, Araquiel, and their band of merry murderers for two days. I hadn’t slept since our last encounter with those winged bastards, and I was getting incredibly cranky and anxious. We were all getting tired at that point.

      Then again, running for your life had a tendency to actually drain said life out of you.

      However, we couldn’t sit still for too long. The sonic booms echoed at a reasonable distance most of the time, but there were moments when they were too close for comfort. Douma and Amane were right. Abaddon was definitely a formidable tracker, better than Araquiel and the others in their crew. That, in itself, was a problem for us.

      We were getting closer to a point when we would need to rest, even if just for a couple of hours, so we could replenish our energy. The last thing we wanted was to fight in our current condition, tired and significantly weaker. We’d barely made it out of our first rendezvous with Abaddon alive. I doubted I could put up a decent fight in my state, and I had no intention of seeing my entrails splattered all over some Stravian jungle.

      Nevis was never too far away, making sure to occasionally grip my wrist and lower my temperature. He, too, had noticed that, the more tired I got, the warmer my skin felt. And that wasn’t a good sign for me, as a vampire.

      Ben and Rose led the way, accompanied by Amane and Kallisto. Leah and Samael stayed in the middle with Dmitri and a tied-up, sullen Douma. Kailani and Hunter were next, while Nevis and I were close behind them. Ridan, Zeriel, and Vesta closed the line, constantly looking over their shoulders, as we continued our trek through yet another jungle.

      They all looked the same to me, after forty-eight hours of constant running. Just endless rows of trees that twisted upward, their crowns loaded with large, waxy leaves, interconnected by thick creepers. Black-and-white monkeys with azure eyes followed us as we moved deeper through the woods. We had yet another strip of beach to look forward to. Another zap via Kailani’s teleportation ability. Another island to cross at high speed, as we tried to keep our distance from a relentless and bloodthirsty Abaddon.

      We knew we couldn’t get Douma to tell us where Ta’Zan was and where he was keeping our people. Our only choice was to find Raphael and convince him to help us, instead. According to Amane, Raphael was the first and only Perfect to have gotten himself kicked out of Ta’Zan’s new stronghold. Rumor was that he’d settled somewhere to the northwest, not far from where we were.

      If we could at least talk to him and explain what was at stake, maybe Raphael could work with us. I tried not to get my hopes up, but, with my brother missing and my grandparents stuck in Ta’Zan’s grip, I couldn’t help but think that this could, in fact, be the break that we’d been waiting for.

      “Good grief, they’re persistent,” Dmitri groaned, rolling his eyes.

      Thunderous booms ripped through the sky, approximately three miles behind us. I had no idea how Abaddon managed to chase us so well, even with Kailani’s teleportation ability. I would’ve thought that getting our asses zapped from one island to another was going to make his job more difficult, but no. Abaddon stayed hot on our trail, even when there wasn’t supposed to be one for him to follow.

      “I don’t get it, though. How does he keep catching our scent?” I asked, as he trekked through a rugged terrain patch. I jumped over a narrow ditch and slipped. Nevis was quick to catch me and stop me from falling.

      For a brief moment, my breath left my lungs and refused to come back. He held me tight against his chest, giving me a concerned look. Those icy blue eyes of his seemed to read my mind—though that wasn’t possible, I still wondered whether he could tell that I was, in fact, pretty much falling for him. His aura was a jumble of mixed emotions, but the one persistent shade was gold, present in threads that flowed through fading rivers of purple and blue… concern and doubt, mostly. The Dhaxanian prince was quite difficult to read, still.

      “I’m okay, thanks,” I whispered, hoping it was enough for him to let me go.

      I worried that if we were to stay like that for a little while longer, I might end up doing the unthinkable and getting the answer to the one question that had been bugging me over the past couple of days: what did his lips taste like?

      Nevis gave me a soft nod, then moved back, releasing me. My knees were made of jelly, I realized, as I resumed my sprint and tried to keep up with the others.

      Douma chuckled. “I told you, no one can hide from Abaddon.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Despite her snark, Douma was as tired as we were, and probably just as eager to finally put her head down for a while.

      “Yeah, but I’m teleporting people here,” Kailani said. That means we disappear from one spot and reappear in another. There’s no trace of us left behind, so how does he keep tailing us?”

      “Oh, you thought all Abaddon does is sniff around, looking for you?” Douma said, grinning. “He may be a brute, but he knows how to track his prey. It isn’t just about the scents here, little witch. It’s about your behavior, and the patterns he’s observed so far. You’ve become predictable. Right now, I’m willing to bet that he’s keeping his distance just to mess with you.”

      I laughed. “I like how you think you’re on the outside, looking in on us, when you’re the one who beheaded him. Rest assured, Douma, that you’re as screwed as the rest of us in this equation. Hell, I’m willing to bet it’s you he’s gunning for the most. Not us.”

      Douma’s grin faded almost instantly. Dmitri gripped her arm and jerked her forward, prompting her to try to keep up with him.

      “How much farther till we get to Raphael?” Rose asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Samael replied, his gaze constantly wandering around. “We’re pretty close to where he was last spotted, but I don’t know if he stayed there. We told you from the beginning that it was a bit of a long shot.”

      “That’s fine,” Dmitri said. “All I need is to be where he was, so I can catch his scent. From there on, I’ve got this.”

      Samael gave him a brief smile, then pointed ahead. “We need to go a little bit farther. I know he was seen on Lemnos, the next island to the north. We just have to reach the shore and have your witch here zap us there.”

      “I think Samael is really enjoying this whole disintegration of self and reassembly in a new location part.” Leah giggled.

      “Absolutely. It’s like, for a second, I’m just a cloud of dust, scattered in the wind. It’s incredible!” he replied with a grin.

      “I don’t know, it still makes me queasy,” Amane chimed in.

      “Might be an inner-ear problem,” Ridan replied from the back. “Have you ever flown?”

      Amane glanced over her shoulder, making eye contact with him. Her cheeks flared pink for a second, before she shifted her focus back to the narrow and grassy trail ahead. “No.”

      “You’d love it. You should try it sometime. You’ll find it’s more pleasant than being teleported by a witch,” Ridan said, wearing a half-smile. Judging by his aura, he was definitely developing a rare case of the hots for our Faulty ally. “No offense, Kale.”

      Kailani waved him off. “None taken, buddy. You do whatever you think works to get a lady to like you.”

      The awkward silence that followed made me stifle a chuckle. We still had our spirits about us. That was good. The last thing we wanted was to let despair creep up on us and shatter our judgment. We were vulnerable enough already.

      Ridan cleared his throat. “Hey, at least I make an effort.”

      Amane’s aura burned bright and orange—a most peculiar color, until I realized that there were shades of gold mixed into it. The slight shimmers were perfectly camouflaged by the vibrant shade of embarrassment that filled her to the brim, since she knew she’d ended up at the center of banter between the dragon and witch.

      She definitely had a soft spot for Ridan, or at least some form of interest in him. His straightforward and often downright blunt nature could be a double-edged blade for him, but with Amane, it kind of worked.

      “What can you tell us about Raphael, Douma?” Ben asked the Perfect.

      Using my True Sight, I spotted the beach, less than a mile ahead. My eyes stung whenever I engaged my sentry abilities, and everyone in my crew was tired. There was no one for me to safely syphon from, no one to at least replenish that part of me.

      “What do you want to know, exactly?” Douma replied.

      She sounded defeated. I figured she, too, had finally realized that she was going to suffer as badly as us, if not worse, if Abaddon caught up. Of course, she’d been designed to regenerate from pretty much any kind of damage, but still, dying had to hurt.

      Her attitude worked in our favor now. She could provide us with useful information, if the right questions were asked.

      “Well, what’s he like?” Ben asked. “As a person, as… whatever. We need to know a little bit more about him if we’re to try to engage him in conversation.”

      “Fair enough,” Douma relented. “Raphael was one of the first to come out, like Araquiel and me, and a few others. We’re part of the first generation, so to speak. We’re all designed slightly differently, but Raphael still stood out even more. I suppose, in a way, he was Father’s favorite.”

      I looked around again. The hairs on the back of my neck were rising, but that had become a recurring sensation over the past couple of days. I couldn’t exactly trust my senses at this point, since Abaddon was constantly hounding us. If Douma was right, and he was, in fact, just toying with us, it was working. He’d put me on edge, constantly paranoid and, deep down, scared. I hated feeling this way.

      “What made him Ta’Zan’s favorite? And how did that come to an end?” Rose asked.

      “Raphael has, or had, the makings of a true leader,” Douma explained. “It wasn’t just about his physical strength and psychological resilience. Those are nothing without his character. Araquiel and I used to be his underlings. His lieutenants. We used to look up to him,” she added, then sighed, a sad smile stretching her lips. “He was like a god to us. Perfect, in every sense of the word, and well past the name of our species. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he is powerful, more than most of us, in fact. But he’s downright fearsome, brave and disciplined, principled and determined, and it is this exact combination of features that puts him well above the others.”

      “The perfect right hand for Ta’Zan,” Amane replied. “Raphael is truly a wonder to behold. I still remember the day he came out of that artificial womb. The first moment he breathed the air, then stood up and looked around and, despite not knowing who or what or where he was, just looked at Ta’Zan with the kind of certainty you wouldn’t see in anyone else. Raphael is and always will be unique. Ta’Zan was extremely fond of him. I’m surprised to hear that he was banished.”

      Douma shrugged. “How he left is still unclear to me. Word is he was kicked out, but some of my brothers said that he left of his own accord. Either way, he and Father didn’t get along anymore. Raphael didn’t like what Father wanted us to do. Well, still wants us to do. He doesn’t agree with Father on the most important core principles, our very foundation. Raphael doesn’t want to lead Father’s Perfect armies to war, to conquer every other world out there, until the universe is filled with us, the supreme beings.”

      “That’s because Raphael is obviously smarter than most of you, and because you’re not all that supreme, after all. There is a way to kill you, and there is a way to put you all back in your place. And if there’s one thing I’m confident enough to promise, it’s that I would die before I let any of you set foot in any world to claim it as your own. Get that ridiculous thought out of your head,” Nevis interjected. “There is no such thing as a supreme being. You’re all creatures of the universe, and if you can’t just be happy with that while you discover your limits and look to grow, then you don’t deserve to be alive in the first place. I’d rather watch you all burn to nothing.”

      His statement made me stare at him for a while. It seemed to hit Douma pretty deep, too. She hadn’t expected this kind of reaction, but, then again, she’d been indoctrinated into thinking that she and her kind were the best and brightest there was. Truth be told, they were, at least from a genetics point of view. But their character and education, their ideas of the world itself, were tragically skewed.

      “Raphael clashed with Father on multiple occasions, until it became impossible for them to even be in the same room,” Douma continued, choosing to forfeit a response to Nevis. “Father couldn’t bring himself to imprison or kill Raphael. Father loves all his children equally.”

      Amane let out a laughing snort. “Oh, really? Is that why our kind were reduced to being your humble servants? Come on, Douma. You’re smarter than that. The only reason Ta’Zan won’t kill Raphael is because he’s much too valuable. I know Raphael’s blueprint better than most. Ta’Zan is probably still hoping that he’ll convince Raphael to work for him, or, worst-case scenario, that he’ll gain some sort of leverage over him and force him back into the fold. Ta’Zan isn’t merciful or loving. He only takes his time when it comes to disposing of his creations.”

      “You’re wrong!” Douma snapped. “Father loves us all. He loves you, too. It’s why you’re still alive. You broke his heart when you ran away.”

      “Puh-lease. I broke his plans, maybe. Not his heart. If he has a heart, it’s merely a muscle designed to pump blood through his body. Spare me the cheap poetry,” Amane retorted.

      I had to admit, I was fascinated. We were beginning to see a side of her that she’d previously kept to herself. I wondered whether she was this loose with her thoughts simply because she was tired. Maybe holding it all in was too much of an effort.

      “One thing is certain, though,” Kallisto said, keeping her voice low as she led the way toward the beach. Only a couple of rows of trees stood between us and the broad strip of white sand. It was close to midnight now, the bluish moon dressing everything in its ethereal light. “If something were ever to happen to Ta’Zan, Raphael would’ve been the one to take his place.”

      “You think?” Rose asked, raising her eyebrows.

      Kallisto nodded. Amane smiled, visibly pleased to see the ocean again.

      “Raphael was our shining star,” Douma replied. “But he left. And Araquiel took his place.”

      “Why not you?” Dmitri asked, pursing his lips. “You strike me as perfectly capable. If you don’t mind me saying so, you actually seem brighter than Araquiel. After all, he’s the one stuck with Abaddon, babysitting the friggin’ monster.”

      “And I’m stuck with you, tied up and humiliated beyond my worst nightmares,” Douma muttered. “My presence here proves that I am in no way fit to lead my people.”

      Kailani took a deep breath as her boots sank into the soft sand. As soon as we reached the shore, the nocturnal breeze brushed through my hair and cooled me even more. My temperature dropped a couple more degrees when Nevis took my hand again, squeezing gently.

      “You’re still warm,” he said.

      “Are you worried about me?” I replied with a smirk.

      “I plan to bring you back to Calliope alive and in one piece, Elonora,” he breathed, his eyes fixed on me. My skin tingled, shivers trickling down my spine. “How is it that you’re getting so hot?” he asked. “I thought it was in your nature to be cold.”

      “It is.” I sighed. “But I always have this problem when I’m exhausted, when all I need is sleep. My blood cells create more friction, which leads to a temperature spike. My brother is the same. I’m not sure why, since we’ve never really studied the issue. Medically speaking, we’re both perfectly healthy.”

      “I have a theory,” Amane replied. “But it’s only from my knowledge of vampire genes. They’re made, not born, and therefore they may not always get along with other genes. After all, you are a hybrid. Perhaps there’s a slight disagreement between your sentry and vampire halves.”

      I thought about it for a moment, then rubbed the back of my neck to release some of the pressure that had gathered there. My muscles were strained and as hard as a slab of stone, but I squeezed firmly until I managed to break through.

      “I’m not sure that’s the issue,” I said. “I mean, Harper is also a vampire sentry, and she doesn’t have such problems. Exhaustion doesn’t manifest the same for her.”

      “Well, the thing with hybrids and genes is that they never turn out the same way,” Amane explained. “Look at the Perfects. The basic blueprint is valid and used for all of them, yet different traits and abilities still slip through. Some take more from one genetic package than the others. Some proteins have poor reactions to an unknown environment. Hybrids, in general, can be a fickle thing. I doubt it would be something life threatening, but I see that your ice prince here is doing a good job of keeping your temperature down,” she added with a smirk, making my ears burn red. “Make sure your temperature stays low, and as soon as we find shelter, get some rest.”

      I nodded slowly, then breathed out from the bottom of my lungs. What I wouldn’t give for a little hole somewhere to sleep in.

      “Would syphoning help?” Dmitri asked. “You can take some energy from me.”

      I gave him a weak smile. “Nah. You’re all exhausted, and I can’t possibly syphon from any of you. Not with Abaddon on our tail. Let’s just find Raphael and lose those jerks, then kick back and sleep for twelve hours straight. Surely, the world won’t burn just yet. Not until we catch some shut-eye, at least.” I chuckled.

      Kailani walked over to the edge of the beach, then motioned for us to join her. We gathered around her and linked hands as she closed her eyes and took deep breaths. The island of Lemnos was approximately five miles away, its mountainous peak rising above the ocean.

      “Okay. Is everybody ready?” she asked.

      “Beam us out of here,” Hunter replied, then gave her a wink.

      Something had definitely shifted between them. Kailani had told me about the kiss, which I’d totally missed during our jungle treks. I knew she was a little confused, but also over the moon. Her aura was already shining brighter than usual, probably because of her developing connection to the Word, but it practically burst into shades of pink and gold whenever Hunter looked at her or touched her. The witch was already deeply in love with the white wolf, and, by the looks of it, he was just as smitten with her.

      All they had to do was talk about it. Which they hadn’t. Because, reminder, we were still running for our lives and planning our next moves against Ta’Zan and his Perfects. Getting our family and friends back was the priority. However, the heart couldn’t be stopped, either.

      Kailani looked at the island of Lemnos, then closed her eyes.

      A hum was supposed to follow, before darkness would swallow us, and we’d reappear on the sandy shores of Lemnos. But that never happened.

      Kailani’s eyes popped open. I immediately caught the sense of alarm in her gaze.

      “Crap,” she murmured.

      “What?” Rose asked, clearly confused. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m being blocked!” Kailani replied, extremely irritated. “Those winged bastards got their claws on more blocking devices! Son of a—”

      “Oh, watch the language!” Abaddon’s voice made us all freeze.

      Amane’s shoulders dropped, as she lowered her head. “Ugh. They’re here.”

      My blood ran cold, and not in a pleasant way. We all turned around to see Abaddon, Araquiel, Elyon, Oriphiel, and the other ten Perfects standing on the edge of the forest. My True Sight had been quite faded over the past couple of hours, making it more and more difficult for me to spot them.

      They were all grinning, satisfaction practically oozing out of them. I understood then that Douma had been right all along. They’d been playing with us, chasing us around and waiting for us to get tired enough to slow down.

      Then, they caught up with us.

      “Long time no see,” Abaddon said, his claws extending, long, sharp, and black, from his slender fingers. “I was wondering how long it would take for you to wear yourselves out.”

      His expression made my stomach churn. We were worn out, all right.

      And they’d come for us.
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      The last thing any of us wanted was to fight these creatures at what could easily be described as our weakest point. Sleep and rest were essential when running for our lives, and there was only so much that our own bodies or a couple of energizing potions could do to keep us going. We were spent.

      And yet, we had no choice.

      The Perfects had blocked my ability to teleport again, and that alone was enough to make me want to tear their heads off. Most importantly, Abaddon’s presence was a double-edged blade. His inability to control his temper could either work in our favor or get us killed—the latter filled me with dread, not only for myself and my friends, but also for Hunter. I was in love with him, and we’d kissed. That, to me, felt like the beginning of something wonderful. And I didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity to see where it would lead. I wanted more. I couldn’t get more if either of us was dead.

      Therefore, I had to fight, tooth and nail, to make sure we both lived to see another day.

      “One of them probably fetched more blocking devices from my beloved sister,” Amane muttered. Her shoulders were stiff, the tension rising. She, too, knew what was coming.

      The Perfects took a couple more steps toward us, their claws extending—they seemed to go on forever, but, then again, that was just my perception. I was the prey. They were the predators. Mighty, bloodthirsty, fearless, and invincible.

      “Oh, yeah, Amal’s a real doll.” Araquiel chuckled.

      He was doing a pretty good job of keeping his cool, but I could still tell that he, too, was on edge. He had no control over Abaddon if we annoyed him enough. His previous attempt to capture us had gone sideways specifically because of that. He didn’t want the second to end the same way, but, then again, with no control over the maniac, he didn’t have much of a choice if, say, one of us decided to push Abaddon’s buttons.

      “I know. She’s dependable and loyal to a fault,” Amane said, then drew a pair of long knives, which she kept strapped to her back. “But it doesn’t matter. We’ll take you down again, and we’ll crush the blockers once more, and then you’ll have to chase us around some more. It’s only a matter of time before Ta’Zan begins to wonder about your competence, and I’m actually curious as to what he’ll say when you all come out of this empty-handed. Again.”

      Araquiel’s smirk vanished. I realized then that Amane was going for their nerves again.

      “He’ll probably classify them as Faulties and have them rot on the manufacturing line with the rest of your brothers and sisters,” I said to her. “I mean, what more can you do with a bunch of incompetent chicken-wings, other than put them out of their misery?”

      Amane chuckled softly.

      “Are you sure we want to go down that road again?” Rose asked, slightly wary of what we were about to unleash.

      “Do we have any other choice?” I replied with a shrug. “It’s either this or capture, and I’m pretty sure we’ve still got some work to do.”

      “You outsiders think you can rile me up again?” Abaddon said. The moonlight made him look downright scary, the bluish light outlining his impressive and muscular figure, reflecting against the shiny black claws that extended from his fingertips. “I’m not your fool. I learned from our last encounter. You’re pretty smart, but you’re not better than us.”

      “Meh, I’d dare to disagree,” I replied dryly. “I mean, look at you all, blindly following orders, foolish enough to think you’re the only ones who deserve to live. You’d have to be an idiot to believe that.”

      “We’re just realistic,” Araquiel said. “Why share the resources of this or any other planet with weaklings like yourselves? Why trouble ourselves with diplomacy and making sure your little feelings don’t get hurt when we go ahead and take whatever the hell we want? Huh?”

      I groaned, rolling my eyes. “You make it so obvious that you were made in a friggin’ bowl. You may be brilliant and fast learners and whatever, but you never learned how to think for yourselves. Granted, you’re, what? A week old or something? There isn’t enough education to cram into your heads, compared to experience. Some of us have been around for decades.”

      “Centuries,” Nevis interjected, proudly raising his chin.

      “You old hag,” Elonora retorted with a grin, and the shadow of a smile fluttered across the Dhaxanian prince’s face.

      “I don’t look a day past twenty-five. I think I’m doing all right for myself,” he said.

      Araquiel grunted. “Your experience is nothing in the face of our power, and you know it.”

      “Ugh, are we going to keep tooting our horns here, or are we going to put these little bugs in a cage and get this over with?” Abaddon cut in, restless.

      “Why? Got somewhere to go? A master to please? Like a good little puppy?” Amane asked. “I thought you liked to take your time with your prey. Or are you really afraid you’ll end up cleaning the hallways?”

      Abaddon pointed an angry finger at her. “Whatever happens to me is nothing, compared to what Ta’Zan has in store for you. You’re lucky he still wants you alive!” He snarled, then sneered at Douma. “As for you, you traitorous little wench! You could’ve freed yourself five times already, yet you prefer to hang out with these outsiders. I should peel the skin off your flesh, to teach you loyalty again.”

      “You talk a mean game for someone whose head I sliced clean off,” Douma replied, raising an eyebrow. “If I get out of these restraints again, I will gladly remind you why I’m infinitely better than you, Aba-dumb.”

      “Are you trying to stir trouble?!” Araquiel hissed. “Stop it, Douma!”

      “He keeps asking for it,” Douma said, seemingly bored. “Talks a mean game, but that’s about it.”

      Oriphiel sighed, her shoulders dropping. “I swear, sometimes I do think you’ve switched sides, Douma.”

      “I haven’t. I’m wearing these, and there’s nothing I can do about it,” Douma retorted, raising her cuffed wrists. I’d made sure to put every possible binding charm I remembered on them and on the ones around her ankles, which were connected by a long chain that allowed her to walk and run better. “Abaddon thinks they’re using run-of-the-mill metals to keep me bound, but the fool has no idea about what kind of magic these outsiders are carrying.”

      Elonora and Rose moved slowly behind Hunter and me, where Leah and Samael waited. They needed some Faulty blood to even the playing field a little bit, while Amane and I kept the Perfects busy with some smack talk.

      I had a feeling that Douma was also helping here with her jabs at Abaddon. I didn’t know what to think of it just yet, since she was still an enemy and our prisoner. But I had to appreciate the assistance, voluntary or otherwise.

      “You think Faulty blood will help you defeat us?” Araquiel asked, noticing Elonora and Rose in the back. We didn’t expect them to stay silent or not notice, but we did need a minute for the girls to feed. I found it odd that the Perfects weren’t in such a rush to take us down. Then again, they’d been hounding us for days. They were probably taking some time to enjoy this. “We’re Perfects! You can’t kill us!”

      “Obviously not,” Elonora replied, wiping the blood from her lips with the back of her hand. “But we can tear your heads off, over and over, until you understand that you can’t kill or capture us, either. Not until we do what we’ve set out to do.”

      She and Rose moved back to the front, while Leah and Samael stayed close to Dmitri and Douma. We had to protect our Perfect cargo. Ridan and Zeriel, followed by Vesta and Ben, shifted to our sides, forming a wide defense line. Rose and Elonora stayed at the front, ready to attack. Nevis and Kallisto joined them, while Hunter and I stayed in the middle. We didn’t want to wear ourselves out or be spread too thin.

      The hell that was about to unfold required us to work in pairs. Another reason why Elonora and Rose didn’t feed off Douma directly was so she could keep her strength, in case we had to repeat our last encounter’s scenario. She was the ace up our sleeve, but we had to get Abaddon angry enough to go into mindless-beast mode again.

      I drew my soul-eater blade and showed it to Abaddon. “Remember this?” I asked.

      He frowned. He most certainly remembered it, as did the others in his crew. Our blades were marked with swamp witch symbols. They didn’t just slice through flesh. They also ate away at a creature’s soul, piece by piece, until only a weakened shell was left behind, a soft sack of flesh and bones. It worked on every single creature, regardless of their power.

      Abaddon had gotten himself cut during our previous encounter. The Perfects had all experienced the loss of little pieces of their atomic souls. I made it my mission to make sure they lost more. No, we couldn’t kill them, but we could weaken the hell out of them, instead.

      “You think you can get to me with that toothpick?” Abaddon asked, grinning.

      “I can get to you with anything,” I replied. “You forget that we’ve already put you in your place once. We can do it again. Just to make sure it sticks this time.”

      “Oh, I’ll enjoy slicing you,” Abaddon declared, taking a couple of steps forward.

      “I’ll enjoy watching you fail and eat your words,” I said.

      “So, we’re really doing this, huh? Poking the bear again?” Hunter muttered, giving me a brief sideways glance. I spotted a glimmer of fear in his eyes, but I knew, deep down, that it was mostly related to me. He’d been quite specific when he kissed me, telling me not to almost get myself killed again and scare him half to death. His questions were rhetorical, though. He knew that this was our only viable option.

      “Hey, the bear is easily poked,” I replied, then shifted my focus to Araquiel. “Is this really what you thought your life would be like? Babysitting this mindless hound?”

      “He’s tracked you this far,” Araquiel said. “I think he’s doing a pretty good job.”

      “You don’t have to sound so condescending when you say it,” Abaddon interjected, gritting his teeth. “I’m not your mutt.”

      “You say that, but look at your colleagues,” I replied, prompting Abaddon to glance around him. “They’re all on edge, afraid you’ll lose your temper again. Ta’Zan wants us alive, but you’re so easy to bait, man… it’s hilarious.”

      “And it’s working, too,” Elonora chimed in. “He’s raging on the inside. Probably feeling undermined and disrespected. He’s struggling to keep his cool now.”

      “You shut your mouth, bloodsucker!” Abaddon snarled.

      “Oh, yeah, I see what you mean, Lenny,” I said. “He’s been told he’s a Perfect and whatnot. He probably expects to be treated with respect by his brothers and sisters. But they’re clearly bummed out at having to bring him along.”

      “If it weren’t for his tracking ability, he’d be washing our clothes back in the coliseum,” Douma replied. I couldn’t help but look at her. She wanted to see him out of control, much like the rest of us. Was she really on our side and using her cuffs as an excuse in front of her siblings? Or was this some kind of long con? There wasn’t any time left to analyze that, though. Abaddon was hanging by a thread.

      “I’ll rip your head off,” he said to Douma. “I owe you one for last time, anyway. But I’ll tear your limbs off first, one by one.”

      “Aw, look at the big, bad Perfect, talking like a tough guy!” I cooed, as if praising the sweetest little doggy.

      That seemed to do the trick. His eyes, one blue and one green like all his brothers, flared with fury as they found me. “I’m sure Father will understand if I bring you back in pieces.”

      “Good grief, why do you have to make things so difficult?” Araquiel groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Why can’t you just surrender and understand that there’s no way out for you?”

      “Because we’re not delusional,” I replied. “There is a way out, and it starts with your biggest weakness,” I added, then pointed at Abaddon, who was becoming restless, breathing heavily as the violent side of him began to swallow him whole. “Him.”

      “Enough with this crap. Grab them,” Elyon snapped, then darted toward Elonora and Rose first.

      The other Perfects spread out, coming at us from different angles. It was much more difficult to keep up with them this time around. We were tired. Our reflexes weren’t as sharp. With my left hand on my blade, I used my right hand to cast a control spell on one of the Perfects coming at us from the side.

      I managed to grip him with it, stunning him for about a second. They were incredibly strong, and my hold on them didn’t last for long. But we only needed a breath or two to take them down. Zeriel was quick to turn around and chop the creature’s head off.

      “Thanks!” I said to him. He gave me a wink, then resumed his fight as the other Perfects came at him and Ridan.

      I looked to my left, to see Abaddon continuing to stand still, watching as his brothers came at us. My people were struggling, but they still managed to deliver blows with their soul-eater blades. It would take days to regain those lost soul pieces, so the more cuts they made, the weaker the Perfects. We had to have a tactical approach with these people, otherwise brute force was going to put us in cages.

      But Abaddon intrigued me. He was still fuming, but he seemed relieved, too. His siblings had taken over, and it took a lot of self-control for him to hold back. I figured that Araquiel had given him a pep talk or two while they tracked us from one island to the next. But I could still break him.

      Hunter tackled Elyon, using his fangs and claws to tear into his side. Everything happened fast, so it was hard to keep track of everyone for more than a second or two. Elonora faced off with Oriphiel and another female, while Rose took on two of her own—they were both looking for an attack angle that would allow them to sink their fangs and draw some Perfect blood, too. They didn’t have the time or the opening to drink from the one they’d just beheaded.

      Nevis used his frost to cripple two Perfects at once, while Kallisto jumped in and cut one of their heads off. The other broke out of his ice barrier and moved to take Nevis down, but Kallisto plunged her long sword through his back. He growled from the pain, freezing for a split second. It was enough for Nevis to cast a thick ring of Dhaxanian frost around his neck, then decapitate him with one swift blow.

      We were definitely getting better at disabling Perfects, but we were still outgunned. There were eleven of them still standing against ten of us—and we were nowhere near as fast or as powerful as they were.

      The popping sounds that they made when they darted off at high speed startled me every time. I still couldn’t get used to that noise. It still scared me.

      Abaddon was staring at me. He’d probably been ordered not to get involved, but I could tell that he was itching for a fight. I gave him a smirk.

      “I thought you were going to chop me up into little pieces,” I said. “What happened? Too scared to go against a witch?”

      He bared his fangs at me. “You know what? I was never good with orders, anyway,” he hissed. “I’ll obliterate you, even if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “Abaddon, no!” Araquiel shouted, then dodged one of Ben’s fireballs.

      It was too late. I’d let the beast loose.

      Abaddon came at me, fast and determined. Oriphiel moved away from her fight with Elonora and tried to stop Abaddon, but he swatted her away like a fly, without taking his eyes off me. Hunter rammed his clawed hand through one of his opponents’ chests. It was enough to keep him down for a while, at least. He then jumped back and swiftly shifted into his white wolf form.

      I focused a control spell on Abaddon. I cast it, feeling my fingertips burn as the pulse left my hands and smacked into him. He stilled for a moment, a grin slitting his face, ear to ear. Hunter jumped on his back, his jaws snapping open as he gripped the Perfect’s neck. Abaddon growled, then brought his hand up and pulled Hunter away.

      “Crap,” I breathed, realizing that Abaddon had already freed himself from my puppet spell. He was definitely stronger than the others, but I wasn’t done yet. I didn’t know any of the death curses, like Lumi did, but I could still throw some nasty stuff his way.

      My heart was pounding, watching Hunter as he squirmed in Abaddon’s grip. The Perfect had no trouble holding him, and that ignited ripples of dread within me. The Word whispered in my ear. I repeated the spell, my lips moving but my voice barely audible.

      A bright red pulse came out from my palms. It shot forward and enveloped Abaddon in a thin crimson membrane. I had no idea what that spell was, but it definitely immobilized him for more than my puppet curse. Hunter managed to free himself, landing on all fours.

      He lunged at Abaddon, but Elyon intercepted him.

      “Hunter, no!” I screamed, heat bursting through me, as I watched Elyon and Hunter tackle. The white wolf had a minor advantage, but Elyon’s claws were sharp. They broke through Hunter’s skin, and blood came gushing out.

      I froze at the sound of Hunter’s yelp. He was lying on his side, blood pooling beneath him, as Elyon got up and grinned at me.

      “Relax, he’s just crippled. He’ll stay down and not bother me while I take care of you,” Elyon said, then nodded at Abaddon, who was still encased in that weird, red membrane. “Nice job of keeping this oaf under control, too. You’re going to have to teach me that little trick.”

      I was shaking like a leaf, mostly out of anger. I couldn’t take my eyes off Hunter, as the sight of him wounded and lying on the ground like that tore me apart on the inside.

      Looking around, I saw that the others weren’t doing that much better, either. Elonora and Rose had yet to get close enough to draw Perfect blood as they struggled with four Perfects. Kallisto was severely injured and having serious trouble with Araquiel. Nevis, too, was bleeding and barely holding his own at that point.

      Zeriel was down, his arms shaking as he tried to get himself back up. Vesta tried to help him, but the Perfects kept coming after her. Ridan’s fire managed to torch another Perfect, setting the creature ablaze—it gave Ben the golden opportunity to rush from the other side and cut his head off.

      Behind us, Leah, Samael, and Dmitri were having serious trouble as they tried to keep the other Perfects away from Douma. We couldn’t let them release her.

      Just then, the sound of paper tearing drew my attention back to Abaddon.

      He had managed to break out of the red membrane. It brought Elyon to a screeching halt, as he glanced over his shoulder and saw Abaddon free again. Elyon then looked at me, visibly startled.

      “You had to go ahead and get him angry, huh?” he breathed.

      Abaddon rushed past him, headed toward me. “You’re mine, little witch!” he growled.

      Elyon tried to stop him. He gripped his wrist and jerked him back, but Abaddon simply slit his throat with his claws. Elyon fell backward and landed with a soft thump in the sand, quickly bleeding out. It would be a while before he recovered.

      I was now all alone with Abaddon, while the rest of my crew fought to take the other eight down. It wasn’t looking good for us. For me, in particular.

      But the Word wasn’t ready to let me down yet. Its whispers flooded my brain. Abaddon had no intention of keeping me alive. And I had no intention of dying.
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      Leah and Samael were getting sluggish in their defense. The Perfects’ blows were so powerful and came down with such might, that I could hear them grunt whenever they had to block them with their forearms. At least they’d had the sense to strap flat shells on their shins and forearms to absorb some of the impact and to avoid deep cuts.

      My team was taking quite the pummeling at that point, and I wasn’t sure what else I could do. I was tasked with making sure that no one got close to Douma, and it was becoming more difficult with every minute that went by.

      One of the Perfects got close enough to try to slash me with his claws. I brought my own out in an upward motion and cut through his wrist. He hissed from the pain, then moved forward to try again. He was ridiculously fast, his arms moving up and down like flashes of light as he tried to draw blood. I ducked his last hit, then shot back up and kicked him in the gut.

      It pushed him back by a few feet, leaving him breathless for a moment. Leah caught his movement to her side. She swerved around and drove her claws into his lower back, then cut all the way through to the left, leaving him with five deep gashes from one hip to another. The Perfect roared with a mixture of pain and fury, then tried to attack her.

      I dashed forward and cut him down with my soul-eater. He dropped like a limp doll.

      I gave Leah a thankful nod, then resumed my position next to Douma, while Samael and Leah kept their defense line around us.

      “You’re losing faster than the last time,” Douma said to me, restless in her restraints.

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” I said, annoyed. “I’m not in the mood for your astute observations right now.”

      “I know. You’re too busy keeping me tied up. But if you don’t focus on what’s really important here, Abaddon will kill at least half of your crew before Araquiel or Oriphiel manages to subdue him,” she replied. “You need a win here, and I need to make sure you’re all brought back in one piece. My brothers and sisters cannot keep Abaddon from killing you and take you down.”

      “Ah, so you’re not perfect,” I said, grinning.

      She rolled her eyes at me, and I found it to be equal parts annoying and cute. This creature continued to stir and baffle me. I heard Abaddon roar. He tried to go after Kailani, but she pushed him away with a powerful bright pulse. Her hands were shaking, though. I wasn’t sure that she would last for much longer.

      Elonora and Rose were having trouble. Nevis and Zeriel ran from their fights and moved to tackle Abaddon. The Perfect was barely scratched by Kailani’s attacks, and he seemed determined to get close enough to kill her. He put his hands out, the palms lighting up as fireballs formed between his curled fingers. Nevis cast a fan of ice shards, then threw them at Abaddon with lightning speed. Zeriel went into a rapid sprint, zigzagging across the beach with his blades out—one a soul-eater, and the other his regular sword.

      Abaddon heard them coming. He dropped to his belly, and the ice shards missed him by inches. They flew past him, headed straight for Kailani. My heart jumped in my throat, and my voice disappeared. Kailani was quick to form a protective shield around her. From what I could tell, she was harnessing the power of electricity, drawing energy from the air to produce powerful pulses and defense barriers. It was enough to keep the ice shards from piercing her, but not enough to stop Abaddon, who sprang up and darted toward her with his claws out.

      Zeriel intercepted him with a football-like tackle, taking him down.

      He didn’t manage to keep him there, though. I heard the whistle of sharp claws slashing through the air, then Zeriel’s grunt. Abaddon got back on his feet, leaving Zeriel on the ground, as blood seeped into the white sand. The Tritone king was injured—badly enough to make it impossible for him to even move.

      Abaddon then turned around to face Nevis. The Dhaxanian prince wasn’t done yet. Frost spread out from beneath his bare feet. A thick sheet expanded toward Abaddon, who lifted his foot, then brought it down in a hard stomp, just as the frost reached him. His heel went through, shattering the ice. Dhaxanian frost couldn’t do much to this monster.

      Nevis frowned, then produced a sturdy ice shield and came at Abaddon with his soul-eater. I knew that this was going to spell trouble for Nevis. He was an excellent fighter in close combat, but nowhere near as good or as vicious as Abaddon. Nevis had spent most of his adult life using his Dhaxanian frost as an absolute deterrent. However, in this case, it didn’t work like it was supposed to.

      “He’s going to lose,” Douma said. “I told you, I can take him down again. We’re all going to be taken back to Ta’Zan, after all.”

      “Can you stop talking like you know for a fact that we’ll get captured in the end? It’s annoying,” I retorted. “You don’t know that for sure. You’re just saying it to chip away at my resolve, and it’s not going to work. You’re the one in cuffs right now, not us. So, spare me!”

      “Dmitri, if it’s what I think, you can’t fault me. I only know what I’ve been taught and what I’ve seen so far. And I’m telling you, your frosty friend might die in the next minute or so,” Douma replied, her tone mellow. “I only need to make sure you all survive, and, as long as I’m tied down, that won’t happen.”

      Abaddon slid to his right to avoid Nevis’s soul-eater, then gripped his ice shield with one hand and rammed the other right through it. The shield disintegrated into hundreds of twinkling shards. Abaddon’s clawed fist got lodged in Nevis’s side.

      “Dammit!” I cursed under my breath.

      This wasn’t the first time that Nevis had gotten an actual hole in him, courtesy of Abaddon’s claws. But I had a feeling that this could very well be the last. I caught a glimpse of Elonora falling. She didn’t even see what had just happened. Maybe it’s better this way.

      “What did I just say?” Douma added, then brought her cuffed wrists up. “Dmitri, do yourself and your friends a favor. Let me get rid of Abaddon. Then, we can talk.”

      I broke into a cold sweat. Nevis had fallen to his knees, his eyes wide and his lips parted. Abaddon withdrew his claws, and blood gushed out of Nevis’s wound like he was a broken fire hydrant. I had to do something, or he’d bleed out and die in the next five minutes. I still had some healing supplies in my backpack. I could get to him, if only I kept Abaddon busy.

      This was a tough choice, but I had to admit, Douma was right.

      She’d helped us before. I had to give her another chance. I was nothing without my people.

      I exhaled sharply, then removed her charmed cuffs and restraints—Kailani had made it impossible for her to break or take them off, but not for any of us to remove them, if necessary. She gave me a half-smile, then stepped forward and let her claws out—long and slim, elegant and shimmering white. Despite their slender form, they could easily slice through pretty much anything. I had no idea what her skeletal structure was made of, but it had to have something extra. Perhaps a gene or two from a local rhino-type animal.

      “Abaddon!” she shouted at him. “How about you come here and try to do what you promised, you mindless oaf?”

      Rose and Elonora were both startled to hear her voice. In an instant, all eyes were on us. Ben frowned at me, and I gave him a shrug in return. I hoped he got my message.

      Abaddon revealed his pearly white fangs, then trotted across the sand toward Douma. Once again, I was speechless at the sight of her. Douma was like the wind, almost invisible as she moved around Abaddon, creating a whirlwind of sand.

      She made it impossible for any of us to even see Abaddon.

      “Come in here, you fiend!” Abaddon shouted from inside.

      Douma smirked as she stopped for a second, then went in another supersonic sprint around him to keep the sand up. The other Perfects had no choice but to resume their fights, as Elonora, Rose, Ben, Vesta, Ridan, and Kallisto were still standing and took advantage of their momentary distraction to deliver some serious blows.

      Leah and Samael handled the hostiles that had been trying to get to Douma and me, while I rushed to Nevis’s side and used the last of my healing paste to fill his wound. I tore his silken tunic off and pressed it on top of the paste, to stop the bleeding while the magic did its work. I checked his vitals—they were faint and worryingly weak, but I couldn’t get Rose or Elonora to help him at this point since they, too, were struggling to stay up.

      Araquiel had chosen to focus on them, in particular, and he was a worthy foe, to say the least. I looked at Douma just in time to see the sand column get thicker.

      “Stop playing tricks! Come in here and fight me like the warrior you claim to be!” Abaddon shouted.

      “Hold on, give me a second. I’m just showing these folks why, despite your excellent nose and intuition, you’re still an idiot!” Douma retorted.

      That got a snarl out of Abaddon as he breached the sand barrier, coughing and choking, his claws out and fury contorting his otherwise beautiful features. Douma flashed to his side, then brought her leg up in a high kick. The blow was powerful enough to throw him back inside the sand tornado.

      She then jumped in. I heard Abaddon’s roars and Douma’s gasps, followed by a grunt.

      Without Douma’s lightning speed, the sand column collapsed, revealing her as she stood over Abaddon’s headless body, blood covering her hands. I couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief.

      She looked at me, breathing heavily. A smile stretched her lips, and I knew what was coming next. There were plenty of her brethren still standing and fighting. And we were not her friends.

      The pain in my stomach confirmed what I could already see coming. For all her strength and grace, Douma was quite predictable. Then again, if I were in her shoes, I probably would’ve done the same.

      “Now, time to be a good puppy and come home with me,” Douma said, her deep blue eyes twinkling with delight.

      She was no longer helping us. She was hunting us.
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      With six Perfects on her side, Douma had enough firepower to beat us into a pulp. She was clearly more capable than most. In some respects, I would’ve dared to venture that she was even better than Araquiel, who had his sights set on Rose and me—mainly because of how we’d been bleeding his fighters out to gain equal standing, albeit temporarily.

      I would’ve seen this coming from Douma, anyway. Her choice to finish what Araquiel and Abaddon had started struck me as obvious. I would’ve done the same if I were her, and I would’ve done exactly what Dmitri did, too, by releasing her to take out Abaddon.

      The circumstances were against us more than before, though. We were exhausted and functioning purely on instinct and reflexes, too tired to think strategically and, in some respects, even critically.

      “I should’ve known you would do this,” Dmitri said, frowning at her.

      “Then you’re not as dumb as my brethren thought you were,” Douma replied. “I’m serious, Dmitri. Stop this nonsense now. You’ve had enough running and hiding, and you can’t escape us. No matter how much you try, we will still defeat you. We will take on the universe and eliminate any civilization that has ever waged war against others and against its own people. We’ll make the whole world perfect, like us.”

      Kailani cleared her throat. “Through more war and violence? Are you even hearing yourselves?”

      “We will offer everyone the chance to surrender peacefully, of course,” Araquiel interjected.

      “You’re asking billions to surrender their sovereignty, their worlds, and their cultures so you can take over,” I said. “It’s insane. It’s unrealistic. It’s downright delusional.”

      “If you resist change, it will still come. But it will kill you,” Douma said. “We have a plan, and we will bring it to fruition. We will show everyone what true evolution means.”

      “Okay, now you’re just cramming propaganda down our throats,” Kailani replied. “You’re made in a lab. You’re hybrids, like most of us. And you have to respect the cultures and ways of other people, especially since they don’t affect you in any way. You may be physically superior, but you are morally broken, and no nation in this universe will ever accept your leadership. You have no claim to it whatsoever, and there is no chance in hell that anyone will ever take you seriously. You were practically born last week, for Pete’s sake!”

      Araquiel stepped forward, extending his claws once more. “It’s either our way, or death. I’m confident that, once they see their options, others will be smarter than you.”

      “And choose what? A life of servitude to your kind, because you consider yourselves superior? In your dreams, chicken-wings. People would rather die than be your slaves!” Rose cut in, pointing an angry finger at Araquiel.

      Douma shrugged. “You’ve wasted enough of our time already,” she said. “Just do yourselves a favor and surrender now. You’ll be reunited with your friends and family, and you’ll be allowed to live in our empire. That is an honor we don’t intend to bestow on many people. Take it.”

      Nevis was down, but Dmitri had managed to stop his bleeding. I needed to get to him and give him some of my blood so he could heal. Half of our team had been injured, some unable to get back up on their own. We were running low on healing supplies, too, and we couldn’t get Kallisto, Samael, and Leah to help us harvest more medicinal plants with Perfects on our tail.

      I could barely stand either, but I had no choice. We’d come too far to let them catch us. I had a feeling that, once we were in the coliseum, they would win. Amane had told us about the shock collars. If they snapped one on me, I was done for.

      “Think about it this way. You’d be doing us a favor, because we won’t have to struggle with Abaddon anymore. You’d be doing yourselves a favor, too, because you won’t have to struggle with Abaddon anymore,” Douma said with a confident smirk.

      “If you think this is the first bloodthirsty maniac we’ve ever dealt with, you’re dead wrong, sister,” Rose replied. “We’ve been at war before. We’ve lost people, friends and family. We’ve shed our own blood, and we’ve suffered tremendously. But we stuck together, and we never gave up. We believe in love, in freedom and progress. You believe in nothing besides what your manufacturer tells you. That’s why we will win.”

      “Maybe not today or tomorrow, but eventually, we always pull through,” Ben added, standing by his sister’s side.

      Araquiel sneered. “You are way out of your league here.”

      “We’re always out of our league. We will never be invincible, nor will we ever aim for that. It would lead to complacency, and that’s what gets people killed,” Ben replied. “We learn. We struggle through challenges. We emerge victorious and ever wiser. I mean, look at us. A few days back, you people were shredding us, and yet, here we are, getting better and holding on to our resistance. Do you really think we’re ready to quit, now? After all the progress we’ve made?”

      Araquiel sighed. “Fine, then. We’ll do this the hard way. I will beat it into you, until you recite it every morning when you wake up in your cage. Perfects always win!”

      Rose took her attack stance. “Bring it on, birdie.”
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      I expected to get another round with Araquiel. Elonora was ready to back me up. His punches had bruised my ribcage, but I could still hold my own. At least until we figured a way out of here. They had blockers on, so we couldn’t flee by transporting. Taking enough of them down for us to jump on Ridan’s back as he went full dragon was our only option, but first we had to neutralize Araquiel.

      We’d analyzed possible escape routes repeatedly during our trek, and we’d agreed on the dragon flight as the most reasonable. But we needed the heavy players to be out of the game—specifically Araquiel, Oriphiel, Elyon, Abaddon, and, in this case, Douma. Even after the cuts we’d delivered with our soul-eaters, they were quick to recover and were incredibly dangerous. The others were ever so slightly more manageable. We just needed to put a reasonable distance between us and those blockers, for Kailani to teleport us to a safer spot.

      Having this option was probably the only reason we were still standing, still clinging on to the idea of maybe making it out of here in one piece and without shock collars around our necks.

      Douma smiled at me. “I’m taking you and Lenny on,” she said. “I’d rather fight someone who’s capable. I would’ve gone for Dmitri, but he’s a weakling and not worth my time. Besides, I need to pay you ladies back for all the blood you’ve been skimming off me.”

      “I shouldn’t have let you out,” Dmitri spat, his fists balled and his muscles flexed. He wasn’t just insulted. He was furious.

      “You didn’t have a better choice,” I said, trying to comfort him. “You picked the lesser out of two evils. It’s okay, Dmitri. We’ll take down as many of them as we can, then skedaddle out of here, as per our plan C. You remember plan C, right?”

      A grin bloomed on his face. “I absolutely remember plan C.”

      “Fantastic,” I replied. “So, you know what we have to do.”

      “Mm-hm. You two gals take Douma down, and maybe shove a slice of humble pie down her throat while you’re at it,” he said. “The rest of us deal with Araquiel, Oriphiel, and these other winged goons. Consider it done.”

      One of the Perfects chuckled, running a hand through his medium-length hair. “You talk about defeating us like it’s a walk in the park. It’s almost adorable.”

      Elyon groaned, recovering from his throat cut. Dmitri was quick to chop his head off, finally disabling him—we couldn’t have Elyon back in action.

      “Meh. You know, once you’ve seen one Perfect, you’ve seen them all,” Dmitri retorted. “You’re all the same to us. Mindless robots with way too much power on their hands. Your superiority claims are ludicrous, at best. But I guess we’ll just have to show you, over and over, until you get it into your stubborn heads that we are anything but weaklings,” he added, scowling at Douma.

      Douma smirked, then darted toward me. I dashed right and left, trying to keep up with her Perfect speed. The Faulty blood had helped, but I needed an angle to draw some from Douma, directly, and up my game a little bit more.

      Elonora knew this, and moved in to attack Douma, forcing her into a defensive position and using both her regular sword and the soul-eater to deliver slashes. I did the same—I went for Douma’s legs, while Elonora focused on the upper body.

      I caught glimpses of the fight around us. Araquiel faced off with Kailani and Ridan, while Oriphiel came for Dmitri. Leah and Samael helped block some of her attacks, until they were distracted by the other Perfects. Vesta, Kallisto, and Ben did their best to draw them away from Dmitri’s cluster, but Oriphiel was determined to take him down.

      “You know what irks me?” Oriphiel asked, panting as she brought her claws down, repeatedly, in an attempt to break through Dmitri’s shield defenses. “That Douma doesn’t have the heart to put you out of your misery, Dmitri.”

      “I think Douma has a soft spot for this half-breed,” another Perfect replied, before charging both Leah and Samael.

      “I’m inclined to agree,” Oriphiel muttered. “Otherwise, she would’ve offed you in one, simple strike,” she added, narrowing her eyes at Dmitri.

      I stopped for a second, noticing Elonora as she managed to keep Douma busy with a flurry of sword attacks, left-right, left-right, until I had an easier path to dash around, then behind her, and sink my teeth in. But I also observed Douma’s expression changing as Oriphiel taunted her and Dmitri.

      “I mean, Father has absolutely no need for a half-wolf,” Oriphiel added. “Your genetic package isn’t even remotely intriguing. He’d have no use for you. At this point, you’re just an extra body, and, frankly, you’re too much of a nuisance, not only in how you behave, but also because you’re distracting my sister.”

      “Uh-huh, so? What’s your point?” Dmitri asked, stopping with his shield out and his sword ready to strike. His breathing was heavy. Despite his resolve, his body was having trouble keeping up with him.

      “How about I end you right here, right now, and we call it a day for you, Dmitri? Huh?” Oriphiel spat. “You’d be doing us all a favor if you just died. Seriously.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Dmitri replied. “Come and get me.”

      Oriphiel grinned, then bolted toward him. Douma caught the movement out of the corner of her eye, then stilled. “Sister, no! Father wants all of them!”

      But Oriphiel didn’t care. She went straight for Dmitri’s head. My heart stopped for a second, my stomach tied up in knots, but the dread didn’t last for long. Oriphiel’s decision to kill Dmitri had an effect on Douma, but not the kind the Perfects would’ve wanted.

      It left Douma open to Elonora and me.

      In an instant, I ran toward her, ready to sink my teeth into her neck. But Douma shocked us all as she darted away from us and tackled Oriphiel out of the way. Oriphiel landed several feet away, tumbling through the sand, and stopped on all fours. She bared her fangs at Douma.

      “I knew it! You’re sweet on the mutt!” Oriphiel hissed.

      “Half-wolf,” Dmitri retorted. “I don’t call you quarter-chicken or whatever the hell you’re made of.”

      “I told you, Sister!” Douma said firmly. “Father wants the whole group alive. He was specific! Don’t be stupid just to piss me off. Dmitri is useless in combat, but Father said he needs him, and we obey! We don’t let our judgment get clouded by petty disputes. You and I can have our own fight once this whole mess is over and done with.”

      “Oh, that is absolutely going to happen,” Oriphiel replied, then got up.

      Elonora and I weren’t done, though. We both descended on Douma, while Dmitri charged Oriphiel, flanked by Leah and Samael.

      “I’m not done with you yet,” Dmitri growled.

      Bodies, swords, and claws were about to clash. Blood was going to stain the white sands around us. We had to keep fighting and take the key players out. Ridan was busy fighting, but he was more than ready to take us all on his back as soon as we were ready.

      “What is up with all the noise?” A male voice boomed across the beach.

      It had a strange effect on all the Perfects, Araquiel and Douma included. They froze. It brought us to a standstill, as well. The blood thickened in my veins, and shivers ran down my spine, as I followed Araquiel and the others’ perplexed gazes.

      To our left, about fifty feet away, standing tall and proud in the moonlight, was a most gorgeous creature. His muscles were beautifully sculpted, his legs long, and his arms bulked enough to crush a boulder with his bare hands. His hair was a splendid soft blond, curly and messy as it framed his handsome face.

      Pristine white wings fanned out from his back, and a strip of silk covered his lower body, about midway down his muscular thighs. His eyes confirmed what I already knew he was—one was blue, one green. He was a Perfect, but different from the ones we’d dealt with so far. His skin was tanned, and he didn’t wear the tunics and gold plates on his chest and limbs.

      He looked as though he’d just come from a rad surfing session.

      My brain made the connection shortly before Araquiel expressed his perplexedness.

      “Raphael,” he managed. “What… What are you doing here?”

      I could almost smell his fear. Heck, looking at Douma, Oriphiel, and the two remaining Perfects, I saw that they were all equal parts stunned and petrified. They were afraid of Raphael, and I couldn’t help but wonder…

      Should we be afraid, too? Or have we finally found a Perfect friend in this wretched place?
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      We didn’t give up on working Isda and Monos over. The two Faulties were our frequent caretakers, responsible for delivering our food and water, along with medication for the hundreds still recovering from their wounds.

      Factions were forming within the diamond dome, with hundreds coming together and trying to plot a way out. Of course, most groups were quickly disbanded through a series of electroshocks. Those collars were viciously effective where rebellious thoughts were involved.

      The rest of us stayed together, occasionally speaking out for everyone to hear. I understood their frustration and anger, but there wasn’t much we could do at this point. The one thing we could do was to get some Faulties on our side. I was specifically focused on Amal. She was the one with most of Ta’Zan’s trust, and she could eventually help us tamper with the shock collars without triggering them. Isda had already let slip that Amal was the one with the keys.

      All we had to do was talk to her and convince her to help us. It was a dangerous endeavor, because all Faulties were loyal and loving toward Ta’Zan, almost by design. However, they were growing tired of the Perfects’ treatment. They were considered inferior and grotesque, and we knew it was only a matter of time before they’d snap and consider a mutiny.

      Imprisonment was difficult to live with, and I often got the urge to just fight my way out. But then the collar around my neck began to warm up, warning me that I was about to enter a prohibited realm of thought. It was irritating and nerve-wracking, but Sofia’s calm and soft demeanor helped me back to the surface every time.

      Being with my brother, my sister, and my closest friends was a good thing, too. Despite the dire circumstances and the prospect of Perfects spilling out into the universe, I was relieved to have the best people with me. We were able to bounce ideas off one another and discuss possible escape scenarios. They all involved cozying up to the Faulties.

      We had no way of getting out of here on our own, anyway.

      Sofia and Claudia kept an open communication line with Isda and Monos. As soon as night fell over the diamond coliseum, and the dark blue sky became visible overhead, the double doors opened. Isda and Monos, accompanied by several other Faulties, pushed food and drink carts into the dome hall.

      The prisoners were well-adjusted to the protocols by now. No one protested or complained. We’d managed to get everyone on board with treating the Faulties with as much respect and consideration as possible. These creatures needed to see for themselves that there was a better way, and that it didn’t involve absolutism and violence, but rather kindness and acceptance.

      They all lined up in groups of fifty, leaving room for the Faulties to move around with the service carts. Isda came to our cluster, as usual, accompanied by Monos. She handled the foods, and Monos dispensed the liquids. I noticed several carafes filled with a pale orange-and-pink liquid next to the water ones.

      “I hope you’re all ready for dinner,” Isda said, her smile filled with warmth, as she handed blood bottles and plates of cooked food around.

      “What’s in those?” I asked, pointing at the orange-pink liquid.

      Monos gave me a friendly wink. “We’ve just harvested the spring plums,” he said. “We squeeze the juice out of them and drink it. I figured you’d like some. Well, at least those of you who can drink anything other than blood.”

      He sounded almost sorry for us. I chuckled softly. “Well, we vampires don’t do well with solid foods, in general, but we can sip some juice or water or the occasional coffee once in a while. It makes us a little more tired than usual, because of how our digestive system is built, but I think it’s worth the trouble,” I replied.

      Sofia nodded in agreement. “If you don’t mind, we’d love to taste it, at least.”

      “Of course,” Monos replied, then poured us some glasses and handed them over.

      I took a sip and was impressed. It was absolutely delicious—a refreshing mixture of peaches and oranges, with just a hint of a lemony accent. I didn’t stray off the blood path much, but it was worth it sometimes.

      “This is delicious,” I announced.

      Isda and Monos beamed at us. They seemed genuinely thrilled and eager to please us. It felt like such a contrast when compared to their Perfect brethren.

      “We grow the trees ourselves, on the west side of the coliseum,” Isda explained. “They usually grow in the wild. We transferred some of them here, then used the seeds and planted more to increase our resources. In a year or so, we’ll double the harvest. We’re now taking care of a hundred spring plum trees, plus dozens of other fruit trees, all collected from the wild and seedlings we just planted. The land on this side of the island has a rich and healthy soil, perfect for such harvests.”

      “That’s impressive,” Sofia said. “You’ve certainly established yourselves here, haven’t you?”

      “Well, it’s been our home for centuries,” Isda replied with a mild shrug. “We were quick to learn agriculture, mining, and building, first and foremost, and some of us specialized in craftsmanship and weaving, while a select few joined Father in his labs. There were five hundred of us to begin with. Now, the Perfects are joining in.”

      Monos sighed, visibly displeased with the idea. “Father wanted them to get involved because they’re much faster at extracting and processing the materials. Perfects have this function—”

      “Monos!” Isda reprimanded him, but kept her voice low. “You know Father doesn’t like it when you talk to the outsiders about the Perfects.”

      Monos waved her away, shaking his head. “It’s fine, Sister. Come on, lighten up!” he said, then looked at me and put on a sheepish smile. “She’s still afraid you’ll want us to rebel. Though, it is starting to sound better than what’s going on now, if you ask me.”

      That was exactly what I wanted to hear.

      “Monos!” Isda hissed, this time troubled and alarmed. “Stop it.”

      “He should be allowed to voice his opinions, don’t you think?” Xavier asked, watching her expression gradually change, her shoulders dropping into a more relaxed posture.

      Isda was more afraid of rebellion than Monos, who was already voicing his thoughts, like music to my ears. She nodded slowly.

      “Has Ta’Zan ever punished you for complaining about the Perfects?” Claudia replied.

      “Not directly. He just tells us that he hears us, then we’re carted off to crappier jobs,” Monos answered for her. “One day, you could be helping him craft a new microscope, and the next, you’re pushing food carts into the prison dome.”

      “I take it you’re using yourself as an example,” I replied with a half-smile.

      “I am,” he said, then exhaled. “Anyway, I know you won’t rat us out to Ta’Zan, so I feel comfortable sharing my thoughts with you,” he added, then gave Isda a smirk. “You should, too, Sister. It’s not healthy to keep it all bottled up inside you.”

      She huffed, then crossed her arms and raised her chin up. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m perfectly happy.”

      “Is that why you cry yourself to sleep every night?” a nearby Faulty female named Zorra asked. She’d overheard Isda and was clearly not buying it. Isda froze, her eyes wide with shock. Zorra laughed. “We sleep in the same room, Isda. You should know I’m a light sleeper by now.”

      “We’re all unhappy,” Monos said, looking at me. “Every day, more Perfects are born and taught that they’re the best, that everyone else is inferior and meant only for servitude, that to achieve universal peace, violence is needed to wipe out the people who engage in acts of war and violence of any kind. And they look at us like we’re vermin, ugly and deformed, compared to their precious selves.”

      Lucas stepped forward. “You were about to tell us something about the Perfects, a minute ago.”

      “Ah, yes!” Monos replied, recovering his train of thought as he dispensed more water to the rest of our group. “The Perfects have a… well, we call it ‘quick mode.’ They’re able to speed up their metabolisms and change their perception of time. They move so fast that a minute can turn into a second. A day can become mere minutes. Before you know it, they’ve built an entire coliseum in less than a day, especially if there are hundreds of them working on it. We have something similar, but not as fast as them. We’ve used this method to extract materials and to process them for our needs, but everything has picked up the pace since the Perfects came out.”

      “Like a time lapse, of sorts?” Corrine asked, narrowing her eyes as she digested the information.

      Monos nodded once. “I suppose. They just turn into flashes, mere wisps of matter, well beyond our ability to see and hear them properly. The only thing is that it takes a toll on them. It wears them out for the rest of the day, which is another reason why Father makes so many of them. He wants a permanent production line without exhausting his people. It’s also why the Perfects are careful, and don’t use that technique in battle unless they have to. And when I say ‘have to,’ I mean when they’ve gone through all other options, both peaceful and otherwise.”

      Isda rubbed her face with her palms, then proceeded to offer more plates of food to Kailyn, Lucas, Ibrahim, Corrine, and the other non-vampires and non-Maras in our crew.

      “You’re telling them more than Father would be okay with, Monos,” she mumbled.

      “I think they deserve to know,” Monos replied. “They can’t do anything about it, anyway.”

      Ibrahim frowned, visibly startled by this development. “Hold on, so they apply this ‘quick mode’ in construction and manufacturing and whatever, but they use it sparingly in combat?”

      “It depends on the circumstances. For example, when your fleet came in, they didn’t think twice. There were large numbers of your people on board, and they had to be captured before they could launch an attack on our planet,” Monos explained. “They used their quick mode to turn into those flashes you probably saw,” he added, looking at Jax, Hansa, Jovi, Anjani, Varga, and Heath. “But if they’re dealing with a smaller group, like, say, your children,” he said, shifting his focus to Sofia and me, “they’re more reserved, mainly because your children are smart as whips.” He ended with a chuckle, prompting Isda to click her teeth and shake her head in dismay.

      “Monos,” she murmured.

      “What? I’m right, and you know it!” he snapped. “Besides, they won’t use their quick mode unless they have to. I think they’ll do it soon, though. They’ve been trying to use their usual methods to discourage and capture the kids, but these outsiders are more intelligent than we gave them credit for. More intelligent than Ta’Zan gave them credit for, too, in fact,” he said, then looked at me again. “You see, Ta’Zan has taught us to believe that quick mode is a cheat, and that it shouldn’t be used lightly—not only because it drains your energy for hours on end, but also because it discourages you from exploring your actual, real-time physical limits. He also taught us that everything we do is a way for us to express our love and adoration for him and for ourselves. So we must be pristine in our methods and delivery. Which is why the Perfects try to only use their quick mode when Ta’Zan orders it, specifically. But, like I said, I think they’ll have to use it soon, since your children keep dodging them, even with Abaddon on their trail.”

      “You’ve heard from them?” Sofia asked, visibly hopeful.

      Isda sighed. “Yes. They had a first confrontation with Abaddon a couple of days ago. It was a mess, because Abaddon went off the rails. All the Perfects went down, leaving your children to deal with that monster alone, so they released Douma for long enough for her to kill him, albeit temporarily, then put her back in cuffs of some kind.”

      Corinne grinned. “My granddaughter knows her binding methods, all right.”

      “That’s interesting, to say the least,” I muttered. “So, the kids are still out there.”

      “Yes, but Abaddon, Araquiel, and the others aren’t far away,” Isda replied.

      It still gave me the creeps to think of a Perfect regenerating from decapitation. We’d learned more about their anatomy and the memory chips from snippets that Monos let slip during the feeding visits. We’d put two and two together with everything else we’d seen ourselves, and we’d concluded that the Perfects were, indeed, a formidable foe, and more dangerous and powerful than anything else in the universe.

      Of course, that assessment had been made days earlier, but, still, it chilled me to the bone. Nevertheless, I knew that Ta’Zan would never have made invincible creatures without an off button of sorts. He had to have a way to kill them, in case they went haywire or rallied against him. And I had a feeling that Amal knew something about it.

      “Right now, they’re chasing them around, tiring them out,” Isda continued. “It’s only a matter of time before they catch them. You shouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      Just then, one of the double doors opened slowly, and Amal snuck in. She kept looking around, as if worried that the Perfect guards from the hallway or from outside the dome would see her.

      Isda and Monos said nothing more from this point onward, leaving us with a knot in our stomachs regarding Ben and Rose’s team. If they were right, then we would soon see them brought here. I had no choice but to hope that Abaddon, as savage as he was, wouldn’t kill any of them. Then again, having seen his behavior myself, I knew that chances were slim even with other Perfects around him.

      “What is she doing here?” Sofia whispered, watching Amal as she carefully made her way toward us by moving through groups of prisoners. They were all quiet, their eyes fixed on her as she got closer to us.

      This wasn’t exactly a rare occurrence, at this point, but it still surprised Sofia. Sometimes, Amal only came to deliver medication, but this time, her behavior was different. First of all, I could tell from the way she snuck around that she didn’t want any of the Perfects to see her here. Second, she didn’t bring any medication for the injured prisoners.

      I gave Sofia and the others a brief nod, then walked toward Amal, in order to intercept her. She was definitely looking for me in particular. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed Isda and Monos moving to another group to serve more food and liquids, then shifted my focus back to Amal, who finally found me. She seemed worried.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      She nodded once. “I just wanted to let you know that Abaddon is about to close in on your children. Isda and Monos only get snippets of hearsay from the others. I was in the control room just now,” she said. “They’ve been hounding them for two days straight, not giving them a chance to rest or sleep. Knowing your physical capabilities well enough, I can assume that your children and their group are extremely exhausted.”

      I let out a deep breath, trying to fight the wave of fear and despair that threatened to grip me by the throat. “I suppose they still have orders to take them in alive,” I mumbled.

      “If Araquiel manages to get Abaddon under control, and if your people stop riling that maniac up like they did the last time,” Amal replied. “None of the Perfects are happy that Abaddon was let loose.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “But why are you telling me all this? Why are you helping us?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me, and I knew I’d touched a nerve somehow. “Don’t insult me,” she murmured. “I’m not helping you. I’m merely keeping you informed.”

      “Then why are you sneaking around like this? It’s the first time I’ve seen you in fear of discovery, using the prisoners here to shield yourself from sight. You’re clearly avoiding the Perfect guards’ detection, Amal. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      Amal groaned, determined to show her frustration. Silence settled between us, awkward and irritating as hell. She seemed to be under a lot of pressure, and, at the same time, eager to talk to me… maybe even to ask me something. Since she wasn’t one to voice her intentions or thoughts, in general, I decided to take the leap for her.

      “Is there something you want to know? You seem like you’re trying to ask me a question. Maybe I’m wrong,” I said.

      “You’re not,” she replied. “I do have an inquiry.”

      “Mind if I ask you something first? Then, I’ll gladly answer any question you might have, to the best of my knowledge,” I offered, knowingly lying.

      If she were to ask me anything that could potentially jeopardize my people, I sure wasn’t going to tell her. But still, I figured my apparent cooperation might coax her into revealing more information about the Perfects’ movements and Ta’Zan’s plans. I wasn’t getting much out of him myself, other than a sense of megalomania practically oozing out of the guy, whenever he took me out for a walk around the compound.

      Amal pursed her lips at me. “I’ve already told you useful and important things. What more do you want? Besides, I’m pretty sure you’re in no position to negotiate with me, or anyone else, for that matter.”

      “I’m not looking to negotiate. I just want to know what the issue is with Cassiel,” I said. “Is Ta’Zan sending him out to get my people? If so, when? And what can you tell me about him?”

      “Ah, Cassiel,” Amal replied dryly, crossing her arms. She didn’t look eager to talk about him. Ta’Zan had introduced me to him when he came out of his artificial womb, portraying Cassiel as the perfect… Perfect. Or, better said, the Perfect 2.0. Better, stronger, and with more abilities than his other siblings. Ta’Zan had considered using him to hunt my children and their friends, to bring them back alive and whole, worried that Abaddon was too unstable and prone to mindless violence, despite his excellent tracking record. “What do you want me to tell you about him? He’s currently going past his training limits and discovering the extreme extent of his powers.”

      “So, Ta’Zan isn’t sending him out?”

      “Cassiel is on standby, let’s say,” Amal said. “He can get to Abaddon in less than five minutes. Your children are approximately three hundred miles from here by now.”

      The concept made me pause. That was unfathomable speed. Amal gave me a flat smile.

      “I know. Too slow,” she continued, the sarcasm dripping from her soft and husky voice. “Anyway, Cassiel is currently quite literally moving a mountain on a nearby island. If Araquiel calls for him, he’ll go. Father wants to see if Abaddon is foolish enough to actually kill one of your people. It will lead Father to terminate him if so, and it’s not a decision he reaches lightly. He loves all his children.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at her. “You already know that what you’re telling me is nonsense. Ta’Zan hasn’t even decided whether he’s going to let the Faulties live. That includes you, Amal. You’re all his toys—”

      “You’re wrong,” she said, cutting me off, and ice bloomed in my veins. She had this way about her, switching from calm and composed to downright terrifying in under a second. I was still getting accustomed to these sudden shifts.

      “Anyway…” I conceded. “Thank you for clarifying. Though I’m not comfortable with the idea of Ta’Zan waiting until Abaddon actually kills someone for him to pull the plug on the guy, I’ll move on. Now, tell me, Amal, what did you want to ask me?”

      She didn’t answer right away. She took a minute to look around, measuring some of the prisoners from head to toe. There was a glimmer of curiosity and fascination in her bright yellow eyes. I, myself, was intrigued.

      “What’s it like?” she finally asked. “The Shade? You mention it a lot. You always compare us to it. I’d like to know more about it.”

      “Is that why you snuck in here? To ask me such a mundane question?”

      She nervously scratched the back of her head. “It’s not exactly mundane. Father prohibited us from getting too close and personal with any of you.”

      That was an interesting nugget. As loyal and as valuable as she was, Amal, too, was subject to the same rules and regulations. Ta’Zan insisted that the Faulties keep an emotional distance from us. Was it because he considered them weak or prone to manipulation? Probably. Nothing else made sense.

      “I understand,” I replied gently. “The Shade was once a place of darkness and misery. Before we, as vampires, evolved to a more peaceful species, The Shade was where humans were brought for the vampires to feed on them. I started out as a hunter, actually. I turned into a vampire by a cruel twist of fate and ended up in The Shade. But, anyway, I digress. It was designed through powerful magic to have a perpetual night. A haven for vampires.”

      “Where is it?” Amal asked, already drinking in my every word.

      “On Earth,” I said, with no intention of giving her a precise location. “In the middle of an ocean, hidden from the human world. It’s secluded, with wide beaches, tall mountains, and deep caves. Redwood forests fill it with beautiful and thriving life. We share the island with all kinds of creatures. Dragons, werewolves, witches and warlocks, fae and Maras, jinn and sentries, humans… You name it. Creatures from all over the universe have come to us because we don’t turn anyone away. We live together in harmony. We aim for progress and acceptance, but we do have rules. And we’re strict when enforcing them.”

      Amal nodded slowly. “Is everyone happy there?”

      I chuckled. “Of course. Amal, no one is inherently evil or inclined toward violence. If people are nurtured and have everything they need, if their minds are constantly challenged, and if they have a good and peaceful societal model, very few will stray off the path. We could’ve easily wiped the humans out, if we wanted to. Yes, they’re complicated and easily fearful of what they don’t understand, but common sense often prevails. We’ve constantly pushed these policies of peace and acceptance. Sometimes, we had to get… firm. We used force. But never simply to assert our position as superior creatures. The universe is big enough for all of us. Hell, we’ve recently added an extension to The Shade because more creatures from this universe want to stay close to us.”

      She smiled. “And Sofia?”

      I ended up laughing, this time. “Oh, that’s a whole other story, Amal. Not one I can fit in a few minutes. But I will gladly tell you the next time you find a minute to join me for a talk.”

      “I don’t like it when you talk like that. You make it sound like I’m complicit in something,” she said.

      “That’s your impression, Amal. Not mine. I’m always happy to tell you about my world and my people, as long as you take something out of it. I’m not in the habit of speaking to walls, here.”

      “Rest assured, everything you tell me has a purpose.”

      “And what purpose is that? To invade our world?”

      She shook her head. “You give us too much credit. We don’t know where your world is.”

      That was very good to know. Fortunately, Earth was also in a different dimension, and that worked in our favor, too. But this was merely a temporary relief. Ta’Zan wasn’t just going to stop with the In-Between. He was bound to spread beyond, into the Supernatural and the earthly dimensions. It was only a matter of time.

      The double doors opened abruptly. Ta’Zan came in, accompanied by two Perfect guards.

      Amal froze, her eyes widening with horror. She appeared stunned, unable to think or react. I’d never seen her like this before, and I suddenly took pity on her.

      “Go to Jax and Hansa,” I whispered. “They’ll hide you.”

      She dashed into the crowd, and Jax and Hansa spotted her. I gave them both a brief nod, and they seemed to know what to do. They discreetly motioned for Kailyn, Liana, Cameron, Claudia, Yuri, and the others to move closer to them. As soon as Amal reached their group, they settled around her, keeping her out of sight.

      They weren’t conspiring against Ta’Zan, so the collars didn’t react to their actions. I breathed a sigh of relief, thankful to have been able to help Amal given the circumstances. Clearly, she’d gone against her creator’s wishes, and I was definitely going to use it against her later. For now, however, I was pleased to see we’d managed to protect her from potential punishment.

      Ta’Zan practically glided across the hall as I resumed my place next to Sofia, Lucas, Vivienne, and Xavier, while the others stayed close. He reached us within seconds, wearing a flat, dry smile on his face. His eyes, ever so chilling in different colors, settled on me.

      I found it difficult to speak in his presence, particularly since he had taken most of my fleet and crammed them in here with us, after one vicious attack. Every day that went by made me hate him even more, as I understood that he was nowhere near interested in learning a different way. It was either his way, or the highway. Well, death.

      “Good evening, Derek,” he said.

      “Let me guess. You want to go on another walk with me? You still can’t get enough of me?” I retorted.

      Whenever he did get me out of the hall, Ta’Zan tried to find out where exactly I came from, when he wasn’t trying to convince me that his vision was absolute and the only possible outcome. In many ways, I thought he just loved to hear the sound of his own voice. At the same time, however, I knew and understood exactly how brilliant and deceitful he could be. Nothing was what it seemed with this guy.

      “Actually, no,” he replied dryly, then looked at Sofia. “I was hoping your lovely wife would join me this time. She looks like she could use a breath of fresh air.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” I said automatically. I didn’t want him anywhere close to my Sofia. Based on her expression, she wasn’t keen either.

      “I’m not asking for your approval, Derek. I don’t need it,” Ta’Zan replied, purposely staring at the shock collar around my neck, before shifting his focus back to Sofia. His gaze softened when she looked at him. “Sofia, would you like to go for a walk? It’s nice and cool outside, and you’re looking a little paler than usual.”

      My blood boiled. Because, deep down, I knew that Ta’Zan was right. I had no power here whatsoever. Most importantly, I didn’t understand his endgame. He hadn’t just come to chitchat with my wife. He wanted something—something I couldn’t or would never give him.

      Ta’Zan was planning something, and I didn’t like it.
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      “Sofia?” Ta’Zan asked, his strange eyes fixed on me. “Shall we?”

      “Why me?” I asked, instinctively crossing my arms.

      “Why not you?” he replied. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t like to get out of here for a bit. I’m inclined to believe it does get crowded in here.”

      Derek and I exchanged glances, and I knew he was worried. Nevertheless, a part of me saw this as an opportunity. I could see the rest of the coliseum and the creatures in it for myself. Maybe I would notice something that my husband hadn’t. Besides, we’d been planting subtle seeds of discord between the Faulties and the Perfects for days, now. I was curious as to what the overall mood was.

      I gave Derek a soft nod and a smile, then looked at Ta’Zan. “Sure, I’ll take a walk.”

      Ta’Zan seemed pleased with my consent. There was, in fact, a glimmer of excitement lightening up his otherwise firm expression. He motioned for me to follow him out through the double doors. Derek briefly squeezed my hand as I walked past him, and I knew what he was saying with his gesture. Be careful.

      I offered him and the others in our group a confident smile, then caught up to Ta’Zan just as we left the diamond dome behind. The hallway was as wide and beautiful as I remembered it, its walls made up of combinations of diamond bricks and panels that broke the light into billions of flakes of colors—ever present, yet impossible to touch.

      They offered enough clarity for me to spot the figures moving in different rooms, along with silhouettes of furniture and equipment. I’d understood, by then, that diamond structures were Ta’Zan’s way of constantly keeping everything out in the open. No one could really hide from him—that was the message he was discreetly sending to his creations.

      I figured it had to be part of the reason why everyone was loyal to and wary of him, even when he wasn’t around. Both Perfects and Faulties had probably been taught to tell on each other if they ever saw anything out of the ordinary going on—or anything that went against the rules. I was pretty sure that the Faulties were more affected by and worried about these measures than the Perfects, but I’d yet to fully understand the psyche of Ta’Zan’s “children.”

      We didn’t speak for a while. I just walked by Ta’Zan’s side as he showed me around the ground floor first. I didn’t need a tour guide to recognize the infirmary and the Creation Labs, as he called them. Even though his technology was alien to us, I could still tell the difference between a mixer and a microscope, for example. The artificial wombs occupied the conception chambers in clusters of eight, with bordered drainage sections on the floor beneath.

      Ta’Zan’s labs and prison dome were separated and secured from the rest of the coliseum. They were heavily guarded, with at least two Perfects covering each door. Once we were out of that section, I was shown some of the common areas.

      The shower and hygiene facilities were shared and came complete with running water and temperature settings for each faucet. They were stunning and simple, as far as practical design went.

      “I feel like the diamond gives everything a beautiful glow. Wouldn’t you agree?” Ta’Zan finally spoke, keeping his hands behind his back.

      “Worthy of a design magazine, sure,” I muttered. He seemed confused. “Never mind. Why am I here, Ta’Zan?”

      He smiled, then continued walking. We passed through the kitchen and dining section. Once more, everything was shared here. There were Faulties assigned with cooking and cleaning, but, from what I could see, Perfects could easily just walk in and take what they needed. Of course, they didn’t bother to clean up after themselves, and that seemed to bother the Faulties. I passed by two females who sighed with frustration as they wiped a table and brushed the crumbs away, while the Perfect who’d just eaten dumped the plate in a nearby sink and casually sauntered out of the dining room.

      Oh, the Faulties were definitely growing tired of this hierarchical crap.

      “I’m curious about you, Sofia. Well, you and Derek,” Ta’Zan replied.

      He showed me around the common rooms and training halls next. The former were filled with soft cushions and ottomans, tables with screens and holographic projectors mounted on top—all used for leisure and relaxation. It was late in the night, and there were plenty of Perfects gathered around holographs of old footage, according to Ta’Zan. From what I could tell, they were watching recordings of drama and music, but I didn’t recognize the creatures in them.

      “These are from the Draenir’s archives,” Ta’Zan said.

      “You teach your Perfects about the Draenir?” I asked, changing the subject.

      He nodded once. “They must know their past, so they don’t repeat it. All the footage they have is carefully curated. Films, operas, dance recitals… various cultural activities in which the Draenir engaged, prior to their extinction. You’re avoiding my inquiry, Sofia.”

      “You didn’t ask me a question,” I said. “I’m not avoiding anything.”

      He sighed, then picked up the pace and led me up the stairs, all the way to the top of the coliseum. The moment I set foot on the roof level, my breath was snatched by the sheer beauty of the island surrounding us. Undulating shades of black and dark green defined the jungle around us. Bluish hues outlined the jungle treetops, while the night sky stretched above, riddled with trillions of stars—tiny white dots sprinkled over a layer of dark blue.

      The ocean twinkled in the distance, everywhere I turned to look. It seemed surreal, trembling under the sapphire moonlight and casting its foamy waves against the white sands of the island’s shoreline. The tide was high at this hour.

      “Tell me about you and Derek,” Ta’Zan said, as we settled on a small bench overlooking the western part of the island. Coliseums popped up in the distance throughout the archipelago, each surrounded by thick jungles and a wide strip of white sand. “You’ve been together for how long now?”

      I shrugged. “I think ninety or so years. We lost track at some point, given that we’re looking at an eternity together. Well, were looking. Things have changed now. Maybe I should’ve kept track a little better,” I replied.

      “There’s nothing that stops you from living a full and decent life here, forever, Sofia,” Ta’Zan said. “All you have to do is obey the rules and not rise against me. It’s quite simple.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Tell me something, Ta’Zan. If someone came in, right now, and put you in a cage, would you be okay with that? Would you simply obey their rules and do as you’re told?”

      He thought about it for a while, a bitter smile settling on his face. “I wouldn’t.”

      “So, then, how do you expect me or any of my people to do the same, when you’ve crammed us in a cage and are eager to invade our world, on top of that?” I asked.

      “The circumstances are rather different,” Ta’Zan said. “I’m doing this for the good of my people, to bring the entire universe to a higher level of existence, to stop wars and—”

      “We’re doing the same thing. Only without all the mass killings and genocide that you seem so eager to engage in.”

      “How did you and Derek meet?” Ta’Zan asked, changing the subject.

      I didn’t insist. My freedom wasn’t the reason he’d brought me up here. If I was going to walk away with any kind of useful intel, I first had to give him something and not irk him. Arguing about different ideologies was not going to get me anywhere, not with a guy who was hell-bent on “cleansing” the universe.

      “Let’s just say we were off to a rough start,” I replied. “His brother kidnapped and delivered me to Derek for his blood-drinking pleasure… It’s complicated.”

      “I like complicated,” he retorted with a smirk.

      “The place we call home wasn’t always the haven it is today,” I said. “It was once a place of darkness, despair, and bloodshed. Vampires used to hunt humans and bring them back, drinking blood from them at their leisure. I was one of those humans, and I was part of Derek’s harem. It took a lot of hard work to get things to change. In the end, love won.”

      “What was he like?”

      “Honestly? He was always the person you see here today, minus the experience. That’s what made him into who he really is. The potential was already there.”

      “You’re being vague, Sofia,” Ta’Zan replied.

      I huffed with frustration. “What do you want me to tell you? He’s ambitious and relentless. He’s fierce. He’s a fighter. He will go to the end of the world and beyond to save the people he loves. He overcame his addiction for blood. He put himself through plenty of trials and tribulations for our sake… for mine… for our family. Derek Novak is one of the greatest individuals to ever set foot in this universe. And he’s my husband. I could go on—”

      “Don’t,” Ta’Zan grumbled. “It sounds like propaganda. It’s boring. I’m not interested in your feelings about him. I don’t comprehend the emotional attachment you have to one another. Reproduction is necessary for the survival of any species, but this entire soulmate thing is pure garbage. The result of overloaded chemicals in one’s body. It’s ephemeral. You will both outlive your love for one another, and it’s not what I want to know, Sofia.”

      “Okay!” I snapped. “What do you want to know, then? Come on, ask a specific question.”

      Ta’Zan seemed impressed, his eyebrow widely arched. I had a feeling there were few in this coliseum who didn’t quiver before him, and who stood up to him, seemingly fearless. To be honest, I was quaking in my boots, too, but if there was one thing I’d learned since day one in the old Shade, it was that fear drew the predators closer. It could kill.

      “What makes Derek tick?” he asked plainly.

      I kind of knew what he meant, and it was a tough question. Not because I didn’t want to answer it, though. I just had to pick my words carefully. I didn’t want to give Ta’Zan any hint of weakness where my husband was concerned. There was too much at stake here.

      He didn’t rush me. He waited patiently as I composed my reply, my gaze wandering around the coliseum. Perfect guards navigated the top side in groups of two. In the distance, they flashed across the sky, zapping from one diamond stronghold to another. They were definitely coming into their own, establishing their own rhythm and flow as a civilization. The more organized they were, the more dangerous they became—on top of the world-breaking peril they already represented.

      “Derek is different from most creatures you’ve probably encountered,” I said. “There was a series of events that led him to become the person he was when I first met him—hidden beneath all the darkness and gloom.”

      Ta’Zan ate up every word, as if I was telling him the most interesting bedtime story. I decided to stick mostly to the earlier parts of Derek's history, figuring that information would be the most harmless. I recounted how his mother had been killed by a vampire when he was a human teenager, which led him to become a hunter, and then eventually a vampire himself. I described how he discovered and founded The Shade. I’d already told Ta’Zan how we met, but I went on to tell him about how we worked to make the island a brighter place, not just for vampires and humans, but for all species.

      At the end of my story, Ta’Zan’s expression changed—from interested to… disappointed. What I was telling him didn’t seem to fit the narrative he’d constructed in his head, as far as Derek was concerned. Perhaps Ta’Zan was hoping that Derek had some kind of cold and dark side that he could drill into, to get his approval for his actions. I was beginning to think that Ta’Zan was still in desperate need of validation, and he couldn’t get it from the creatures he’d made.

      Derek and I were sort of creators ourselves, though we’d chosen the natural path, not the petri dish. Looking at things from this point of view, it didn’t strike me as odd that Ta’Zan would seek to get closer to Derek, to form some kind of link, to earn his approval or praise. It had to be stemming from his subconscious, though. Ta’Zan would never have openly requested Derek’s feedback.

      It hit me then that Ta’Zan was trying to find Derek’s soft spots, ways in which he could get closer to my husband and establish the rapport he most likely desired. It was just a theory, but it made a whole lot of sense.

      However, I hadn’t given Ta’Zan anything palpable to work with. I smiled.

      “You’re still not satisfied,” I said.

      “Am I that transparent?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I shook my head. “Not really, no. But I’m good at reading people, in general,” I replied, trying to soothe his ego. As much as he tried to maintain a cool façade, Ta’Zan showed all the symptoms of a genius suffering from underappreciation. He’d created a deadly force that could wipe out an entire universe, yet he still sought praise.

      “That you clearly are,” Ta’Zan said, then got up.

      I stood as well, quietly waiting for him to lead the way wherever he wanted to take me next. I mirrored his position, keeping my hands behind my back. Harper had taught me this trick, after Neraka. Since she couldn’t read daemons’ and Maras’ emotions, she’d had to focus on body language and ways to use it against her enemies. The girl was definitely on to something, because Ta’Zan seemed to relax a little bit more in my presence.

      “You like Derek a lot,” I murmured, walking by his side as we toured the top level of the coliseum. I had to give Ta’Zan credit: the fresh air was already working wonders on my brain. Being out in the open filled me with vibrant energy. “I suppose that’s why you want to know more about him. And by more, I mean stuff that he won’t tell you himself.”

      Ta’Zan grinned. “You’re quite observant, indeed.”

      “But you’re still an enemy. Derek would never open up to you in a way you’d like,” I said. “I’m sorry, Ta’Zan. I doubt you’ll get what you’re looking for with me. I would never betray my husband.”

      “You shouldn’t think of me as your enemy. I’ve repeatedly specified that it’s a very narrow way of looking at this.”

      “As long as we’re locked up, as long as you’re hunting our children, our friends, and our people… as long as you’re determined to destroy our worlds, you will always be our enemy,” I replied softly. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but that’s just how things are. It’s how the universe functions.”

      “I intend to fix that.”

      “You cannot, Ta’Zan. You are not God. You’re a creator, but you do not have what it takes to change an entire universe. You may not see it now, but the day will come when you will. On that day, if I’m still breathing, you’ll be more than welcome to come talk to me.”

      Ta’Zan stopped on the edge, overlooking the eastern side of the endless archipelago. It was dark and quiet over there, with just a few twinkling lights inside the diamond coliseums. The Perfects had finally gone to sleep.

      I glanced down to my side and saw the prison dome beneath. I could recognize most of the people in there, by their height and frame, mostly, including my husband and Amal, who were talking. The diamond glass distorted most of the visual, though, and dozens of our people flanked them so the guards surrounding the hall on the outside didn’t spot her. I figured it had to be a good and fruitful chat for her to still be down there.

      “Finding out Derek’s soft spots won’t get you closer to him,” I continued, then resumed the walk. I wanted to get him away from that side, fearing he might peek down and notice Amal, too. I didn’t know how good his eyesight was, and I didn’t want to risk it. He followed me, and we both headed for a set of stairs leading to the lower levels. “You’ll have to tell him what you want. Be straightforward about it.”

      “You think that will work?” Ta’Zan asked.

      I was stunned to hear him sound as insecure as he did. But I kept my face straight and my awe to myself. I couldn’t understand why he was showing me this side of him, but I welcomed it. It offered new insight into the self-proclaimed new ruler of the universe.

      “Derek appreciates honesty, not subterfuge. Perhaps if you leave the world domination chat aside and just talk to him about hybrids and biological aspects of your work, in general, you might get what you want from him. Derek is, first and foremost, the ruler of his world, and its defender. Your genetic supremacy doesn’t make anyone prone to opening up.”

      Ta’Zan stopped in front of the stairs, then turned to face me. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Is this considered help?” I replied. “I’m merely telling you what makes Derek tick. It’s what you wanted to know, isn’t it?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head as he descended the stairs. I stayed close behind him, examining his tall figure. There were toned muscles beneath the gray silk tunic, which matched the color of his hair. I wondered if the shade was a sign of aging or simply his natural color. Ta’Zan carried himself with great poise and dignity, and the Perfects emulated him in their postures.

      “Thank you, Sofia,” he said as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “I appreciate your input.”

      “I take it you think that you and Derek are kindred spirits of some kind?” I asked.

      About ten yards away from where we’d stopped again, there were two Faulties cleaning the diamond floor slabs with cloths and water, laboriously wiping every inch, edge, and corner at impressive speed. A Perfect came out from one of the nearby rooms.

      I kept my head turned to look at Ta’Zan as we continued to walk down the hallway, but frequently glanced over my shoulder to observe the oncoming interaction between the Perfect and the Faulties. I could tell from the look on the Perfect’s face that he was up to no good.

      “I venture to say that, yes,” Ta’Zan replied, staring ahead. “We’ve both built our worlds practically from scratch and against all odds. Granted, the methods vary, but, at the end of the day, yes. I think Derek and I have a lot in common.”

      I could’ve easily contradicted him on this one, but I was still sticking to my ego-brushing tactic. Besides, things were heating up behind us, as the emerging Perfect deliberately kicked the water bucket and one of the Faulties as he passed by them. He then proceeded to berate them.

      “Typical Faulty crap. Can’t keep your things in order,” he hissed.

      “You… You knocked it over!” the other Faulty said, while the first got back up on his knees and gawked at the thin sheet of soapy water expanding across the diamond floor. Tears came up to his eyes. He’d probably been working for hours to polish these surfaces.

      “You watch your mouth, freak!” The Perfect towered over the both of them, his fists balled and his posture quite threatening.

      Something clicked inside the first Faulty. The physical aggression must’ve been the drop that filled the glass. He shot to his feet and punched the Perfect right in the face. None of the three involved had seen it coming, not even the puncher. He looked almost as stunned as the Perfect, who’d been caught unprepared. Hell, no one had expected a Faulty to hit back.

      The Perfect, however, was unhinged. He pummeled both Faulties, savagely punching and kicking them against the wall. My stomach tightened into a ball. I gripped Ta’Zan’s arm—he hadn’t even heard or seen the entire incident. He didn’t seem to observe such details.

      He stared at me for a second, then looked back and spotted the bloody brawl.

      I couldn’t do anything because of my shock collar, though I would’ve given anything to be able to rip that Perfect to shreds and glaze those diamond floors in crimson.

      “You have to do something,” I murmured.

      “What would you want me to do?” he asked, his tone flat and calm.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Are you okay with your children fighting? I sure as hell wouldn’t be, especially if I’d spent all this time boasting about how much I love them all!”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “You make a fair point.”

      “You protected Isda from Abaddon. I know you have it in you,” I said. “You can’t let your Perfects commit random acts of cruelty. It beats the very purpose of Perfection.”

      “I’m well aware of that, Sofia. I simply don’t have the patience to micromanage them. There are supervisors in charge to handle that,” he replied.

      “Well, nobody’s here now!”

      “Actually, he’s a supervisor,” Ta’Zan said, slightly amused as he pointed at the Perfect responsible for the entire fight. He then raised his voice. “Marael!”

      The Perfect froze, his foot lodged against the first Faulty’s stomach. The other was lying flat on his back, panting and coughing as he held his side. The Perfect had beaten them both into a pulp, already.

      When Ta’Zan called out your name at such a high volume, trouble was most certainly afoot.
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      Dread stiffened the Perfect’s figure.

      Ta’Zan walked over to the three creatures. I stayed close, my hands behind my back as I continued to mirror his pose.

      The Faulties were bruised and bleeding but managed to help each other up. The Perfect stood straight and speechless, his gaze fixed on Ta’Zan. Judging by the look on his face, he hadn’t expected Ta’Zan to intervene.

      “Father,” the Perfect croaked. I could almost smell the fear on him.

      “Marael, what are you doing?” Ta’Zan asked, keeping his tone low and calm.

      “Sorry, was that a rhetorical question?” I grumbled, frowning as I watched the two Faulties tremble before Ta’Zan. Even with the beating they’d taken, even though they were the victims, they still seemed afraid. The one who’d gotten kicked, however, seemed a lot more alert, even angry and close to the boiling point.

      Ta’Zan gave me a brief glance, enough to render me silent. He then shifted his focus back to Marael. “Answer my question, please.”

      “These oafs were in my way,” Marael said, trying to justify himself.

      “My son, that is no reason to hurt them like this,” Ta’Zan replied.

      “They talked back—” Marael spoke, but the first Faulty cut him off, visibly distraught.

      “He taunted us. He mocked us. We were just doing our jobs, cleaning the floors. He could’ve gone around us, but he chose to attack us!” he blurted, shaking like a leaf.

      “You mind your tone with me!” Marael snapped, gritting his teeth.

      “No! I’m tired of this crap! We’re not animals for you to torment!” the first Faulty growled. “We’re children of Ta’Zan, too! We’re not animals! You don’t poke and prod us! You don’t push and kick us around and practically spit on us! This has to stop!”

      “We have rights! We have dreams and aspirations. We’re loyal. We obey, and we help as much and as well as we can,” the second Faulty chimed in, encouraged by the first’s outburst.

      Ta’Zan listened carefully to their complaints. Marael, however, wasn’t ready to shut up.

      “You’re just servants! You’re nothing!” he shouted, then instantly swallowed his own voice when Ta’Zan raised his arm to silence him.

      This was an interesting exchange to watch. Most importantly, I noticed the Faulties stealing glances at me. The glimmer in their eyes spoke of hope and anger, and I began to think that everything we’d been telling Isda and Monos was finally making its way to the others. The Faulties no longer struck me as the meek and obedient hybrids, but rather individuals who were getting tired of being treated like mindless tools.

      “Tural, Khalin,” Ta’Zan said, addressing the two Faulties, “I understand your frustration. It’s natural to feel this way when someone treats you like this. Violence is never an option, when civil discourse can still be used.”

      Ta’Zan spoke, but he didn’t seem to say much. My blood was boiling, understanding exactly how he was manipulating the Faulties. They needed his affection and kindness, but they didn’t really look beyond that. This meant that Ta’Zan could get away with meaningless words, as long as he offered them in a soft voice and with a friendly smile.

      It seemed to be enough for them.

      “Father, we just want equal rights. We deserve them. We’ve been with you from the very beginning. We helped you build all this,” Tural said. “We will forever stand with you, but you cannot disregard us. You cannot let your Perfects treat us like this. A time will come when we will all grow tired.”

      “My son, that won’t be the case, rest assured,” Ta’Zan replied. “No Faulty will ever rise against the father. I’m not a purveyor of violence. You know that already.”

      I stifled a chortle, drawing Ta’Zan’s glare and the attention of both Faulties. Marael crossed his arms, towering over Tural and Khalin as he glowered at me.

      Ta’Zan decided to ignore me and moved his attention to Marael. “You shouldn’t treat the servants like this, my son,” he said. Both Faulties were shocked and dismayed by his choice of words, but the thing about Ta’Zan was that he had a way of making a point without the person even realizing it until it was too late. He didn’t directly tell the Faulties that they weren’t servants—he was vague intentionally, in order to simply soothe them.

      This time, however, I had a feeling that his tactics were no longer effective. The Faulties’ expressions spoke volumes. Ta’Zan, however, was undisturbed as he placed a hand on Marael’s shoulder.

      “The Faulties are your brothers and sisters,” he continued. “They’re here to make life better. Easier, even. You should show them a little gratitude, Marael. There aren’t many of them, and I have no intention of making more hideous hybrids to cater to your whims. This is a purely temporary arrangement, because you and your Perfect siblings will be responsible for your own dealings, going forward. The Faulties cannot possibly serve millions of you, my son. So, please, be a little more careful in how you conduct yourself with your lesser brothers and sisters, unless you wish to anger me. You know I don’t respond well to disobedience.”

      Marael instantly relaxed. It sounded like Ta’Zan-talk for “don’t worry about these cattle, just be nicer to them,” and it made me extremely angry. I still couldn’t react, though. I could already feel my collar warming up—a precursor to electric shock—as I began to harbor violent intentions toward Ta’Zan. I took several deep breaths, choosing to focus on the two Faulties. They were both dismayed by what was going on but couldn’t say much.

      “Yes, Father,” Marael replied with a lazy smirk. “I’ll be nicer to the help.”

      Oh, if only I didn’t have the collar on.

      Ta’Zan kept a tight, albeit elegant, noose on his people. His prisoners wore shock collars. His Faulties feared him because they could be killed, according to Isda and Monos, though most were horrified at just the prospect of abandonment, of living in the jungles. The Perfects were also afraid of him, though we didn’t know why, exactly. They were technically invincible and seemingly impossible to kill.

      We were positive that Ta’Zan had some sort of leverage over them, some weapon he could use against them in order to keep them in check. Otherwise, they would’ve already overthrown him. The Perfects were infinitely more powerful than their creator, and they also outnumbered him and the Faulties. From a strategic point of view, it seemed logical to assume that Ta’Zan could be cast aside if his policies didn’t suit the Perfects. After all, no matter how indoctrinated, such creatures could still wonder and even question an order.

      But, judging by what I was seeing now, none could object.

      Tural and Khalin lowered their heads and moved back, allowing Marael to bow before Ta’Zan and leave. I then followed Ta’Zan down the hallway, frequently looking back to check on the Faulties. They were both angry and visibly displeased.

      I didn’t want to fool myself into some hopeful delusion, but I could still almost feel the vibrations of a Faulty revolution brewing. We’d planted the thoughts already, and they were clearly manifesting into words and actions—displays of peaceful protest and objections like Tural and Khalin’s.

      I was tempted to hope that we could sway them toward us, eventually.
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      I had a hard time looking away from Raphael. He looked as though he’d just stepped off the cover of a Surfers Weekly magazine—except he’d been designed as the perfect soldier, the ultimate killer, the supreme being.

      Not that I knew Ta’Zan at all, or his way of thinking, but I could tell why he’d been so fond of Raphael, choosing him as his second-in-command. Unlike Araquiel, Douma, and the others, Raphael carried himself with a different demeanor. He didn’t need to stand tall and proud and bulked up in order for us to understand his kingly power. It was written all over his face and in his every move. Every inch of his tanned skin oozed of strength—the kind that could dry up oceans and move mountains.

      For now, however, in our specific circumstances, we didn’t know whether we were saved or even more screwed. We had no idea what Raphael’s allegiance was, these days. From what we’d learned from Leah and Samael, up until several nights ago, probably around the time of our second clash with the Perfects, Raphael had been Ta’Zan’s favorite. A difference in universal and global policy opinions had led to their separation and Raphael’s abandonment.

      “You’re asking me what I’m doing here?” Raphael asked, narrowing his eyes at Araquiel. “What the hell are you doing so far away from home, Little Brother?”

      Araquiel sighed. “I’m not your little brother. We came out of the same batch.”

      “Only, I came out first,” Raphael retorted with a sly grin.

      “Now is not the time, Brothers,” Douma interjected politely, but the air was so thick between them that I could just about cut it with my sword. Nobody wanted Raphael here, and I knew this was our chance to get him on our side. Douma then looked at Raphael. “We’ve missed you, Raphael.”

      Raphael didn’t seem touched by their presence. If anything, his aura had hues of bright red in it. I would’ve ventured to guess that he was irritated, and certainly not a fan of Araquiel, in particular. I decided to use that to our advantage. It was either that or capture—which, to all of us, was the equivalent of death or worse.

      “We’ve been looking for you,” I said.

      “All of you?” Raphael replied, raising an eyebrow at me. I had his full attention now, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. His aura was suddenly jumbled with a million colors. I had no idea what to make of it.

      “Nah. Just me and my non-Perfect friends here,” I told him, then pointed a thumb at Douma, Oriphiel, Araquiel, and the other three Perfects standing. “They’re trying to put us in cages and essentially kill us.”

      “Don’t be so melodramatic!” Araquiel snapped. “We don’t have cages. They’re comfortable glass units with beds and amenities.”

      “Also, you wouldn’t be dying. You’d be guaranteed a life in our empire,” Douma added.

      “Ugh. Still with the sales crap,” I said, rolling my eyes with disgust. “Raphael, we do not wish to hurt anyone, I swear to you. Your people took our people and won’t let them go. We just want our friends and family back. That’s all.”

      Raphael crossed his arms, carefully measuring me from head to toe. I suddenly felt like an amoeba under the microscope. There was something about him that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up like good little soldiers. And I meant that in kind of a good way.

      “Your friends and family. You mean the outsiders whose genes created us,” Raphael replied.

      I gave him a brief nod. “I’m not sure you’re aware, but what your father is doing is horribly wrong,” I said. “I just want a chance to explain everything to you. But I can’t do it if these jerks here grab us and stuff us in glass units with beds and amenities,” I added, adopting a high pitch to produce a girly and snappy version of Araquiel toward the end. “Please, Raphael. Just hear us out.”

      “Enough with the nonsense. Raphael is no longer involved in our affairs. Surrender now, or I swear I will drag you back with every bone in your body broken. Father doesn’t need you fully functional to lift genetic materials off you!” Araquiel replied.

      He moved to attack us, but Raphael’s hand shot up. Araquiel stopped, stunned.

      “You’re on my turf, now, Brother,” Raphael said. “I call the shots here.”

      “Don’t be foolish. This doesn’t concern you,” Douma replied, raising her voice.

      Raphael chuckled. “What part of ‘my turf’ didn’t you understand, Sister? I swear, I remember you being smarter than this. Or did you spend so much time in Araquiel’s company that he dumbed you down?”

      I took a step forward, aware that Rose, Kailani, and everyone else in our group were watching me and the Perfects, in case the fight broke out again.

      “I am telling the truth,” I said to Raphael. “We didn’t know there was anyone left on the planet when we built our resort on Noagh. We didn’t even claim Strava as our own. We just thought it would be a beautiful place for our friends, our family, our founders to just relax for a while. They accidentally interrupted Ta’Zan’s sleep chamber systems, and, in return, he kidnapped them and used their genes to build this so-called Perfect army.”

      “He wants to take you all out into the universe and destroy any civilization that opposes his dominion,” Rose continued. “It’s unnatural and evil, and we’d be more than happy to explain why, but—”

      “I don’t need you to explain why,” Raphael replied. “And I need you outsiders to shut up for a moment. I’ve clearly got some unresolved issues with my brothers and sisters here that require my immediate attention,” he added, then turned to face Douma and Araquiel, resting his hands on his hips in a casual pose. “So, what’s your deal, exactly?”

      Araquiel snorted. “Our deal? What the hell is your deal, Brother? You left us for… this?” he asked, gesturing at the beach.

      We didn’t even know we’d stumbled upon Raphael’s camping site, but I had to give silent thanks to the universe for bringing us here. Another minute with Douma, and our chances of getting out of here freely would’ve dropped dramatically to zero. We were down to plan C already, and it was the suckiest of the three options we’d come up with.

      “Hey, I’ve found peace and quiet here,” Raphael retorted. “The sun, the ocean, the soft sands. The jungle is mine to hunt and harvest from. There are no curious Faulties in these parts. No father to tell me that I’m supposed to do this, this, and that. I’m happy here. So, yes. I left you for this, and I have zero regrets.”

      “You’ve fallen from grace, Brother,” Douma chimed in. “We used to look up to you.”

      “Listen, Sister!” Raphael said. “You can go ahead and be Daddy’s little soldier girl all you want. Same goes for you, Araquiel. Hell, you can all blindly follow him into a blasting volcano, for all I care. Just don’t expect me to show any concern whatsoever. I gave you a choice, and you made it clear that you are utterly unable to think for yourselves. Just don’t expect me to do the same.”

      I chuckled softly. “Hold up. You went off script, and it pissed Ta’Zan off?”

      Raphael shrugged, then cocked his head to the side as he looked at me. “You’re not afraid of me,” he observed. I shook my head. “Why not? Haven’t you heard the stories about me? I mean, it’s got to be why you came looking for me, right? This is quite far from where your people are. I doubt you were just… walking around.”

      “Once I’ve seen one Perfect, I’ve seen them all,” I said. “And yes, we came looking for you.”

      Raphael nodded slowly, then looked at Douma and Araquiel once more. “And you have been hunting them ever since?” he asked, slightly amused. His eyes nearly popped out when he spotted Abaddon’s severed head in the sand. “Oh, man, you brought the psycho hound with you, too? How low will you go?”

      “You have no idea what we’ve been through!” Araquiel snarled. “You left us! You’re in no position to judge us!”

      Araquiel was beginning to lose his temper, and, from what I’d seen before, it didn’t occur that often. The hot-headedness was usually reserved for the likes of Abaddon. But I needed to get this damn standoff over with. Nevis was injured, and he needed my blood—not to mention Hunter, Zeriel, and everyone else who’d gotten hurt by the Perfects.

      “Actually, we’ve had Douma hostage until now,” Dmitri interjected. “She helped us kill Abaddon twice now, only this time she decided to stay loyal to her brethren and jumped on the capture-the-outsiders train.”

      Raphael burst into laughter, prompting Douma’s face to burst out red, up to the tips of her ears. “Are you serious? You get captured by outsiders, yet you have the audacity to claim a high ground before me? Hah!”

      “At least I’m trying to do something here!” Douma replied.

      “What’s that, exactly? Blindly obey Daddy? Do what you’re told without wondering whether what you’re doing is right or wrong to begin with?” Raphael asked, rather rhetorically. “I chose to walk away and not care. It’s made my life a million times easier. I don’t give a damn about what you do with these outsiders, you know,” he added, pretty much bumming me out. “But don’t come here all high and mighty to—what, exactly? Reprimand me? Show me how well you’re doing? What’s your point, Douma?”

      “I’m loyal to Father! To our people!” Douma shouted.

      Raphael shook his head. “Douma, you’re just too gullible. Such a waste of a perfectly good brain.”

      “I’ll take the waste of brain over being a coward anytime,” Araquiel replied.

      The entire planet seemed to come to a screeching halt. Silence fell heavily over that strip of beach. I could’ve sworn that even the ocean had stopped lapping at the sandy shore. The winds stopped blowing. The animals were eerily quiet all of a sudden. The sudden shift in electricity was beyond obvious.

      There was definitely something about Raphael that commanded our full attention, even more so when he was angry—and Araquiel had really pissed him off, this time. From what I could tell, calling Raphael a coward was a surefire way to get oneself shredded.

      Raphael didn’t say anything for a while, but the wrath in his eyes spoke volumes. He slowly moved his head to look at Araquiel once more, the corner of his mouth nervously twitching.

      “Did you just call me a coward, Araquiel?” he asked, his voice chillingly low.

      It had an immediate effect on Araquiel, who instinctively took a step back. “I did. I simply told the truth, Brother.”

      “Then, I guess it’s time I introduce you to a truth I’d been hoping I wouldn’t have to show you. But you leave me no choice,” Raphael breathed.

      He vanished from sight. Within a split second, he was right in front of Araquiel. His hand shot out and gripped Araquiel by the throat. Raphael’s buttons had finally been pushed beyond their normal limits.
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      I’d thought the likes of Douma and Araquiel were the fastest I’d ever seen, but Raphael was something else entirely. I had to admit, right then and there, that he was definitely the one who could take us all down in the blink of an eye.

      We’d gotten somewhat accustomed to the Perfects’ speed, moves, and tactics. Our soul-eater blades had slowed them down a little, even though the difference was a mere millisecond here and there. But we’d fought them for long enough to know where we all stood. We were completely inferior where capabilities were concerned, but we still had a few aces up our sleeves where strategy was concerned.

      This time, however, I couldn’t stop myself from breathing a sigh of relief. I was downright thankful that Raphael had no interest in taking us to Ta’Zan. But I wasn’t sure he was on our side. Based on his demeanor, I was inclined to think he desired neutrality, but that was impossible in these circumstances. We were going to have to try to change his mind. But first, we had to defeat the remaining Perfects.

      Looking at how Raphael delivered devastating blows to Araquiel’s torso, however, I figured the fight was going to end soon. Douma was perplexed, and Oriphiel was livid. The other three were practically quaking in their silken tunics.

      Araquiel didn’t even get a chance to breathe or plead for mercy. Raphael pummeled him into oblivion, ramming his fists into his brother’s ribcage with no sense of mercy or pause. Araquiel managed to kick him in the groin, hard enough to make Raphael double over.

      It gave Araquiel the second he needed to dash back and put some distance between them.

      Raphael’s laughter was strained. “Tell you what, outsiders. I’ll listen to what you have to say, mainly because these arrogant fools managed to get on my nerves. So, what do you say we rip some Perfect heads off first, then go somewhere nice and quiet to chill. Huh?”

      “Sounds all right to me,” Elonora said, then gave me a soft nudge and nodded in Douma’s direction. “What do you say, Rosie? Shall we take her out?”

      “By all means. I look forward to sinking my teeth into her again,” I replied.

      Vesta, Ridan, Ben, and Kallisto handled the three remaining Perfects. Dmitri, Kailani, Leah, and Samael took on Oriphiel. They all had a score to settle, and with Araquiel inconvenienced by Raphael, we had a slight advantage.

      The fight unraveled rather quickly from that point onward. Elonora and I kept Douma busy—on top of her existing distractions. She still caught glimpses of Oriphiel going against Dmitri, Kailani, Leah, and Samael. She clearly had a soft spot for Dmitri, and it worked to our advantage, while she also kept an occasional eye on Araquiel and Raphael.

      The Perfect brothers clashed. Every tackle, every punch, and every kick was accompanied by thunderous thuds and crackles, as if they were two threads of lightning crashing into one another in the sky. At one point, they both spread their wings out and took flight, continuing their fight in the air.

      We were lucky that Douma still had the device that prevented her from using her wings, but the others in our crew weren’t that lucky. Nevertheless, our swamp witch was reinvigorated by the prospect of an alliance with Raphael. Whatever was going on inside her with the Word, it brought out some stunning displays of magic.

      Kailani whispered various spells, combining their dynamics to deliver crippling pulses of energy at the Perfects who tried to use their lightning speed and flight to hit her and the others. Our team was incredible at this point, with the boys taunting the Perfects on the ground, the girls launching various types of attack, and Kailani waiting for the right angle and distance to launch one of her pulses.

      I heard Oriphiel’s wings break, approximately fifty feet up in the air, just as she’d prepared to dive and strike. She landed with a painful crash, sending grains of white sand flying everywhere.

      At the same time, Elonora caught Douma by surprise and slashed the back of her knee with her soul-eater. Douma yelped from the burning pain, losing the use of her left leg in the process. I darted toward Douma, just as Elonora caught her wrists and brutally pulled them behind her with a twisting motion.

      Douma cursed under her breath as I grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her head back. I tore into the side of her throat and drew as much blood as I could, while Elonora sank her fangs into her shoulder and did the same. The more and the faster we drank from her, the slower Douma got.

      “You will pay for this… I swear…” Douma grunted, struggling against Elonora’s hold.

      The tables had turned now. In the span of a few minutes, Douma had stopped being the most powerful out of the three of us.

      Raphael and Araquiel tumbled back down onto the beach, rolling and kicking and punching each other with spine-tingling viciousness.

      “How many times am I going to have to beat it into you, Little Brother?” Raphael asked, then served Araquiel with a jaw-breaking left hook.

      “You’re a disgrace!” Araquiel hissed. “You let us all down!”

      “I chose freedom! Just because you’re all subservient little worms with too much power on your hands doesn’t make me in any way responsible for your misery!” Raphael replied.

      Araquiel’s claws came out, and he slashed at his brother. Blood sprayed out from Raphael’s chest, and, for a second, I thought we’d all be in serious trouble again. But it was over quickly. Raphael didn’t even seem bothered by the deep cuts across his chest. Instead, he caught Araquiel’s wrist and broke it with a single, sudden twist.

      Araquiel growled in agony, but Raphael wasn’t done. His own claws came out, and he drove them through Araquiel’s torso. He pulled back, releasing a gush of crimson blood. Araquiel stilled, his eyes wide and glassy, and his mouth gaping. Raphael got up, grabbing Araquiel by the hair on the top of his head and pulling him up, as well.

      Then, as if slicing through a watermelon, Raphael’s long and sharp claws separated Araquiel’s head from his body with a single cut. The body floundered, collapsing in the sand.

      For a second, we all stopped, stunned by what we were seeing. Even Oriphiel was speechless.

      “No…” Douma murmured. “Dammit, Raphael.”

      Raphael didn’t seem bothered, though. Blood was smeared on his handsome face, but we could all see the grin blooming and revealing his perfect white teeth. He looked at us, breathing heavily.

      “Okay, who’s next? I’m craving a midnight snack and can’t waste any more time with my idiot siblings,” he said.

      This wasn’t the first time we’d seen Araquiel’s head separated from his body. But the speed and grace with which it had been done was simply out of this world. In fact, it put Abaddon’s savagery to shame.

      But Douma was determined not to have this fight end with her in cuffs again.

      She took advantage of our short pause and slashed at my stomach. Liquid heat expanded through my entrails as I fell backward. I tried to get up, but she’d done quite a number on my abdominal muscles.

      The Perfect blood was quick to heal me, but I still was a couple of seconds too late, as Douma elbowed Elonora in the face, then moved to slit her throat with her claws.

      “Lenny!” I heard Kailani scream.

      The tables had turned a little too fast for me to process what was happening. Douma had weaseled out of our hold and was about to deliver a crippling blow to Elonora, when a sword flashed through the air and sliced her head off.

      I blinked several times, shocked by the rapid change of players. I hadn’t even seen Dmitri when he ran toward us and decapitated Douma with his soul-eater. He, too, was perplexed. Elonora exhaled sharply. The remaining Perfects had fallen.

      And, before Oriphiel could even make another move, Ben removed her head, too.

      A handful of seconds flowed by ever so slowly, as the scene of this battle came into full focus. We’d actually done it. Even with Abaddon and Douma both on the loose, albeit not simultaneously, we’d done it.

      Granted, we’d had Raphael to help.
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      Dmitri was motionless, unable to take his eyes off Douma’s severed head. His aura burned in shades of red. He felt horrible, and it confirmed what I’d already been suspecting. He liked her, and killing her, even temporarily, took its toll on him.

      Raphael dragged Araquiel’s body closer to the others, along with his head. He did it with the ease of someone who’d made a habit of collecting his brothers’ body parts to move them around—kind of like carrying watermelons to the market.

      “Decapitation takes a few hours to fix, but if you burn the bodies, too, that’ll give you an extra twelve or so hours. You’d be looking at an entire day without these critters tailing you,” he said.

      Ridan and Ben brought the other Perfect bodies closer, to the point where we had a significant pile of corpses gathered between us. As Amane had told us before, the Perfect bodies didn’t burn completely. Their nervous systems were programmed by Ta’Zan through the original blueprint to put the fire out before it got too deep. Upon further clarification, she’d told us that it involved the release of a fire-repellent enzyme through the blood system, which gradually killed the fire, preserving the Perfect’s body and, in most cases, the memory chip, too.

      Dmitri didn’t move, until Raphael tried to place Douma’s body with the others, too.

      “No, don’t!” Dmitri snapped. “She’s been with us for a few days, now. She heard our conversations. We can still use her.”

      I rushed over to Nevis’s side to give him some of my blood and the last of my healing potions, while Rose, Ben, Ridan, Kallisto, and Kailani took care of Hunter, Zeriel, Amane, and the others. They’d taken some serious hits, and we were all running out of healing potions. Hopefully, Caleb and River would send us some more as soon as they got our latest message. Some hours had passed already, and we’d used Vesta’s and Ben’s blood, too. That had been a risk, since they were already exhausted, but we did use the last of our replenishing potions, too, in order to have them fully functional with Abaddon and his cronies on our tails.

      Raphael chuckled, crossing his arms as he looked at Dmitri. “You’ve got the hots for my sister.”

      “What? No. That’s crazy!” Dmitri blurted. “I just think she’s more useful as our prisoner than as our hunter.”

      “Dmitri does have a point,” Rose replied, helping Zeriel up first. Her blood, infused with Perfect and Faulty energy like mine, worked like a charm.

      Kailani used the last of her potions on Hunter, covering and bandaging his wounds, while Rose spared more of her blood for Amane and Vesta. Leah and Samael were back on their feet, as well. I still couldn’t believe we’d survived a full-on Perfect attack, despite our exhaustion. Then again, we’d stumbled upon Raphael, the absolute game-changer.

      “Douma is fast enough to kill Abaddon, but she is also smarter than the average Perfect,” I said, my bleeding wrist pressed against Nevis’s lips. My heart throbbed at the sight of him so severely wounded, but it had become a regular occurrence during our Stravian adventure. Each time hurt, but as long as there was breath and a pulse, we could fix him. Dhaxanians were remarkably resilient, after all. I felt him stir as he drank my blood. The Perfect and Faulty infusion almost immediately brought a little color back to his cheeks, while I pressed a dry cloth against his abdominal wound.

      Rose nodded. “She killed Abaddon once before, but she knew she was outnumbered, so she didn’t oppose us much when we put the cuffs back on. This second time around, however, there were more of her people still standing. She felt empowered to turn on us.”

      “I had to let her go,” Dmitri muttered. “Abaddon was going to kill us all.”

      “No one is saying otherwise, buddy,” Hunter chimed in, now sitting up, with Kailani right next to him. Their auras glowed bright gold whenever their eyes met. Relief burst through her when Hunter regained enough strength to get up on his own, despite the severity of his wounds.

      “Then you’re not as dumb as my brothers made you out to be,” Raphael replied. “Douma and I are the only ones who can kill Abaddon, almost effortlessly. Araquiel’s skills don’t necessarily lie on the physical combat side of things. He’s more of a strategist.”

      Dmitri kept staring at Douma, and it nearly broke my heart. “Sorry,” he whispered.

      “Ah, hell. Stop apologizing!” Raphael said. “She would’ve maimed you all and dragged you back to Ta’Zan without regrets. She’s a liability, at this point. That is, if you’re determined to survive and do something against Ta’Zan.”

      “Wow, you don’t call him ‘Father’ anymore either,” I murmured. I’d already noticed how Amane and Kallisto had ceased to refer to Ta’Zan as their father, shortly afterward followed by Leah and Samael. It was a sign of emotional detachment, proof that they’d separated themselves from their maker, in an irreversible way.

      Raphael shrugged. “He made me. But I have no reason to consider him my father. He used me from the very beginning. I was never his son.”

      “Then we’re on the same page here,” Amane said, as Ridan helped her up. “We should talk.”

      “We should burn all these bodies, first. All of them,” Raphael replied, raising an eyebrow at Dmitri.

      “We could still use Douma!” Dmitri said.

      “At least admit you like her. You reek of guilt already for having chopped her head off. Even I can see it,” Raphael said, irritated. “Own it, man.”

      Dmitri’s shoulders dropped. “She’s not a bad person. I mean, I don’t blame her for doing what she did. If I were her, I’d probably do the same.”

      “This is war. Sympathy will get you killed,” Kallisto interjected, her brows furrowed. “Nevertheless, I agree. Douma is more useful to us in chains than free to hunt us with the rest of these psychos.”

      Amane cleared her throat. “We could try something, then.”

      We all looked at her, but Raphael was the one who immediately realized what she had in mind. “Look at you, out in the wild and still eager to cut us open.” He chuckled.

      “What’s he talking about?” Dmitri asked.

      Nevis opened his eyes. His lips stretched slowly into a weak smile. I brushed my knuckles against his cheek, then checked his stomach wound. It was going to take a while for it to fully heal.

      “We need a safe place for a day or so,” I said.

      “Which is what I’ll need, too, if I’m to do this,” Amane replied.

      “Do what, exactly?” Dmitri insisted, raising his voice.

      “Remember the memory chips?” she asked.

      A second or two passed in absolute silence. I could almost hear the realization kicking in, like a tidal wave crashing into the rocky shoreline.

      “You want to extract the memory chip out of Douma. Have her start from scratch,” Rose murmured, her eyes wide with fascination.

      “She wouldn’t remember anything she was taught. She wouldn’t remember us,” Dmitri continued, frowning as he looked down at Douma again.

      “She wouldn’t remember that she needs to hunt you all down and bring you back to Ta’Zan,” Raphael concluded. “Yeah, might as well do it. I’ve never seen a wiped Perfect before, anyway.”

      “Like I said, we need a safe space,” Amane said.

      Raphael grinned.

      “Then let me escort you all to my little summer crib,” he replied, then motioned at the Perfect bodies. “But first, let’s toast those bastards before the healing process begins.”

      All of a sudden, despite my exhaustion, my own wounds, and my concern for Nevis’s wellbeing, I was filled with energy—the kind that fueled a bold explorer, stemming from scientific curiosity. If we could find and remove the chip from Douma, we could show her a different worldview, from scratch. We could analyze her instincts and choices, without any influence from us, at first.

      That was, in fact, key. See what her instincts dictated before teaching her anything.

      It was a way to guarantee that she could be naturally swayed in the right direction. Something told me that Douma wasn’t inherently bad. I’d exchanged a few words with her. I’d seen the way she looked at Dmitri when he wasn’t watching.

      We could give Douma a shot at a better life.
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      The twenty-four young Draenir males took us to their tribe, hidden deep inside the jungle on the east side of the swollen river. I could still hear its waters flowing from a couple of miles away, echoes thundering through the darkness of the woods.

      The tribe’s camp was simple and modest, with square tents firmly anchored to the hard ground and covered with layers of animal hides and furs. The Elder Rakkhan had a small cabin made of wooden logs, its porch overlooking the entire camp. There were approximately a hundred Draenir living here—a healthy mix of males and females, as well as children and elderly people.

      They tied our hands in front of us for good measure, but we didn’t object. If it made them feel safer, and if it got their Elder to talk to us, we were fine with it. Heron and his wards weren’t too happy with the conditions, but Avril berated them into keeping their mouths shut. I was equal parts impressed and amused by the amount of influence that she had not only over her soulmate, but also over his people.

      Wallah led the twenty-three men into the camp, keeping us at the back so as not to startle the others. He stopped us right before we entered their living territory.

      “All of you, wait here,” Wallah said. “I must speak to the Elder Rakkhan first and see if he will allow you to enter our camp. This patch of land is sacred to us.”

      I nodded slowly. “Do as you wish. We are your… guests here.”

      He gave me a smirk, then rushed into the camp, leaving only a couple of Draenir with their high-tech weapons pointed at us, in case we decided to do something stupid. Of course, we weren’t going to, but their peace of mind was our priority.

      While we waited, we took a moment to study the camp from its border. Small fires burned outside each cubic tent, elegantly covered by wooden shades to protect the flames from the rain. The children were small and vivacious, running around and giggling, covered in zebra-like furs. The adult males wore animal antlers on their heads and brownish hides around their waists, while the women settled for woven tube dresses, made with strips of black leather and colored beads.

      They had two specific areas designed for various chores on both the west and east sides of the camp. The former had wooden banks, vats and tubs, tables, and a variety of utensils used for cooking and processing vegetables, fruits, nuts, herbs, and so on. They also did their laundry a couple of yards farther down, as the camp was right next to one of the tributaries of the big, gushing river we’d landed by.

      The latter seemed like a crafts center of sorts, where Draenir were currently busy cutting pieces of wood, beating red-hot metal blades, and weaving new clothes from various animal skins and textile threads. Despite the impressive technology of their weapons, they seemed like simple people who were trying to create a life here on Merinos, smack in the middle of a storm area, with extreme summers and winters tumbling around them.

      A group of kids stopped by the entrance, staring at us with wide eyes.

      “They must’ve inherited the weapons from the Draenir,” Bogdana suggested. “I mean, the Draenir with all the science and technology, who died in the plague. They must be survivors.”

      “Living here, away from the Perfects, in the eye of the storm,” Lumi continued, keeping her voice low. “This is interesting, to say the least. Look at how they live… the complete opposite of the enterprising Draenir we knew of. I doubt these people will know how to make a new being in a high-tech lab.”

      “They weave their own clothes,” Serena said, clearly fascinated. “They eat from the woods. They hunt the animals. They build their homes with wood and hides and furs…”

      Taeral pointed at the cabin. “That’s definitely the Elder’s place,” he said, just as we watched Wallah go inside, after knocking on the shabby door. “He’s got ‘fancier’ living conditions. So, there’s a hierarchy of sorts.”

      “I think the Elder can tell us more, but it does seem reasonable for a tribal community like this,” I replied. “There’s about a hundred of them. In about ten or twenty years, if left undisturbed, they’ll grow to the size of a village. I see they’ve found a way to live here, despite the extreme weather conditions.”

      “This is incredible,” Bogdana whispered.

      “You’re so happy about it,” Serena said, reading the fae’s emotional aura.

      Bogdana gave her a soft smile. “I am. Life seems to always find a way. I’m relieved to see the Draenir still exist. The universe must have a plan for them.”

      “Or maybe the Hermessi?” Lumi asked, smirking.

      Bogdana nodded. “It could very well be! I can almost feel them here, you know? The pure energy of the natural elements. Maybe the Hermessi sheltered them. From what I can see, the conditions are a bit gentler here, in the middle of the jungle. They can grow a few vegetables, maybe even patches of grain, if there’s a clearing nearby. They can clearly hunt and have constant access to fresh water. This region is not known for being merciful. So, yes. Perhaps the Hermessi are supporting the Draenir. Look at those little children…” Her voice trailed off, pure joy twinkling in her amber eyes.

      “They’re so sweet,” Avril said, equally charmed.

      The kids were cute, indeed. Their small, round faces were tanned, their eyes a plethora of wild greens and deep blues. Their hair was full, rich, and black, not yet slick and straight like the adults’, but rather curly and frizzy. They all smiled at us, revealing the occasional gap in their white teeth.

      “Their ears are pointy,” Serena observed. “That’s a Draenir trait, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is. As well as the dark skin complexion and black hair, though they do have the occasional blonde or redhead—but those are considered rare,” Bogdana explained. “Unfortunately, I don’t see any here. I suppose the plague didn’t spare any of them.”

      “And they’re all like this, slender and toned, tall and with long limbs?” I asked.

      She nodded again. “Pretty much.”

      “They share some of their features with the Dhaxanians,” Avril replied. “The pointy ears, the slender figures. The skin and hair color are the complete opposite, but I could venture a guess and say they’re connected, somehow.”

      “It could very well be,” Bogdana said. “We do not know the origin of life in the In-Between, as you call it. We just know that life found a way, and that it spread from one solar system to another. The Draenir had begun to study the universe, making impressive advancements in science and astronomy. They were negotiating with Eritopia and other galaxies to share their knowledge and research technology. But the plague—”

      “Ended them,” Taeral interjected, keeping his eyes on the wooden cabin.

      An old Draenir emerged, accompanied by Wallah. They both stopped to look at us from afar, while the kids darted off back inside the camp. Rakkhan was old, indeed, physically speaking. His hair was short, white, and fading, his eyes a pale blue that made me think he was blind. He wore a long and heavy coat made of a pale blue textile, with thousands of colored beads hanging around his thin neck.

      “He’s worried,” Serena murmured. “The Elder… He’s worried and scared.”

      “We’re strangers,” Lumi said. “They’ve been living here in isolation, surviving, untouched by anyone. Of course he’s worried and scared. He’s the tribe’s chief. He’s responsible for the wellbeing and safety of his people.”

      “Ugh, and that’s not something we’re offering,” Taeral groaned. “On the contrary.”

      “I think it matters how we sell it,” Lumi replied.

      Wallah and the Elder Rakkhan made their way through the camp toward us. As they walked, the armed young males joined them once more, their expressions firm and their glowing blue weapons ready to fire.

      “You came from the sky,” Rakkhan said when he reached us.

      I nodded. “From far away, actually, yes,” I replied. “We come in peace, sir.”

      “Our people were taken by Ta’Zan. Do you know him?” Serena asked.

      Rakkhan froze. Wallah didn’t seem as terrified, nor did the other boys, but the Elder’s dread was enough to stir the entire tribe. He knew our enemy well.

      “He’s still alive,” Rakkhan muttered. “I’d heard rumors from the boys who ventured farther to the east, but I didn’t know for sure he’d survived the plague… even though it had supposedly been designed only for full Draenir. Then they came back the other night and told me about creatures flying at incredible speed. I knew he had something to do with it.”

      “You’re the only survivors of the plague, aren’t you?” Lumi asked.

      The Elder sighed. “I’m afraid so. We had protocols in place. Stations to go to, from which to send life signals to other stations. I tried… for days, weeks, but no one answered,” he said, and looked at me. “I suppose you’ve had a long trip and would like to rest for a while.”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied, offering a polite smile.

      “Well, we can let you stay here for a while, but we will keep your weapons until you leave,” Rakkhan said.

      “Will you listen to what we have to say?” I asked.

      “And what is that, exactly? Tell me now. I’m an old man. My patience is already short.”

      “You know of Ta’Zan’s creatures, I presume. And you know Ta’Zan, as well,” I said, stealing the occasional glance at Serena and the rest of our small crew. Our nerves were stretched quite thin.

      Rakkhan nodded once more. “I know Ta’Zan very well. I was there when he left. I had nothing to do with his creation, but I knew his maker. I’m well acquainted with his character, and, yes, I know of his prototypes, too.”

      This made Rakkhan significantly older than the other Draenir. I guessed he was at least two, maybe three centuries older than the others, given that Ta’Zan and the Faulties went into stasis approximately one-hundred-and-fifty years ago—specifically, when Rakkhan was old enough to lead a rescue operation for plague survivors. Bogdana had also confirmed that the Draenir had remarkably long lives, so it didn’t exactly come as a surprise.

      “Is that what he called them, back then?” Lumi replied. “Prototypes?”

      “Yes. His first… batch of subjects. That’s what he called them at first,” Rakkhan said.

      “He calls them Faulties now. He took our people and used their genes to create stronger and more powerful specimens,” I explained. “Perfects. The ones your boys have seen flying around.”

      “I wonder how he and his… Faulties survived,” Rakkhan muttered, his bushy white brows furrowed.

      “He put them and himself into stasis, inside isolated pods. According to our sources, they were supposed to be under for three centuries,” I said. “We thought the planet was abandoned. We did a full scan. No one popped up, not your people, not the pods, nothing. So, we sent our founders here on a vacation. They stumbled upon Ta’Zan’s pods and accidentally awakened him. That night, he took them.”

      “He and his Faulties move at incredible speeds where processing and manufacturing are concerned. He’s making Perfects by the dozens, on a daily basis, in hundreds of diamond coliseums they’ve practically built overnight,” Serena added.

      “And they must be stopped. They plan to go out and conquer every civilized planet out there,” I continued. “You have to understand, this isn’t about this land or this planet anymore. The entire universe is at risk, because these new creatures are seemingly invincible. They took down two of our ships. Killed a couple hundred of our people like it was nothing, then captured the others. We still have a group out here, in the wild, dodging their hunters. We’re trying to get reunited with them, before Ta’Zan figures out space travel.”

      “Ah, yes, he never thought of studying up on that,” Rakkhan said. “He was content with stealing and using our ships. It’s a good thing our people destroyed them all when the plague hit. They burned all the blueprints and everything that had to do with space travel. We knew we couldn’t risk anyone getting off the planet while the plague was ravaging our people.”

      “Hah… So, that’s why he hasn’t left yet,” Lumi concluded, a grin brightening her face, her white-blue eyes twinkling with satisfaction.

      “I suppose. Our ships required constant and specialized maintenance. Ta’Zan was more versed in the principles of medicine and genetics. He never fully mastered the concepts of aerodynamics and physical mechanics. He was good at building, but nothing that could be used to fly people from point A to point B,” Rakkhan replied, then narrowed his eyes at me. “So, what is it you want from us, exactly?”

      I exhaled sharply, hoping I’d gotten his interest. Judging by the looks on Wallah’s and his companions’ faces, they were certainly intrigued and willing to hear more. I figured they must’ve grown tired of living in this hellish storm cluster, instead of enjoying the peaceful beaches to the east.

      “Those weapons,” Lumi said, her gaze fixed on the youths’ blue energy guns. “Who made them?”

      Rakkhan briefly glanced at the one on Wallah’s back. “My people, long before the plague,” he replied. “All the designers, technicians, and manufacturers died.”

      “But there has to be a stock somewhere, right?” I asked. “Also, more importantly, what sort of damage can they do? I’d dare to guess quite serious, but the Perfects are practically invincible.”

      Rakkhan gave Wallah a nod. The young Draenir then grabbed his weapon from his back and pointed it at a nearby tree. He fired one shot. The bright blue pellet went right through the tree, drilling a two-inch hole in its trunk, just like with Bijarki’s sword. Then, Wallah flipped a small switch on the side of the weapon and fired again. This time, however, a large and bright blue blast was expelled. It hit the tree again and burst into an equally blue cloud. Within seconds, the tree was turned into a fine powder… no, ashes. It turned the tree into ashes.

      My jaw dropped.

      “Whoa…” Taeral mumbled. “I hope you were at least pointing those weapons at us in pellet-mode.”

      “They were designed for absolute obliteration,” Rakkhan said, a tinge of pride lingering in his tone, while Wallah put the weapon away.

      “We usually keep them in… pellet-mode, as you call it,” the young Draenir said.

      This wasn’t just a new and wonderful development. It looked like the break we’d been hoping for. I tried not to let hope clutch my heart too hard, fearing potential disappointment, but I was too excited to ignore the possible outcomes we could be looking at, if we had such weapons in our hands.

      “We do not condone killing, in general,” Rakkhan replied, briefly scowling at Wallah. There was a backstory there, for sure. “We use the weapons only to defend ourselves from deadly enemies. Though, you’re the first similar to our kind that we’ve pointed them at. Until now, it’s been mostly jungle wolves and sand panthers.”

      “What about the Perfects?” I asked. “Have they not come around? Do they know you’re here?”

      Rakkhan shook his head. “We haven’t met. And we’re well hidden, enough for them not to find us. Your scanners couldn’t find us either,” he replied with a smirk.

      “We need your help,” Avril interjected. “We need to save our people and get them back. Most importantly, we’ve got to stop Ta’Zan before he takes flight. Before his Perfects infect the universe. It’s only a matter of time before they get to you.”

      “Do they know you’re here?” Rakkhan asked me. It was my turn to shake my head. “Good. Spend the night here. We’ll talk some more.”

      The Elder then walked away, back into the camp. The young Draenir pointed their weapons at us again. No matter what happened, we could not be aggressive with them. They were nowhere near ready to answer our plea. And I was nowhere near done persuading them.

      Wallah stepped forward. “Our Elder is not easily convinced,” he said, keeping his voice low. “But we’ll get him to listen.”

      “You’re willing to help us?” Bogdana replied, her eyebrows arched.

      “We’ve seen those Perfects fly and hunt, from afar.” Wallah sighed. “We know they’re a threat to us. Maybe not right now, but we don’t know what tomorrow will bring. Up until now, it’s only been us. For the past few days, however, we’ve noticed the lights… heard the booms in the sky. Things are changing, and we’ll do whatever we can to protect our people.”

      “I think those weapons might help,” Heron replied.

      “Maybe. But there aren’t many between us,” another young Draenir said.

      Wallah smirked. “Not here, no,” he said, then scowled at me. “You get the Elder to agree with your request, and we’ll offer whatever we can. For now, be thankful he let you live.”

      He then stepped aside and motioned for us to go into the camp. I felt Serena’s angst, and gave her a soft smile.

      “It’ll be okay,” I whispered to her.

      “We’re wasting time,” Avril said, as if reading my wife’s mind.

      “We can’t force them to help us,” I replied. “They have to be willing. They might have the resources we need.”

      “We’ll do it your way. For now,” Lumi muttered. “Till I get bored, that is. Then, we’re doing it my way.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. We’d talked about this. Whatever it takes. But, when truly faced with the prospect, I wasn’t sure it would be so easily doable. I had to do my best to persuade Rakkhan to help us. We needed weapons and whatever else the Draenir still had, that his tribe could supply. Even some spies on the ground wouldn’t hurt.
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      The night passed, and Rakkhan didn’t come to see us again. We were housed in two of the larger tents and given food and water. Avril and Heron were given fresh blood, since the Draenir had domesticated some of the local antelopes and kept them in an enclosure about two hundred yards from the camp. They also had one of the tents for themselves and the wards, while the rest of us huddled in the other.

      We were all too shaken and shocked by the Draenir to even think about Bogdana and the promise she’d made to us. I made a note to bring this up as soon as I saw her, since she’d been housed in another tent. Lumi was with us, as well, and for the sake of diplomacy and not wishing to arouse any suspicion among the Draenir, she chose to stay put and wait for morning to come. Any information that Bogdana had could be crucial to our mission.

      We all grew frustrated as dawn came upon us, and Rakkhan was still in his cabin, consulting with Wallah and a couple of other Draenir.

      The kids stayed close as we got out and gathered around the morning fire. Some in our crew had caught a few hours of sleep, and woke up crankier than the previous night—Lumi, in particular.

      “Still no sign of Rakkhan?” she asked.

      I shook my head slowly. “I think Wallah is trying to persuade Rakkhan to help us.”

      “He’s sure taking his sweet time!” Lumi said.

      “We should try to understand them,” Serena said. “They’ve been on their own for so long, fearful of everything, struggling to survive and adapt. They’ve finally found some kind of balance here, and now we’ve showed up, along with the concept of Ta’Zan and his Perfects. It’s got to be a shock for them.”

      “They should just give us their weapons then,” Taeral muttered.

      “And what will they defend themselves with, huh?” Bogdana said, somewhat aggravated. “I can only imagine what they’ve been through. What Rakkhan has been through. He’s raised them all, practically. He saved them and brought them here, to relative safety. If Ta’Zan finds out they’re here, he’ll—” She stopped herself, then shifted her gaze to the crackling fire.

      It drew Lumi’s undivided attention. “Finish your sentence,” she said.

      “There’s nothing to finish. Based on his behavior so far, you all know what will happen to the Draenir if Ta’Zan finds out they’re here,” she murmured.

      “They’ll end up prisoners,” Heron said, covering himself and Avril with a blanket as the sun slowly came up. Rays pierced the tree crowns, but they weren’t going to be here for long. “Or worse, dead.”

      “He’ll find them, anyway,” Lumi grumbled, then shifted her focus on Bogdana. “So, you promised you’d tell us everything you know. As soon as you set foot on Strava. We’re all waiting. Breathlessly, for that matter.”

      Bogdana glanced around at the Draenir kids. “This really isn’t a good time. Young and innocent ears are listening.”

      “That’s a lame excuse,” Lumi said, scowling at the old fae.

      “Nothing I tell you will be of immediate use,” Bogdana retorted. “We need a bit more privacy to talk about my intel. Rest assured, I always keep my word, Lumi. Always.”

      “Or, I could just make you talk, if I snap my fingers,” Lumi sniped.

      “And scare off the kids? I strongly advise against that,” Bogdana replied with a dry smirk.

      “Let’s just wait and see what Rakkhan says about our request for support, first. At least the restraints are off,” I said, rubbing my wrists, with zero patience left to mediate a potential conflict between Bogdana and Lumi. “I’m not a fan of waiting, either, but we shouldn’t force Bogdana to do anything, especially with witnesses as young as these. The last thing we want is to freak them and the elders out with our abilities.”

      Lumi exhaled deeply and shook her head. That was the best I’d get from her, in terms of a concession. At least we were allowed to stay in the camp, with our hands and legs free, but there were always young Draenir around, clutching their weapons and scowling at us.

      The kids, on the other hand, seemed fearless and carefree. They gradually gathered around Bogdana, who proceeded to tell them stories about her fire star and her many travels throughout the In-Between. They ate up her every word, enthralled by her adventures. She told them about how she had met the first Dhaxanians and fought the first daemons on Neraka, long before the consumption of souls and Lumi’s crash. They occasionally stole fearful glances from Heron’s wards—most likely drawn by the swamp witch tattoos visible on the Maras’ necks and hands, along with their cool leather tunic uniforms. They had a certain visual appeal to any beholder, always dark and mysterious.

      Bogdana then told them about the Hermessi, the spirits of water, air, fire, and earth, and the way in which the people’s faith made them grow stronger, thus giving more power and beauty to nature itself.

      “What if he says no?” Serena asked me, while Lumi paid attention to Bogdana’s account of the Hermessi, along with their effect on her abilities as a fire fae.

      “Rakkhan?” I asked, and Serena nodded. “I don’t know. We might have to resort to some difficult measures.”

      “Such as?” Serena replied, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

      I offered a faint shrug. “Theft.”

      “We could try to get the youth on our side. They seem willing,” Taeral said.

      That sounded like a reasonable suggestion. I glanced around and noticed our guards gradually relaxing, though they continued to keep their eyes on us. They, too, were interested in Bogdana’s tales of the Hermessi.

      “On our star, we built new temples for them,” she said, smiling at the kids. “Our flames grew bigger and more powerful. Our abilities flourished. Especially for those of us frequently worshipping the Hermessi. The more we visit the temples and talk to their statues, the stronger we seem to become. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not a colossal growth in power, but it’s enough to get our attention. To confirm that they’re real.”

      “Of course, what Bogdana forgets to tell you is that we don’t have any proof that they really exist,” Taeral interjected.

      “Once you believe in them, you’ll get your proof,” Bogdana retorted.

      The kids stilled at the sound of Rakkhan’s cabin door opening. They darted away like little birds, vanishing into their tents. For a moment, I wondered why they were so wary of him, until I noticed his expression. He seemed angry as he made his way toward us.

      Wallah followed closely behind. He wore defeat on his lowered shoulders.

      “You want our weapons, then,” Rakkhan said once he reached us.

      I stood up. “At least, yes,” I replied. “We need whatever we can use against the Perfects. They cannot be allowed to leave the planet.”

      “If they leave, it won’t be our concern.” Rakkhan sighed. “We’ll finally get some peace around here. We’ll be safe.”

      “You are foolish to think they will let you live here freely,” Lumi said, joining me.

      Slowly but surely, the rest of our crew got up, careful not to startle our Draenir guards.

      “I do not care about your squabbles with Ta’Zan,” Rakkhan said. “We’ve survived until now by keeping our distance from everything, including our past. It was our technology that helped create Ta’Zan in the first place. It was technology that failed us, too, when the plague spread. We’ve sworn off it, completely. We live in the heart of nature, now. We’re starting over, quiet and peaceful. We will not engage in acts of war.”

      “How can you say you’ve sworn off technology, when you’re sporting such weapons?” I asked, pointing at the energy guns.

      Rakkhan paused, then briefly scratched his short, white beard. “They’re the only thing we’ve taken from our past. The objects that stand between us and our annihilation. We will not surrender them, nor will we draw Ta’Zan’s attention, in any way. You must understand something: I have my people to protect. Our entire species nearly went extinct. We have a shot at starting over, and I will do whatever it takes to make sure that no harm comes to my young ones.”

      That wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping for. Wallah wasn’t happy with it.

      “We could get you and your people off the planet,” Serena suggested. “We have the means to send you to our world, Calliope. You could thrive there. You would always be home there.”

      Rakkhan gave her a sad smile. “This is our home.”

      “Your home is infested with Perfects who seek to destroy you and anyone else who isn’t like them,” I said. “You’ve picked the wrong time to be neutral.”

      “I’m keeping my people safe. We’re not made for war, and we can’t give you our weapons. We need them,” Rakkhan insisted.

      “You think Ta’Zan will be deterred by a few energy blasters?” Lumi said, resting a hand on her hip.

      “These things are powerful enough to hold them back. All we want is this island for us to live on. I doubt he’ll have a problem with that. We are not aggressive, nor expansive,” the Elder replied.

      I let a deep sigh roll from my chest, then pinched the bridge of my nose. “You’re terribly wrong about everything,” I said. “Ta’Zan will never let you live.”

      “I’ve made my decision. I will not endanger my people in any way. Period,” Rakkhan concluded, leaving me no room for any more arguments. “Now, I understand you move better at night, so you’re free to spend the rest of the day here and pack your supplies. By midnight, we’ll give you your swords and knives back. Then, you can leave us be.”

      Rakkhan huffed once, as if to officially end his statement, and walked away.

      Wallah didn’t say anything for a while, and neither did we. Serena had her gaze fixed on the young Draenir, as he waited for the Elder to go back into his hut.

      A couple of minutes passed in heavy silence, until we all heard the cabin door shut behind Rakkhan. Wallah breathed out, as if having been underwater until now. He chuckled nervously.

      “He can be a real pain, huh?” he mumbled.

      “Do you agree with his decision?” I asked, then gave Lumi a sideways glance.

      She was about to do things her way, and I wasn’t fully clear on what that implied. I knew that she could be incredibly determined and heartless, but I was inclined to believe that our next step was going to be theft, like we’d previously discussed. I wasn’t going to sleep well because of this, but it had to be done.

      But, then again, maybe Wallah had a better idea.

      The young Draenir scratched the back of his head, eyeing each of us as he chose his words very carefully. “Not all of us agree with the Elder,” he whispered, stealing glances at the guards. He was making sure they didn’t hear him.

      “Can you help us?” I asked, keeping my voice down.

      He nodded once. “I can show you something. I’m not sure how it could help, but we’re… well, we’re savages. We don’t know what our ancestors had and what it could do. Only Rakkhan does, and he clearly doesn’t want you to find out. Otherwise, he would’ve sent you there. But you strike me as smart people, since you came from the sky. So, do me a favor. You, and only you, meet me behind the water fountain on the south side of the camp when the sun begins to set.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Thank you.”

      Wallah grinned. “Don’t thank me yet. Not until I show you.”

      “Thank you nonetheless, for simply trying to help,” I replied.

      “Now, go about your business, and don’t let anyone see you talk too much amongst yourselves. They’ll think you’re plotting something,” he muttered, then went back to his own tent on the other side of the camp.

      Serena, Lumi, and I exchanged glances, each of us equal parts excited and befuddled.

      “So, what now?” Heron asked.

      “You heard the Draenir,” Lumi replied. “Zip it and pretend everything is fine.”

      I checked our watches, which were adapted to Strava’s time flow. Noon was just an hour away. I was dying to see what Wallah had to show me. I didn’t want to place false hope into those energy weapons, but if they could do to a Perfect what they had done to that tree, it was safe to say that we had come upon something miraculous.

      Part of me hoped that Wallah would show me a room full of those guns.
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      Heron’s wards did a good job of distracting the young Draenir men tasked with guarding us, while Bogdana kept the children busy. Between Lumi’s swamp witch artifices and playful spells, and the raucous laughter of Serena, Heron, Taeral, Bijarki, and Avril as they pretended to engage with one another in light banter, I had my exit cleared.

      I snuck through the camp and found Wallah waiting by the fountain on the south side. The sun had begun to set, but we couldn’t tell, since the sky was constantly covered in thick charcoal clouds. They’d barely caught one or two clear dawns over the past year, alone. Merinos was dark and wet, for the most part, and the Draenir had adjusted, but they all clearly longed for the tropical paradise that had been taken over by Ta’Zan and his Perfects.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet me here,” I whispered.

      Wallah sighed, then motioned for me to follow him. We made our way through a narrow opening in the tall wooden fence that bordered the camp. The jungle was lush and riddled with moving shadows—predators with fangs and claws, lurking and eager to pounce. I smelled felines and wolverines, mostly, and they were interested in Wallah, in particular.

      As a Druid living with a snake spirit inside me, I had enough attitude to release a low hiss, loud enough for the animals to take as a warning sign. Wallah gave me a concerned look, probably wondering what I’d done that for. I smiled, relieved to hear and see the fierce predators fall back.

      We continued our trek through the woods for another half-mile, before we reached a large boulder, most of it covered in parasitic plants that reminded me of poison ivy. In the middle, right where the stone sank into the hard ground, was a slit large enough to fit an adult through.

      Wallah went in first, and I followed, carefully climbing down what felt like a series of carved steps. The descent took a long time, but once we reached the bottom, the underground unraveled before us.

      “What is this place?” I asked, unable to see much. I could only tell that there was a lot of space, based on the flow of air in the chamber.

      “The Elder Rakkhan doesn’t want us coming here, unless we are all in danger,” Wallah replied. “It used to be a stronghold of the Draenir, undetectable by any means. There’s one on every island bigger than four square miles, on Strava. They’re not connected via any tunnels or whatever. They used to communicate using radio waves. We don’t understand the technology, nor do we even know how to use it, but it’s still a safe space. The Draenir before us used to keep these places in case of natural or chemical disasters. Rakkhan says they expected that, one day, their scientific work would force them underground. They knew they were playing with fire.”

      I heard a click, a switch flipped by Wallah.

      Then, a buzzing followed, along with square white lights coming on all over the ceiling. As soon as I could see my surroundings, I found myself staring, my jaw slowly reaching for the floor. The place was incredible, with every stone surface covered in metallic plates. Neon lights were mounted above. There were various control panels and computer screens on almost every wall.

      The chamber we were in was shaped like a hexagon, with three corridors leading to other spaces. It was incredibly neat and shiny, the complete opposite of the lush wilderness above.

      “Whoa,” I managed, gawking at the control panels. I didn’t know any of the symbols, but I could recognize some representing numbers and commands.

      “Our old written language isn’t complicated. Once you associate a symbol with a number or an action, a chemical element or a command, you’re good,” Wallah said, then went through the corridor in the middle. “There’s enough room in these chambers to hold up to two hundred people. In case of attack or invasion or anything that could potentially kill us all, we can just come down here and shut the emergency door, to seal us in until the danger has passed.”

      “And you say there’s one on every larger island?” I replied.

      Wallah nodded. “I don’t know where, but they’re all underground. Rakkhan says that scanners would never be able to pick them up, because they all run on serium generators to shield them from any form of detection. But he also says that one would simply need to go to the very center of an island and look for a large boulder with lots of greenery growing on or around it. Chances are it’ll be hiding a stronghold.”

      “This is impressive,” I muttered, trying to take the new chamber in.

      There were hundreds of shelves fitted within the walls, each with a white backlight. There were all kinds of boxes, devices, jars, receptacles, and vials on each, carefully labelled with a series of now-familiar symbols. In the next room, there were more weapons like the ones his people used, with blue lines glowing along the edges, as well as a plethora of knives, spears, small-sized crossbows, and oh-so-many types of short arrows—including ones with explosive tips. There was an entire arsenal in this place, complete with shields and alloy plates designed to protect the fighters from hits.

      “The Draenir, Rakkhan says, were not a violent people. They rarely went to war, and those were always superficial territorial disputes. They were more focused on scientific advancements, exploring the galaxy, and creating life,” Wallah continued. “But they did dabble in making weapons, too. The ones we have are quite special, actually.”

      “Oh, we’ve noticed,” I replied, smiling.

      Wallah stopped in the middle of the room to turn around and look at me. “No, you don’t understand. There’s a very limited supply. Rakkhan only told you that you couldn’t have our weapons, but he didn’t really explain why. Well, not the real reason, anyway,” he said, then picked up one of the blue light guns and placed it on a nearby metal table. He began to dismantle it, piece by piece, with impressive ease and dexterity, until he got to the core, where two chambers were revealed. “See these? Each slot corresponds to one of the gun’s functions,” he added. “This one, marked with a blue edge, is where we load up serium crystals. The gun processes their energy supply into weaponized pulses, like the one you saw pierce a hole through the tree and through your friend’s sword. The crystals we use are small, though.”

      I nodded slowly, watching as he removed a small glowing blue stick from that slot, then showed it to me. “It’s limited, then.”

      “Yes. Approximately fifty shots before we have to reload,” he replied. “We have a limited supply of serium crystals here, and there are no natural deposits in these parts. Definitely none on this island. The mining and extraction process is extremely difficult, too, and we don’t have the resources, the equipment, or the knowledge to drill for it ourselves. So, we only have these to work with. It’s why we can’t give you our weapons. Not only would it leave us practically defenseless, but they wouldn’t be of much help to you, since you said there are thousands of those Perfects already.”

      My stomach began to sink, disappointment clutching my ankles and pulling me further down. I’d thought we were on to something. Still, I figured at least some weapons would be better than none. They still would’ve helped, at least to ease our mission of finding Rose’s team and keeping our cluster safe while we moved from one island to the next, searching for Derek, Rose, and the other prisoners.

      “What about that other function of the weapon? The one that turned the tree into a cloud of dust?” I asked, keeping my gaze fixed on the other slot inside the gun, its edge marked with red. Hope had this way of clinging on, of making me look for other ways to make something work. Sometimes, it was in vain, but I was determined not to let this be one such instance.

      “Ah. The pulverizer,” Wallah said, smirking. “That’s even rarer.”

      “How do you achieve such firing power, though?” I replied.

      “It’s a chemical combination, dispersed with the same energy from the serium crystals. Here, let me show you,” he said, then took out one of three glass capsules lodged inside that slot. Each was filled with a bright red liquid.

      Wallah lifted one to the light for me to see better.

      “What chemicals do you use for this?” I asked.

      He went to one of the built-in shelves and took out three small glass bottles. One had an orange powder, another held a clear, shimmering liquid, and the third was filled with a thick crimson substance. He placed them on the table, next to the weapon, then took out a petri-type dish from another shelf, along with a small capsule filled with what looked like mineral shavings.

      “Hand me that burner,” Wallah said, pointing somewhere behind me. I turned around and spotted the metallic device, complete with a miniature gas canister—fuel for the flame. I brought the burner over, then placed it on the table, watching as Wallah moved to prepare something with the ingredients he’d gotten together. “The pulverizer is made of three distinct chemicals,” he added. “The clear stuff is derived from white tree-climbers, a jungle flower. It’s extremely toxic, though not deadly on its own. The red one is digestive fluid from devil-vipers. You’ll find them in the depths of the woods, hidden beneath dried leaves, usually. They’ll break anything down, like acid. The orange one is a powder. We get it out of yellow coconuts, from the tallest palm trees, and it is also toxic. Once you combine the three on moderate heat, they turn into a reddish fluid, extremely poisonous. They could kill the likes of me and you within minutes, even through the skin.”

      I understood the process and danger of using such a chemical. If we wanted to make this ourselves, we would know how. But we still had to be careful—gloves and all. I pointed at the crystal shavings.

      “What do those do?” I asked.

      Wallah gave me a bitter smile. “It’s the catalyst that turns the red liquid into the pulverizer. It’s called adantium, and it’s painfully rare. Like serium, it can be found deep underground, specifically well beneath the seabed. You’d be lucky to find the serium to weaponize the pulverizer, because it’s what helps shoot it out of the weapon and amplify its effect to do what it did to that tree. But you’ll have to work a lot harder for the adantium, because that’s the one you need the most,” Wallah explained. “It’s what actually weaponizes the pulverizer.”

      “So, three ingredients mixed on moderate flame, combined with the adantium shavings, makes the pulverizer, and the serium is added into each glass capsule at the end, to make it easy to fire,” I concluded.

      “You’re bright,” Wallah replied, smiling. But he quickly turned serious to emphasize the sad truth. “But, like with the other capsules, we have a limited supply. Rakkhan would never give you any of ours, I’m afraid. The least I could do, however, was tell you how to make your own.”

      “That’s more than I would’ve expected, Wallah,” I said. “And I truly appreciate it.”

      “Just remember the quantities. It’s always equal parts of everything,” Wallah added. “Never more, never less. Otherwise, it won’t be effective. It won’t disintegrate a body like it did with the tree. The Draenir opted for this type of deadly weapon because it causes a minimal amount of pain. You don’t even know it hits you.”

      I let out a deep breath, raising my eyebrows as I stared at the dismantled weapon on the table. “I can only imagine. So, you’ve got fifty normal shots and three shots of pulverizer before reloading, right?” I asked.

      Wallah nodded again. “Without a weapon, I don’t know how you could use them, though.”

      “We’d need the materials and a blueprint. Our swamp witch can help us make our own,” I suggested.

      A moment passed, and then he went into another chamber, next to ours. I followed, then froze before a wall covered in screens. This looked like the command center for the stronghold, with keyboards and monitors, printed materials that reminded me of instruction manuals, and communication devices with receivers and microphones. The Draenir had definitely been using radio and wireless systems to speak to one another across large distances.

      “We used to have satellites in the sky,” Wallah said. “At least, that’s what Rakkhan remembers. But the plague made the elders destroy them and anything else that might make people want to leave the planet. The plague was so contagious and dangerous that they didn’t want it leaving Strava. It was a difficult decision, but we all understand why they did it.”

      “So, if we turn this stuff on and try to reach out to other strongholds, do you think we’ll find others like you?” I replied.

      Wallah shrugged. “I don’t think so. And I don’t know how to work any of these machines. Only Rakkhan knows, and he’s been adamant that we keep to ourselves, that there was no one else out there. But my siblings, my friends, and I, we don’t agree with hiding anymore. We would like to do something. To fight back.”

      “What’s stopping you?” I asked. “Rakkhan?”

      “He’s protected us for over a hundred years.” Wallah sighed. “We owe him our lives and our safety. We have children and elderly that need protection. And if the Perfects are as powerful and indestructible as you described them as being, we’d be foolish to reveal ourselves. The climate of Merinos keeps us well hidden. We’re better off here than out there. Personally, I’d like to find a way to get our world back, but, you know… the circumstances don’t make it easy.”

      Just then, I realized something. I glanced around, the wheels in my head turning at surprising speed. “Wallah, would we be able to find weapons and pulverizer supplies in other strongholds?”

      He thought about it for a while. “Maybe. But I cannot guarantee it. We don’t know what happened to the others, if anyone ever managed to stock up on them for the plague. I’d be guessing if I told you yes.”

      “Have you tried talking to Rakkhan about doing something against the rise of Perfects?” I asked him.

      “Of course. His face turns red whenever I mention it. He’s terrified for us,” Wallah said. “He would never allow us to go out there. He’s worked hard to keep us together and safe. I mean, I get where he’s coming from, but the younger generation isn’t eager to live a whole life hiding from those monsters. We’re already tired, and we’re in our late teens now. Imagine how we’ll boil over in the next five to ten years.”

      What Wallah kept describing was a rather sad situation. According to him, the youth were eager and filled with energy. The tribe needed protection and nurturing, particularly where the babies were involved. The elderly were mostly sick, and had forgotten their old world. Rakkhan was the only lucid one, the only one who still retained a memory of life before the plague. Worth mentioning was the fact that what really made Rakkhan a leader of the tribe was his previous position in the higher circles of Draenir society.

      The others came from rural regions, the smaller, distant islands—the handful of Draenir that had chosen to have families and work the land, instead of dedicating their lives to scientific and cultural pursuits.

      Rakkhan had managed to round up and save the villagers, rather than the scientists. Based on the youths’ accounts of how the plague unfolded, it had first erupted within the cities, later spreading out to the smaller islands. The first to fall had been the scientists, the cultural clusters, the entrepreneurs, and the medics. The villagers were the last, farthest from the virus’s reach. Still, it had done a spectacular amount of damage, and we’d all thought it had killed them all.

      It was good to see that some were still standing. The resilience of a species still boggled the mind.

      “We should go back to the camp, now,” Wallah said. “We don’t want anyone to come looking for us. If Rakkhan finds out I’ve shown you all this, I’ll be in a lot of trouble. He has an aversion to foreigners, mainly because we’ve never met any. You’re all new and scary to him, and to most of us.”

      “I understand,” I replied. “It’s okay. This is more than I could’ve hoped for. At least we know what to do, going forward.”

      Wallah guided me back into the principal chamber, from which steps took us back to the surface. “What will you do next?” he asked.

      “Well, first and foremost, we need to get some information out of Bogdana. She knows more about this world than we do, and she has to keep her promise. We brought her with us on the condition that she tells us everything she knows,” I said.

      “She’s old, isn’t she?” Wallah replied, slightly amused.

      “You could tell?”

      He chuckled softly. “It’s in her eyes. I don’t know how else to explain it. She’s been through a lot, though,” he said. “We’re like that, you know. The Draenir, I mean. We’re very good at reading people. We just look at someone, and we can tell that they’ve been through a trauma, or a joyous moment, or an illness… It’s in the eyes.”

      I gripped his arm, prompting him to stop, just as he was about to climb up the stone steps.

      “What do you see in me?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He exhaled deeply. “You almost died. There was a lot of darkness inside you. Your heart is connected to the very nature around you, and your soul is bound to the brunette with greenish-blue eyes,” he said, matter-of-factly. “There’s a snake inside you. Its spirit, anyway. I suppose that’s how you’re designed.”

      I was impressed. “Not bad at all,” I muttered.

      He climbed up the stairs, and I followed.

      “So, Bogdana isn’t your friend,” Wallah said.

      “An ally, for now. But we’re not quick to trust anyone, in general. We’ve been betrayed before, after all,” I replied. “We’ll see. She’s been helpful so far. Serena reads emotions. She will be able to tell if there’s something wrong.”

      I felt as though I had to give Wallah some inside information from our cluster, so to speak. He’d put himself at risk by bringing me down here. The least I could do was show him that I trusted him as much as he’d trusted me. Confiding in him about Bogdana was something I could do without putting my people at risk. I figured it made him feel less guilty about what he told me, and maybe even eased his conscience.

      He did seem to relax a little more, as we made our way back up.

      “You said you were looking for your friends, right?” Wallah asked.

      “Yes. There’s a group of our people out on Strava. The Perfects are hunting them, and we’re looking to provide them with some serious feedback,” I replied. “Once we reunite with them, we’ll plan something against Ta’Zan and the Perfects. We have to find a way to stop them. There’s no other option for us, I’m afraid. Otherwise, the entire universe will be in danger.”

      Once he set foot through the stone opening, Wallah stilled. I could almost feel the tension gathering between his shoulder blades, his figure stiff as he blocked me from coming out.

      “Rakkhan…” he breathed.

      I couldn’t see anything from my angle, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that the Elder was waiting for us outside. I cursed under my breath, then climbed the last step and slipped out, joining Wallah in front of Rakkhan and a group of four Draenir guards. The youths were surprised to see us there, judging by the looks on their faces.

      Rakkhan, on the other hand, was furious, his white brows furrowed and drawing deep shadows under his eyes.

      “What in the world are you two doing here?” the Elder asked. “The stronghold is forbidden.”

      The guards pointed their weapons at me, as if I’d been the mastermind of this whole endeavor. Wallah moved in front of me, obstructing their aim.

      “I brought him here,” Wallah said. “It’s my fault, sir.”

      “It’s a deep betrayal of our tribe,” Rakkhan replied, his tone clipped. He then shifted his focus to me, and it raised the fine hairs on the back of my neck. “You… I cannot trust you with anything, it seems,” he spat, and gave one of the guards a sideways glance. “Tie him up. They no longer have privileges while they’re in our camp.”

      My stomach churned as I felt an entire day’s worth of progress go down the drain. We didn’t want to be on the bad side of these people. Based on what Wallah had told me, there was a chance that Rakkhan knew the locations of the other strongholds, since he was one of the upper-echelon Draenir—maybe the only one left, besides the four that Ta’Zan still had in his lab, according to what intel Amane had given Ben and Rose for their last video message.

      I still had hope that we could work Rakkhan over and get him to do more than just let us go freely. We didn’t have enough time to mine and gather pulverizer ingredients and build weapons capable of firing it. We were racing against the clock, while Ta’Zan was getting dangerously close to figuring out space travel.

      But we’d clearly made him mad, now. I was back to starting from scratch.
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      We’d managed to keep most of the Draenir youth in the camp busy with a mixture of conversations and dazzling spell work by Lumi. I didn’t even know the kind of show that swamp witch could put on, if she wanted to impress. We’d been gazing at little dragons made of pure fire that chased little rabbits around on the wet grass. Lumi was wiggling her fingers, making the kids laugh and the adults wonder as she manipulated the scene and allowed the rabbits to escape in a puff of smoke.

      The dragon vanished altogether when she heard footsteps to our right.

      In less than a second, the entire show came to an end.

      Draven was coming back, threateningly accompanied by four Draenir guards. Behind them were Rakkhan and Wallah, the latter sullen and ashamed. The others in his group were both surprised and angry, though I had a feeling they weren’t even sure whom they were upset with, at that point—Wallah, for showing Draven something supposedly secret, or Rakkhan, for not wanting to help us.

      “What happened?” I asked, standing up.

      The wards were quick to move back and position themselves around us in a protective stance. They didn’t have weapons, but they were Maras. There were plenty of fangs and claws between them to tear through anyone.

      “Your impudence is unacceptable,” Rakkhan said, his cheeks flaring.

      “Wallah showed me their safety bunker, deep in the underground,” Draven replied, his hands tied behind his back. There were weapons pointed at him.

      “And why is that a problem?” I asked Rakkhan, frowning.

      “They’re not allowed to reveal our stronghold!” Rakkhan said. “That is our safest spot in the world. If anyone knows where it is, we will all be at risk!”

      “Oh, come on!” Draven said. “You will always be at risk, as long as there are Perfects roaming this planet. You need to accept that and do something about it. Otherwise, your whole tribe will perish!”

      “Enough!” Rakkhan shouted. “I’ve had enough! I was gracious enough to let you stay here, but I think it’s time for you all to go!”

      Bijarki grinned. “You can’t take the truth, can you? Your days here are numbered,” he said, raising his voice for the whole tribe to hear. “Not because of us, but because Strava is infested with a species so mean and toxic that they will stop at nothing until you’re all dead or stuffed in cages.”

      “We are safe here!” Rakkhan bellowed.

      “We’re not,” Wallah said, his voice trembling. “We are, maybe, for another week or two, but we’ve all seen the flashes. They’re getting closer with every day that goes by. Soon enough, they’ll be here.”

      “We have the stronghold. We can go deeper into the wintery lands,” Rakkhan replied, though I could sense his uncertainty straining him.

      “Rakkhan… it doesn’t work like that,” Lumi said. “These aren’t hostile Draenir. These are creatures who think they are genetically superior, and that it entitles them to supremacy, to killing everyone else who’s beneath them. They will find you, sooner or later, and everything you’ve worked to preserve, until now, will be destroyed.”

      Rakkhan stepped forward, running a hand through his white hair. His frustration was impossible to hide. “You don’t understand. The Draenir have gone up against Ta’Zan before. We didn’t stand a chance. On top of that, we had the plague. Our own hubris and addiction to technology brought us to our doom. We’ve been through this before, and we nearly went extinct. We’re better off away from Ta’Zan and whatever he’s planning. We cannot make the same mistake again.”

      “You wouldn’t be making the same mistake,” Taeral interjected. “There are many of us who don’t want to see Ta’Zan and his Perfects achieve their goals. Billions of us, to be precise, who don’t deserve such a fate. We still have a chance to nip it in the bud, but we need everyone to help. Don’t you people want your planet back, too?”

      “We do!” Wallah replied, ignoring Rakkhan’s glare. “We most certainly do!”

      “They have limited resources, though, in terms of warfare,” Draven briefly explained. “It’s why they’re reluctant to share anything with us, including these weapons. Some of the materials needed to reload them during a battle are difficult to come by, hard to extract and to process. But they have other strongholds like this, on most of the larger islands.”

      Lumi chuckled. “Hold on, you mean to tell me they’ve got more blasters in other bunkers, scattered across the planet?”

      Draven nodded. “Most likely, yes. The strongholds are definitely there, but we’re not sure about their contents. They’re all undetectable, because they’re shelled with live serium generators,” he said. “It’s why our scanners never picked them up.”

      “Much like the pod cave where Ta’Zan and his Faulties were, right?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” he replied, then looked at Rakkhan. “We need your help. You need our help. You’re sitting ducks here, and your weapons will only hold them back for so long. But if you give us at least some of your gear, we can use it to plan a proper campaign against Ta’Zan. To take away as many of his Perfects as we can, to fix the psychological damage he’s done to them in order to make them obey him. To basically turn them against Ta’Zan, because they weren’t born evil like this. They were taught and conditioned. With enough of them on our side, we could turn the tide and start a revolution among his own people. He cannot, under any circumstances, leave this planet. Billions of souls are at stake.”

      “This is no longer about this little tribe,” Bogdana chimed in. “As wonderful as it is to see you’ve made it, it amounts to nothing if Ta’Zan is allowed to continue what he’s doing.”

      I groaned, suffocated by angst, and took out my tablet. I’d saved important pieces of data on it, including a selection of videos from the fleet attack. “Can I show you something?” I asked, and Rakkhan scowled at me. I took it as a miserable yes, then went over with the tablet and played the videos for him.

      As he got a better look at what the Perfects were capable of, along with the speed with which they obliterated two of our starships, I could see the color draining from the old Draenir’s wrinkled face. He couldn’t take his eyes off the screen, witnessing the destruction—captured from ship footage and the telescope recorder.

      “They’re… horrible,” he mumbled.

      “They’ll do worse to your people,” Bogdana said. “I imagine he still has a bone to pick with the Draenir. If there’s one thing I remember, it’s how your people reacted to his birth. I read Marduk’s letters. I know you were all vicious and cold toward him. I’m sure it made him who he is today. So, will you run and hide, or will you stand up to him?”

      Rakkhan froze, downright befuddled as he stared at Bogdana. “What do you know about Marduk?”

      “Enough!” Bogdana retorted, crossing her arms. “Enough to know that Marduk never would’ve allowed Ta’Zan to get this far. This is your world, your planet. You cannot let him take over and destroy you, too!”

      “You should also know that Ta’Zan still has four of your people,” I added.

      That hit a soft spot in the Elder, judging by his expression, but it still wasn’t enough to get him to work with us. After a moment of processing this information, he sighed deeply. “There’s nothing I can do for them. It is too late. My young people here, however… They’re a different issue. There’s hope of survival for them.”

      He then slowly moved back, while Wallah settled by Draven’s side. His guards looked quite confused, not knowing whether they should put their weapons down or not.

      “It’s not our world anymore. We’re but refugees in this land,” Rakkhan said. “We take what we can get, and we are thankful for that.”

      “But we aren’t,” Wallah replied. “We’re miserable and lonely. We are not to blame for what happened. And we most certainly don’t want to end up dead, or, worse, the Perfects’ slaves.”

      “There’s something none of you understand,” Rakkhan insisted. “This is not the Draenir way. We had the tools and resources to wipe out Ta’Zan and his Faulties before the plague erupted. But we could never… we could never bring ourselves to kill all those creatures. They didn’t know better, and they just wanted us to accept them. Nothing more, nothing less. We cannot engage in killing. We were never designed for cruelty.”

      “You’d be surprised the lengths we’ll go to in order to keep ourselves alive,” Wallah muttered, crossing his arms in protest. He loved and respected the Elder too much to go against him, but he could no longer keep his thoughts and frustrations to himself.

      “We could never be as evil and as destructive as Ta’Zan. We would prove him right,” Rakkhan grumbled. “We could’ve done it, even as the plague developed and started killing us off. We saw it as a sign from the universe that we’d done something too bad—unforgivable, even—when we created him. What happened was our own doing, and I am not going to put these young souls through the same process all over again. I cannot.”

      “You’re being unreasonable,” Lumi said. “I could make you do what we want.”

      Draven discreetly moved by her side, then gave her a soft nudge. “How about not yet?” he asked, then whispered something in her ear. Luckily for me, I was close enough to overhear it. “I’m almost through to the kids, to Wallah. If I get him to rise against Rakkhan, the old Draenir won’t have a choice.”

      Heron nodded, as he, too, heard the whisper. “They all look up to Wallah. I can tell.”

      Lumi sighed, then stepped back, pursing her lips. She wasn’t happy with the decision, but she did acknowledge Draven’s leadership position in our group. She respected his choice and was most likely going to continue plotting her plan B. Knowing Lumi, she already had a clue as to how she was going to bypass Rakkhan’s authority.

      “Fine, Rakkhan,” Draven then said. “You stay here and hide in the bushes, if that’s what you’re good at. The rest of us will find another way to take the fight to Ta’Zan before it’s too late.”

      “You do as you wish. I will keep my tribe safe for as long as I can,” Rakkhan mumbled, though I could tell from his aura that he was no longer positive about his choice. I made a mental note to tell Draven about it.

      “If it’s all right with you, we’d like to get ready to leave toward midnight,” I said. “It’s safer for us in the darkness.”

      “Yeah, once we get the tracking spell going, we’ll have a lot of miles to cover rather swiftly,” Lumi replied.

      Rakkhan nodded. “That’s acceptable. But you must all be gone by midnight. The longer you’re here, the bigger the strain on our tribe.”

      Draven ignored him and came closer to me. I inhaled deeply, feeling his musky scent invade my nostrils. Feet shuffled on the ground as the guards dispersed and widened their watch radius. Wallah reluctantly followed Rakkhan back to his cabin. Their postures were strained. They still had a lot to talk about, and most of it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      “I’m not giving up,” Draven whispered.

      “Good. We have till midnight to get Wallah and his youths to maybe challenge Rakkhan’s authority. We don’t just need their weapons and supplies; we need eyes and boots on the ground, too,” I replied. “We need fighters, and these guys can help.”

      In addition, they could point us to areas from which we could draw more ingredients for their weapons. We could shift the balance in this entire hot mess if we had the right firepower and people on our side. But first, we had to convince these isolated creatures to help us.

      Therein lay our biggest challenge, as what we wanted them to do went against their very nature.
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      A few hours later, we were approximately fifty miles away, teleported to a distant island by Kailani. Raphael guided us through the deep woods and took us to what looked like an underground stronghold.

      We slipped through a crack in a giant boulder, neatly concealed by climbing greenery. Despite the absolute darkness, I could see the chamber at the bottom, as well as the carved steps we used to descend.

      “What is this place? It looks man-made,” Rose said, while Raphael led the way down.

      “I think it belonged to the Draenir,” he said. “I found it by accident. We couldn’t detect it with any of our devices; otherwise, I would’ve remembered it from the new maps.”

      Once we reached the chamber, he touched the wall, looking for something. We all heard the click, then the hum of overhead lights as they bathed the entire place in a pale white glimmer. Some of the neon tubes were defective, blinking as they struggled to stay on.

      We were all in shock, as we discovered an underground cluster of chambers, all highly technological, clean, and untouched by time. There were all kinds of screens and control panels, built-in shelves with equipment, and unknown paraphernalia, but what really drew my attention was the weapons room. I could see no other use for objects so close in design to military-grade weapons of Earth. Sure, they seemed to have different mechanisms and engineering, but they all had the parts of a killing machine, with glowing blue lights on the side.

      Dmitri had been carrying a temporarily headless Douma on his shoulder, the upper part of her body wrapped up in a piece of cloth as she regenerated. He put her down and stretched his arms out for a second as he took all of this in.

      “These are powered with serium,” Dmitri concluded. “Just like the cave pods.”

      Raphael chuckled. “Ah, so you’re the tech guy, the bright one,” he replied.

      “What the hell is this place? Do you know what any of this does?” I asked, virtually in awe of everything I was seeing.

      Raphael shrugged. “The Draenir had their weapons and gadgets stored. I imagine most didn’t make it down here during the plague, or we would’ve been shaking hands with them right about now. They died out and left all this behind.”

      “Unbelievable.” Ben gasped as he lifted one of the weapons, which was mounted on the wall. He took his time to study its design and buttons, to figure it out. “These are high-powered,” he added. “The one thing we know for a fact is that serium stores a ton of energy in its relatively small mineral bodies. If my assertion is correct, this weapon here could do some serious damage.”

      “I think that’s the ammunition chamber,” Hunter suggested, pointing at a side section.

      “I don’t know how to take it apart,” Ben replied, shaking his head in disappointment. “I’ll need some time with this thing to understand what makes it tick.”

      “I wonder what’s in these vials and glasses,” Vesta said, pointing at another shelf.

      Kailani went into another room. Her voice echoed softly into ours. “I think this is the control room or something. Screens and computers and whatnot.”

      “Utterly useless, in my opinion,” Raphael replied. “Whatever the Draenir had here is dead and gone, outdated and outsmarted. Ta’Zan would’ve learned from them, then made everything better. I think it was an ego thing.”

      We spent some time checking out every nook and cranny of this place, wondering when it had been built, and what must’ve happened to the people who were supposed to get here—to safety.

      “It’s a shame they never made it,” Nevis said quietly, staying close by my side during our inspection. Eerily enough, Raphael was never far away, either. I could almost feel him breathing down my neck, his eyes constantly fixed on me.

      “I don’t know. I have zero attachment to them,” Raphael muttered.

      “I wasn’t talking to you. I doubt you’re designed to even care,” Nevis said.

      “You’d be surprised.” Raphael sighed. “The first thing I was taught, upon emerging from the womb, was to love my brothers and sisters more than anything. To protect and nurture them, like they did me. To avenge any wrongdoing against them. To destroy anyone who tried to hurt them.”

      “And how’d that work out for you?” Rose asked, leaning against the doorway.

      Raphael smirked. “It was fine at first. But I was wired differently than most of my siblings. I just couldn’t agree with the whole world domination part. They were all perfectly okay with killing innocents in the name of Perfect supremacy, but I thought there had to be other ways. Shortly thereafter, we began to bicker. Araquiel and I, for example, along with Douma and a few others, were part of the first batch. The miracles, Ta’Zan used to call us. He loved us dearly, in his twisted way. But Araquiel was too busy kissing his ass instead of pointing out his errors. I did the exact opposite, and that caused some friction with Araquiel.”

      “So, what we witnessed today was what, exactly? Brotherly wrath?” Zeriel replied from the next room.

      “Is that the guy with the fish tail?” Raphael asked me, lowering his voice. I’d spent most of the journey to this island telling him about us—who I was, who and what each of our team members were. Of course, for safety’s sake, I made sure not to mention any particular weaknesses. We did not yet have Raphael’s commitment to our cause. He’d only just saved our bacon.

      I nodded once. “A Tritone. He’s a Tritone,” I whispered.

      He was still wrapping his head around the diversity of our species. Granted, he was genuinely fascinated, but the terminology tended to fly over his head. Part of me suspected that he was just pretending, holding on to his aloofness in order to make himself less threatening to our group. After all, he was a superior predator.

      “What you witnessed today was me teaching my brother a painful lesson,” Raphael said out loud. “His sneers irritated me enough that I figured I’d just kill him again, as a reminder not to mess with me. I think his time as Ta’Zan’s favorite pet got to his head, and he forgot where he came from. I don’t take kindly to smugness.”

      “Will you help us?” Rose asked, cutting to the chase.

      “With what, exactly?” Raphael replied, one eyebrow gracefully arched above his green eye.

      “We need to get our people back and off the planet. We need to stop Ta’Zan and the Perfects from taking flight and invading the rest of the universe, at any cost,” Ben said.

      “You make it sound like a walk on the beach,” Raphael grumbled, then settled next to him, curiously watching as he tried to figure out how to dismantle the weapon he’d placed on the table. “Also, no.”

      We all paused in that moment, gawking at him.

      “What do you mean by no?” I asked. “Why’d you bring us here, then, if not to help us?”

      “Hey, I’m just feeling charitable,” Raphael retorted. “I am in no mood to start a war with my jerk brothers, or Ta’Zan, for that matter.”

      “Are you afraid of them? Of your maker?” Ridan asked, while Amane and Kallisto continued to stare at Raphael. They both seemed childishly enamored of him. For good reason, though; the guy was gorgeous by all possible definitions. Ridan didn’t seem to like it, but I figured it had to do with the emotions his aura displayed whenever he looked at Amane. She’d become his soft spot, at some point.

      “Not necessarily,” Raphael replied. “It’s just a conflict I don’t want to get into. I lack the affiliations and army to take them to war. Ta’Zan is brilliant where strategy and warfare are concerned, and he’s got Araquiel to help him with that, too. I wouldn’t stand a chance. Plus, Ta’Zan has a knack for keeping aces up his silky sleeves. It ticks me off because I can never predict what they are.”

      Nevis sighed. “So, you’re afraid.”

      “I’m cautious!” Raphael snapped. “You don’t know them like I do!”

      “Yet, you were able to decimate a group in minutes,” I said. “I wonder what more you could accomplish if you had fighters by your side. You could start with us. We have armies waiting for a better way in, already, from all kinds of species—”

      “And how did that first attack work out for you, huh?” He cut me off with a smirk.

      “I said ‘a better way in’ already,” I muttered. “We didn’t fully understand how many of you there were. We had no idea how Ta’Zan mass-produced you, how many were going to rise up against the fleet. I mean, our people didn’t know. Our message didn’t get to them in time.”

      Raphael nodded slowly. “The serium towers blocked your communications.”

      A moment passed in utter silence, as I realized what he’d just said.

      “The what now?” I croaked, breaking into a cold sweat.

      “Slim little things mounted on the planet’s tallest trees,” Raphael explained. “Powered with serium. They cut off all wireless and radio communications, both on and off the planet. There are hundreds of them on Strava. It was one of the first things that Ta’Zan secured when he came out of stasis. The Draenir had them assembled and mounted shortly after the plague broke out. They didn’t want anyone communicating with an infected Strava in any way, fearful that others might come and get sick.”

      Nevis and I exchanged stunned glances. “That’s why nothing worked from the very beginning. No Telluris, no Bowie, no cell signal, nothing,” I murmured.

      “My maker decided to secure the comms blockers once he woke up. He suspected that we might get the occasional visitor, especially after he took your people prisoners. He thought he’d make it more difficult for other outsiders to leave, so he’d gather new genetic materials for his work. That was always his core objective—engineering the perfect creature. Hence, this,” Raphael replied, pointing thumbs at himself and smiling.

      “You can’t possibly let him do what he’s planning, Raphael,” Rose pleaded with him. “It would be genocide and destruction. No culture in its right mind would just bow down before your brothers. No one would go down without a fight. Think of all the innocent lives lost, if he gets off the planet. It’s not right.”

      Raphael exhaled. “Listen, I brought you all down here as a courtesy. I’ve made my peace, and I’ve parted ways with my people. We leave each other alone, and it works. Granted, there’s some bitterness there, but nothing to make me fear for my life or wellbeing. And I have no intention of breaking that balance. I’m finally enjoying this place. So, again, no. Not interested in helping you. I mean, I am a little intrigued, I’ll admit,” he added, then gave me a flirtatious wink that made my face burn, “but I’m not suicidal. Grab whatever you think will help you on your quest from here, then be on your way. The best I can do is kick my brother’s head a couple more times, because I know you’re bound to cross paths with him and psycho Abaddon again.”

      “You’re not suicidal,” I repeated, frowning. “That means Ta’Zan knows how to kill you, right?”

      Raphael stared at me for a good minute, before a grin split his face, ear to ear. “Good grief, you’re not just beautiful, you’re also smart as a whip.”

      The temperature suddenly dropped, a sign that Nevis really didn’t like the attention I was getting from Raphael. I gave the Dhaxanian prince a quick sideways glance, hoping he’d get my unspoken message. If I could sway Raphael into helping us, and if it took a little bit of flirting to get it done, I was okay with it. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t have done, at that point, to save the universe.

      But I also realized there was a slight sort of déjà vu here. Avril had once worked the same strategy, though she’d already fallen for Heron. She’d tried to get on Nevis’s side, back on Neraka, to get him to release her and her crew, and to help them fight Shaytan and the Mara Lords. Ironic, isn’t it?

      Nevis was now getting a front row seat to something similar, and I was having a hard time keeping it together—and not bursting into laughter. It had to ring a bell with him. It was definitely written all over his face.

      “Think about it, Raphael,” I said softly. “We have a lot to offer. And you stand to win a lot more than the freedom to lounge on a beach here and there, if you work with us.”

      Raphael moved away from the table. “Sorry, gorgeous. You guys do your thing here, and I’ll go check the Draenir pantry. There has to be a pantry here,” he breathed, then left the room.

      We were all staring at each other, a mixture of frustration and disbelief flaring through us all. How could we get to him? How could we convince Raphael to help us, when he clearly didn’t want to?

      My synapses were quick to make a few connections, though, based on the reading I’d done of his aura and on the things he’d said. He’s intrigued. What was he intrigued about? And how much of his carefree and nonchalant demeanor was really his, and not fabricated? I had a feeling that Raphael was holding up a façade to maybe put us off. To discourage us from seeking his help, even.

      But I was not one to be deterred by such behavioral artifices. Not when I had my family, my friends, and my whole world to save.
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      A couple of hours passed in grim silence as we settled in the underground bunker. The ventilation and air-cooling system was phenomenal, and we got a continuous supply of fresh air through small, round openings in the ceiling.

      We settled Douma’s recovering body in one of the medical chambers, complete with a couple of beds for patient care. Amane and Kallisto stayed with me. I was the guard, while Kallisto constantly checked the head growth.

      Raphael stood in the doorway, sipping sweet water from a sealed, silvery pouch, one of many stored in cooler boxes in the pantry room.

      “I take it you found the pantry,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

      My muscles were weak. My joints were stiff. I needed sleep, badly. Elonora and Rose had already put their heads down for a couple of hours. Ben, Kailani, Hunter, and Ridan stayed up, giving Vesta, Zeriel, Leah, and Samael some time to rest, as well. We needed much more than that, but we had to take advantage of Douma’s condition.

      We were a couple of hours away from her brain being able to fully develop and connect to the memory chip in her body, during which time surgery had to be performed to remove it. But even with the surgical extraction of that chip, there was still a chance that Ta’Zan’s database would connect to Douma, wirelessly, and send over the last version of stored data directly to her new brain—rendering our efforts useless.

      According to Amane, all the Perfect brains were tracked via a central system—it didn’t focus on their position, but rather on their activity. Once Douma was beheaded, her brain signal went dark, and would return back online once it fully regenerated. Depending on her proximity to the central system—specifically the colosseum, a persistent Ta’Zan could reverse-engineer this central system to not only detect, but also transmit information, such as memories, directly into the new brain.

      Therefore, if we removed this memory chip and didn’t take additional measures to block Ta’Zan from tracking her in any possible way, we ran the risk of losing her. One hurdle at a time…

      Kallisto and Amane were already prepping for surgery, fishing for tools and sanitary paraphernalia through the metallic drawers. Douma could be difficult to kill, but an infection could prolong the healing process—and we didn’t have much time on our hands. The Perfect body could sustain damage even during and after surgery, if the job wasn’t done right. It just took longer for it to recover if it had an infection to battle, too.

      “I told you. There’s always a pantry.” Raphael chuckled, then quickly checked the back of the sweet water pouch, frowning as he looked at the printed text. “I have no idea what exactly is in this, but it tastes nice.”

      “Yeah, thanks for sharing, by the way,” I replied.

      As soon as he’d discovered the storage room, Raphael had come out with armfuls of liquid pouches and food packs. The Draenir had rations for years in there, turning this stronghold into our new base.

      “Meh. We’re not enemies. I don’t mind not letting you all die,” Raphael said, then nodded at Douma. “How is she coming along?”

      Kallisto lifted the white cover she’d used to keep Douma’s head out of sight. “About two hours or so until the spinal nerve sends out its first signal and connects the new brain to the chip. Approximately twenty minutes until we’re good for surgery,” she said. “From the looks of her skin and venal aspect, she’s almost ready.”

      “We wouldn’t be able to do anything without her body as close to full recovery as possible,” Amane explained. “That’s the tricky part about removing the chip from a Perfect. The operation takes a while, at least until we find the chip, and then the extraction needs to be done carefully. All this in a narrow window of time. Not that it will kill her, but the body needs to be as healthy as possible in order for the recovery to be smooth and quick. Like I said, we don’t have that much time to wait around for her to heal.”

      There was a glimmer of affection in Raphael’s eyes. I figured he was fond of his siblings, despite their shortcomings. I also realized that he probably knew more about her than most. If anyone could help me understand Douma, it was him.

      “You know her well,” I said.

      He shrugged. “As well as most,” he replied. “What do you want to know? We were only around each other for a few days.”

      “What are the odds that, after we get that memory chip back, she’ll still be inclined to follow Ta’Zan?” I asked.

      “I can answer that. The odds are zero,” Amane interjected, and Raphael nodded. “Everything you know about her, from behavior to memories to decision-making processes… it’s all shaped by what she was taught, not by her genetic design.”

      “I doubt she’ll find any of this normal,” Raphael added. “I mean, I don’t think that what Ta’Zan is doing is okay, and I still carry his education with me. But, then again, I may be an anomaly.”

      “That worked out in our favor,” Elonora cut in, stepping into the chamber.

      Her blond hair was tangled and messy, and her skin was paler than usual. She was still exhausted, and she needed a lot more sleep to get back to her healthy, strong self. However, her slightly disheveled look didn’t seem to put Raphael off. Instead, he gave her a sheepish smile and moved out of her way as she made her way toward Douma’s bed.

      “What are you doing up?” I asked.

      “I promised Amane I’d help. I can use my True Sight to help her locate the chip,” Elonora replied.

      “Lenny, you can barely stand. Where will you get any energy to syphon?” I asked, genuinely worried. Elonora had this way of putting her wellbeing last, even when she was hanging on by a thread. It stemmed from her upbringing. Ruby and Ash had done their best to get her as far away from Claudia’s earlier nature as possible. Unbeknownst to them, however, Elonora had grown up to become the perfect balance between her mother and her grandmother—equal parts selfless and determined, with a dash of recklessness. It gave us one hell of a fighter on our side.

      She smiled at me. “You’re just as torched, so definitely not you.” She chuckled.

      “Syphon? Syphon energy, you mean?” Raphael asked, and Elonora replied with a nod. “Ah, yes, sentry. Sucks the energy out of people. Right. Well, I’m here.”

      Elonora opened her mouth to say something, but Amane spoke first. “He’s right. Also, he’s a Perfect. You need a good dose of energy, because I need your best eyes on this.”

      Amane and Kallisto pushed Douma onto her side, prepping her for surgery.

      “Do you even know what you’re doing?” I asked, pointing at all the medical tools and substances they’d put together on a metallic table.

      The acid look she gave me made me regret opening my mouth in the first place. “I know every single object and substance that the Draenir ever used,” Amane replied. “You forget that Ta’Zan learned most of his stuff from them, then passed it on to me. All we did was develop and perfect it. So, yeah, don’t worry, little pup. I’ve got this.”

      Amane was an interesting character, to say the least. There was a lot she was still hiding from us, out of fear or shame, maybe, but she presented herself as honestly as she could—and her bluntness was a crucial part of her personality. Well, that and the big, beautiful brain she carried around between her ears. I could totally see why Ridan couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      “Fair enough. Sorry I underestimated you. Won’t happen again,” I mumbled.

      “Don’t sweat it. Everyone does it,” Amane replied, then gave Elonora and Raphael a brief nod. “Come on, you two. I need a sharp sentry to help me with this.”

      Raphael took Elonora’s hand in his, grinning like a devilish little kid about to do something either incredibly bold or unbelievably stupid. I knew that look all too well, and I couldn’t help but chuckle, wondering what Nevis would say if he were present.

      “I’m not sure how you do your syphoning thing, but, you know, for good measure,” Raphael said to Elonora, who kept staring at his hand as it enveloped hers.

      “It doesn’t require touching,” she managed.

      “Too late for that. Come on, chop-chop!” Raphael quipped.

      Elonora took a deep breath, taking on a peculiar glow. It wasn’t immediately noticeable, but the white overhead lights definitely brought it out. She was syphoning Perfect energy, and it had a slightly different effect on her. Perfects were definitely special.

      “That feels… weird…” Raphael muttered, standing still.

      “I only have one question at this point,” I said, diverting attention away from Elonora and Raphael’s weird touchy-feely sentry moment. “Amane, you said that, once we get the chip out of Douma, Ta’Zan’s system could still find her and do a live, wireless transmission of the data. That Perfect souls are practically connected to the core database.”

      Amane nodded once as she cut through Douma’s white silk tunic, revealing the alabaster skin stretching over her spine and shoulder blades. Soft and smooth ropes of muscles caught my eye as Amane cleared her back completely.

      She motioned for Kallisto to dip some cloths in a dark brown liquid that smelled as sharp and memorable as iodine. It had to be an antiseptic of sorts, since they used the dipped cloths to wipe Douma’s back.

      “It takes a while for the system to realize that it lost Douma, to then do a planet-wide search, and find her. Being in the underground helps a lot, too. That was the one thing that Ta’Zan couldn’t fix, the system’s reach below ground level. Until we find the ten pounds of serium I need to develop a brain-blocker for Douma, I highly recommend that she stays down here,” Amane said, solving the hurdle I’d been thinking about earlier—the so-called wireless transmission of memories directly to the newly-regenerated brain.

      I blinked several times, processing the information. Elonora pulled away from Raphael’s hold. He was still gazing at her as if she were the perfect sunrise. I was pretty sure we could still reach a higher level of awkwardness, given the circumstances, so I decided to distract the big, gorgeous Perfect away from Lenny. Frankly, I was actually kind of rooting for Nevis to be the one to heal my Lenny’s broken heart.

      “Hey, Raphael, do you know any nearby serium deposits? I mean, I know it’s a shot in the dark, but, still, worth asking,” I said.

      Raphael offered a grin. “I might know a spot or two, yes. But I would need some help to drill and extract it.”

      “We have a fae with a great connection to earth,” I replied. “She’ll gladly assist, I’m sure.”

      Raphael then looked at Amane. “I have to say, you’ve blossomed since you left Ta’Zan’s side,” he remarked, resuming his position in the doorway.

      “Thanks, I guess?” Amane chuckled.

      Elonora settled next to Amane, her eyes glimmering gold as she scanned Douma’s spine.

      “It’s right here,” Elonora said, pressing a finger down the middle of her back. “It’s about three inches in, though. You’ll have to be careful.”

      Amane smiled. “I’m always careful. Besides, I doubt anyone knows a Perfect’s body better than Amal and me.”

      With Kallisto acting as her nurse, Amane performed the surgery. She was gentle in her every move, instructing Kallisto on when to hold an instrument for her, when to press or apply suction, and when to move the small table light for better visibility.

      None of us said a word during that time. I was on edge, internally praying to every entity for the extraction to work. On one hand, I was excited, because we were going to get a Douma without her factory settings, a Douma we could teach and could reason with. On the other hand, I felt nervous. The old Douma, as indoctrinated by Ta’Zan as she was, knew me. Deep down, I was pretty sure she liked me, too. The new one, I wasn’t so sure about.

      What if she didn’t like me? Then again, my best bet was to consider this a fresh start. A chance to start over, to not have to worry that the creature I’d been falling for would betray us and hand us over to Ta’Zan.

      “It’s done,” Amane murmured, breaking me out of my complicated string of thoughts. I looked up and saw the small chip with its thin wires in a small glass bowl, droplets of Douma’s blood spreading through the clear liquid like crimson watercolors. Amane was already stitching her up, while Kallisto proceeded to clean the operation table.

      “Fast and efficient,” Raphael replied, smiling. “I’ll bet Ta’Zan is still crying over your departure.”

      “More like still searching for me,” Amane replied.

      “I can’t blame him. There’s nothing that really sets you apart from my kind. He may consider us a better version of you and your siblings, but I don’t think any of us could achieve the level of intellect that you and your sister have reached,” Raphael replied.

      Elonora and I exchanged glances, genuinely surprised by his words.

      “You’re incredibly different from the other Perfects,” Elonora said. “You don’t look down on the Faulties.”

      “Why would I? Because they have scales or horns or other animal features that slipped through the genetic cracks?” Raphael asked, raising an eyebrow. “Their physical appearance is simply the result of Ta’Zan’s craft. They’re what he was able to do at the time. I don’t think it puts my batch above them. In the end, we wouldn’t have been possible without the likes of Amal and Amane. Hell, they helped preserve and develop the infrastructure upon which we built our new society. All we did was learn from them and do it all faster. That’s it. The blueprints for everything are theirs and the Draenir’s. And Ta’Zan doesn’t want that to be public knowledge. He wanted to erase the past. Tailor the story to fit his narrative. Push everyone else down and let us stay at the top. I hated it. I just couldn’t accept it.”

      “I suppose that’s why you and him never really got along,” Amane said, smiling. “As prolific as you are, as a Perfect, your mind came out too strong for him to mold to his liking.”

      Raphael gave her a wink. “And I have you and your sister to thank for that.”

      “Then help us,” Amane replied. “Help us take him down. Help us get your brothers and sisters to understand that this is just… wrong. We all deserve better, and you know that, if we let Ta’Zan have his way, he’ll destroy everything in the end.”

      Raphael stilled, his expression turning serious all of a sudden. “I’m going to check that pantry again. I’m still peckish.”

      Before any of us could say anything, he left us in that chamber, staring at each other. Amane put on a sad smile, then gently turned Douma on her back.

      “He’s reluctant to start a war with his maker,” she whispered. “He has what it takes, but he lacks a certain… motivation.”

      Elonora sighed. “Freedom and life aren’t motivational enough?”

      Amane shrugged. “Not for him. He needs to be enticed. Remember, he’s about a week old. There are thought processes he’s yet to master—things that none of Ta’Zan’s instructional videos can teach him. I think this is where we have our work cut out for us, showing them a different way.”

      “Well, now we’ve got two Perfects to work with,” I said. “Two who will willingly stick around, at least to listen to what we have to say. If we manage to get them on our side, we should be able to get the others, too, right?”

      Amane exhaled, wiping the blood from her hands.

      “Speaking of which, I don’t think we should tell Douma about her past just yet,” she replied. “I suggest we ease her into all this. Let her see what we’re like, tell her what she could do, who she could be.”

      “Wait, should we not tell her that Ta’Zan made her?” I asked, slightly confused.

      “We have to tell her where she comes from,” Elonora said. “But I think what Amane is saying is that we hold off on revealing what she did for Ta’Zan. It makes sense.”

      “If we overwhelm her with her recent past, we may cause a shock. She could run off, even if I implant a new voice and wing suppressor. There’s only so much I can do to stop her, and you all know that keeping her restrained from the very beginning will only make her hostile and frustrated. This is our chance to start over. We have to be smart about it.”

      That, too, made sense. It didn’t feel exactly right, but it would serve us all in the future. Easing Douma into who and what she was seemed like the lesser of all evils. This was a new beginning for us, and we had to be careful. The last thing I wanted was a loop of us running around to get Douma back.
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      For the first time since we’d gotten to Strava, I felt truly safe.

      It was incredible what a slice of peace and quiet could do to one’s psyche, especially since there were so many creatures out there hunting us. I missed my parents, and I worried about my grandparents and Varga, in particular. I didn’t know if my brother was okay, but I found myself hoping that he’d been taken prisoner. I couldn’t bear the thought of him gone from this world. I downright rejected that idea.

      The next day, as my eyes peeled open, I heard the little birds’ trills from the surface. There was an upside to my heightened vampire senses. My strength and vigor had returned to me. Sleep was essential, especially when we spent so much time and energy running and fighting.

      Nevis was next to me, fully healed and still sleeping. For some reason, we’d gotten close to one another without saying much. Of course, we’d talked about the mission and what we had to do, but still, there was something else brewing between us—something I didn’t think I’d experience again, especially not at this level of intensity. I only knew that it made me feel amazing on the inside. My heartrate increased whenever he looked at me. My senses flared whenever he touched me.

      He’d sustained significant damage the other day. That, coupled with exhaustion, had taken its toll on him. Nevis had been sleeping for over twelve hours straight. His skin regained its pearlescent glow as he opened his eyes and saw me lying by his side.

      The most incredible thing happened to me when Nevis smiled. My heart fluttered with the energy of a swarm of butterflies, and I couldn’t help but mirror his expression. My lips tingled, and I wondered once more what it would feel like to kiss him. This wasn’t the time or the place, but, still, a girl could dream…

      His smile quickly faded as he analyzed my expression. “You haven’t slept much,” he said. He was right. I’d only caught about eight hours in total. Technically speaking, that was enough for me, and I felt strong enough already, but I could’ve used another four to six hours to fully replenish my batteries.

      “I slept,” I replied softly. “But I had to wake up to help Amane with Douma’s surgery. Then I spent some time watching over her and Dmitri, who was utterly exhausted. Then I talked to Raphael. I got another four or five hours after that. I’m okay, though.”

      “You could rest a little while longer, though,” he said, sitting up. “We all need to be fully recharged for what comes next.”

      “I will, no worries,” I murmured.

      I moved to get up, but he caught my wrist and held me down. “Don’t go.”

      My brain stopped functioning for the better half of a minute, as I lost myself in the icy blue pools of his eyes. “Why?”

      He frowned. “We’re not done talking.”

      I wasn’t sure how much talking I could do at that point, since all I could focus on were his incredible eyes and the soft shape of his lips. The more I stayed close to him, the more I wanted to kiss him. His aura vibrated in various shades of gold and royal blue—the former was deeply emotional, an affection I’d yet to fully comprehend. The latter was concern.

      “Okay. What do you want to talk about?” I asked, then briefly glanced around the room. The others were already up, buzzing around in the other chambers. Since Raphael had discovered the pantry, most of our team was secured in terms of food and water. Only Rose and I required hunting for our dose of fresh blood.

      “Firstly, where are we with Raphael?” he replied. “Last I remember, he wasn’t too happy with helping us.”

      “He still isn’t, but I think I’m getting to him. I’m trying,” I said. “I think he wants to, but he needs a solid reason. A personal benefit. He’s too emotionally young to not be selfish about this stuff, especially since Ta’Zan programmed him to be a complete jerk.”

      “It sounds like a lot of work,” Nevis groaned, shaking his head.

      “I don’t think we have another choice. Douma’s memory chip is gone. We can have her working with us, but she doesn’t know the things that Raphael does. Together, they’re halves of a whole. Taken separately, they don’t help us as much as we need. The clock is still ticking, and we have to find a way to get to our people sooner rather than later.”

      “So, what, shall I just stand by while you charm him into helping us?” Nevis retorted, his aura taking on a shade of red.

      I felt my cheeks burning. A pang of guilt cut through my stomach. “Sort of,” I managed. “He’s extra nice to me. Maybe I can sway him. I think he’s interested, but I just need to find that dealmaker, that one thing we have to offer that will make him say yes.”

      “That might be you, Elonora. And I admit, I am not comfortable with it.”

      “Why is that?” I asked, my voice barely audible and my heart stuck in my throat.

      An eternity seemed to go by in deafening silence. My pulse boomed in my ears, as Nevis’s gaze dropped from my eyes to my lips. I didn’t even notice him gradually closing the distance between us, barely a few inches of compressed air left. My body hummed.

      “Secondly, you never mentioned you’re a princess, Elonora,” Nevis said, quite brutal in changing the subject.

      It took me a minute to figure out what he’d just said. “Huh? What… Where’d you—” I paused, my eyes wide as I remembered seeing him talking to Dmitri. “Dammit, that loudmouth.”

      “I coerced him. Do not blame the half-wolf,” Nevis replied. “Nevertheless, do tell. Why didn’t you mention your royal blood, particularly when we met?”

      I rolled my eyes. “What difference does it make? My parents rule Nevertide. My brother will inherit the throne. I’m second in line, and it really doesn’t matter.”

      “You should’ve told me,” Nevis replied, looking more serious than ever.

      “Why? I don’t get it.”

      “Because I would’ve addressed you by your royal title. I would’ve shown you more respect, Your Highness.”

      I burst out laughing. “You’ve got to be friggin’ kidding me! Have you learned nothing from the Shade party, as far as royal titles go?”

      “But you are a princess. There are protocols in place,” Nevis said, slightly confused.

      “I don’t care about that. None of us do. Not even my mom and dad!” I replied, chuckling. “I get that you were educated in this royalty thing, but we weren’t. My parents took over Nevertide, after our people overthrew their evil king. I spent more time with normal people than I did in royal courts. It’s not me, and it’ll never be me. It’s literally just a title. What matters to me is the quality of a person, not the label.”

      His gaze softened as he looked at me. All of a sudden, I felt naked, my breath faltering.

      “And thirdly, you lied about Dmitri,” Nevis said, further baffling me.

      Shame flooded me, and I was close to fainting.

      A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      What the hell is he playing at?

      I’d lied about me having a crush on Dmitri to get the attention off Nevis and me during the Shade party. I’d also forgotten to tell Dmitri that I’d implicated him. With everything happening on Strava afterward, I’d completely forgotten about it. And now, it had come back to bite me in the ass.

      “What… um. What do you mean?” I asked, putting on an innocent expression.

      He can’t read you like a sentry. Poker face, Lenny. Poker face!

      “You lied about your feelings for him,” he said. “You’re merely friends.”

      “You make it sound like I conspired against the state or something,” I mumbled, slowly moving backward.

      Nevis didn’t yield, though. He inched forward, refusing to let the distance between us get any bigger. “You lied to me.”

      “So what? Everybody was cornering me at that party!” I snapped. “I had to shut everyone up before they started singing about you and me, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

      He blinked several times. “Is that a poem?”

      “Oh, that is so irrelevant right now!”

      “So, you lied to conceal the fact that you are, indeed, attracted to me,” Nevis replied, narrowing his eyes.

      This was escalating to heights I’d never experienced before, and I had no idea how to retaliate. The awkwardness made me break into a cold sweat, and I felt like I was a criminal, suddenly stuck in an interrogation. Somehow, I was the bad guy, and it wasn’t like me. It wasn’t in my nature, and I didn’t know how to deal with it.

      So, I did the only thing I knew how to do best. I got up.

      In a split second, Nevis was standing in front of me, his breath tickling my face.

      “No. I just didn’t like the attention. We’d only just met. How could someone possibly like a person at first sight? It’s… It doesn’t work like that. I mean, we could be talking about attraction and whatever, but still. I just… I just didn’t like how all eyes were on me. And you,” I croaked, then stepped back.

      “Frankly, there is nothing to feel bad about,” he said.

      “I don’t!”

      He chuckled softly. “Good. Personally, I found it endearing. The lengths you’ll go to, in order to conceal your vulnerabilities. Because that’s what you think feelings are, right? Weak points?”

      “I’ve been on the receiving end of a whole world of hurt because I followed my feelings, and not my head,” I said softly. “So, yes. Where I’m from, emotions can be a problem.”

      Nevis raised a hand, ever so slowly, and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. The touch of his fingertips sent tiny electric shocks through my entire body, making my skin vibrate.

      “I suggest you try to look at things from my point of view,” he whispered. “I will not think you’re weak, if you tell me how you feel. I will actually find it refreshing. Dhaxanians don’t make a habit of wearing their hearts on their sleeves.”

      I was speechless as I tried to understand what he was telling me. I still had scars on my broken heart, and they had a tendency to rear their ugly heads whenever Nevis got close. It wasn’t his fault. I wanted to explore everything that he made me feel, but the ghosts of my past were determined not to make it easy.

      “I will not insist, Elonora. But, should you decide to be honest with me about how you truly feel, I will be happy to listen,” he said, his voice low and raspy. “In the meantime, however, I would appreciate it if you didn’t let things get too far with Raphael. I understand the mission comes first, but I don’t think I could bear to see you in a Perfect’s arms, if that’s what it would take for him to help us. I strongly recommend you find something else to entice him with.”

      Again, I was speechless.

      He gave me a half-smile, then headed for the doorway.

      “You should rest some more,” he said as he walked out. “You need your strength.”

      My heart was singing.

      I pressed a hand to my chest. I could feel it thumping, trying to get out of my ribcage. As I watched Nevis disappear into the next room, the truth I’d been refusing to acknowledge came to light, as bright and as clear as ever.

      I wasn’t just crushing on Nevis.

      I was falling in love. So hard that my brain had trouble coping and adjusting to this new condition. Most importantly, Nevis had made a significant statement. He didn’t like the attention that Raphael was giving me. He didn’t want me to get too close to the Perfect, no matter what the mission entailed.

      That basically translated into, “I’m falling for you, too, Elonora, and I don’t know how else to say it.”
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      As morning settled over the jungle above us, I spent the better part of an hour picking fresh fruit. This place was a cornucopia of natural wonders—delicious berries and peach-like fruits, with sweet flesh, easily picked from the green bushes and thick trees around us.

      I went back downstairs with a loaded bag, a smile settling on my face as I entered Douma’s recovery room. She was still sleeping, but she was fully recovered—not just from the decapitation, but from the surgery, as well. Her chest rose gently with every breath. Kallisto had fallen asleep in the bed next to hers. She, too, was exhausted, having spent half of the previous night watching over Douma while I got some rest.

      I heard Rose and the others in the room next door talking about Douma’s condition, and ways of preventing the memory download. Raphael promised to go out and find us ten pounds’ worth of serium crystals, and Vesta agreed to go with him. As expected, Zeriel refused to let her go alone with Raphael, and I couldn’t help but chuckle softly.

      Douma exhaled deeply, and I froze in the doorway, bag in my arms, as she opened her eyes for the first time. My heart stopped when she blinked once, then twice, as confusion set in. I slowly placed the bag on a nearby table, careful not to make any sudden moves.

      Her eyes found mine, and my brain stopped functioning altogether.

      She opened her mouth, shocked and confused, clearly unable to make much sense of me and her surroundings. She sat up, then gasped at the sight of Kallisto sleeping next to her.

      I was looking at a pristine version of Douma. Her long black hair was the same, cascading down her shoulders like an ink waterfall. Her eyes were the intense Prussian blue that had first taken my breath away. Her skin, her lips, her soft cheekbones—it was all there, perfect and superb. Only, this wasn’t the Douma I knew. Not anymore. And it felt equal parts exciting and weird.

      “Amane!” I called out. “She’s awake.”

      I heard the rustling and shuffling of footsteps in the other room.

      “Stay here,” Amane told the others, then came out to find me in the doorway, frozen and unable to do or say anything else.

      She gave Douma a warm smile. Kallisto woke up, as well, taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly as she remembered where she was. “Oh,” Kallisto whispered, her gaze fixed on Douma.

      “Relax, take it easy,” Amane said, keeping her voice mellow and soft. She gave me a quick sideways glance. “Don’t talk too loudly, and mind your tone,” she added. “She can’t speak right now, since she doesn’t know any words, but she does respond to softer tones.”

      I nodded. “Okay. What… What do I do? What do you need me to do?”

      “See that leather bag there?” she asked, staring at another metallic table to my right.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “There’s a glass tablet in there, along with several blue memory sticks,” she replied. “I want you to take them all out and bring them over. I smuggled those out of Ta’Zan’s stronghold before I left. It’s an edited selection of learning tools to help Douma speak and understand this world. I edited the nasty stuff out, hoping I’d get a chance to test it on a clean Perfect.”

      “Well, then, aren’t you glad you got one now?” Raphael chimed in from behind, startling the both of us.

      Douma watched us, breathing heavily. Her eyes were wide, and I could almost feel her panic taking over. Waking up in a room filled with strangers and knowing absolutely nothing kind of had that effect on people, and it was up to us to ease her into it.

      “Stay there,” Amane said to Raphael, then walked over to Douma’s bedside, wearing that same warm smile. “It’s okay, Douma. It’s okay. You’re safe here.”

      “I thought you said she couldn’t understand anything,” Ridan said.

      “Jeez, when did you show up?!” I croaked, noticing him next to Raphael. The doorway was fully blocked now, with the rest of our crew waiting in the narrow corridor behind him. “Amane told you all to stay there!” I hissed.

      “We’re not coming in,” Zeriel replied.

      “That doesn’t make it any better,” I said, slightly annoyed. “It’ll overwhelm her if she sees everybody!” I then looked at Raphael. “Dude, don’t you have some serium crystals to mine?”

      He gave me a careless shrug. “Not really. I just need to point the fae in the right direction. She’ll do the work for me,” he replied.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” Kallisto retorted, glowering at him.

      Raphael chuckled. “I shouldn’t have been so nice to you. You’ve clearly let that go to your head, Fishy!”

      Kallisto let a low growl escape her throat, prompting Raphael to grin, then move back and take Vesta and Zeriel out with him. The others stayed back, quietly watching from an adjacent doorway as Amane checked Douma’s vitals and reflexes.

      “It’ll be okay,” Amane told her. “I know you don’t understand a single word I’m saying, but I also know you’re responsive to the sound of my voice, so I’ll keep that soft and mellow, okay?”

      Douma didn’t say anything. I fetched the tablet and memory sticks from the leather bag, then handed them over to Amane. I found myself staring at Douma once again, unable to utter another coherent sentence.

      She seemed curious, so I smiled. Slowly, but surely, her lips stretched to mirror my expression, and my heart went on a rollercoaster ride.

      “I think you two are on to a good start.” Amane giggled, then connected two small buttons on Douma’s temples. “Sit still, honey. This won’t hurt a bit.”

      “How are we doing this?” I asked, trying to understand the whole learning process. “How do you teach someone to be… someone?”

      Amane pointed at the buttons. “These connect directly to her frontal lobe. From there, the electrical signals travel through the rest of her brain, transmitting everything she sees and hears from the tablet into stored data. Basically, as she looks and listens to what’s on that thing,” she said, pointing at the tablet, “her brain simply downloads the information encoded into it, then interprets and memorizes it. Consider it a shortcut to cognitive development that takes hours, instead of years.”

      “How do you get her to stay put in order to learn all this?” I replied.

      Amane placed the tablet in Douma’s hands, then caressed her cheek. She extended her index finger, prompting Douma to look at it as she moved it toward the tablet screen and touched it. An image came to life. It was enough to capture Douma’s attention completely.

      The rest of us vanished from her immediate environment, as she was immediately immersed in the flurry of images and sounds from the tablet. Amane connected one of the memory sticks, then handed the rest to Kallisto.

      “Change these every hour,” Amane said to her, “to keep the information flow steady. She’s now entered learning mode, and it’s best if we don’t interrupt her.”

      Kallisto nodded and held on to the memory sticks. I was impressed by how quickly she’d turned from the doubtful rebel with an unhealthy obsession for Ta’Zan, into one of our most valued allies. Kallisto had a good heart; I could feel it in my bones. But she’d lacked the proper environment and the nurturing required to bring out the best in her.

      I was pretty sure that we’d been a good influence on her—she’d said so herself, after all. Most importantly, as I watched Douma get sucked into that learning program, I couldn’t ignore the glimmer of hope blossoming in my chest. Maybe she could become our most powerful ally yet.

      “We’ll have to take it easy on her,” Amane muttered, keeping her eyes fixed on Douma. “You’re free to stick around, but don’t talk to her, don’t make any sudden movements, and don’t make any noise. The first thing she learns from that program is how to talk, then what she is. That part is edited. I kept the genetic supremacy out. Then, a history of Strava will follow, after which she’ll get a crash course in everything else, from physics and biology to philosophy and art, all of it drawn from the old Draenir culture. We’ve got fifty years’ worth of studies compressed into those memory sticks and the learning program, so we need to give her the room she needs to process everything.”

      “Okay. Then what?” I asked.

      Amane squeezed my shoulder. “Then, you come into the scene, Dmitri. See what she’s learned, get a feel for what she’s like and how she’s taking it all in. We keep her neutral and ask her challenging questions. We’ll need to understand her reasoning and ability to discern right from wrong, natural from unnatural, and so on.”

      Kallisto chuckled, lying on her side. “Amane wants you to be around Douma more than the rest of us,” she said. “She’s hoping that Douma will establish an emotional connection with you and listen to you, if anything goes sideways in this… experiment.”

      “I have to,” Amane replied, then let a deep sigh roll out of her chest. “Ta’Zan usually handles the Perfects’ indoctrination. This is the first time I’m getting involved, and I don’t know how to do it like him. But I can definitely see there’s an emotional connection between Dmitri and Douma, and I’m banking on it in order for us to succeed.”

      Kallisto shook her head slowly. “You’re just like Father. Your machinations may seem different, but you, too, will resort to questionable methods of getting what you want.”

      “What we want. You seem to forget, Kallisto, but we’re all in this together. Whatever issues you and I have, they need to stay out. We can work on them after we get Douma on our side. If we can do this with her, we’ll have a better shot at defeating Ta’Zan.”

      My grandparents and my brother were out there. The rest of my Shadian family and friends, too. As much as I liked Douma, I knew that Amane was right. I was ready to do whatever it took to get our people back and stop Dr. Evil from spilling out into the In-Between.

      If I could help Douma in the process, too, then even better.
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      As soon as Raphael, Vesta, and Zeriel headed for the stairs leading back to the surface, I turned to look at Rose and Ben.

      “Let me go with them,” I said. “I’m of no use here, right now, while we wait for Douma to learn stuff. You can prepare another message for Draven and the others, and I’ll go try to talk to Raphael again. I think I can get him to budge.”

      Rose and Ben looked at each other, then back at me.

      “Go. But take Nevis with you, just in case you need any backup out there. And keep your True Sight on, at all times,” Rose replied. “Abaddon, Araquiel, and the others are still looking for us.”

      I gave her a brief nod, then rushed up the stairs, followed closely by Nevis. The silence between us was pretty awkward, but I chose to focus on Raphael, for the time being, and ways to convince him to help us. He was already out to get us serium to block Douma from the wireless memory database. I figured we only needed another push to get him on board with the rest of our plan.

      Kailani, Hunter, Leah, Samael, Dmitri, Kallisto, Ridan, and Amane stayed in the bunker with Douma, leaving her enough breathing room to learn everything she needed, going forward. I knew Rose and Ben were going to prepare another message for GASP, with some pretty crucial updates—including Douma’s memory reset and Raphael’s presence.

      

      I reached the top and caught up with Raphael, Vesta, and Zeriel.

      “Wait up,” I said.

      Raphael gave me a broad smile, which instantly faded at the sight of Nevis standing right behind me. “I was going to say I’m glad you decided to join us,” he muttered.

      “What made you change your mind?” I chuckled.

      “Mr. Icicle,” Raphael said.

      The temperature suddenly dropped, prompting me to give Nevis a stern sideways glance. “Let’s play nice with the locals this time,” I whispered. “Please.”

      Nevis let out an audible sigh but got his frost under control. He wasn’t happy, but he, too, understood what was at stake. Of course, part of me was utterly flattered by his display of emotions. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do about it, right now. My focus was on getting Raphael to help us.

      “We’re coming along to help,” I said to the Perfect.

      “Not sure how you can do that, but, by all means,” Raphael replied, then motioned for us to follow him.

      “Where are we going?” Vesta asked as we trekked through the deep woods, heading east.

      “There’s a pit, less than a mile from here. Well, it’s more of a crevice, but it’s got a hefty deposit of serium at the bottom. We just need to get down there and chop some of it out,” Raphael explained.

      “Or I could just get it out,” Vesta said.

      Raphael smirked. “That’s what I was thinking, too.”

      Some time passed before either of us said anything. Using my True Sight, I could tell that we were in the clear. There weren’t any rogue Faulties in these parts. Sonic booms echoed in the distance, but they were too far away for any of us to worry.

      “You know, Douma’s going to be okay,” I said, changing the subject. “I’m pretty sure she’ll want to help us.”

      “I don’t doubt that one bit,” Raphael replied. “You’ll be teaching her a different set of values. We’re all the product of our environment, and if you expose her to a certain range of ideas, she’ll react to them in a positive manner.”

      “But you’re different,” I replied. “You were subject to the same indoctrination as Douma, yet you refused to enforce Ta’Zan’s orders. What makes you different?”

      “I don’t know, Elonora. Perhaps a glitch in my blueprint. I never stopped to think about it for too long. I just accepted the fact that I’m not like my brothers and sisters.” He then stopped, staring straight ahead. He pointed to a patch of yellow-leafed trees. “Over there. The crevice is right beyond those trees.”

      Vesta gave him a brief nod, then motioned for Zeriel and Nevis to come with her. “I need some frost to slide down that crack, and I need someone to keep a lookout,” she said.

      Nevis clearly wasn’t comfortable leaving me and Raphael behind, but he knew what Vesta was trying to do. Our little fae had already caught on to what I was up to, from the moment she’d seen me come up. Vesta wasn’t a girl of many words, but her mind was incredibly sharp.

      Raphael and I stayed behind, walking at a slower pace while we let Vesta, Nevis, and Zeriel go ahead.

      “They don’t really need me down there,” Raphael said. “I know enough about fae—not only from you, but from Ta’Zan, as well—to have a pretty clear idea about how your friend can get to the serium without me putting in any work.”

      “That’s Raphael-talk for being lazy, right?” I asked, giggling.

      His aura caught an amber hue as he looked at me and smiled. “Why struggle, when others can do it for me, huh?”

      “Fair enough,” I replied, then exhaled deeply. “What would it take for me to convince you to work with us, Raphael?”

      He stopped walking, then turned to face me. “Nothing. What would it take for me to convince you to stay here with me, instead?”

      I stilled, utterly baffled. “Wait, what?”

      Raphael’s lips stretched and twisted into a devilish grin. “You can read emotions, right?” he asked. I nodded slowly. “Then you can tell how I feel. How you’re getting under my skin. I like you, Elonora, and I’ve never felt like this before.”

      “You’re joking,” I blurted. “Dude, you had all those Perfect ladies around you, and you… you get stuck on me? Me?!”

      He cocked his head to the side, somewhat confused. “You don’t think too highly of yourself, I take it.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just… why me?” I replied.

      “Why not you? You’re gorgeous. You’re intelligent and gifted. Oh, not to mention the fact that you’re a fierce fighter, undeterred by Ta’Zan and the rest of my people. What’s not to like about you?”

      I huffed, trying to wrap my head around what he’d just said. Granted, I’d noticed his minor soft spot for me, but I didn’t know how deep it went until he voiced it. I wasn’t as good with charming guys as I’d thought. If anything, Raphael, who was dangerously attractive, could easily sweep me off my feet, if I wasn’t careful.

      That thought went out the window as soon as I spotted Nevis looking at me, just before he disappeared with Vesta and Zeriel behind the yellow trees. I then understood the difference between what I felt for him and what I experienced toward Raphael. Nevis had gotten a firm hold of my heart, and I doubted my ability to move away from him. I was in too deep, already.

      Raphael, on the other hand, made me feel like I was developing a harmless crush. He was a dashing Perfect, gorgeous and smart and charismatic, able to charm the pants off anyone. But not me.

      “So, you want me to stay here with you?” I asked, my voice low.

      “I’ll protect you. I’ll keep you safe from everyone, including Ta’Zan.”

      “What about my friends? My brother? My family?” I replied, frowning.

      “Ta’Zan can’t be defeated,” Raphael said. “The best I can do is give you a home here. I can’t guarantee the safety of the others. Sometimes, you need to accept a loss, Elonora. This is one such instance.”

      “That’s a load of crap,” I replied, getting angry. “You think I fought tooth and nail up to this moment to just… give up? You’re kidding yourself.”

      “I’m trying to help you.”

      “Why? And how is this helping me?” I snapped.

      “Because, like I said, I like you,” Raphael replied, his pale blond brows furrowed. “I’ll be honest. I don’t care much about people, in general. Not even most of my siblings. And I know Ta’Zan well enough to understand his reach and his resources.”

      This wasn’t getting us anywhere. I decided on a different approach, because I couldn’t bring myself to just turn him down or accept his offer. The former would’ve brought things to a stalemate. The latter was impossible for me to do because I was in love. With Nevis. Dammit.

      “What is it that you want most in this world?” I asked him. “If you could have or do anything, what would that be?”

      “Besides you?” he replied, grinning.

      “Come on. You only met me yesterday,” I said, crossing my arms. “Be honest. Forget about this sudden crush on me or… whatever. Think. What is it that you want? Truly want?”

      He glanced around, smiling softly.

      “I’d like to see more,” he finally answered.

      “More of Strava?”

      He sighed. “Puh-lease. I can do that in one long supersonic flight. My photographic memory matches my speed. I mean out there. I’d like to travel. To see other worlds. Ideally before Ta’Zan conquers them all.”

      I thought about it for a moment, then felt my brain light up with a marvelous revelation. “Okay. So, how about, instead of asking me to stay here and hide… Why don’t you join us and help us stop Ta’Zan? Then, you could come back to The Shade with us. You could join GASP. We could go out and explore new worlds together. It is literally what we do.”

      “The Shade. That’s your home,” he said.

      “Sort of. I could show you my real home, Nevertide, too. You’d like it. It’s beautiful. Oh, I could take you to Neraka, to see daemons and Manticores. Or Calliope or Persea, or the whole of Eritopia, home of Druids, incubi, and succubi, among other marvelous creatures. Don’t you get it, Raphael?” I asked, smiling. “What is the point in having a dream, if you can’t make it come true? And what is the point of hiding and pretending to stay neutral, when every fiber in your body is telling you to get involved?”

      He stared at me, surprised by my in-depth reading. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “You’re forgetting that I don’t just see emotions in people. I can interpret them, too. I know you’re longing for something more, Raphael, but I’m not it,” I added. “Unfortunately, my heart belongs elsewhere, but—”

      “The Dhaxanian schmuck?”

      I stifled a grin, pressing my lips into a thin line and hoping that Nevis’s hearing wasn’t all that good. Judging by the thin sheet of ice stretching toward us from the yellow trees, he’d definitely heard Raphael.

      “There are others like me in The Shade,” I said, shifting my focus back to Raphael. “Other vampire sentries. Or any other kind of hybrid you might like. Heck, you might even find true love there. Everyone finds love in The Shade.”

      Raphael nodded slowly, unable to take his eyes off me. A minute went by in absolute silence, while I tried to understand the many colors flaring through his aura. He was definitely undecided, but also intrigued. I could almost hear a yes about to roll off his tongue.

      But I meant what I’d said. I was pretty sure that Raphael would fall in love with The Shade once he saw it. And I also knew that someone in there would eventually steal his heart. That’d be one lucky lady.

      “There are others like you, you say,” he said, making me giggle.

      “Maybe even better—”

      “I doubt that. Don’t sell yourself short.” Raphael cut me off. “You struck me from the moment I laid my eyes on you, and that won’t change. Your stubbornness might be the end of me, though. Tell me, how do you expect to defeat Ta’Zan?”

      “He’s not invincible,” I replied. “He’s weaker than all of you, physically speaking. He’s building his empire through manipulation. I’m sure he’s holding something over the Perfects’ heads to get them to stay in line. You and your siblings must know that you could easily overthrow him, if only…”

      My voice trailed off, as I remembered something we’d hypothesized before.

      “If only what?” he asked.

      “If only you could get whatever leverage he has out of the way. Technically speaking, Perfects are indestructible. But Ta’Zan would never create something he cannot destroy if it ends up going against him.”

      I waited for Raphael to reply, but he kept quiet. Instead, he gave me a weak nod.

      “Think about it. With you on our side, other rebel Faulties would certainly join us. With Douma, as well, we’d have more firepower. We could infiltrate Ta’Zan’s stronghold. We could get whatever it is he’s holding over your heads, then simply stage a revolution. Or wipe all the Perfects’ minds, straight from the source. I’m sure Ta’Zan has one such protocol handy, too.”

      “Remote deletion of memories, you mean,” he breathed.

      It was my turn to nod. “Point is, we can keep fighting by ourselves, Raphael. But our worst-case scenario involves destroying the entire planet in the process. None of us really want that, but we’ll do whatever it takes to protect this universe. Your existence cannot and will not trump our right to live. You must understand that.”

      “I do, actually,” he replied. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “You’ll work with us?” I asked.

      “I’ll do my best. I can’t promise anything,” he insisted. “But I’ll see what I can do. On one condition!”

      I bit my lower lip, going to great lengths, internally, to stop myself from jumping around like the happiest little girl in the In-Between. My heart was pounding, though, performing dangerous somersaults as it wrestled against my ribcage.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You’ll take me with you,” he replied. “No matter what happens, you’ll take me with you to The Shade.”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “You got it.”

      “I haven’t given up on the hope that I might sway you to be with me, though,” he added, gently gripping my chin between his thumb and index finger. “I know you’re all melty about the frost prince, or whatever his title is. But I have my sights set on you, until someone else crosses my path. Got it?”

      I felt the blood rushing up to my cheeks, as I laughed nervously and slowly moved back, out of his electrifying reach. Raphael could easily seduce the pants off of anything and anyone, but I didn’t want to give in. I chose to follow my soul, and it was pulling me toward Nevis.

      “You’re doing the right thing, Raphael,” I said. “Not just for us or for yourself, but for your people, too. Ta’Zan will only bring war and pain. There’s a better way for the Perfects to live and thrive, and not at the cost of our universe, our worlds, and our happiness.”

      “I agree. But you’ll have to trust me, going forward, Elonora,” Raphael replied. “I choose to trust and follow you, now. I expect the same in return.”

      I smiled. “Of course.”

      “Good,” he replied. “Don’t make me regret it.”

      I sure as hell didn’t plan on doing that. We now had Raphael on our side, and Douma as a promising work in progress. We were doing better than yesterday, already. I felt as though I’d just gotten a few steps closer to getting my friends and family back.

      This was the beginning of something new. Maybe even a path to victory.
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      It was somewhat flattering to hear from Sofia that Ta’Zan was so interested in me, specifically in my so-called “soft points.” I doubted any such information would serve him, since I was already his prisoner and had nowhere to go. I figured it helped him get closer to me. Ta’Zan was an empiricist by nature, with only science and progress as his religion. He placed zero value on emotional attachments, but he did appreciate an opposing argument now and then. And those I had plenty of.

      We’d developed a strange relationship, though it had nothing to do with Stockholm Syndrome. The captor and the captive had been engaging in dialogue. Despite the fact that I couldn’t change his mind about what he was planning, I could at least tell him, over and over, about the many ways in which he was wrong. I could tell him about the social projects we’d engaged in, which had worked. Nevertide. Eritopia. Neraka. They’d all started out in grim conditions, yet now there was peace and unity.

      Ta’Zan listened and developed a personal interest in me. I could’ve ventured to say that maybe I was the brother he’d never had—not the one he would’ve had to get along with, but rather the one to tell him he was wrong, the one he’d have to go against, just to prove a point. There was emotional attachment even in these frayed family ties, and Ta’Zan seemed to want such a dynamic. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have bothered to ask Sofia about me.

      We all had something he’d never experienced before. With all of us trapped in the diamond dome and guarded by Perfects and shock collars, Ta’Zan had become the stranger, the guy on the outside, looking in. In a way, that worked to our advantage. It exposed a minor weakness in Ta’Zan: his need to be with people whom he could consider at least remotely close to his level.

      The Perfects, the Faulties—they were his creations, his children. No matter how illustrious they were, physically or otherwise, they were still inferior to him, for he was the one who’d shaped their minds. I, on the other hand, was someone out of his control. His only power over me came from captivity, and nothing else. I was his challenge, and maybe his most prized possession.

      Isda, Monos, and the other Faulties, however, were becoming a problem for Ta’Zan, though he didn’t know that yet. The dissent was growing among the first generation. The Perfects treated them poorly, and Ta’Zan didn’t make much of an effort to enforce better behavior. If he caught Perfects abusing Faulties, he intervened. Otherwise, he didn’t care. He was too busy creating better Perfects.

      A couple of days had passed since he’d made Cassiel. The upgraded Perfect had undergone training and learning sessions, and the Faulties had been eavesdropping on his progress. Nothing we heard from them was encouraging in any way. On the contrary. Ben and Rose’s time was running out in the wild, because Cassiel was almost ready to go after them.

      They’d survived the maniacal Abaddon and the intrepid Araquiel, but Cassiel was… different. Worse, on every level. Cassiel was determined to succeed, and his hybrid genes made him more powerful than all the other Perfects together.

      It was early morning when Isda came in, accompanied by Monos and a few other Faulties, for our feeding. This time, however, it was Monos and two other males who’d suffered quite the beating. Sofia and I didn’t say anything. Instead, we watched as they distributed the fresh food and blood among the six hundred prisoners.

      Isda stopped by our group, while Monos handled the one next to us. As usual, to make it easier for the Faulties, we separated in clusters of fifty to sixty people, sometimes even fewer, leaving enough room between us for them to swiftly pass through with their carts.

      “What’s wrong with Monos? Who gave him the shiner?” Claudia asked Isda, while keeping her gaze fixed on Monos’s bruised left eye and split lip.

      Isda gave us the blood bottles first, along with a weak smile. “He and the others got into an argument with Gadriel, one of the first-generation Perfects,” she said. “Monos didn’t start it. He tried to stay out of trouble, but Gadriel kept teasing, calling him a monster, a work in progress, an unfinished mutt. Monos couldn’t take it anymore, and… well, you can see for yourselves.”

      “Why do you keep letting them do this to you?” Corrine replied.

      It was time to add some gasoline to that small fire. The spark had lit something up. I could even see it in Isda’s eyes—not to mention Monos’s. He was practically fuming, the poor thing.

      “What can we do against them?” Isda murmured, then let out an audible sigh.

      The Perfect guards settled by the doors again, frowning as they oversaw the feeding process. “No talking to the prisoners!” one of them shouted, loudly enough to startle Isda. She moved away and continued passing out bowls of food and water bottles, doing her best to avoid even eye contact.

      “Isda,” Sofia whispered after her, while the others in our group moved around to obscure the Perfects’ view. “Isda, talk to us. We can help!”

      “How could you possibly help?” Isda replied with a hiss. We all stilled, surprised by the tone of her otherwise mellow voice. Her frustration was finally boiling over. As much as I disliked seeing her like this, I couldn’t help but feel optimistic. Isda being so close to the breaking point worked in our favor. The more dissent among the Faulties, the better our odds of staging our escape. “You are prisoners here! You can’t do anything!”

      Monos snuck through the crowd, leaving his cart behind. He came straight to me, his brow furrowed and his jaw locked. Determination was practically oozing out of him. “What do you need?” he asked, prompting Lucas, Xavier, and Aiden to move closer so they could listen in on this unexpected conversation.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, feigning confusion. I knew exactly what he meant, but I needed him to say it out loud. A spoken commitment was worth more than anything for creatures as simple and as honest as the Faulties.

      “To stop the Perfects. To destroy them. Or put them in their place. Or whatever it takes, as long as they cease tormenting us!” Monos replied.

      “Monos, don’t!” Isda warned him, but kept the Perfects’ attention on her, nonetheless, as she advanced through the cluster and drew focus away from my group.

      “She is too afraid,” Monos said. “The rest of us are tired. We can’t take it anymore,” he added. “Every day, every damn day, they try to start a fight. They poke, they prod, until we can’t hold back anymore. They feed on our anger and our misery. Then, they revel in beating us. I just… I can’t. I’m done. I love Father, but I cannot live a life like this anymore. I cannot experience such hurt, while the Perfects thrive and rub it in my face.”

      “And you shouldn’t,” Xavier said.

      Briefly glancing around, I noticed Sofia, Kailyn, Liana, Corrine, and the other ladies in our crew as they discreetly kept up with Isda through the crowd. There were over six hundred of us in there, but we’d learned to coordinate when the Faulties came in. It was crucial not to let the Perfects see us talking to them. Ta’Zan didn’t want us fraternizing with them, but he didn’t take our large numbers into account. Then again, he didn’t have a reason to think we’d do anything stupid, not while we still had the collars around our necks.

      However, he did underestimate us.

      “I know you can’t do or say much with the collar on,” Monos said, “but I can help. Me and my brethren, we’re tired, Derek. We are so… tired.”

      I gave him a nod and a weak smile. We had him right where we wanted him.

      “We are helpless in here,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. As soon as I brought up rebellion, the collar was bound to heat up. If I insisted, electric shocks would follow. And that got us nowhere.

      Monos stared at my collar for a while. “If I get that off you, will you help?”

      “Absolutely,” Lucas interjected, then groaned when the collar heated around his neck. “Damn, these things are sensitive.”

      “It’s how Ta’Zan keeps us under control,” I said lowly.

      “Okay. Don’t worry. I’ll talk to Amal. I’ll have her talk to you,” Monos said. “I’ll find a way to get the key from her. She’s the only one who can take the collars off. But you must promise you’ll help us. Don’t just run off and leave us hanging. If I let you go, you have to make sure we get a better life!”

      “Monos, if we regain our freedom, I will make sure everyone gets a shot at a good life,” I said, ignoring the uncomfortable heat spreading in my throat.

      Monos smiled, then went back to his feeding cart, just as a couple of Perfects moved toward us. They looked around and spotted him back in the next cluster, handing out food bowls. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the guards return to their posts by the double doors.

      To my left, deeper into another cluster, Sofia and the girls were talking to Isda. They’d finally gotten her to open up, judging by the look on her face and her slightly more relaxed posture. From what I could tell, Claudia, Hansa, and Anjani were particularly adept at getting the Faulty to talk.

      “What now, then?” Varga asked, crossing his arms.

      “We wait,” I replied softly. “The Perfects did most of our work for us. We’ll get our break soon enough.”

      

      A few hours later, during lunchtime, the Faulties came back with other food carts. They kept our doses relatively small, getting our digestive systems used to three meals a day. According to Ta’Zan, the more balanced and frequent our meals were, the healthier we would be. Of course, that was somewhat redundant as far as vampires were concerned, but I have to give Ta’Zan some credit. Smaller meals thrice a day did seem to have a positive effect on my skin, as well as on Sofia’s complexion. Despite our status as prisoners, we were well looked after.

      This time, however, Monos and Isda kept their distance altogether, choosing to feed other clusters. Their siblings came around and handed us our blood bottles. For a second there, I had a feeling they’d changed their minds.

      “Why are they avoiding us?” Sofia asked. “Do you think they’re backing down?”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the Perfect guards, who, in turn, watched Isda and Monos like hawks. “I think they’re just trying to keep a low profile this time around.”

      “Maybe someone is suspecting something,” Cameron suggested.

      Jax shook his head. “I doubt it. Look at the guards. They’re watching the Faulties, but they’re not exactly on edge here. It seems like a regular feeding, if you ask me.”

      “Hm. They probably would’ve sent in different Faulties, if they’d caught Monos or Isda conspiring,” Jovi said. “They’re just keeping a low profile, I think.”

      Varga cleared his throat. “Since we can’t explicitly talk about doing anything against Ta’Zan or the Perfects while we wear these wretched things around our necks, how about we imagine hypothetical situations instead?”

      It took me a couple of seconds to figure out what Varga was playing at. He was an intelligent creature—superior to many, in my opinion. One day, he was going to rule Nevertide, and I now understood why Ash and Ruby were so proud of him, and why they never worried about his fitness for the throne. Varga was well ahead of many.

      “Okay, I see what you mean,” I replied, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “So, here’s an interesting logistical problem. You’ve got about six hundred or more people in a big cage. Their goal is to get at least some of them out, so they can orchestrate a smart attack on the… trolls who imprisoned them, in the first place. Think of this as homework: how do they do it?”

      “I feel like I’m back in school,” Lucas groaned, rolling his eyes.

      “Well, you’re stuck here,” Xavier said. “You’ve got nothing better to do with your time. So get to thinking, buddy!”

      The double doors opened, and Amal strode in.

      My breath hitched when her brilliant orange eyes found me.

      “I think she wants to take you out for drinks.” Lucas chuckled.

      “Seriously, don’t you have homework to do?” Aiden replied, then put his arm around Lucas’s shoulder and pulled him away. Jax and the others joined them, laughing as they mingled with the rest of the crowd.

      The Faulties were done with food distribution, quietly making their way back out of the diamond dome. Monos and Amal exchanged glances when they passed each other. There wasn’t anything there for the Perfects to suspect, since they didn’t know anything. But for me, that one look told me everything—Monos had spoken to Amal in our favor.

      Amal reached me, keeping a straight face. She then looked around, noticing Sofia with the other ladies in our group.

      “Amal,” I said. “What brings you here?”

      Amal returned her focus to me, and then opened the white bag she’d brought in. She produced a metallic instrument, similar to a thermometer, with a glowing blue screen. “Put the slim end in your ear. I need to take your temperature. Routine check.”

      I smiled, then did as told. “How long do I keep it?” I asked.

      “For as long as it takes for me to tell you that, if I help you and your friends, I betray my father,” Amal replied. “A few days ago, I would’ve said no, absolutely not. But Monos is right. And you’re right, too. I don’t like what Father is doing. He no longer takes my advice. He just tells me to shut up and execute his orders. He’s frustrated because he can’t get your ships to work. It’s making him angry.”

      I gasped. “He’s rebuilt the ships already?”

      “He’s got Perfects working for him, remember?” she retorted, smirking. “There’s something about the technology that he can’t get right. Not yet, anyway. It’s a matter of time. But I now see what my sister was talking about. I understand why Raphael chose to leave, too.”

      “Who’s Raphael?” I asked.

      “Father’s brightest. Abaddon and his crew revealed that your children are trying to make an alliance with him, and that just annoyed Father even more,” Amal explained. “Point is, we’re not in a good place, Derek, and, as much as I hate to admit it, you were right. This is getting out of hand. And my Faulty brethren are suffering. I thought that if I just kept my head down and focused on work, I’d be fine. But I can’t work like this. The Perfects sneer at me but won’t dare touch me because I’m of value to Father. Monos, Isda, and the others aren’t, and they’re defenseless. Father won’t interfere unless it happens before his very eyes, and that’s mainly because he dislikes conflict. He doesn’t care about the Faulties.”

      “You do know he hasn’t even decided whether he’ll keep you alive or not, right?” I added.

      Amal’s expression signified a painful yes. “I know. I also know when he plans to put them all down, if that’s what he decides to do,” she said. “Amane and I will be the only ones he’ll spare.”

      “Is that why you chose to help us?” I asked, feeling the collar heat up.

      Amal sighed, then motioned for me to give her the thermometer. “Yes. No matter what I’ve said, Father won’t listen. So, I’m helping my siblings myself.”

      I gave her a warm smile.

      “Thank you, Amal—”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” Amal cut me off. “I’ll see what I can do about those collars. In the meantime, you all need to get ready. I can’t get everyone out. There are too many of you. A dozen, at most. Though, honestly, the fewer, the better.”

      She sighed, then left the dome.

      The Perfects narrowed their eyes at her as she passed through the double doors, and I could see their frustration, the veins nervously popping on their temples. They loathed her, but they couldn’t touch her. I breathed out and walked over to my wife and the rest of our crew.

      Lucas raised his eyebrows, giving me a hopeful look.

      I responded with a half-smile. “You do your homework, Lucas, because our orange-eyed friend will handle our… jewelry,” I said, pointing at my collar.

      Sofia wrapped her arms around my waist, her eyes glimmering with sheer enthusiasm. I pressed my lips against her forehead, thankful that I could feel her touch, despite our circumstances.

      “How many people are we talking about? Because six hundred has been a massive problem so far,” Lucas replied.

      “Logistical nightmare, based on what we know about the… prison,” Xavier said.

      “A dozen, at most.” I sighed. “Let’s go over all possible scenarios for up to twelve people.”

      “What about the others?” Varga asked, frowning.

      “The trolls won’t hurt them,” I said. “They’ll be safe in the prison, at least until the others come back for them. They wouldn’t leave anyone behind. Consider it a crucial policy.”

      It was time to look forward to our escape. I couldn’t think about it for too long, and I couldn’t talk about it. But I could definitely smile and hold my wife close, while Amal handled the collar keys.

      As our crew spread out and carefully analyzed guard positions around the diamond dome, I came to an uneasy conclusion. Even if we got free of the collars, we still needed a diversion in order to get out of here. The Perfects were too powerful, too fast, and potentially devastating.

      We needed the Faulties’ help.
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      We gathered in a more secluded part of the dome, while the prisoners moved around and helped keep us out of sight. There were guards on the outside, patrolling the pathways mounted on different levels of the structure, but we were largely undisturbed.

      The evening was settling outside, with its deep shades of red and orange crisscrossing the sky like angry dabs of watercolor. The jungle around us trembled. I would’ve loved to feel that afternoon breeze brushing against my skin, and to inhale the slightly salty air coming in from the ocean nearby.

      “It sucks to not be able to actually talk about this stuff,” Claudia muttered, crossing her legs as she sat on the floor in front of Derek and me, joined by Yuri, Xavier and Vivienne, Lucas and Marion, my dad and Kailyn, Cameron and Liana, Corrine and Ibrahim, Jax and Hansa, Jovi and Anjani, Varga, and a very grumpy Heath. The dragon’s wounds had healed, but his ego was still severely bruised.

      “We are speaking in math problems and hypotheses,” Lucas replied with a grin.

      “Yeah, well, I was never an A-student, so I’ll pass. Just give me the conclusion,” Claudia replied, gently leaning into her husband.

      Yuri chuckled softly. “You’re more of a doer than a thinker.”

      “Keep talking like that and you’ll see exactly what kind of a doer I am,” Claudia answered with a low growl that simply made him laugh even harder.

      “Baby, I married you. I know exactly what kind of a doer you are,” Yuri said. “And I look forward to… doing all that, all over again.”

      Yuri slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him, while Lucas, Varga, and Xavier placed a number of small empty bottles and porcelain bowls in the middle of our seated circle.

      “All right. So! I think we figured out a way to solve our logistical problem of humans versus trolls. Hypothetically, of course!” Lucas quipped.

      Marion giggled, but she was beaming with pride. “If ever there was something that my husband was always an expert in, it’s machinations and plotting. Hypothetically!”

      That made me smile. She did have a point, though. If anyone could see a way out, if anyone could weave a new path in the middle of an absolute disaster—I believed it was Lucas. My husband’s brother hadn’t just become resilient over the years, but also incredibly resourceful. Not that I or Derek couldn’t devise an exit strategy ourselves, but we needed everyone in our crew to do something, to feel useful, to not go crazy. We were all on the same page, anyway, and I was convinced that Lucas’s plan would be very similar to what Derek and I had been thinking.

      “So, how can a small group of humans escape from a troll prison?” Derek asked, eyeing his brother in particular.

      Lucas, Xavier, and Varga looked at each other and smiled. Lucas then put two small bottles together, leaving the others in a larger group. He surrounded them with porcelain bowls. At first glance, we were looking at a mockup of a map, with hostile and friendly positions laid out.

      “Imagine the humans are the bottles, and the trolls are the bowls. There are hundreds of humans in this hypothetical prison, but only a handful can get out and help the others already at large to destroy the trolls,” Lucas said. “These are the enemy positions around the prison. There’s only one way out, and that’s here,” he added, pointing at an imaginary spot on the floor. He placed his hand above the two small bottles next. “These are the twelve that can escape, provided they get help with their… cuffs.”

      So far, our collars weren’t heating up beyond a reasonable limit. We’d managed to fool whatever system Ta’Zan had put in place to read our brainwaves. If we kept talking in hypotheticals and changing terms, we could carry out a longer conversation about escaping the dome. Again, Ta’Zan’s inexperience with our kind had clearly come in handy.

      Lucas took us through three different scenarios, including one with a diversion, which seemed like the most reasonable option.

      “If the crowd attacks the trolls in order to help the group of humans escape,” he said, “it’ll draw more trolls in to control them. Given that there are hundreds of them in the prison, more guards are a bad idea, making it nearly impossible for the small group to sneak out. Ideally, they would need outside help from… ugh, trying to think of a name here—”

      “Goblins!” Varga chuckled. “They’re slightly inferior to the trolls.”

      “Okay, goblins it is. The humans will need the goblins to organize a diversion, preferably outside the dome and as far away in the northern part of the corridor into which the prison opens up,” Lucas replied, then began moving some of the bowls around. “Ideally, a diversion that wouldn’t be immediately linked to the group of humans escaping. Make it seem like the goblins are just tired of dealing with these terrible trolls. If we clear the double doors to the prison, the twelve humans can escape, most likely unnoticed.”

      “Even so, there is still a chance that they’ll be caught,” Xavier said, moving more white bowls to block the two bottles from fleeing the imaginary space.

      “In which case, I recommend that one of the groups of humans finds another way out,” Derek suggested, splitting the bottle duo up. He took one and positioned it farther away from the other. “If the trolls want to catch the humans while dealing with a diversion, they can get busy with the group, while the rogue individual finds another way out. By the time the trolls figure things out, one human will have made it, and can meet with the others. Of course, that should be our worst-case scenario.”

      “What about trolls retaliating?” Vivienne asked.

      “They need the humans alive. They won’t hurt them,” Lucas replied. “And they won’t immediately suspect the goblins of interfering. It’ll be an internal issue.”

      “Even if it isn’t, the trolls need their goblins for menial tasks and services,” Corrine suggested. “I doubt they’d be in danger. Plus, once the goblins agree to help, they’ll also acknowledge the consequences, in case it goes bad. I kind of feel awful for saying this, but… sacrifices may be required for us to succeed. This isn’t just about the goblins or our wellbeing anymore. It’s about the entire universe.”

      A few seconds passed in silence, as we all translated the entire conversation in terms of Perfects and Faulties.

      “Then, who would the escaping humans be?” I murmured, looking around at our group.

      Claudia put on a devilish grin. “Well, I can think of a human couple named Claudia and Yuri who would totally be on board with that,” she said.

      “Hold on,” my father interjected, frowning. “Out of a sea of… humans trapped in that place, is it wise to let the founders, the leaders to get out, instead of sending a bunch of… I don’t know, underlings or lieutenants? The trolls would certainly notice the absence of the leaders, wouldn’t they?”

      Derek shook his head. “Their purpose isn’t to hide their absence from the trolls. The underlings, as you call them, are equally important in terms of genetic material. It would make no difference for what the trolls want.”

      “In addition, the underlings don’t know the surrounding terrain or the trolls’ moves as well as the leaders,” Ibrahim added. “Besides, where would the underlings go? For how long do you think they’d survive out there, with all these trolls hunting them, as opposed to the leaders, who have infinitely more experience and better knowledge of the enemy? It might seem counter-intuitive to most, even reckless to some, but I agree with Derek. The leaders would be of more use on the outside, organizing the rescue operation for the other prisoners in the hostile land, than the other way around.”

      I nodded slowly, finding myself in agreement with Derek’s reasoning. Not everyone in GASP knew this place up-close and personal like we did. We’d toured some of the islands. We knew what creatures dwelled in the jungles. We remembered the depth of the ocean from our swimming sessions. Most importantly, our children were out there, looking for us. Not theirs. We had a bigger bone in this escape than anyone else.

      Besides, we were all itching to piss Ta’Zan off a little, maybe even make him snap. An angry overlord was prone to making mistakes, as opposed to one in control of everything.

      “Okay. So, then we’d have Claudia and Yuri, the hypothetical humans,” I murmured. “Who else?”

      “I’m imagining a Corrine and Ibrahim, too,” Corrine chimed in. “They sound pretty cool.”

      “Of course they do. And no rebel crew would be complete without a Derek and a Sofia,” my husband said, taking my hand in his. His touch alone was enough to make my heart sing and give me the courage to battle a thousand Perfects all by myself.

      “That’s six, so far. Throw in a Lucas and a Marion, maybe we could make up a lame Xavier with a cool wife called Vivienne,” Lucas replied. It earned him a friendly punch in the shoulder from Xavier, which made Lucas laugh. “What?! It’s hypothetical. No lame Xavier exists!”

      “They would need two more, one of whom can go off on his own, in case it goes wrong,” I said, looking around. Most of us were couples, though, and we didn’t find it easy to separate—not in this inhospitable world.

      Varga gave Heath a nudge. “What do you say, Sparky? Shall we get a Varga and a Heath involved? The dragon would make a spectacular decoy.”

      “Oh, the dragon is definitely dying to roast some Perf—argh!” Heath was cut off by a brief electric shock in his collar. He’d spoken literally, without hiding his thoughts from the collar. “Dammit!” He cursed under his breath.

      Varga laughed lightly and gave Heath a pat on the back. “You’ll be fine, Sparky. Suck it up.”

      Jax and Hansa, Jovi and Anjani and some of the witches and Druids present could take the lead over the prisoners in our absence. Truly, there was no use for us in here—especially where Corrine and Ibrahim were concerned. Their magical abilities could very well save our hinds, if we played our cards right.

      Out of the hypothetical dozen, either Varga or Heath could take a different exit during our escape. If I were to listen to my instincts, I would’ve picked Varga. He could meet up with his sister and give her some intel. Given his sentry abilities, he could sneak through the jungles and dart from one island to another with more ease.

      Heath was a phenomenal fighter and a fearsome dragon, but he wasn’t exactly the most discreet of our GASP agents. Varga, on the other hand, prided himself for being light on his feet and had True Sight that could help him avoid capture.

      With a plan made, we only needed the collars off and the Faulties to help with a diversion. Our part was done, and it was easier than what came next.

      I let a deep breath out. “What if the other humans start a fight in the prison, too, after the dozen get out? It’ll draw more trolls away from them, I think.”

      “That sounds good,” Cameron replied. “I’m sure something can be arranged.”

      My heart was thudding, as the prospect of getting out of this dome ceased to be a distant dream, but rather a concrete possibility. I couldn’t wait to breathe the fresh air of freedom again, and to find my children.

      Our mission was more important than anything else, and with the inside knowledge we’d gathered so far, we could help our kids with a strategy against Ta’Zan and his Perfects. I had hope in my heart, bursting through me like a spring.

      We’re getting out, one way or another.
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      I watched in awe as Vesta used her earth fae abilities to open the crevice even wider, revealing rich serium deposits that glowed blue in the underground. Beneath the cover of the jungle trees, I didn’t need a head cover, but I still had to wear my goggles—the serium glow was so intense that it made me squint.

      Nevis helped her by covering the crevice edges and upper walls in Dhaxanian frost, to keep them from crumbling. Vesta then proceeded to simply touch the serium crystal deposits. As soon as her skin came in contact with the mineral, however, she stilled, her eyes glimmering with the same shade as the serium.

      “Vesta, are you okay?” Zeriel asked from the edge, where Raphael and I were also standing.

      She gasped, then pulled her hand back, taking deep breaths. “That was… weird,” she croaked, looking up at me. The blue glow in her eyes vanished, and I could tell that she was tempted to try that again.

      “What just happened?” I asked, worried about her.

      “It might be the serium,” Raphael said. “From what you’ve told me about fae, and especially where Vesta is concerned, she might have a natural connection to the serium.”

      “Wait, what do you mean?” Zeriel replied, even more confused.

      “Well, she clearly reacted to it,” Raphael said, then looked down at Vesta. “Did you feel a surge, by any chance?”

      Vesta chuckled nervously, staring at the serium deposits. “Are you kidding me? I felt as though I’d just swallowed the sun!”

      Raphael grinned. “Yup. Elemental stuff. I’m afraid Vesta can’t touch serium without lighting up like the moon. One of us will have to drill it.”

      “What are you waiting for, then?” Nevis retorted, raising an eyebrow. “You’re the strongest one here.”

      Raphael sighed. “I suppose. Ugh, I don’t like doing work in the morning.”

      Nevertheless, he slipped into the crevice and reached Vesta, motioning for her to climb back out.

      “Are you sure you don’t need my help?” she asked.

      “If I want to watch you turn into a living lightbulb, sure. But otherwise, no, you’re useless down here,” Raphael replied, “and I need room to move. Thanks for splitting this open for me, though.”

      Vesta shrugged, then climbed back to the surface.

      Raphael exhaled, then started to punch the serium deposits, directly. The strength of each hit caused the stone to crack, each fissure spreading like a spiderweb. Within minutes, large chunks of serium were coming off.

      He increased his speed to incredible levels, to the point where I could no longer see his arm, only a faint shape as it moved back and forth with every punch he delivered. Raphael was practically a drill, as serium crystals jumped out and gathered at his feet. Soon enough, he was up to his ankles in them.

      “So, serium makes me buzz,” Vesta murmured, befuddled. “I didn’t know that.”

      “You couldn’t have, since you’d never touched a crystal, directly,” Nevis replied.

      “I wonder what that would do to my powers,” she said, then looked at me. “Do you think it would amplify my abilities, maybe? If I strap a crystal to my skin, for example. I don’t know, just spit-balling here.”

      “It could work,” Raphael replied from below, reaching a hand out. I tossed him the two large leather bags we’d brought from the stronghold, which he proceeded to fill with serium crystals. “There’s going to be more than ten pounds here, so you could try it.”

      Vesta looked at me. “You know, you could try syphoning energy from them, too. What if it works for you, as a sentry?”

      I shrugged, but I was definitely curious and willing to try. “Worth a shot, I guess. But where did this deposit get its energy from?” I asked. “From what I know, serium only lights up like this if it stores energy.”

      “Lightning, my darling,” Raphael replied. “It goes into the ground, and it keeps moving, looking for a way to… I don’t know, survive. I’ve often thought of electricity as a living, breathing entity that needs to move, to power something, to circulate in order to survive. But it gets jammed inside the serium crystals, and that’s it, until it’s plugged in again.”

      Raphael returned to the top with two full bags. Zeriel took one, and Raphael kept the other, as we went back to the stronghold. The sun shone brightly beyond the tree crowns—I could see the top lit up in a crude lime green as its rays tried to pierce through, but couldn’t. This was a secluded part of the island, and no one could spot us from above.

      I heard branches breaking in the distance and briefly glanced over my shoulder. Raphael kept his eyes on me, smiling.

      “Scared that Abaddon will catch up with you?” he asked, slightly amused.

      “It’s inevitable. He is an incredible tracker. I’ll give that psycho credit where it’s due,” I replied.

      “Don’t worry, he won’t be dumb enough to attack us just yet. He’s scared of me. He’ll be looking for ways to separate me from your group,” Raphael replied. “Which won’t happen, anyway, because I’m smarter than he is.”

      “You all have giant egos, don’t you?” Nevis remarked.

      “Design error,” Raphael retorted. “Can’t help it.”

      “Thank you for helping us, though. I truly appreciate it,” I said.

      Raphael laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll make you pay for it. Just make sure I come back to that magical Shade with you, and that you find me a vampire-sentry lady just like you. We’ll call it even then.”

      “Elonora, you shouldn’t have made a promise you cannot keep,” Nevis interjected, walking coldly by my side.

      “What do you mean? Raphael will be more than welcome in The Shade!” I replied.

      “But there is no one else like you. You are quite unique. He will never find someone just like you,” Nevis said.

      My heart fluttered. His aura was bright gold now, and, as our eyes met, it shone even brighter. I felt as though I was looking directly at the sun. I’d learned by now that gold was connected to various forms of affection—love of all kinds. But his was a particular shade, and I’d seen it somewhere before.

      I held my breath for a moment, as I remembered where I’d seen it. Serena and Draven. Harper and Caspian. Phoenix and Viola… My parents! Hazel and Tejus. And everyone else who’d fallen in love. This… This was love. The kind that made the world go ‘round.

      Is he in love with me?

      What had led to this? How had he developed such feelings for me? Most importantly, did I feel the same way? Was there something between us, something that wasn’t there before, maybe?

      I looked away, focusing on the narrow path ahead. This wasn’t the right place or the right time to focus on my feelings. Or Nevis’s, for that matter. But I looked forward to the next five minutes that I could spend on my own, to simply think about all this. If I was right in my assessment, if I’d identified the right feelings in Nevis, then something had definitely shifted in our relationship, and I had no idea how to cope with it.

      I was head over heels with the guy—that much I could admit to myself. But I was also terrified of getting my heart broken again. Connor had left me with scars that would never go away. I’d been so comfortable in my shell over the past couple of years that I couldn’t even fathom getting out of it.

      “There’s one thing you must all be aware of,” Raphael said, changing the subject. “Something you have to accept.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You might all die trying to take Ta’Zan down,” he replied. “It’s not going to be easy. And you’ll probably have to do some pretty nasty stuff to get by. My siblings can be terrible people, and they’re particularly adept at obeying orders. They’ll stop at nothing to take you all back to Ta’Zan. Except Abaddon. He’s an idiot and a psychopath. But the others… It’s not going to be easy.”

      “Nothing has been easy about any of this,” I replied. “Frankly, I don’t care what I have to do, as long as we get to stop Ta’Zan from infecting the rest of this universe with his calculated malice and poison. I know, deep in my heart, that there’s still a way out of this mess for us all. And I’ll do whatever I can to make it happen. You all deserve a better life. Even Araquiel and the others. As much as I’d like to see them gone, I’m aware that they’re simply the result of their education. They don’t know any better.”

      “That, they most certainly do not,” Raphael said, then gave me one of his devastatingly charming smiles. “I knew I had the hots for you for a reason.”

      “And what would that be?” Nevis asked, his tone clipped.

      “She’s a fighter,” Raphael said, giving Nevis a sideways glance, while Vesta and Zeriel quietly walked behind us. I could feel my cheeks burning already. We were heading into a rather awkward conversation here. “She’s got grit. And she’s relentless. I find that to be incredibly hot, and, judging by all the glances you steal at her when she’s not looking, I’m pretty sure you feel the same way, Frosty.”

      The temperature dropped all of a sudden, prompting Vesta to gasp. “Dude. Tone it down with the chills,” she snapped. “We’re actually enjoying the summer here.”

      Nevis sighed, gradually regaining control of his Dhaxanian nature. “I must admit, your assertions about Elonora are correct. She will stop at nothing in order to save her family and friends. And the entire universe, for that matter.”

      “But that’s valid for all of us,” Zeriel replied. “We’re all here for the same reason.”

      “It’s cute. Admirable, even,” Raphael said. “I’ll help retrain Douma,” he added, just as we reached the stronghold.

      Dmitri was waiting outside, sharpening a stick with one of his pocket knives. His expression brightened up when he saw us. “That didn’t take too long,” he said.

      “That’s because I’m ridiculously efficient,” Raphael retorted. “Where’s my sister?”

      “Downstairs. Learning how to speak,” Dmitri replied.

      “How did you two get on?” Raphael asked, a grin slitting his handsome face.

      Dmitri ran a hand through his dark, curly hair. “Um, not bad. I mean, she didn’t scream or run from me. I think that’s a good start.”

      Raphael laughed, then handed him the serium bag. “My sister is a predator at the top of the universal food chain, half-wolf. You would never scare her.”

      Dmitri frowned, ignoring the mild burn. “Hold on. You said you’ll help retrain Douma. Does that mean you’re on board? That you’ll work with us?”

      Raphael put an arm around Dmitri and caught him in a friendly, albeit abrupt, headlock. “You make sure you hook me up with a vampire sentry like Elonora when I come back with you all to The Shade, and I’ll do whatever you want me to do,” he said.

      “Ah. That’s going to be tough. Lenny is quite… unique,” Dmitri murmured.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I replied, resting my hands on my hips.

      “Oh, quite the opposite, actually.” Dmitri chuckled, then removed himself from Raphael’s headlock and shook his hand, instead. “But I’ll definitely introduce you to some of The Shade’s finest. I promise.”

      “Maybe, if we survive this, these two will finally get together.” Raphael sighed, looking at Nevis and me. “Less than a day in, and I’m already tired of how you tip-toe around each other.”

      I blinked several times, doing my best to ignore the sudden cold sweat. Nevis was practically frozen next to me. “What, um, what are you talking about?”

      “Really? You’re going to play dumb with me, Elonora?” Raphael replied, lowering his voice. “Life is short and ridiculously uncertain for your kind, at this point. You might want to skip whatever courting rituals you guys have, and get straight to the kissing and loving, because if Ta’Zan gets bored of hunting you and decides you’re better off dead, you won’t get another chance to be together.”

      That statement left me speechless. In fact, it felt like a punch in the gut.

      On top of it all, it rang painfully true. We didn’t know what tomorrow had in store for us. Whether or not we were going to make it out of this Stravian debacle was a matter of chance and wit. But it wasn’t certain. If I let my fears of heartbreak get in the way, I could miss out on something amazing, even though we were in the middle of enemy territory.

      One look at Nevis, and I felt my heart explode. The look in his icy blue eyes was like a hammer to my knees. There was something… There was definitely something there I hadn’t seen before, and it fired me up on the inside, as if I was syphoning energy directly from the sun.
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      We got together in one of the research rooms. Dmitri stayed close to Douma as she watched a selection of educational videos on the glass tablet. Amane began working on a device powered with ten pounds of serium crystals. Her skill and dexterity were practically out of this world, and I found it hard to keep my eyes off her.

      Rose and Ben led the conversation, with Raphael, Nevis and Elonora by their side. Ridan moved next to Amane, occasionally handing her whatever instrument she required for her contraption. It looked like the tiniest machine, no bigger than a quarter, but square and half an inch thick.

      Hunter and I stayed together, finding it increasingly difficult to keep our distance from each other. Vesta and Zeriel, Kallisto, Leah, and Samael joined us as we began discussing the next steps of our mission.

      “So, good news is that Raphael has decided to join us,” Rose said, smiling with confidence.

      I couldn’t stop a sigh of relief from leaving my chest. I’d seen the guy move and fight. With Raphael by our side, along with Douma, we had a better shot at pretty much anything we wanted to do, going forward.

      “And the bad news?” Samael asked, pursing his lips.

      “The Perfects are coming,” Rose replied. “Abaddon, Araquiel, Oriphiel, Elyon, and the others. They’re fully recovered and searching for us. We heard the sonic booms about an hour ago, during a brief walk outside. They’re still considerably far, but it is time for us to get moving.”

      “Once Amane sets Douma up with her blocker, we’ll be able to get to the next stage of our plan,” Ben added.

      Kallisto frowned. “Hold on, what plan is that, exactly? We’ve been running for our lives for the past three days.”

      “Well, why are you here with them, if not to help them?” Raphael interjected, raising an eyebrow at her. His skepticism didn’t sit well with Kallisto, but, then again, she was definitely the most sensitive member of our band of underdogs.

      “Yes, to reach out to the other Faulties, maybe even some Perfects, but we couldn’t do anything without some serious muscle in our crew,” Kallisto replied. “Which now, thanks to you, we have. The rogues will have an easier time following us if they see you by our side.”

      “Sounds like a breeze.” Raphael chuckled. “But it’s not enough. We need more than a handful of bitter Faulties to turn people against Ta’Zan, particularly where the Perfects are concerned. They’re not easy to sway, and you can’t just go around extracting memory chips from them and retraining them. You don’t have that kind of time.”

      I raised my hand, as if I were back in school. “We could reach out to the Hermessi,” I said. “We’ve had this as an option for quite some time now. And we’ve gotten signs of life from them already.”

      “What are you talking about?” Raphael asked.

      “Ah, that’s a rich topic,” I replied, smiling. “But I’ll try to keep it brief. You know the natural elements, right? The four basic components of life. Water, air, earth, and fire.”

      Raphael nodded. “The elements with which the fae bond, for their abilities. Yes.”

      “Well, they’re more than elements, actually. They’re entities of supernatural origin, powers of the cosmic plain that we cannot manipulate or fully understand. For a long time, they were worshipped as deities, and the more people believed in them, the more powerful the Hermessi were,” I explained.

      “Fires burned brighter. Rivers flowed thicker. The gardens were richer. The winds could tear down mountains, even,” Vesta added. “Or so the legends go. We only had one direct encounter with a Hermessi back on Neraka, and that was more or less a matter of chance. But he told us that the faith of the people will make them stronger.”

      “So, what, like a religion or something? Does faith fuel the Hermessi?” Raphael asked, understandably skeptical.

      “Sort of, yes,” I replied. “It’s the energy of the people, actually. The more of them that connect, in thought, with the Hermessi, the more powerful they become. Now, the faith of one won’t do much, but the faith of three, five, or a hundred will definitely help.”

      Raphael shook his head in disbelief. “It sounds like a fairytale.”

      “We thought so, too, until we saw it!” Vesta said. “Harper, our friend, saw the fire spirit, and others were present when that happened. None of them would lie.”

      “Besides, we’ve had contact with other Hermessi, too,” Ben added. “In our dreams, in strange visions. They’re aware of us, here on Strava, and they’re trying to reach out. Granted, they’re not very clear in their communications, but for shapeless entities they still do a decent job.”

      “And let’s not forget the one Hermessi that drowned Douma,” I said.

      Douma looked up at us. She’d heard her name. Her brow furrowed, but Dmitri gave her a soft smile. “It’s okay. It’s nothing for you to worry about. Finish this session first,” he said, pointing at the glass tablet.

      “But they said my name,” she whispered. Douma had the emotional maturity of a seven-year-old, at this point, but was rapidly evolving. By sundown, she was going to be a teenager. Until then, however, she was still easily distracted, and the complete opposite of the Douma we’d first met. The wonders of a new brain.

      “Can you flip to the next file? I’m curious about the next lesson,” Dmitri replied, motioning for her to focus on the tablet. She gazed at him for a little while, then resumed the learning session. She definitely liked him, and she’d gotten used to his presence more than anyone else’s. Dmitri seemed to have a soothing effect on Douma, and it helped with our mission to get her back to a functioning level as a Perfect warrior.

      With Douma sucked into the glass tablet once more, and Dmitri keeping a loving eye on her, we were able to resume our conversation.

      “One of those entities took down a Perfect?” Raphael asked, clearly astonished.

      “It was a water Hermessi,” I replied. “We were there. We all saw it. I’m telling you, there is potential in crafting a relationship with these… elements.”

      “Do you know how to do that?” he asked, scratching the back of his head.

      “Not really.” Ben sighed. “We’re hoping for more dreams. Maybe they’ll reach out again like they did before. In the meantime, we simply think of them as often as we can. We believe in them. The more of us aware of their existence, the better our chances.”

      Raphael circled the room once with careful and balanced steps, as if taking everything in, over and over. “Yeah, that’s not enough. We can’t just sit on our asses and pray to natural elements to save us,” he said. “I’ve got a better idea, besides rallying Faulties and any other Perfects who might be swayed to join us.”

      “Okay, well, we’re listening,” Elonora replied.

      “What do you know of the Draenir?” he asked.

      I blinked several times, mentally gathering all the information I’d learned about them.

      “Mostly what Kallisto and I told them,” Amane offered, as she continued to fiddle with the device. She was in the middle of connecting extremely slim wires between different chunks of serium crystals. She’d tasked Ridan with slicing a piece of serium to match the size and shape of the device, with the use of a small laser knife. “Gone extinct because of the plague, four of them survived in Ta’Zan’s lab, they left all these strongholds, the infrastructure, and a ton of resources and technology, which we upgraded…”

      “They’re not all extinct,” Raphael said.

      That statement was enough to make us all freeze and stare at him.

      “Hold on. What?” I croaked. “That can’t be. We scanned the planet before we came here, before Ta’Zan was let loose. There was no one living in the wilderness or in any of the abandoned cities.”

      Raphael smirked. “Areas that are rich in serium deposit can warp any kind of scanning equipment. If they were somewhere deep in a jungle or underground, you wouldn’t have spotted them. The serium jumbles everything.”

      The realization hit me so hard, I was left breathless. “That might explain why we didn’t spot them at all.”

      “I want to hear more about the Draenir!” Amane cut in. “Where did you see them? You wouldn’t mention them if you didn’t see them with your own eyes.”

      “Ah. You know me so well.” Raphael chuckled. “Yes. I saw them the other day. Only a handful of youths on Merinos, many miles from here. They were fishing by the river, where it spills into the ocean.”

      This was an incredible development, to say the least. “And you didn’t think to tell us about this sooner?” I managed.

      “You didn’t ask,” Raphael replied with a nonchalant shrug. “Anyway, that’s not the point. I tracked the youths, out of sheer curiosity. I found their tribe. It’s close to another stronghold on that island. There’s about a hundred of them. I made sure not to be seen. They live there.”

      “How is that even possible?” Amane breathed. “The plague wiped them all out. The ones in Ta’Zan’s lab were completely isolated from the very beginning.”

      “Maybe that’s what happened to these Draenir, too,” Raphael suggested. “Besides, they’ve picked a good place to live in. That area is a weather nightmare, with sudden temperature drops and spikes, extreme storms. It’s crazy weird. No one in their right mind would live there. Maybe that’s what saved them. Maybe they were all immune, and they ran off to Merinos knowing that the sick ones—”

      “Wouldn’t follow them there,” I murmured, finishing his sentence. “That actually makes sense. And I know the area you’re talking about. We’re aware of the extreme weather there, too, though we were never able to properly explain it. It definitely has something to do with the clash of marine and arid air currents in the region. You’ve got winter on a ten-mile patch, then summer on the next one, and so on. In between, storms rage as the temperatures change suddenly. It’s incredibly hostile.”

      “They’d survive there, if push came to shove,” Kallisto chimed in. “Which is exactly what they did.”

      “But you said there were youths with them. Which means they’ve had kids, too,” Elonora added.

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s their elders we want to talk to,” Raphael said. “No one knows Strava and its resources better than the Draenir. In fact, I’m willing to bet that there are things about this world that only the Draenir know of. If we find them, if we talk to them and convince them to join us… we might have a better chance against my siblings and my maker. I know where to find Ta’Zan, but there is no way in hell I’m letting any of you go there without a plan or backup. We need the Draenir.”

      For the first time in what felt like forever, hope seemed to be within reach. It was a fickle and treacherous thing, but we needed it now, more than ever. My grandparents, our friends, and our families were still prisoners of Ta’Zan. And the world was in peril.
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      The device requiring ten pounds of serium crystals to power it was tiny, but glowed a powerful shade of blue. Amane had made it from a sterilized type of rubber-like material, which was soft and easy to insert under Douma’s skin.

      “It’s itchy,” Douma murmured as we walked through the jungle, visibly resisting the urge to scratch the back of her neck.

      Amane had kept the voice muffler device on, implanted on the side of Douma’s neck, under the pretense of preventing an infection, but she’d removed the wing blocker from her back. With the new device in and the memory chip out, Douma was no longer a flight risk. She’d gotten accustomed to our presence and goals, and she’d acquired enough information to understand what we’d set out to do.

      “The itchiness will fade,” Amane said, staying by Douma’s side, along with Dmitri. “Just until the stitches dissolve. Try to ignore it.”

      Raphael led the way through the woods. Ben, Rose, Nevis, and I followed in pairs, with Kailani and Hunter right behind us. Douma was in the middle, flanked by Amane and Dmitri. Ridan was next, then Zeriel and Vesta. Kallisto, Leah, and Samael watched our backs, as we put more distance between us and the underground stronghold.

      We kept our backpacks light, evenly distributing spell and healing supplies between us. Leah and Samael scattered some of that black mineral dust over our tracks every three miles or so, to further throw the Perfects off. Amane had used it before to keep Araquiel and his band from easily finding us, and she’d taught Leah and Samael about where to find the ingredients needed to mix it.

      Strava was a cornucopia of plants, crystals, and minerals that could be specifically combined and prepared to perform a wide variety of tasks, from healing and nourishing to dissolving traces and poisoning, among other things. Amane had become quite the naturalist expert.

      “How are you coming along, Douma?” I asked, looking over my shoulder. She seemed utterly different, doe-eyed and smiling. There was a spark in her deep blue eyes, one of curiosity and wonder, as she was rediscovering the world and her own existence. I didn’t feel comfortable reducing Ta’Zan and his Perfects to mere villains, but, like Amane had said, we needed to ease her in.

      “It feels strange to not remember anything from my past,” she said. “But I do understand you don’t want to shock me with what I might’ve done.”

      That stopped us all in our tracks, prompting me to turn around. “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      Douma smiled. “I’m not stupid, you know. I see the looks you give each other, how you try to measure your words before you tell me something. I noticed the cuts in the video files that Amane showed me, too. I must’ve done something terrible for you to be so wary and fearful of telling me the whole truth. I was able to put two and two together.”

      “In what? Ten hours?” Ben muttered, his eyes wide.

      Douma offered a shrug. “I’m sure it has something to do with this Ta’Zan you spoke of. The Perfects. I mean, I can see there’s a Perfect leading us,” she said, nodding at Raphael. “I found it safe to assume that he, like me, didn’t agree with what Ta’Zan was doing, hurting innocent people. Your people.”

      “Oh. That. Yes.” Dmitri croaked, relief washing over him as he let out nervous laughter.

      Douma was definitely in the ballpark, just not as close as we’d thought. I did appreciate her observant nature. She wasn’t inquisitive unless she couldn’t get an answer any other way. While we’d been watching her, she, too, had kept an eye on us, it seemed.

      Amane sighed. “Yes. Well, we are trying to ease you into some aspects of your past,” she replied, keeping it as vague as always. Letting Douma believe she’d gone against Ta’Zan and had paid the price was going to buy us some time, at least until her mind was fully shaped. According to Amane, she was still easily influenced, if provided with solid arguments, and, from what we’d learned about Ta’Zan’s propaganda style, Douma could be vulnerable.

      “So, what happened?” Douma asked. “How did I end up with no memory? Skip the beheading part, I know that.”

      “Your Perfect siblings are difficult to deal with and nearly impossible to convince that what they’re doing is wrong,” Rose said. “I think it’s best if we just leave it at that, and we move forward. Getting stuck in the past never helped anyone.”

      “But I don’t get it. Why would they think they’re the only creatures that deserve to live? To thrive?” Douma mumbled. “How could Ta’Zan convince them to be such monsters, when they have the potential to be true guardians of this entire universe? They could do so much good with such powers. I mean, that’s what I would do, anyway.”

      Raphael chuckled, then resumed our trek through the jungle, as we followed. “That’s the beauty of freedom of thought. Well, freedom in general. I would just enjoy it, bask in the sun, explore new worlds, eat different foods. Travel to the farthest corners, just to see what this whole universe is about.”

      “You all have your own personalities, no matter what Ta’Zan told you,” Amane said. “You develop different needs and wants. Raphael here, as strong and as dashing as he is, simply wants to enjoy life… take it easy,” she added, hardening the tone of her voice—a jab aimed directly at Raphael. “You, on the other hand, seem to have a certain sense of righteousness, wanting to do the right thing. Your Perfect siblings are also different, but Ta’Zan flattens their individualities and pushes them into this herd mentality of genetic superiority. He thinks they’re the only ones who deserve to live and rule the world. He’s infected them with this megalomania, and that’s a hard thing to shake.”

      “But Raphael and I, we did it,” Douma replied, frowning.

      “In a way, yes,” Raphael said as we reached the beach.

      More islands were scattered across the turquoise ocean, most of them covered in jungles with mountains overlooking the waters. The horizon, however, didn’t carry the same tropical tranquility. The sky darkened on that side, thick, almost black clouds gathering over the distant islands. It looked like a perpetual storm, swirling, flashing, and thundering ferociously all over.

      “Most Perfects were so skillfully indoctrinated that they fail to see another way. Most of the times, a reset is necessary,” Raphael continued. “Cut off the head, remove the memory chip, have the Perfect start fresh. In your case, the decapitation occurred first, then we thought we might as well remove the memory chip and prevent Ta’Zan from overriding it. As long as there’s a chip in there, the mind can be manipulated.”

      Douma nodded once. “That makes sense. I would probably do the same. But why hasn’t he tried to come after you?” she asked.

      “I’m… different,” Raphael replied. “Ta’Zan wouldn’t want me as his enemy.”

      “Yeah, you never really explained that part,” I cut in. “We know you left him because you didn’t see eye to eye and whatnot, but none of us know why he didn’t come after you or force you or, I don’t know, kill you. Because Ta’Zan must know how to kill Perfects. He would’ve had a plan B for your kind.”

      “I’m faster than he is. Don’t think he didn’t try,” Raphael retorted with a grin. “He understood that he couldn’t… undo me like he did others, when they got out of line.”

      “Hold on, so, you’re telling me that Ta’Zan has killed Perfects before,” I said, my pulse quickening. Raphael sighed, and I took it as a yes.

      “Who did he terminate? How many? When?” Rose asked.

      “Three of my batch,” Raphael said. “They were the first to speak up, to tell him that what he wanted us to do was wrong. I didn’t have the courage at the time. I kept my head down, but I couldn’t shake the anger, the grief I felt when I saw them die. I’d only known them for hours, technically speaking, but they were my brothers. I loved them.”

      “How did he kill them?” Ben replied.

      “There’s a toxin he uses. I don’t know what it’s made of. I tried to get some information, but he keeps it hidden and well protected. Access codes and whatnot,” Raphael explained. “Even Amal and Amane don’t know its contents.”

      I gasped, then scowled at Amane. “You knew?!”

      Amane shook her head, equally stunned.

      “Sorry, I should’ve been clearer. Amane doesn’t even know about it. Amal does. She’s the one who suggested something for Ta’Zan to use, in order to keep us in check. She knew he’d have a riot on his hands if he didn’t control us, somehow. She understood that his doctrines and subliminal images wouldn’t make us fully compliant,” Raphael added. “Amane was gone by the time Ta’Zan developed the toxin. Like I said, he did try to use it on me, but I’d already seen how it worked. I dashed out of there and left. I let people think he gave me a choice to leave, and Ta’Zan maintained the lie, too. He couldn’t have anyone knowing I practically slipped through his fingers. It set a bad precedent.”

      “You didn’t tell us any of this,” I snapped. “You’ve been keeping information from us.”

      Raphael raised an eyebrow at me. “Up until a few hours ago, my support was supposed to have been one time only. Now that we’re in this for the long run, I figured you all deserve to know. I thought you’d appreciate me being forthcoming.”

      “We do! We do,” Rose said, then took a deep breath. “It’s just that… we’re pressed for time, Raphael. We have no idea how long until Ta’Zan figures out the technology he needs to go out into space. We’re stressed out, to say the least.”

      “Well, I don’t know what that feels like, but I understand the concept of urgency,” Raphael replied. “Listen, you’ve got a monster of a mission ahead of you. So, let’s just take this one step at a time,” he added, changing the subject. He pointed toward the darkened horizon. “We need to get there. Merinos is in the middle of that stormy, extreme cluster. Let’s get the Draenir on our side; let’s gather some more rogues and Perfects along the way, first. Then, we’ll talk about infiltrating Ta’Zan’s coliseum and that damn toxin. Okay?”

      We took a minute to mull it over, until Rose spoke up again.

      “That’s fine,” she said. “So, we’re going to Merinos, through that… what is that, a thunderstorm?”

      “Much worse. It’s an entire region consisting of hot and cold pockets,” Dmitri explained. “I remember it from when we first mapped Strava. The currents are extreme. Winter here, summer there, and in between there are strips of stormy waters. Merinos is smack in the middle of one such strip.”

      “It’s how the Draenir survived and stayed out of sight,” Raphael said. “Well, that and the rich serium deposits on that island. Nobody ventures into that area.”

      Zeriel chuckled. “Except us.”

      “You did come with us out of a sense of adventure, didn’t you?” Ridan retorted with a half-smile.

      “I’ve had my fill already. I’ll take some peace and quiet, any time of the day.” Zeriel sighed, prompting Vesta to giggle.

      “Yeah, you’re clearly not a warring type,” she said.

      Zeriel shook his head. “Never. If I have to, sure. And the same goes for my people. Otherwise, however, we’re peaceful. We swim. We play. We laugh. We lie on stones and bask in the sun.”

      Douma watched the exchange with sheer fascination, and Dmitri couldn’t take his eyes off her. His aura burned bright with threads of gold. By that point, I’d understood what the gold meant. Dmitri was falling for her, and I had mixed feelings about that. Even with a wiped mind, I still couldn’t fully trust Douma.

      As long as Ta’Zan was still alive, as long as his Perfects were hunting us, and as long as we’d yet to tell her the whole truth about how she’d ended up with us, Douma, to me, was a potential problem. I didn’t want it to go sideways, for Dmitri to get his heart broken in the process.

      “Nobody really likes to go to war,” Raphael said. “Except most of my brethren, maybe. But even that can be fixed, once Ta’Zan is out of the picture.”

      “So, you agree with our initial assessment,” Rose replied. “That if we kill Ta’Zan, the Perfects won’t pursue his mission to conquer the universe.”

      Raphael nodded. “I think so, yes. Like I said, we’re the result of training and conditioning. We’re taught to believe certain things. But, if we increase our numbers, if we get more Perfects and Faulties on our side, the others will begin to at least wonder whether what they’re doing is wrong or right. Once Ta’Zan has a sense of doubt sown into his ideal world, he’ll slip up. He’ll make mistakes. He’ll lash out. That’ll be our way into the diamond coliseum.”

      “All we need is a couple of disgruntled Perfects to help us,” Nevis chimed in.

      “Can we count on you, Douma?” I asked.

      She looked at me, slightly surprised. “I… I think. Yes. I may not know anything about my old self, and I’m still wrapping my head around… everything, but I do know that I can’t just sit back and let my maker ruin entire civilizations. I don’t think it’s in my nature.”

      I would’ve been inclined to disagree, knowing how fanatical and insufferable she had been before the memory chip removal, but I believed her now. My only hope was that she’d stick to it and not let us down.

      Most importantly, I hoped that she wouldn’t let Dmitri down.
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      I zapped the whole group from one island to another. That was as much as I could do without wearing myself out—Raphael had insisted that we take this slowly and carefully, one island at a time, so I would preserve some energy in case we ran into potential hostiles.

      Every time I teleported the group, even across the smaller distances, I depleted some of my energy. I had to admit, the Perfect had a point. Besides, a little weather discomfort was worth preserving my strength for later use.

      Far behind us, still around the island where we’d rested, flashes exploded in the sky. Perfects, angrily looking for us. I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Abaddon’s wrath.

      According to Raphael, Araquiel’s group was less inclined to hound us like before, knowing that we were with him. But Abaddon was reckless and relentless. He was most likely the self-appointed leader of the pack now, chasing after us, determined to rip us to shreds. All Araquiel could do at that point, along with Oriphiel, Elyon, and the others, was to stay close to him and send as much information back to Ta’Zan as possible.

      Abaddon was going to catch up with us, eventually, but we wanted to get to the Draenir first. From there, if we managed to get them on our side, we had a few more fighters to at least distract the maniacal Perfect, while we hopefully rallied more rogue Perfects and anyone else we could get to help us, before going straight to Ta’Zan’s coliseum.

      The closer we got to the thunderstorm cluster, the harsher our climate. Heavy rain pelted us, each drop smacking my face with an uncomfortable sting, even through the mask’s fabric. The temperature dropped as we made our way through the cyclone.

      The waves crashed against the rocky shores of the island we’d landed on. In these parts, the beaches were a rare sight, as the water was too aggressive to sustain a sandy surface. The islands were chewed down to the stone around the edges, with thick woods and rocky peaks in the middle. We kept going east, while Raphael guided us through the storm strip.

      “I see Abaddon is still the most persistent from the bunch,” Raphael said.

      We stopped at the base of a mountain, deep in the woods, to rest for a little while. We’d been at this for hours, and, according to him, we needed to take five-to-ten-minute breaks to rest, for our energy to last longer.

      “He’s determined to kill us. We made him really mad again,” Elonora said.

      “I cut his head off, right?” Douma asked.

      “Twice,” Dmitri replied with a grin. “You’re quite adept at keeping up with that psycho. Your speed matches his.”

      Douma nodded slowly, then settled between the curling roots of an old, dying tree. “We keep going, after this break, right?”

      “Yes. Another fifty miles to the east,” Raphael replied, giving her a warm look.

      “Tell me again why you think these relatively frequent breaks are necessary,” Elonora said.

      “You people aren’t accustomed to the planet’s atmospheric pressure,” Raphael said. “It’s slightly heavier than your world’s, for sure. I can tell from the way you all walk, from your shoulder drops and how quickly you tire.”

      Dmitri rolled his eyes. “The difference is minor. We measured. Only a couple of units.”

      “It makes all the difference, as far as endurance goes. And I think it’s why we come across as stronger and faster than you,” Raphael replied. “Again, it’s not a game-changer, per se, but it does help our cause if you get a few more minutes to rest than usual.”

      By the same standards, if we were to bring Perfects back to Earth, Eritopia, or Neraka, for example, where the atmospheric pressure was basically a little bit lower, they were going to be even stronger and faster than here. Godlike, even…

      “I have to admit, I’m a little less preoccupied with Araquiel and the others with you around,” Ben said to Raphael. “It helps to have this kind of muscle.”

      “Meh. I’m already tired of beating Araquiel into a pulp.” Raphael sighed. “I kept telling him, over and over, not to mess with me, not to get all high and mighty. It gets boring having to kick him around like that. I get zero satisfaction, at this point.”

      “So, what you’re trying to say is that having Araquiel and his crew chase us around is no longer thrilling for you, but boring,” I replied, slightly amused.

      Raphael chuckled. “Yes. Abaddon, however, is a bit more interesting. He’s unhinged and a bit more unpredictable.”

      “Harder to beat?” Elonora asked.

      He laughed again. “Puh-lease. I’ll crush him like a bug until I’m bored with him, too.”

      “Then I agree with Ben here,” Rose replied, smiling. “It’s good to have you with us.”

      “Don’t get comfy with that,” Raphael replied. “I could be gone in an instant. Something might happen. Worst-case scenario, Ta’Zan might find an efficient way to deliver that toxin and take me out. Don’t bank on me to save you all. I may not have that power.”

      “Okay, everybody take ten minutes,” Rose said to us. “Drink and eat something. Rest. Check your supplies and so on. I’ll send another message to Calliope via interplanetary travel spell.”

      We scattered around the small campsite. Elonora took Dmitri for a quick hunt, leaving Nevis to watch over Douma and Amane. The Faulties proceeded to climb up the trees and pick some fresh fruit. Kallisto seemed particularly happy with doing that, making me wonder what she wanted to do with her life, provided we all survived what came next.

      Ben stayed with Rose, while Vesta and Zeriel went to a nearby river to refill the portable water flasks we’d found in the Draenir stronghold. That left Hunter and me with a little bit of time to ourselves.

      My heart skipped a beat when our eyes met. We hadn’t said much to each other since the kiss. Granted, we’d been running for our lives.

      “Let’s sit down for a bit,” I said slowly.

      We settled by a large black rock. Pink moss had grown on it, covering it in what looked like a fuzzy carpet. We didn’t speak for a while, until I finally burst.

      “What was that kiss about?” I asked. “I mean, you did that, and then you went silent on me. What am I supposed to get out of that?”

      That had come out harsher than intended. It made Hunter blink several times.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t… I didn’t mean to leave things like that,” he managed, leaning closer toward me and cutting my breath off. My heart was already pounding, my lips still tingling with the memory of that first kiss.

      “What happened?” I whispered. “What was that kiss about?”

      He frowned, keeping his gaze fixed on me. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know, Hunter. I… We’ve been best friends for so long,” I said, my voice trembling. “I don’t want to lose that. Ever. But the kiss… It did something to me, and I’m not sure you understand how it changed things between us. What it meant to me.”

      Hunter didn’t say anything, but his expression softened, and the cool blue in his eyes seemed to melt and seep into my very being. It was too late to back down now, so I kept going, ignoring my shaky hands. His nostrils flared, and I knew he’d picked up on my scent, my vitals. He was aware of my frayed nerves.

      “Thing is, I’ve seen it happen before,” I added. “The friends getting physical, then everything going down the drain. I really don’t want it to happen to us, too. You’re the closest to my soul. No one gets me like you do.”

      Hunter gave me a soft nod, then reached out and cupped my cheek with one hand. I couldn’t help but close my eyes for a moment, his touch making my heart hum.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen next, Kale,” Hunter finally said. “I don’t even know whether we’ll survive this or not. But I do know that I will never forgive myself if I don’t follow my heart on this one.”

      “And what does your heart say?” I murmured, slowly resting my head in the palm of his hand. The effect he had on me was downright hypnotic. It was impossible to resist him.

      “The same thing it’s been saying for years, Kale,” he replied, his voice raw and slightly shaky. “To come to you. To tell you how I feel. To show you… For years, Kale. For years, you’ve been the only thing on my mind. We grew up together. I know what you like, what you hate. I know your deepest fears, and I remember every single milestone in your life, because I was there. I’ve been there for so long. I don’t even know when it happened. I just know that, at some point in our lives, I fell for you, and it turned into something impossible to ignore. I tried, believe me. I tried to shove it to the very bottom of my consciousness, telling myself that it was just a phase. But it wasn’t. I know that now.”

      My chest hurt. My eyes stung.

      Everything he was telling me was exactly what I’d been going through. What I’d been feeling toward him. It was mutual. This unwavering love for him… he felt it, too. How had I missed it? Had there been signs? Had I been blind this whole time?

      All of a sudden, the years we’d spent around each other felt like a bit of a waste of time. We could’ve followed our hearts. We could’ve spoken up sooner. We could’ve been together already…

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked.

      “I was afraid!” he replied. “I thought you wouldn’t feel the same. I didn’t want to risk it. Like you said, our friendship is so important. You know me better than most. I didn’t want to lose you, to put you off. And, frankly, I was afraid of how I’d feel if you turned me down. So, I buried it deep and did my best to date… to move on. I was terrible at it.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh lightly. “Yeah, you’ve had a questionable choice of girlfriends.”

      Before I could even react, he leaned closer and kissed me again. The entire world exploded around me, in billions of bright lights. I melted, like wax against the flame, putting my arms around his neck as I pulled myself closer to him.

      He groaned softly, then held me tight against his body. For the first time in days, I felt safe. And incredibly happy. Hunter put a lot of hunger and passion into that kiss, as I parted my lips and welcomed him. His tongue tangled with mine, the taste of him throwing my senses for a loop.

      He pulled back for a moment, giving me a most loving smile. “How stupid could I have been, to not see that we were on the same page?” he muttered.

      “I guess we were both afraid to lose what we already had, so we didn’t even talk about what else there could be,” I replied. “I buried myself in magic, and you… well, you buried yourself in all kinds of girls.” I giggled.

      “I have wasted so much time being afraid to tell you how I feel,” Hunter said, his brow furrowed. “I don’t care what comes next, Kale. I just know I’m not letting you go. Ever again.”

      He kissed me again, this time with ravenous and possessive force, biting my lower lip and releasing a low growl when his tongue found mine. “Also, if I’m being totally honest, I was afraid that, even if you said yes, I’d end up doing something stupid, like breaking your heart,” Hunter added. “I knew that would’ve gotten the wrath of a whole lot of witches on me. I mean, Arwen, Corrine, Mona… Hell, the entire magical clan would skin me alive.”

      “You should be more afraid of me than anyone else,” I said. “Because if you break my heart, Hunter, there will be nothing left of you for my mom or grandmas to punish.”

      He smiled, then gently pecked my lips, his arms firmly keeping my upper body molded against his. “I was young and stupid back then, Kale. Years went by, and all I knew was that I would rather have you as a friend than not at all. Neither of us knew what we really mean to each other, but we do now. And I would rather die than make you suffer, Kale.”

      I teared up, losing myself in his embrace. “Then let’s get through this and see what else we could do together,” I whispered.

      Hunter gave me a devilish smirk, then captured my mouth in another kiss. This one was yet again different. Soft and profound, deep and sweet. And it made my heart sing.
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      An entire day passed as we made our way toward Merinos, jumping from one island to the next. The weather was as extreme as Raphael and Amane had described it. We’d spent a total of six hours in scorching heat, and about twenty in crippling, freezing winters. The air pockets were so abrupt in temperature drops that I was already getting a mild case of the sniffles.

      Dmitri chuckled. “I take it dragons aren’t exempt from the common cold.”

      We’d set up a small camp beneath a sharp slab of stone. It must’ve come off the mountain at some point and landed in that position—it was perfect for cover, in case Perfects flew overhead. Kallisto, Leah, and Samael handled the fire, around which we all huddled for warmth. Well, all of us except Nevis, Elonora, and Rose. Their bodies made it much easier for them to handle low temperatures. Judging by the look of content on Nevis’s face, the Dhaxanian prince was actually happy.

      “How much longer till Merinos?” I asked, stifling a smirk as I found myself right next to Amane in front of the campfire. I found myself increasingly attracted to the Faulty, and it wasn’t just about her looks. I had to admit, the long and silky white hair and her bright orange eyes were a breathtaking combination I hadn’t even known I liked, but it was her brilliant mind that often stopped me in my tracks.

      Even with all my might and strength, I felt tiny and useless around her. Granted, most Faulties were as powerful, if not superior to, the people in our group—but few rose to my level. Amane exceeded it, and then some. Most importantly, her wit and knowledge left me speechless. I couldn’t get enough of her, and I sought every minute I could get in her presence.

      It was difficult for me to even keep my cool around her. Amane had this way of looking at me with such intensity that I almost felt holes being drilled through my very soul. How could I even find the right words to say to her, when she could disarm me with a single glance? But my greatest challenge had to do with trust. How well could I trust her?

      According to Kallisto, not well. She was convinced that Amane was hiding something. Or, at best, was reluctant to give us crucial information that could help us in the long run.

      Kailani checked her tablet. “We’re about fifty miles from Merinos,” she said.

      “Why don’t we go, then? What are we waiting for?” Elonora replied.

      Raphael shook his head. “You all need some rest. What part of that didn’t you understand? The Draenir may not be immediately willing to cooperate. They’ve been hiding on Merinos for over a century now. Whatever happened before Ta’Zan went to sleep left quite a mark on them, if they didn’t leave this clearly hostile environment.”

      “You mean the plague that nearly wiped them out,” Rose said.

      He shook his head once more. “Something else. Or on top of that,” he said. “They’re afraid of anyone who isn’t a part of that tribe. I went to great lengths to be able to observe these Draenir for a while. They hide from the Perfects. The moment one of us is heard close by, they all scatter underground. They even set up a cloaking system for their camp—large clusters of leaves that are pulled over their tents and structures with the pull of a string. Smart fellas, I’ll give them credit.”

      “How long did you study them for?” I asked, fired up on the inside as my arm accidentally brushed against Amane’s. This time, however, she didn’t even look at me, but she didn’t move away. We remained close, touching each other. I could hear her heart beating—well, galloping, actually, almost as fast as mine.

      “A few hours,” Raphael replied. “It was shortly after I left Ta’Zan. I was thinking of finding myself a spot in these parts, but the temperatures are too extreme. I decided to settle on the outskirts of Ta’Zan’s area, where you found me. The weather was great there.”

      “Yeah, well, sorry to ruin that for you,” Nevis replied. He sounded quite irritated. It didn’t take long for me to figure out why. Raphael kept giving Elonora the sweetest looks. The Dhaxanian prince had the hots for our vampire sentry, and we could all see it, no matter how cool he tried to play it. I found this entire dynamic to be quite adorable, but I was also worried.

      Frankly, I didn’t trust anyone outside our group—not fully, anyway. I even had doubts about Amane, which made it worse for me whenever I felt my breath slip out of my lungs at the mere sight of her. I was vulnerable. Thankfully, I had the emotional readings of Elonora to keep myself updated regarding Amane’s internal conflicts, of which, apparently, there were plenty.

      Elonora could only describe the feelings and didn’t know where they stemmed from. It was my job to ask the right questions and get such answers.

      “We’ll rest for the next couple of hours. The sun is already up, though we can’t exactly see it right now,” Rose said, looking up.

      The sky was covered in a thick blanket of charcoal-colored clouds, and snow had begun to fall again. This time, however, it was mild, flakes floating around until they quietly settled on the fluffy layer of white already covering most of the island.

      “Exactly. Then, we’ll do the remaining fifty-something miles and meet some Draenir,” Raphael replied. “That way, I get to take a nap, you all get to talk or fawn over each other or whatever it is you people do when you’re not fighting for your lives, and everyone’s happy.”

      My cheeks flared up. I felt directly targeted by Raphael’s statement. I could say a lot of things about him, but I couldn’t deny his incredible ability to observe. In some ways, he seemed better at reading people than Elonora, a friggin’ sentry. I figured it had to be one of his special skills. All the Perfects had one or two abilities that set them apart from the others.

      

      I would’ve napped, too, but my heart was thumping in my chest, still triggered by the close proximity to Amane. We’d left Douma with Dmitri and the other Faulties. They were talking and eating some of the rations we’d brought with us from the Draenir stronghold. There was something about Amane’s expression—a shadow settled between her brows, which I could no longer ignore.

      “What’s bothering you?” I asked her directly.

      She let a sigh roll out of her chest, then tightened the fur cloak around her shoulders. I put my arm around her waist and pulled her closer. To my surprise and delight, she didn’t reject me. Then again, it was freezing cold outside. We had to get our heat from wherever we could, and nothing worked better than another warm body.

      “I’m just worried,” she murmured.

      “About what, exactly?”

      “The Draenir. I’m not sure they’ll want to help us. They’ve been hiding out here and keeping their distance for good reason,” she said. “If Ta’Zan finds out that they survived the plague, he’ll send an army of Perfects to either capture or wipe them all out.”

      “He’s got a grudge against the Draenir, huh?”

      She nodded slowly. “You could say that. Before he made us, he sought the Draenir’s acceptance. He doesn’t talk much about his life before he created the Faulties and moved us away from the plague-infested areas, but I could still tell that it bothered him. He experienced rejection, discrimination. The Draenir were scientists, and many dedicated their lives and careers to creating superior life forms. When Mudak Marduk created him, the others weren’t too happy.”

      “So, what, they were jealous?” I replied.

      A bitter smile tugging at the corner of Amane’s mouth. “You can say that again. They all sought glory, they all wanted to be known as makers of new life. Mudak beat them to it when he made Ta’Zan, the first ultra-intelligent life form. Ta’Zan’s intellect exceeded all the Draenir. They had him tested from the age of three. He easily beat all the Wise. That’s a title the most intelligent and capable of the Draenir were given, by royal appointment.”

      “The Draenir had a king,” I breathed. “I didn’t know that.”

      “A king who oversaw a democratically elected parliament. The Draenir saw it as the perfect form of government, giving most of the power to the people. The laws were such that if, say, the king went nuts, the parliament could invoke a particular rule to remove him and get his heir in his place. The same went for the parliament. If they did something to hurt the people, the king could impose a referendum, and the people could vote for the parliament to be dissolved.”

      “Yet, as smart and as advanced as they were, they couldn’t stop the plague that killed them, and they were jealous of a little boy named Ta’Zan. Am I getting that right?” I replied.

      She laughed lightly, further relaxing against my body. It took an additional amount of self-control not to wrap both arms around her and ravish her with a flurry of kisses—though it was all I could think of. I mentally slapped myself for my crumbling mental faculties, then shifted my focus back to what she was telling me. It wasn’t often that I could sit Amane down like this and get such valuable information out of her.

      “You could say that, yes,” she said. “They didn’t see any of it coming, though. They were blinded by their pride. They thought they were the smartest, and they paid a heavy price for not thinking beyond their own… might, I suppose.”

      “But that’s not what you’re worried about, is it? It’s not about us reaching out to a bunch of scared Draenir,” I replied, my gaze fixed on her expression. She looked up at me, and my throat closed up for a moment. Those amber flakes in her golden-orange irises were simply arresting. “There’s something else.”

      She blinked a couple of times, then gently straightened her back and removed herself from my hold. As soon as we were separated, I felt the cold clutch of winter creeping between my ribs and freezing me, from the inside out.

      “We will have trouble finding allies,” she said, keeping her voice low and stealing glances at Raphael, as if not wanting him to hear her. He was busy talking to Ben and Rose, for the most part, but I’d also seen him measure each of us from head to toe, every other minute, probably analyzing our every move and gesture. That had to be where his observational skills came from. Research. “Other rogue Faulties won’t be caught dead near us while Raphael is around. They fear him too much.”

      “You don’t think that, if we all talk to them, they’ll be less reluctant to keep their distance from us because of him?” I asked, then narrowed my eyes at her. “You’re lying to me, Amane. That’s not a big enough concern to keep those beautiful brows of yours so furrowed.”

      She was the breathless one this time.

      It made me smile. “Come on, Amane, we’ve been fighting to save each other from death or capture for days now. Aren’t we in a different stage of our relationship?” I asked.

      “What relationship?” she replied, crossing her arms beneath the fur cover.

      The wind blew cold, almost biting into my skin. I had an urge to take her in my arms again and revel in her body heat. It set me off on the inside, rousing the dragon part of me.

      “Talk to me, Amane. What keeps you so worried, despite the progress we’ve been making?”

      She exhaled sharply, settling her gaze on the crackling fire. “It’s my sister, Amal.”

      “What about her?”

      “I’m just… I’m worried, Ridan. I think about her every day. I miss her. I feel so incomplete without her.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, a gesture that spoke of unfathomable amounts of frustration for the Faulty. “Most importantly, I’m worried about how she’ll doom us.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “Aren’t we looking to get you two reunited when we reach Ta’Zan’s compound? He won’t hurt her because she’s valuable, especially when she’s with you. You shouldn’t be worried about her. Or do you think we’ll get in trouble if we try to get her out? Is that what you mean by ‘doom us?’”

      She shook her head. “I’m worried that Amal is so deeply loyal to Ta’Zan that she cannot be saved.”

      That was new. Amane had not once mentioned such a dark side to her sister. We’d all assumed that, when together, the Faulty twins were incredibly intelligent, living computers. That they loved each other, and that they both craved freedom, not just Amane, who’d run off and left Amal behind.

      “Where is this coming from?” I asked.

      “From the fact that I know her better than I know myself, Ridan. I never told anyone, but… when I left, when I ran away, I asked her to come with me. She didn’t want to. She called me a traitor. She said that Ta’Zan needed us, he needed her to bring about a new, much better world,” Amane explained, her voice trembling. “I left, Ridan. I left because she was lost to me. Ta’Zan had already messed with her mind. He’d already indoctrinated her, like he’d done with his Perfects. Amal was beyond my reach, and I’m worried that I will be blind, if our paths cross again, and that she’ll betray me. She was angry with me when I left. She promised me she’d punish me.”

      “You’re worried your sister will betray you,” I breathed, trying to wrap my head around what she’d just said. “You won’t simply get Amal back, if you meet again, huh? You’ll have to remove Ta’Zan from the picture altogether. You’ll have to deprive her of the object of her fanatic worship.”

      “Amal is loyal to him, to a fault. I suppose that’s what really makes her a Faulty,” she replied with a sad smile. “I doubt she’s able to even envision a world unlike the one he’s made her believe in, the world he’s trying to create by destroying the others. And I’m afraid that, even with Ta’Zan out of the way, one way or another, I will lose my sister. I don’t know how to cope with that.”

      She teared up. My heart became a sheet of paper, brutally torn to pieces at the sight of Amane crying. If there was anything I hated more than having my ass kicked by Araquiel in my dragon form, it was seeing this marvelous creature cry.

      I could no longer help myself. As soon as she shuddered and began to sob, I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. I held her tight and said nothing, listening to her whimpers and the sound of the wood crackling as the campfire consumed it. She didn’t reject me. She stayed there, in my embrace, and cried, hiding her face in my chest.

      I feared she would hear my heart banging in there, but I stopped caring. All that mattered to me, at that point, was to stop Amane’s suffering. Or at least make everything a little bit better. I was so doomed.
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      After we agreed on a “hypothetical” escape plan, we told Monos that the Faulties’ help would be needed. The more of them, the better. That was all I could say to him before my collar got too hot. We were all ready for midnight, though. Amal had promised to sort out the collar issue. From there on, we needed the Faulties to create a diversion outside the diamond dome, giving us the window of opportunity that we needed to escape.

      The other prisoners were on board with our plan. They agreed to help us by staging another diversion inside as soon as our small group left the dome. It was enough to keep the Perfects busy and confused, while we wormed our way out of the compound and to freedom.

      Sofia and I gathered our escape crew in the middle of the dome. Lucas, Marion, Xavier, Vivienne, Corrine, Ibrahim, Claudia, Yuri, Heath, and Varga were all ready. We knew that, at the stroke of midnight, we’d get a secret visit from Amal. She’d sent word through Monos to let us know.

      According to Amal, Ta’Zan had given himself a date by which to decide whether he’d terminate the Faulties or not. That specific date was also going to be when they would all be killed—except Amal and Amane, whom he deemed too important to perish. I didn’t fully understand why Ta’Zan had chosen to make a decision this way, but I figured it had to do with his soft spot. The Faulties were his creation, his children, and he knew his weakness toward them. At the same time, he had to be practical and admit the truth he’d been drilling into the Perfects’ heads: the future belonged to the Perfects, not the Faulties.

      He also knew that it was only a matter of time before the Faulties would rebel. Case in point, Monos, Isda, and a few others were already mobilizing to start a riot and help us escape—an unfathomable betrayal, from every point of view.

      Perfect guards patrolled the outside of the dome, as usual. We could see them all. Varga’s True Sight helped us establish that there were over five hundred Perfects on our level alone, scattered throughout the coliseum, with hundreds more on the upper floors. He didn’t have crystal clarity within the diamond walls, but he was able to interpret the silhouettes and count them.

      “No matter what happens, you’ll take care of our people here,” I said to Cameron, Liana, Aiden, Kailyn, Jax, and Hansa. “I trust you all to make sure we’re all together.”

      Again, I couldn’t be too specific in my statements. My collar was already buzzing, given my uncontrollable thoughts of escaping. This was our twelfth hour, the point of no return. We were ready and eager to get out of here, and we finally had a shot at doing just that.

      Amal slipped through the double doors, accompanied by Monos and Isda. They scuttled through the crowd toward us. I gave Amal a warm smile. “Thank you, Amal,” I whispered.

      “I told you not to thank me yet,” she replied, keeping her voice down, then checked us out. “Twelve of you, right?” she asked, and I nodded. “Good. I could only get twelve unlocking codes.”

      I frowned, unsure of how the codes worked. She brought up a rectangular card as big as her palm and made of clear glass. There were circuit lines and dots inserted from top to bottom, one of which glowed blue—it had to be serium-powered. She pressed its corner once, and a blue keypad lit up in the middle.

      She pressed several keys to input the first code. I gasped when the needle was pulled from the back of my neck, followed by a clicking sound. Monos smirked, then removed my collar. I could breathe again, and it felt amazing. Freedom was such a precious thing to have and to fight for—and many of us didn’t realize it until we were deprived of it.

      “Thank me after you get out of here, and after you stop Father,” Amal added, then pointed the card at Sofia’s neck and put in another code.

      Sofia’s breath hitched, then I heard the clicking sound again, as Monos took her collar off. One by one, the other ten devices came off with each code that Amal typed into the glass card. I hugged Sofia, thankful to no longer be bound by the threat of electric shocks.

      “Okay, so, now that we’re done with the hypothetical crap. We need the Faulties to start a riot, about fifty yards from the dome entrance, on the north side,” Lucas said, looking at Monos.

      “Leave that to us,” Isda replied, wearing a confident smile. She’d blossomed over the past couple of days. I never would’ve guessed that there was such a brilliant side to her—the fighter, the rebel, the one able to rise against her maker and commit the ultimate betrayal in the name of freedom.

      “I have to say, it’s a nice look on you, Isda,” I said.

      She seemed confused. “What’s that?”

      “Determination,” I replied, then gave her a friendly wink. I turned around to face our escape crew and the prisoners, the six hundred who had gathered around us. “This is it,” I added. “We’ll come back for you all. I promise.”

      “You’d better,” Jovi muttered, crossing his arms. “I’d like to be there when Voss makes his first steps.”

      Anjani sighed, then put an arm around his waist, holding him close. “We’ll get out of this, babe,” she whispered.

      “We will. We all will. I promise,” I replied.

      Monos placed a hand on my shoulder. “Isda and I will start a scuffle outside, like we planned,” he said. “Amal will ring the riot alarm to get the Perfects to intervene in large numbers. There aren’t that many of my Faulty brethren involved, but by the time the guards get there to see for themselves, you’ll all be gone.”

      “And we’ll start a fight in here, too,” Cameron replied, a devilish grin stretching his lips. “Enough to keep another couple hundred busy with all of us.”

      Amal gave me a small medallion made of gold. It was simple and disc-shaped, inscribed with a multitude of symbols. “Give this to my sister when you find her,” Amal said. “She’ll know what it means.”

      I nodded, then slipped the disc into my pocket. I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t throw it out as soon as we left the colosseum, though. If Amal was betraying us, it could very well contain a tracker that could be used to not only catch us again, but it would also lead Ta’Zan to Ben and Rose’s crew. The more I thought about it, the more inclined I was not to risk it, and decided to lose it as soon as possible. “I will. I promise,” I said, lying my socks off.

      “Thank you. Now, time to go,” Amal replied, then motioned for Monos and Isda to move.

      They left first, closely followed by Amal.

      The crowd dispersed all over the dome, making it easier for us to get lost in the multitudes—in case Perfects from the outside were looking for me and my crew, specifically. We went to the double doors and quietly waited there.

      “What now?” Lucas asked.

      I smirked. “Chaos.”

      It didn’t take long for us to hear that. Shouts and growls erupted outside, in the hallway. Varga used his True Sight, grinning. “Oh, there are ten Faulties out there already, and another twenty joining in. It’s getting rowdy and bloody.”

      But we were waiting for a specific sound.

      A loud siren blared through the coliseum. It resembled the air raid sirens of Earth—just as scratchy, whiny, and obnoxious, making me squirm. Amal had pulled the alarm.

      The ground shook as hundreds of Perfects came toward the hot spot outside, where the Faulties had staged quite the riot. I slowly pushed the door—Amal had left it open for us.

      I poked my head through first, then stilled at the sight of Perfect guards rushing toward the Faulty scuffle. I could see bodies slamming into each other. Fists and legs flying. Blood spraying all over. It was getting vicious, fast.

      “We’ve got seconds. Go, go, go!” I hissed, then shot out and to the left.

      I held Sofia’s hand, while the others followed. A moment later, growls and shouting echoed from the diamond dome, too. Our Shadians and allies had launched the second stage of the escape plan.

      Amal came running by my side. That wasn’t part of the plan.

      “What are you doing, Amal?” I whispered.

      We kept running, though, as she guided us through the hallway. We made sharp turns here and there, both left and right, leaving the brawl noises behind.

      “I’m helping you find the right way out,” Amal replied. “You’re not on your turf here, remember?”

      “Yeah, but I can guide them out!” Varga said.

      Amal gave him a dry smile. “You don’t know the shortcuts like I do. This way!”

      She glided down a set of stairs, and we followed.

      The Perfects were distracted enough to not even realize that we’d left. In addition, Amal’s unexpected support was definitely going to come in handy, at least until we set foot outside, anyway.

      My heart jumped over and over with anticipation.

      I could almost taste the fresh air.

      The freedom.
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      “There’s a back door that’ll get you farther out into the jungle,” Amal said as she ran and led the way. “Monos’s exit strategy would’ve gotten you caught before you were even a mile away.”

      The roars of angry Faulties dimmed in the background as we glided down the stairs and rushed through a dark and narrow corridor. My pulse was racing as I gripped Derek’s hand. We ran, staying close behind Amal.

      It had gone quite smoothly until now, and that made me feel weirdly uneasy.

      After everything that had happened, and knowing how cunning and intelligent Ta’Zan was, I couldn’t help but worry that our luck was going to run out soon. My instincts were screaming in the back of my head already, but I could feel freedom within my reach.

      It was too late to go back now. Besides, nothing good awaited us back in the diamond dome. We were useless in this place, while our children and closest friends were out there, putting their lives at risk to rescue us and to stop the Perfects from getting off the planet. We’d made it this far. I couldn’t let my fears get the best of me.

      “Will Monos and the others be okay?” I asked.

      Amal huffed. “Father won’t kill them. Not now. Not yet. They’ll be reprimanded and jailed, probably. But that’s about it. Provided the Perfects don’t kill them first, of course.”

      “Do you think they will?” Derek asked, suddenly alarmed.

      “I wouldn’t put it past them. The Perfects can be absolute, heartless jerks. One of them might get out of hand,” Amal replied.

      “They knew what they were doing when they agreed to help us,” Lucas said. “We can’t let ourselves get derailed now.”

      “Agreed. Almost there,” Amal said, then made a sharp left turn. “Here it is!”

      We moved so fast that I didn’t even register when Derek froze when we turned the corner. My heart jumped in my throat, while my stomach went the opposite way and hit the floor.

      Dread crippled me, to the point where I wasn’t even sure that I was still conscious.

      Ta’Zan was waiting for us, just by the service door that Amal had led us to. He was accompanied by Cassiel, and a throng of Perfect guards—one too many for that tight spot. Lucas, Marion, and the others bumped into Derek and me as they, too, came to a grinding halt.

      When Amal calmly walked over to Ta’Zan’s side, I knew what this was. I immediately understood the machinations… the lies. The utter betrayal. And it broke my very soul.

      “I see you found the service exit,” Ta’Zan said, his tone clipped.

      He didn’t look angry, but he didn’t sound happy. Cassiel wore a smirk that made my blood curdle. Amal sighed, keeping her hands behind her back.

      “What’s going on here, Amal?” Derek asked, his voice shaking.

      Deep down, he already knew. We just needed her to tell us herself.

      “What does it look like?” Lucas replied, gritting his teeth, since Amal didn’t reply.

      Ta’Zan chuckled dryly. “Did you really think my Amal would turn on me? Frankly, Derek, I thought you were smarter than this.”

      “It turns out Amal is too deep down the rabbit hole, huh?” Corrine replied, her gaze fixed on the treacherous Faulty.

      Vivienne sighed. “Too late to change her mind, in any way. She’s been fully radicalized, to the point where she uses lies and deception to jerk us around.”

      “Do you enjoy this, Amal?” Derek asked, fuming already. “Does it give you a perverted sense of pleasure to lead us on, then mess with us like this? Are you a sadist? Is that what your maker has turned you into?”

      “I serve Ta’Zan,” Amal replied. “I will do everything he asks, and I will support him in his mission to rid this world of imperfections. His vision of the future is what I’ve worked so hard to help build, even without my wretched sister’s help.”

      “So, you completely deny the concept of loyalty and honesty, then,” I said, feeling my nostrils flare with anger. My fists were clenched, and I would’ve loved nothing more than to get to her and rip her throat out.

      There was nothing more horrible and gruesome than to dangle hope in front of someone, and to then strip them of it, completely. She’d crushed us in more than one way, but, to my surprise, it didn’t bring me down. It didn’t bring any of us down. In fact, it made me all the more determined to defeat her and Ta’Zan.

      “I am loyal to Ta’Zan. I tell him the whole truth, and nothing but the truth,” Amal snapped.

      “But you lied to us. You gave us false hope. You even orchestrated an escape, just to have us captured again. Do you have any idea how cruel and evil that is, Amal?” Derek retorted.

      “You conspired against my maker. What did you expect me to do? Nothing. Don’t be ridiculous,” Amal said.

      One of the Perfects stepped forward, carrying twelve shock collars on one arm—all open and ready to trap us once more.

      “Do not resist, Derek. I only asked Amal to do this so you’d understand that there is no way for you to escape. No way out for you. It’s either the diamond dome and my dominion for life, or death. And I doubt you’re foolish enough to pick the latter,” Ta’Zan said.

      “You couldn’t have just foiled the whole plan from the get-go? You had to let Monos and the others endanger themselves, too? Because I am inclined to assume they had no idea,” Derek spat.

      Amal shook her head. “They didn’t know. But they were naïve enough to think I would actually help.”

      “You betrayed your own kind,” I breathed, my eyes wide with horror.

      “If any of them die tonight, their blood will be on your hands,” Lucas snapped.

      “It’ll be on them!” Amal roared, visibly infuriated. “They rebelled! They went against Father! Against everything we’ve worked so hard to build! There’s a piece of my heart in every single Perfect that is created. My sister and I put everything we had into those blueprints. I sure as hell wasn’t going to let a couple of ungrateful Faulties destroy my work! My father’s work!”

      “A couple of Faulties. You mean, like you,” I murmured, no longer able to hide my disgust. “I now understand why your sister left. You are irredeemable, Amal.”

      “And you’re doomed to a life in captivity. Out of the two of us, I definitely get the better deal!” Amal replied, then nodded at the Perfect carrying the collars, who moved toward us.

      We took an attack stance, ready to defend ourselves and fight, tooth and nail, for another way out. We’d come too far. The door was right behind Ta’Zan, who sneered at us.

      “Don’t be stupid,” he said. “Cassiel will break every bone in your bodies before you so much as lift a finger.”

      “I’ll take one or two of you with—” Lucas growled, but was brutally paused by Cassiel, who moved like a flash of lightning and slashed Lucas’s stomach with his claws.

      “Lucas!” Derek gasped.

      He tried to intervene, but Cassiel used his spare hand to swat him away like a fly. It was too late for us. Behind us, the corridor was already clotted with more Perfects, all of them ready to take us down. Corrine sighed, her shoulders dropping.

      “Dammit. We were so close,” she whispered.

      “Let’s go quietly,” Ibrahim suggested.

      Marion was right by Lucas’s side when Cassiel moved back with a stern expression—he didn’t seem to enjoy the sight of the blood pouring out of the wound, unlike Abaddon. Lucas fell to his knees, and Marion and Vivienne flanked him, while Xavier ripped his shirt off and pressed it against the wound.

      “You’ll get medical attention back in the dome,” Ta’Zan said.

      “Screw your medical attention!” Vivienne hissed, then bit into her wrist and pressed it against her brother’s lips. “Drink, Lucas. As much as you can.”

      Lucas didn’t need to be told twice.

      Heath growled when the Perfects moved in.

      “Don’t, Heath,” Derek said. “It’s done. We tried. We failed.”

      “We were betrayed,” Heath said. “We could’ve made it.”

      “We trusted the white-haired snake,” Claudia added, narrowing her eyes at Amal, who didn’t look all that comfortable with this situation. I would’ve loved to be able to read her emotions like a sentry, but I only had her body language to go on. And it spoke of… guilt.

      The Perfect guard proceeded to put collars around our necks again. I cursed under my breath when the needle pierced the back of my neck once more. Our part of the plan had gone down in flames. Thankfully, we’d prepared multiple exit strategies.

      “Father,” the Perfect guard said, holding up the twelfth collar. “There are only eleven of them.”

      “That’s impossible. I freed twelve,” Amal interjected, frowning.

      Ta’Zan briefly scanned our group, then glowered at Amal.

      “There’s one missing,” he declared. “Amal, you brought them here. How did you lose a prisoner?”

      Amal was baffled. “I… I don’t know. Who’s…” Her voice trailed off when she counted us. Her bright orange eyes grew bigger as she realized what had happened. “Varga. The vampire sentry. He’s missing.”

      We’d prepared for everything. It still came as a shock to see Amal betray us, but we’d seen capture coming, nonetheless. We knew that, if we were all caught, all our efforts would amount to nothing. So, as soon as we’d left the dome, Varga had snuck through another corridor, using his True Sight to get out.

      With Perfects focused on us and the brawls, Varga had managed to slip out undetected. He could do what we’d failed to.

      Judging by the look on Ta’Zan’s face, he hadn’t seen this coming.

      We still had the power to surprise him, and that, to me, was a very good sign.
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      Isda had intercepted me from a side corridor as soon as we’d left the diamond dome. She and Monos had planned my escape, without anyone else knowing—particularly Amal, whom neither trusted one bit. We kept the details to ourselves, just to prevent potential leaks. The fewer people who knew, the better.

      A couple of minutes later, I saw exactly what Isda and Monos had meant, when I scanned the coliseum and found Derek and the others facing Ta’Zan by one of the service exits, with Amal by his side. She’d betrayed them, but I had no way of helping the crew at that point. I’d made it farther than them, and I couldn’t turn back. I was useless in captivity.

      As soon as I told Isda about it, she shook her head in disappointment.

      “I was hoping she wouldn’t prove Monos or me right, but here we are,” she mumbled as she turned a corner and guided me deeper toward the south. We stayed in the service corridors, where Perfects rarely wandered. They were all focused on the escapees and the Faulty brawls back by the dome. I was able to sneak around, virtually undetected.

      “They’ll be okay, though, right?” I asked, my heart thumping.

      “Father needs them alive. He’s trying to make better Perfects,” Isda said, wearing a bitter smile. “No one is good enough. Not even his precious Perfects.”

      I followed her through another hallway. The exit wasn’t far from our location.

      “Is that what made you decide to help us?” I replied.

      “That, and the way the Perfects treat us. Derek was right all along. I let Abaddon hurt me because I thought I was worth less than him. I looked up to my father and thought he could never be wrong. But then, he created Cassiel and said he was better than everything he’d made before. He’d said the same about Abaddon. Araquiel. Douma. Raphael. All of them. It’s only a matter of time before Father creates another creature whose name ends in ‘-el’ and says he’s better than the others. He’s going to get himself stuck in a vicious cycle, and I can’t take all this suffering. Not anymore.”

      “You’re doing the right thing, you know,” I said, giving her a warm smile.

      “I hope so,” Isda replied. “Otherwise, Monos will suffer for nothing.”

      “No matter what happens, we’ll help you.” I sighed. “Isda, we’re trying to give everyone the right to choose what their life will be like. We can’t let Perfects or some Ta’Zan dude tell us whether we deserve to live or not. That’s insane. We’ve lived without them for so long, and we’ll keep living, long after they’re gone.”

      “Just promise you won’t forget about us,” Isda murmured, then pushed through a small door and led us both outside.

      I stilled for a moment, feeling the salty air gently caressing my face. It was a little past midnight, and the bluish moon was out and glowing gracefully, casting its diaphanous light over the thick jungle around us. I could hear the sound of running water nearby.

      “I won’t. I promise, Isda. You deserve a shot at a good life, just like everyone else. Not as a slave, or a servant, or a mild-mannered inferior life form. But as a creature with a heart and a soul, and a right to pursue your own happiness.”

      We ran into the deep woods, enveloped by darkness and the soft sound of insects chirping. I could breathe again, away from that damn shock collar and the cruel beauty of our diamond prison. I worried about the others, but I took comfort in what Isda had just said—Ta’Zan had more use for them if they were alive. But their predicament made my work all the more important. I had to find Ben and Rose, and I most certainly had to find my sister. She was worried sick about me, for sure.

      We reached a swollen tributary wide enough to make crossing it quite a challenge—for a non-vampire, of course. For me, it was a walk in the park.

      “You’re not crossing the river,” Isda said, then pointed at a distant spot to our right. “You’re jumping into the waterfall. You’ll follow the stream to the east. Always east. You’ll find your friends if you keep going east.”

      “Where were they last seen? Do you know?”

      “I don’t. But the most recent report from Araquiel suspected that the outsiders have teamed up with Raphael, and that they were headed east, toward the summer-winter clusters,” she replied. She noticed my confusion and decided to further explain. “It’s a hostile area about three hundred miles east of here. No one ventures out there because it’s difficult to navigate. The weather conditions are extreme, with hot and cold pockets, and violent storms in between. The outsiders might be looking to hide there, in order to fend off their Perfect hunters.”

      I nodded slowly, watching the crystalline river disappear below, approximately fifty feet from where we stood. Small animals gathered on the other side to drink, occasionally looking behind them to make sure there weren’t predators nearby. Murmurs erupted from behind. The coliseum was quite loud, even from half a mile away.

      “What will you do?” I asked her.

      “I’ll go back,” she replied with a soft smile.

      “Won’t you be in trouble?”

      “No one saw me anywhere near the riot,” she said, then shrugged. “Worst-case scenario is I’ll have to answer some questions, or maybe get some jail time, if Amal ratted me out. I don’t know how to lie, though, so that’ll be a challenge.”

      “Hey, you’ve made it this far. Frankly, I wasn’t even sure you’d help, to begin with.” I chuckled. “But you surprised me. It shows potential. You’re clearly undervalued here. I’m sure you’ll be okay. Just… take care of my people, if you can. Once we start bringing Ta’Zan’s empire down, it’ll get messy.”

      Isda nodded firmly, then motioned for me to go.

      “Leave, Varga. Before they track you here,” she said. “Take advantage of the water. Stay near the stream. Move as little as you can during the day. And always hide your tracks,” she added, then handed me a black leather pouch filled with a strange mineral dust. “Scatter this behind you whenever you’re on dry land. It’ll absorb the traces of smell you leave behind.”

      “Thank you, Isda. You’re amazing.”

      “Just know that the Faulties are beginning to see the full picture now, just like Monos and me. And with Amal’s betrayal, it’ll just make them even angrier and more determined to clap back against Father. We know the truth, Varga. Father doesn’t have our best interests at heart. He never did. And Amal ruined herself when she chose to side with him, turning against us. There’s hope here. So, come back for me. I’ll be waiting,” she replied, then breathed out and walked back into the woods, vanishing behind the thick and gnarled trees.

      Isda’s support had come as a pleasant surprise. She was kind of a late bloomer, as far as rebellions went. But I was determined to come back for her, for Monos, and everyone else who didn’t share Ta’Zan’s delusion about a Perfect world.

      She was right, though. Amal had lost all credibility in front of her own people. That wasn’t going to work out in her favor.

      I was on my own now. I had a sister to find, and a lot of Ta’Zan’s wrongs to make right.

      But first, I had a waterfall to jump into.
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      We were close to midnight now.

      Our deadline in the Draenir tribe had expired, and we’d failed to make any progress. They had limited supplies of serium-fueled weapons, including the pulverizer capsules, which could obliterate an object and turn it into dust. I could only imagine what damage it could deliver to a Perfect.

      But we didn’t just need weapons. We needed intel and support on the ground—locals who knew Strava well enough to help us move around, ideally undetected. The more of us who rose against the Perfects, the better our chances of success.

      This wasn’t about organizing riots and revolutions. This wasn’t about all-out war.

      No, this was about getting enough people on our side to help us sneak into Ta’Zan’s compound and get our people out. To help us destroy Ta’Zan and find a way to keep the Perfects under control. If the latter failed, we needed the firepower required to destroy them—something only Ta’Zan had, in the absence of more pulverizer capsules.

      Frustration was making my blood boil. I’d been trying to speak to Rakkhan again, after he’d caught me with Wallah in the stronghold, but the old Draenir didn’t want to have anything to do with us, at that point. He’d given us until midnight to pack up and be on our way, but I had yet to give up hope.

      “Will you try again?” Serena asked.

      I looked around in our little spot inside the camp, noticing the hopeful expressions of everyone in our crew. Avril, Heron, and his nine wards, Taeral and Bijarki, and even Bogdana and Lumi—they were all watching me. They were counting on me, and I refused to let them down.

      “I have to,” I replied, then kissed my wife. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight, thankful to feel her soul so close to mine, so open and vibrant and full of energy. I may not have become a sentry from our union, but our souls were definitely bound and perfectly attuned to one another. And her soul sang to me of persistence and resilience—the same that had gotten us through the war against Azazel.

      I dug deep into myself until I found that spirit, then stood and gave Serena a warm smile. “I’d say wish me luck, but we both know this isn’t about luck anymore.”

      “Then I can only wish your mind to stay clear and focused, my love,” she replied gently.

      “Don’t be afraid to play dirty,” Lumi interjected. “We’re past the point of politeness, Druid. And we both know we have what it takes to force the Draenir to comply.”

      I nodded slowly. “I know. I just wish we didn’t have to resort to such measures.”

      “I’d be wary of attacking them. You’ve seen what those weapons can do,” Taeral muttered.

      “We wouldn’t be attacking them. Not physically, anyway,” Lumi replied. “We have leverage, young prince. Remember, the Draenir are trying to stay hidden here. They will do anything to keep their location a secret. And that’s what we must work with if we want them to willingly work with us. Well, begrudgingly, but willingly.”

      I took a moment to gather my thoughts, then quietly made my way toward Rakkhan’s cabin, on the other side of the camp. I felt the Draenir’s eyes on me, but I kept mine focused on the wooden door of the Elder’s home. He was going to hear me this time, and he wasn’t going to like me.

      The young guards, stationed outside his place, saw me coming and moved in to greet me, their weapons out and firmly gripped. I stopped and smiled at them.

      “I seek one last audience with the Elder Rakkhan before my people and I leave,” I said.

      “He’s busy,” one youth replied.

      “It’s the last time I will bother him,” I promised.

      He sighed, then went up the stairs and knocked on the cabin door. A moment later, Rakkhan’s head popped out, his brows furrowed. The youth murmured something, prompting the Elder to look at me and scoff.

      Nevertheless, it worked.

      The guards stepped aside, and I joined Rakkhan in his cabin.

      A minute went by in silence as Rakkhan shut the door and settled in a chair by the small fireplace in his living area. It was a nice and homey place, not at all luxurious, but definitely better kept than the tents outside. I had a feeling that Rakkhan didn’t want to lose such minor, but pleasant, privileges.

      “So, you’re all leaving,” he finally said.

      “I’m hoping I’ll leave with your support,” I replied bluntly.

      “I told you no, over and over. You cannot possibly be this thick,” Rakkhan grumbled, crossing his arms.

      “Will you really just cower and hide in this place, while Ta’Zan, the product of your society, goes out and destroys the entire universe? Is your conscience dead, Rakkhan?”

      “There is nothing we can do! I’ve told you before. He’s too powerful! Our weapons and resources are not enough. Gathering more will take time and manpower, neither of which we have. So, yes, we’re better off here, surviving in this little corner of Strava, than going out to face that damn monster!”

      I shook my head in disappointment. “Then you leave me no choice, Rakkhan, but to squeeze the door on you. I’m sorry.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Ta’Zan doesn’t know where you are. That you’re still alive. It will take a minimum amount of effort for us to inform him otherwise. And if you’re thinking of killing us in order to stop that from happening, rest assured that we have contingency plans in place. Someone will tell him. And then, you know what will happen next.”

      Rakkhan said nothing for a good minute. He was shaken to his core, but he was doing his damned best not to show it.

      “I could also have our swamp witch manipulate you into saying yes. But that would be cheating. I’d rather you help us willingly, with a clear mind,” I added.

      “You call this ‘willingly?’ Blackmail?!” he shouted, his face flushed.

      “You’re not giving me much of a choice, Rakkhan. I told you! I will stop at nothing to save my people! My world! And yours, for that matter!” I replied, matching his volume.

      Rakkhan stilled, then shot to his feet. “I need to show you something.”

      He motioned for me to follow him into another room. At first glance, it looked like a small study, but there was a cellar door hidden beneath a carpet, which he pulled back. I went downstairs, after him, mindful of the narrow steps.

      It was a dark passageway that seemed to go on for hundreds of yards.

      At the very end, a white metal door awaited.

      “No one knows about this part of the stronghold,” Rakkhan said. “And that’s because I didn’t want anyone knowing what’s in there. My people couldn’t bear to see what I’ve seen.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      He punched a code into the small keypad, then opened the door. It led us into a circular chamber similar to the ones I’d seen inside the underground stronghold. The presence of a second door confirmed my ongoing suspicion: this was connected to the Draenir’s safety bunker.

      This room, however, was slightly different.

      Its walls were covered in massive screens, while the bottom halves were lined with computer panels and keyboards. Rakkhan placed his hand against a small glass screen, which lit up green once it scanned his prints.

      “This is what we call a memory room. Thousands of years’ worth of archives, stored on small little discs and chips, containing our history, our recorded memories, all our knowledge and data. A treasure trove for many. A source of much grief for me, personally,” he said.

      “What is it you want to show me?” I asked, somewhat confused. This was definitely a wonderful place to stumble upon, but it wasn’t a good time for any kind of research.

      “The reason I know, for a fact, that Ta’Zan will succeed in everything he wishes to accomplish. The reason I am so, so desperate to keep my people hidden from him,” Rakkhan replied.

      “Enough riddles, Rakkhan. Please.”

      He nodded, then pressed several keys on one of the control panels. The screens lit up, and a bunch of moving footage came on—most of it scenes from what appeared to be a Draenir laboratory.

      “This is Ta’Zan,” Rakkhan said. “These are logs from his last Draenir laboratory, before he moved away with his Faulties.”

      Ta’Zan was accompanied by two female Faulties. I recognized Amane from the data we’d gotten from Ben and Rose, and it only took a half-second to deduce that the female next to her was Amal, her twin sister. Behind them were four glass boxes, with ventilation systems mounted on the tops. Inside were four adult Draenir, all males, seemingly desperate and terrified. They didn’t belong there…

      “What is this?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “Listen.”

      He turned the volume up, just in time for us to hear Ta’Zan’s smooth voice. “Lot number 27. We’ve made progress from the previous viral batch. It is now airborne, and it is perfectly tailored only for the full Draenir. Unless the organism is 100 percent Draenir, the viral infection will manifest as the common cold, then lay dormant inside the body until it comes across a full Draenir. Once it does, the results… well, they speak for themselves,” Ta’Zan said, clearly pleased with himself.

      I then watched him take a glass sphere filled with a bright yellow liquid, which he mounted into a circular slot on the ventilation system’s panel. He pressed a couple of buttons, until a loud hiss erupted, and the yellow liquid was vaporized into a mist and transferred through the ventilation tubes, filling the four Draenir’s glass boxes.

      My heart sank when the effects began to manifest. The Draenir began to cough and choke on their own blood, hemorrhaging through every single orifice, their pristine skin turned blotchy and raw. Within minutes they were dead, and Ta’Zan was smiling. Amal and Amane were both quiet, but neither looked at peace.

      “As exhibited by this batch, the viral infection is incredibly fast and efficient at a full concentration,” Ta’Zan added. “I will, however, lower it and release it into the atmosphere. It will stick like a bad flu at first. Then it will kill them off. If I let it out at full power, they’ll know I had something to do with it. I must give the Draenir credit where they’re due. I need to kill them off gradually. They will study the virus, anyway, but they’ll treat it as a natural aberration. It will be too late by the time they figure out that it was made with elements from their own… pantry.” He chuckled, then ended the recording.

      The screens went black.

      Minutes went by in harrowing silence, as I tried to connect the dots.

      Rakkhan helped me, though, noticing my expression. “You didn’t see it coming, did you?” he asked, rhetorically. “We didn’t either. At first, only those who prosecuted and imprisoned Mudak Marduk died of a then-mysterious viral infection. An earlier version of what you just saw.”

      “How… Why?”

      “Mudak created Ta’Zan. He went against many Draenir principles when he designed Ta’Zan’s genetic blueprint. He broke numerous codes by raising and educating him. Ta’Zan was simply far too advanced, even for our society, and he quickly became dangerous. Mudak didn’t see it until it was too late. Until Ta’Zan began creating his own people, the Faulty, and started killing some of the Elders. Ta’Zan went into hiding, right in one of our cities. Mudak was prosecuted and sent to prison, charged with crimes against the people.”

      “He created Ta’Zan, and was thus held responsible,” I muttered, doing my best to ignore the nauseating ball gathering in my throat.

      “Exactly. Mudak went to prison for life, while the rest of us scrambled to capture and destroy the most intelligent and dangerous creature in our world. Ta’Zan had started out as a brilliant hybrid, but he could never fit in. I’m not sure when it started to go south, but all I know is that he devolved into a coldblooded and calculated monster. It got worse when Mudak killed himself.”

      I stared at Rakkhan for a moment. “What? Why?”

      “Guilt, I suppose. Mudak knew what he’d created. He felt terrible. He couldn’t bear to live with himself, according to the note he left behind,” Rakkhan explained. “But when word of his death reached Ta’Zan, all hell broke loose,” he added, then pointed at the screens. “Ta’Zan further developed the plague virus, then released it into the atmosphere.”

      “So, the plague that wiped out the Draenir… that was all Ta’Zan’s doing,” I croaked, the truth finally sinking in.

      “Yes. And it never really went away,” Rakkhan said. “It definitely died out with the Draenir, while the rest of us got away and sought refuge here, on Merinos. A plague can only spread so far, unaided by bodies.”

      “Ta’Zan said it only kills those who are 100 percent Draenir,” I replied.

      “The Faulties that were with him most likely carry the virus to this day, still. Or at least some of them do. The twins, definitely.” Rakkhan sighed. “If we come in contact with him or the Faulties again, now, it’ll be the end of our people. This time, for good. We were unable to find a cure to it then; we most certainly won’t find it now. We tried everything. Even Druid and swamp witch magic. We had some knowledge and resources at the time. Not anymore.”

      I exhaled sharply, rattled by grief.

      “So, you see, Druid, if you give away our location, Ta’Zan will finish the job. He will destroy us all. He has no use for us in his labs anymore. He will kill us out of spite. He considers us all responsible for the death of his maker. He never forgave us, he never will. And, as I’ve said before, when Ta’Zan sets his mind on something, he does it. No matter what. He wiped out an entire civilization simply because he could.”

      “It doesn’t make sense, though. Why did he put himself and his Faulties into stasis, then, if the plague was never lethal to them?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Perhaps he could no longer take the wails of death, the stench of Draenir corpses rotting all over,” Rakkhan murmured. “Point is, as long as Ta’Zan doesn’t know we’re alive, we have a shot at survival.”

      I let a soft groan slip, trying to untangle certain corners of the painting I’d made in my mind—the complete scene of Strava, the Draenir, and the creation of Ta’Zan.

      “Wasn’t Mudak aware of the kind of person that Ta’Zan was becoming?” I mumbled.

      Rakkhan gave me a weak smile. “He was, but he couldn’t bring himself to terminate him. He considered himself Ta’Zan’s father. We begged him to kill Ta’Zan, but he couldn’t. Instead, Ta’Zan played us all like fiddles and ran off with most of our research and notes. Despite their personal differences, Ta’Zan was overwhelmed with rage and grief when Mudak died. He never forgave us.”

      Based on what Rakkhan was telling me, Ta’Zan was a true monster. The intelligent and eloquent type, but a monster, nonetheless.

      I felt bad for threatening Rakkhan and the Draenir with exposure. They’d been through enough already. They deserved a better life.

      We had to find another way.

      We had to destroy Ta’Zan, at any cost.
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      Raphael brought us straight to the Draenir camp, smack in the middle of Merinos Island. Those frequent breaks had definitely helped, because I was well rested and full of energy. I could see perfectly with my True Sight, and I’d been rendered speechless by the view before me.

      We were hidden behind trees, just fifty yards from the camp.

      Amane had insisted that she, Kallisto, Leah, and Samael stay back. I found that to be somewhat suspicious, but our circumstances required silence, not questions. I took comfort in the fact that Kallisto, Leah, and Samael were just as confused, but Amane was firm in her demand.

      I scanned the camp and covered my mouth to stop a squeal from escaping. Raphael, Nevis, Ben, and Rose were the first to notice my reaction. They couldn’t see what I’d just spotted.

      “Serena, Heron, Avril, Lumi, some lady in red, Bijarki, and a young guy are here, along with nine Mara wards,” I whispered.

      Rose blinked several times, as if having trouble registering the information. “Wha—What?” she croaked.

      “They’re here,” I murmured, then scanned the camp again and found myself smiling. “Draven is there, too. On the other side, coming up from a basement inside the wooden cabin. There’s an older Draenir with him.”

      “Probably one of the original survivors,” Raphael said.

      Hope lit me up on the inside, accompanied by relief and childlike enthusiasm. Help was here! But… how did they know to come here? Why didn’t we get any messages from them? Why didn’t they tell us they were coming? I had loads of questions, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to get my answers just yet.

      “What do we do?” Kailani asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder, noticing the look of concern on Amane’s face. There was something off here, because I could see the fear practically oozing out of her. She was keeping the Faulties back, but she seemed to be the only one who knew why.

      “They seem peaceful,” Rose replied, narrowing her eyes as she surveyed the camp.

      “Should we just engage them?” Hunter suggested.

      Rose shrugged. “Worth a shot. I mean, our people are already down there. They don’t seem under duress. Granted, there are youths with… what the hell are those?”

      I zoomed in on Serena’s group again and spotted the weapons that the young Draenir around them were carrying. They reminded me of military-grade automatic weapons of Earth’s military forces, but with glowing segments on the sides.

      “Serium-powered,” I said. “Those… Those are weapons of some kind.”

      “Is Serena in trouble?” Rose replied, visibly alarmed.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Her emotions are quite mellow. Concern and angst, but no fear, no sense of threat to her life,” I said, reading Serena’s aura, then the others’. “The same goes for the crew. They’re all calm.”

      “Then let’s just go talk to them,” Rose replied.

      “You go,” Raphael said. “I’ll hang back with the Faulties here. I suggest you leave Douma with us, too,” he added. “Technically speaking, we’re hostiles. We don’t want to scare the Draenir, so maybe first ease them into this alliance, shake some hands, make some friends, yadda, yadda.”

      I gave him a half-smile. “Worried they won’t like you at first sight?”

      “What’s not to like?” he retorted, equally amused.

      His grin faded when he spotted movement somewhere behind me. He froze.

      I turned my head to find about twenty young Draenir males with serium-powered weapons pointed at us.

      “Nobody move,” Rose ordered us, keeping her voice low.

      “I’d listen to what she says,” one of the Draenir males said, aiming his weapon at me, specifically.

      “We’re not here to hurt you,” I replied. “We’re friends with the outsiders you’re already hosting in your camp.”

      He scanned our group, then went pale at the sight of Amane and the Faulties. Trembling and overcome with sheer horror, he moved back, prompting the others to do the same, though they all kept pointing their weapons at us.

      “It’s okay, they won’t hurt you!” I added, noticing the way he looked at Amane.

      Deep down, I knew it had something to do with her reluctance to stay with our group while we monitored the tribe. She’d been keeping her distance for a reason.

      “What’s going on?” Nevis asked, also noticing the Draenir’s distress regarding the Faulties. They hadn’t even acknowledged the Perfects as enemies, but they were terrified by Amane, Kallisto, Leah, and Samael.

      “They… They might have it,” the young Draenir said, his voice barely audible. “You may have killed us all…”

      Footsteps drew my attention to movement behind the Draenir. Within seconds, they were joined by Draven, Serena, and the rest of their crew, as well as the old Draenir I’d seen the Druid with. Serena lit up like the sun when she saw us, and moved to greet us, all smiles.

      But the Draenir held her back. “Don’t!” the youth shouted.

      “What? Why? They’re our friends, Wallah! We came here looking for them!” Serena replied, clearly confused.

      The elder Draenir gasped when he saw Amane. “The plague! They might still have it!”

      “Okay, now I’m officially out of my depth,” Dmitri muttered. “What the hell is going on here?!”

      Draven and the others smiled at us. He then stepped forward and put a hand on the old Draenir’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “Rakkhan, let’s not be hasty here. These are my friends. They need to know.”

      The older Draenir, Rakkhan, stared at us for a while, then gave Draven a brief nod and moved back, pointing an angry finger at Amane and the Faulties.

      “Whatever you do, keep them away from our camp!” he demanded firmly. “As far away as possible.”

      Amane didn’t seem surprised, and that angered me. “What’s up, Amane? Know something and not sharing with us?” I asked, my tone sharp.

      She lowered her gaze, clearly ashamed.

      “Oh, she most certainly does!” Rakkhan spat.

      “What is he talking about?” Ridan mumbled, frowning at her.

      “The plague,” Draven said. “The plague that wiped the Draenir out. Well, most of them, anyway, like we recently discovered,” he added, pointing at the young males behind him. “It wasn’t of unknown origins, like we’d been told. It was genetically engineered by Ta’Zan. And the Faulties might still be carrying it. Thing is, it’s not lethal to anyone but the Draenir, so we can’t have potential carriers so close to the camp, or else we’ll risk another outbreak. And there’s no cure for it, to this day.”

      Eyes darted from one cluster to the other. Shock and confusion dominated our auras, as all the attention gradually shifted to Amane, who still couldn’t summon the courage to look at us.

      “Is that true, Amane?” Ridan asked, his fists clenched.

      “Absolutely. She and her sister helped design it!” Rakkhan growled.

      All of a sudden, we found ourselves in what appeared to be some truly overwhelming circumstances. Serena and Draven had put together a crew, which they’d brought to Strava. They’d somehow reached Merinos and found the surviving Draenir—which begged a decent question.

      “The plague aside for a split second, did you guys know about the Draenir here?” I asked Serena and Draven.

      They both shook their heads. “It was a surprise. We thought we were landing on the uninhabited island of Merinos,” Serena said. “We’ve been trying to get them to work with us for quite a while now. What about you?”

      I pointed a thumb at the dashing Perfect standing behind me. “He told us. He saw them.”

      Rakkhan was perplexed and motionless, his lower lip trembling. “You brought Perfects with you… Ta’Zan knows, then, doesn’t he?”

      “Nope,” Raphael promptly replied. “We’re… what’s the word? Rebels.”

      “Okay, now I’m even more confused,” Dmitri snapped, then frowned at Amane. “You knew about the plague. You made the plague. You knew that by coming here yourself, you were putting them at risk. Right?”

      “It’s why I wanted to stay back. So I wouldn’t put them at risk,” Amane murmured.

      Kallisto scoffed, clearly angered. “I knew there was something off about you, Amane. I knew you were hiding something!” she said, then looked at us and the befuddled Draenir. “I swear, we had no idea that we might be carrying the virus. We will stay back, I promise.”

      Leah and Samael nodded in agreement, then grabbed Amane’s arm and moved back, putting more distance between us and them. The Draenir seemed to breathe more easily the farther the Faulties got.

      I sighed, then gave Serena a soft smile. “Obviously, we have a lot to talk about.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” she replied, then beamed at Rose and Ben. “Hi, Grandma! Hi, Great-Uncle Ben.”

      While I was thrilled to see some familiar faces, the circumstances made it incredibly difficult for any of us to enjoy this moment. We’d just learned that Ta’Zan had created the plague responsible for the near-extinction of the Draenir, and that Amane, one of our closest allies, had helped create it. In addition, she and the Faulties could still be carrying the virus, unbeknownst to them.

      We’d just come across the Draenir, and we were one step closer to devising the right strategy to eliminate Ta’Zan and save our people.

      But something told me it wasn’t going to get easier in any way.
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      We were promptly collared and delivered back to the diamond dome, where the scuffle had already fizzled out. Some of the prisoners had sustained some injuries, but nothing life-threatening—just severely bruised egos, mostly.

      My stomach churned as I set foot inside the dome once more. I would’ve loved to never see this place again, but Amal had betrayed us. I held Sofia’s hand as we both turned around to face Ta’Zan, who’d followed us inside, accompanied by Cassiel and Amal.

      Lucas was taken to a nearby bed, accompanied by Marion, Corrine, and Vivienne.

      “Wait!” Amal said, then handed a small bottle to Marion. “This will help him heal faster.”

      Marion snatched it from her hand, scowling at her. “Screw you, traitor.”

      Amal bit her lower lip, then resumed her position by Ta’Zan’s side, while Cassiel measured each of us from head to toe, his head cocked to the side. Amal didn’t seem too comfortable with the downfall of her decision and deceit.

      “So, what now?” I asked Ta’Zan, raising an eyebrow.

      “You resume your new life. You stop being foolish. You accept your role,” Ta’Zan replied bluntly. “I won’t waste much time with your stubbornness, Derek. My patience has a limit, and I hope you’re not foolish enough to test it further.”

      “You didn’t win, though,” Xavier returned. “One of us did get out. This fortress of yours isn’t as impenetrable or inescapable as advertised.”

      Cassiel chuckled.

      “Do you think one of yours will be enough to even nudge my operations?” Ta’Zan said, slightly amused. “Varga may be out, but he is not invincible. Cassiel will track him.”

      “Cassiel will also have to find him,” I replied, crossing my arms.

      “Cassiel is an upgraded Perfect, in case you forgot,” Ta’Zan said. “I’ve recently learned that one of my wayward sons is aiding and abetting your people, which renders Abaddon, Araquiel, and the others rather obsolete. So, I’ve decided to let Cassiel handle it. He’ll track Varga. The vampire sentry will be looking for the outsiders, and he’ll lead Cassiel straight to them.”

      “I was given orders to terminate them all, if they don’t comply,” Cassiel added.

      “I thought that you were impressed by my people, that you wanted them alive,” I retorted, doing my best to keep my alarm from showing.

      “Well, yes. But, if they become a nuisance, I cannot be bothered to waste too much time and too many resources in bringing them back alive. I told you, Derek. My patience has limits,” Ta’Zan said.

      My heart was pounding. I worried for Elonora’s brother, but I had hope that he would succeed. He was as relentless and as determined as his sister.

      With Cassiel on his tracks, he was in a lot of trouble. But Varga was just as cunning and ambitious—even more so with his sister’s life on the line.

      We were stuck in here.

      But Varga was out. And he could very well be the piece that could make or break everything.

      Besides, we weren’t done trying to escape, either. We’d just gotten a taste of possible freedom. We were bound to try again, because that was our nature. That’s what Shadians did. When a door closed, we found a window.

      And if a window was shut, we made a hole in the wall.
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      Thank you for reading A Camp of Savages.

      The next book in the series, ASOV 65: A Plague of Deceit, releases October 11th, 2018.

      Pre-order your copy now for your convenience and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day!:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here
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      I’ll see you there…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and you’ll be the first to know when I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S.  Follow me on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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