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      It was difficult to keep a positive outlook in the face of everything that had happened. If it were just us captured by Ta’Zan, it would be different. Our worst-case scenario in that instance would be a possible eternity spent in this place, while Ta’Zan lifted the genetic material he needed to create his Perfects and continue his quest to design the ideal supreme creature.

      But this wasn’t just about us anymore.

      Our kids were out there looking for us. Two of our ships had been utterly destroyed by Ta’Zan’s Perfects. A couple-hundred lives lost. Hundreds more captured. All we could do was hope that our loved ones had not been on the ships that had gone down, or at least were among those who had survived the attack.

      This was a new and downright frightening situation, since we knew for a fact that Ta’Zan intended to take his creations out into the universe and conquer every nook and cranny of the In-Between. He didn’t even intend to keep the existing species alive. He’d said he’d keep those willing to serve, but we all knew that no nation would so easily renounce its sovereignty. No, he planned to replace them all with his Perfects—carefully engineered hybrids that had been made possible because of us. Derek and me, Xavier and Vivienne, Lucas and Marion, my father and Kailyn, Corrine and Ibrahim, Claudia and Yuri, and Cameron and Liana… We were indirectly responsible for the existence of Ta’Zan’s perfect killing machines.

      We were held prisoner by a combination of technology and magic; we didn’t know what type of magic it was—only that it was nothing that Corrine and Ibrahim had dealt with before. Something new and complex, deeply intertwined with Ta’Zan’s scientific methods. And we couldn’t even fight our way out of this place. After all these years, all our trials and tribulations, we’d been rendered virtually useless by Ta’Zan and his strange magi-tech, as we called it.

      We only had two things working for us at this point. First, Ta’Zan had yet to make a decision on whether the Faulties would live or die, since he still considered his first creations useful, but that didn’t stop us from exploiting that avenue and planting a seed of doubt in the heads of Isda and her Faulty siblings.

      Second, Ta’Zan seemed to have a bit of a soft spot for Derek. He’d taken my husband out of his glass box and had given him a tour of the facility, while the rest of us stayed back. It was a good opportunity for Derek to scope out the building and to better understand what Ta’Zan was planning and doing. Of course, the conclusion was terrifying and grim, but at least we knew more about what and who we were up against.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked Derek.

      He lay in his bed, still reeling from what he’d seen outside. Derek had witnessed the aftermath of our fleet’s destruction—the ravaged ships falling apart and plunging toward the ocean in fiery chunks, the numerous escape pods intercepted by the Perfects, the third space vessel pulling back to avoid destruction and capture.

      It had taken its toll on him, since he’d never seen so many of our own, of GASP, get caught like that. We’d grown accustomed to being stronger together, numerous species from three different dimensions, working to promote peace and prosperity wherever we ventured. All of a sudden, GASP seemed helpless and small, compared to Ta’Zan’s Perfects, whom he was mass-producing at incredible speeds. Despite our years of experience, we had every reason to be afraid, not just for ourselves, but for our families, The Shade, and all the planets that were going to burn once Ta’Zan ordered his creatures out to conquer everything.

      “The headache is starting to subside,” Derek muttered, resting his forearm over his eyes. “But there’s nothing I can do to overcome this helplessness that’s eating away at me.”

      “Don’t go soft on me now, Derek,” Lucas replied. “We still have a shot at doing something, even if we’re stuck in these wretched boxes.”

      “I know, I know.” Derek sighed. “I tell myself that, as well. I just have these momentary relapses that I need to get over. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

      “You care, that’s why it feels like this,” Kailyn said. “We’re in this together, Derek. We’re all feeling this way, but we’ll get through it. We always do.”

      Corrine stood up and looked around for the millionth time. She’d made a habit of quietly studying the underground cave we were in, as if she’d spot a detail she’d missed before. Anyone else would’ve thought she was going crazy, doing the same thing, over and over, and expecting different results each time.

      However, I knew the witch well enough to understand her mindset. She was calculating possible escape scenarios, and our surroundings could prove themselves useful… maybe. I didn’t exclude the possibility that Corrine had yet to lose hope, despite the dire circumstances, or perhaps there was a sliver of madness fueling her. Either way, it didn’t really matter. We had no way of getting out of here through violence.

      “Isda brings us food every six hours,” Corrine said. “I counted.”

      “That explains why you’ve been quiet for so long,” Claudia replied, slightly amused.

      “Well, I was curious,” Corrine said. “There are patterns here. We just need to keep our eyes open and observe them. They’ll come in handy later.”

      “So, what do we do next? Wait for Isda and try to convince her to let us out?” Cameron said, his arms crossed as he sat by the glass wall separating him from Liana.

      “No. She serves Ta’Zan,” Derek replied. “You know she won’t turn against him so easily. You’ve seen how she acts around him. She worships the guy.”

      “We need to get to her, psychologically,” Xavier chimed in. “We’ve talked about this. We need to plant a seed of doubt. If Ta’Zan has yet to decide whether he’ll keep the Faulties alive or not in the future, it works in our favor, because it makes it obvious that he doesn’t cherish them like he does the Perfects. It’s bad enough that Abaddon and his siblings treat Isda and her people like crap. Imagine if she learns that her own ‘father’ doesn’t deem her worthy enough to get an automatic pass into the ideal world he plans on building.”

      Vivienne nodded slowly, staring at the stream flowing by her bare feet. “She needs to know that Ta’Zan is undecided,” she said. “There’s one thing that we, all living creatures, have in common, and that’s the will to survive. That is so deeply embedded in our genes that not even a genius like Ta’Zan can change it. We all want to live and breathe. If that is threatened in any way, our survival instincts will kick in. It’s the same with Isda. You tell her that Ta’Zan might kill her and her siblings, and she’ll start thinking about it.”

      “What if she confronts Ta’Zan over this?” I asked, analyzing all possible scenarios.

      Vivienne shrugged. “He’ll either lie to her or tell her the truth,” she replied, then looked at Derek. “My dear brother, you were with Ta’Zan up there. You got to talk to him for a little while longer. Does he strike you as the brutally honest type? Or is he more of a deceiver? What does your instinct tell you?”

      Derek sat up, then exhaled as he looked at his sister.

      “He doesn’t care much for other people’s feelings,” he said. “He’s quite clinical in his approach. I mean, he’s cold to Isda. He doesn’t treat the Faulties like his children. He shows them no affection, but he acknowledges them as living creatures that are of some use to him. He uses the right words, but puts no emotion in them. I wouldn’t be surprised if he just tells her that he’s undecided about her right to live.”

      “That’s horrible,” Claudia murmured, visibly disturbed. “The guy’s a psychopath.”

      “Yeah, but there’s more to him than that,” Derek replied. “He’s managed to form some kind of a bond with the Faulties and the Perfects, though I doubt it’s emotional for him. He doesn’t feel remorse for his actions. He thinks he’s in the right. If he finds you useful, he’ll treat you well. The moment you’re deemed unnecessary, however, he’ll wipe you out. I guess that’s what makes him so efficient. But, that does come with a weakness. He’s incapable of empathy. His Faulties, however, clearly have feelings. They love and worship him. If you tell them their father might want to kill them, it’ll throw them for a loop. Like Vivienne said, planting the seed of doubt will definitely cause a reaction.”

      My father cleared his throat. “There’s something else we should take into consideration, as well,” he said. “The Faulties only know what Ta’Zan has told them. If we show them compassion and kindness, if we make them understand that it doesn’t have to be this way for them, we might be able to nurture that seed of doubt until it grows into something stronger.”

      I immediately understood what he meant, probably because we were all thinking it. We’d been imagining it for hours, since we’d heard about the fleet’s destruction and the impossibility of dealing with Ta’Zan’s forces in a military fashion.

      “Get the Faulties to sabotage Ta’Zan’s project,” I said. “Right. But I have to ask, what could the Faulties do to tear his work apart and stop him?”

      “They may know how to kill the Perfects,” Derek replied. “And how to stop the mass production. We can focus on those two things, then render Ta’Zan defenseless.”

      “I doubt he’ll ever be defenseless,” Lucas muttered. “He’s too smart and powerful.”

      “On his own? Without his Perfects and Faulties blindly following him?” Derek replied.

      Lucas thought about it for a few moments, then nodded. “Fair enough. But we don’t know how he’s doing certain things, not only in the biotech field, but also where infrastructure and energy are concerned. We’re in the dark here. So we should keep that in mind going forward, in order to avoid unpleasant surprises.”

      The cave door opened with its loud, familiar clang. I instantly recognized the dark silhouette against the yellowish light from the hallway. Isda came in, pushing the food cart. She sported a bruised eye and a split lip—those were new.

      “Isda, what happened to you?” I asked, showing genuine concern. Talking about Ta’Zan wasn’t a good conversation, given the way she looked. She’d taken quite the beating, and I was already suspecting that Abaddon might’ve had a hand in it.

      She gave us all a weak smile as she brought the cart in front of Derek’s glass box. We all stood, careful and slow in our movements so as not to startle her in any way. I wanted her to feel safe and comfortable here, even though we were the prisoners. Establishing a rapport with her had taken the top spot on my priority list.

      “Isda, talk to me, sweetheart. What happened?” I asked again, determined to get a response.

      She served Derek’s pitcher of fresh blood through the liquid-like opening of the glass box, then looked at me and let out a tired sigh. “Nothing for you to worry about, Sofia,” she said.

      “How can I not worry? You came in here with a busted lip and a black eye, Isda! Believe it or not, we don’t like violence, especially against creatures as kind and gentle as yourself,” I replied. Something flickered in her eyes. I was ready to guess that I’d touched a sensitive point. “Please, tell me what happened. Who hurt you? Was it Ta’Zan?”

      Her eyes grew wide. She shook her head vehemently. “No. No. Father would never hit me!”

      That told me something new about Ta’Zan, and also about their relationship. The absence of physical violence helped explain why Isda was so devoted to her creator, even though he treated her coldly.

      “Then who? Abaddon?” I asked.

      She poured me a pitcher of fresh blood, then handed it over through the glass, which reacted to her touch, creating an opening for her hand to pass through. I never got tired of watching it, and I looked forward to better understanding this strange mixture of magic and technology. It was nothing like what we’d accomplished so far.

      Isda nodded, giving me a sad look.

      “He has a bad temper,” she whispered. “But it’s not his fault. Even though he’s a Perfect, his psychology is a bit… faulty,” she added, the corner of her mouth twitching.

      “What do you mean?” I said, then gave her a thankful nod as I retrieved my blood pitcher, and she moved on to Xavier’s glass box.

      “Well, Father’s Perfects are the result of numerous experiments,” Isda explained. “Some aren’t perfect per se, like in Abaddon’s case, but their physical capabilities are extraordinary. Such abilities trump his short fuse, and so Father decided to let him live. He’s just not allowed out in the world yet. He’s undergoing additional educational sessions.”

      “Okay, so basically, Abaddon is extremely capable but mentally unstable, right?” Claudia asked, watching Isda’s hand movements as she served Xavier and Vivienne their blood pitchers.

      Isda nodded. “Yes. Abaddon is extremely powerful. In the Draenir’s old language, Abaddon means ‘place of great destruction.’ And that is something that certainly describes him well, albeit not as a physical place, but as a living creature.”

      “Why did he hit you, Isda?” I asked, frowning.

      Deep down, I was already looking forward to ripping his throat out. Seeing what he’d done to Isda, however, made the fire burn even hotter inside me.

      “I ran into him earlier,” Isda said. “He was angry because Father kicked him out of here. He said, ‘How is it that you, a filthy Faulty, get to be there, and not me?!’ So, I told him the truth. I’m here because it’s my duty to look after you and your people. His duty is to not be in here. Needless to say, he didn’t like my response.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much obvious,” I replied, crossing my arms. “Have you told Ta’Zan about this?”

      She chuckled softly. “Oh, no. I wouldn’t dare trouble him with such trivialities.”

      “Your wellbeing is considered trivial?” Claudia inquired, raising an eyebrow. “Isda, you’re not an inferior animal. You’re a living creature with extraordinary cognitive abilities. You have nothing but kindness and patience in you. How can you put yourself down like that?”

      Isda seemed confused, her gaze darting between Claudia and me. I had to give Claudia credit—she knew how to play the cards we had, and she’d jumped right into the middle of it with great dexterity and grace. Her past experiences certainly played a part in her ability to manipulate people.

      “What do you mean?” Isda asked.

      “You deserve respect and care, Isda, like all of us,” I replied. “That’s what Claudia is trying to say. Why should you be treated as a second-class citizen? Because your physical appearance and your abilities aren’t like the Perfects’? Is that it?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “That’s ridiculous.” Claudia sighed. “Where we come from, people are treated equally and with nothing but respect. We love and support each other, even though some of us are stronger than others. It’s what makes our world so wonderful. Tolerance, Isda. Has Ta’Zan taught you nothing about it?”

      That was a rhetorical question, in my opinion, but Isda didn’t take it as such. She was sweet and innocent enough to actually answer. “No, Claudia. I was taught that my sole duty in this world is to serve him and the Perfects. I am expendable.”

      Claudia and I looked at each other, then at the rest of our crew. There was an overall feeling of heartbreaking pity lingering—all of it aimed at Isda. A few moments passed in silence as she continued to serve our blood and food, one glass box at a time. Claudia spoke up when Isda reached her.

      “That’s just so… so sad and unfair, Isda,” she said gently. “Why should you be treated like this? Why wouldn’t your feelings or wellbeing matter?”

      Isda shrugged. “It’s how we were taught.”

      “And has it never occurred to you that it might be wrong?” I retorted.

      She shrugged again, then moved on to Corrine’s glass box.

      “Isda, life is a very precious thing to have,” Corrine chimed in. “It doesn’t matter what size you are, what you can do, or where you’re from. Your soul is priceless. Your time in this world is valuable, and no one can ever tell you otherwise.”

      Isda seemed to think about what we were trying to get across to her, but she didn’t express any of her own thoughts. I could tell, however, that we’d planted one of the first seeds in her head. It was time to work on that.

      “What good is life if you can’t make it as free and beautiful as you wish?” I replied. “What good is it to breathe, if we cannot explore and enjoy everything that this world has to give us, huh?”

      “I don’t know, Sofia,” Isda said, her tone suddenly flat. “I’ve never thought about it.”

      “Well, you should,” Derek cut in. “Because Ta’Zan clearly doesn’t give a damn about you, or about whether you live or die.”

      That hit her hard. She scowled at him. It was the first time we were seeing this side of her, and I knew what she was experiencing. I’d seen it in Derek and even Lucas, back in the early days. She’d been accustomed to this kind of life, and she’d been taught that it was the only way for her to be, even though it wasn’t. Isda was preparing to go on the defensive. She was ready to defend her maker, even though, deep down, she was already beginning to see things from a different perspective.

      “That’s a lie,” Isda said. “Father loves me. He loves all of us.”

      “Then why don’t you tell him about what Abaddon did to you?” Derek said. “If Ta’Zan loves you, like you say, he’d be furious if someone hurt you. Even if that someone is another one of his… children.”

      “How do you know?” Isda replied, pursing her lips.

      “Because that’s what love is like,” I said, following Derek’s lead. “When you love someone, you do your damn best to keep them safe, to make sure they’re free and happy. Because seeing them smile is what gets you out of bed in the morning. Love is selfless like that. You’ll do anything to make your loved one happy.”

      “I don’t know what Ta’Zan has told you about love, Isda, but it’s not what you think it is,” Lucas interjected. “Love made me change my ways. I was one of the worst creatures to ever live. I was selfish, ruthless, and envious of everyone who’d found love, who’d encountered happiness in their lives. Then I, too, found someone to love. And, Isda, I will break anyone and anything that tries to hurt those I hold dear. Especially my daughter. Do you understand that?”

      Isda blinked several times, then nodded. “You have a daughter?”

      “Yes. I have a son of my own and an adopted daughter whom I love like my own, to be precise,” Lucas replied, then gave Marion a warm smile. “When Marion and Avril came into my life… everything changed, Isda.”

      “So, what should I do, then?” Isda asked.

      That was the question we’d sort of been waiting for. She was actually asking us for help.

      It was essential that we had her play into this of her own accord. We needed her to see for herself that she wasn’t as important to Ta’Zan as she’d been raised to believe. We needed her to understand that what Ta’Zan professed as love toward her and her siblings wasn’t that, at all. The Faulties were a necessary bunch of animals to him—service creatures he could do with as he pleased.

      I didn’t want to fall prey to a sense of false hope, but I had every intention of seeing this through. I was determined to do and say anything, until doubt festered in Isda’s mind. Until we got her on our side.

      Once we convinced one of the Faulties, the others would likely follow. We didn’t need many. Just enough to sabotage this whole project from the inside. Just enough to get us closer to freedom and to destroying Ta’Zan and his Perfects. The entire universe depended on it.
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      “You should tell Ta’Zan about what happened,” I said. “He needs to know.”

      “He said I shouldn’t disturb him for little things,” Isda replied.

      “Do you really think that your wellbeing is that unimportant?” I asked.

      She hesitated. I knew that she was most likely afraid to disturb him, in general. Ta’Zan didn’t come across as a physically violent creature, but he could certainly cause plenty of torment just with his words. He’d done it to me already. So, in a way, I understood why Isda was wary. Nevertheless, we needed her on our side.

      “Listen, we have nothing to win in this situation,” I added. “I understand now that we don’t stand a chance against the Perfects. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I have zero interest in putting you or any of your siblings in an uncomfortable situation. It just isn’t fair for you to see your life devalued like this, simply because you’re not a Perfect.”

      “Also, you shouldn’t underestimate Ta’Zan, Isda,” Sofia chimed in. “If you tell him about what Abaddon did to you, he might actually do something to stop him from hurting you again.”

      Isda sighed. “I suppose. I’ll try. Thank you for your concern,” she replied gently, then smiled. “I truly appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Sofia replied. “We just want you to be happy and healthy, Isda. You’ve done us no harm; therefore, we mean you no harm.”

      “Speaking of which,” Claudia said. “How much longer do you think Ta’Zan will keep us in these glass boxes? I’m going a little stir-crazy in here.”

      Isda shrugged. “I don’t know. And it’s not my place to know.”

      “Can’t you try to find out, at least?” I asked. “We have no intention of doing anything crazy or stupid, and I suppose Ta’Zan would take the necessary precautions to stop us from escaping, for example. It’s just that we don’t belong in these boxes. We can’t live like this for much longer. If Ta’Zan wants to use our genes for his projects, that’s fine. It’s not like we can stop him. But we deserve more space, at this point.”

      “Please, Isda, just ask him,” Sofia added.

      Isda seemed fearful. Once more, her reluctance to bring something up to Ta’Zan was more than telling. She feared him well beyond the possibility of physical repercussions. There was something about him that kept her from saying anything, in general. I was curious to understand what that was.

      “I don’t know. I hate upsetting my father,” Isda finally replied.

      “How would this upset him?” I asked. “You’re just passing on a polite request from us. You wouldn’t be asking him for yourself. I don’t understand.”

      She smirked. “Clearly, you don’t. You wouldn’t like to see my father when he’s upset, Derek. If you did, you would understand why we all do our best to please him.”

      “Why? Does he get violent?” Claudia replied.

      “No. I told you that already,” Isda said, frowning.

      “Then what is it about Ta’Zan being angry that has you so scared?” I asked, moving closer to the glass as she put the empty dishes and pitchers on the cart’s bottom tray.

      “You wouldn’t understand unless you saw for yourselves,” Isda said. “And that’s not something I would wish upon my worst enemy.”

      A minute passed in awkward silence. Sofia and I looked at each other. Even though we couldn’t say much regarding our plans in Isda’s presence, Sofia had a way of almost reading my mind. I figured decades in my company made it easier for her to guess what I was thinking. She gave me a faint nod, quietly telling me that she was by my side, no matter what I chose to say next.

      “Isda, have you ever wondered if Ta’Zan intends to keep the Faulties once his ideal society is formed?” I asked, deciding to gradually insert what Ta’Zan had said to me into this conversation. “Do you think he’ll let you all live, or cast you out?”

      That stunned her. Her eyes nearly popped out of their orbits. Her lips parted in shock.

      “What are you talking about?” she breathed.

      “During the tour he gave me yesterday, I had a conversation with him, and I was wondering if he’d ever brought it up with you or one of your siblings. To me, he made it clear that he doesn’t yet know what to do with the Faulties… with you, Isda,” I said. “There may be no room for your kind in this new society he’s building. For now, he finds you useful, but in the future, less than perfect Perfects like Abaddon might take your place to provide service to the people. That’s how I’m seeing this unfold, if I’m honest.”

      Isda blinked several times. The rest of my group held their collective breath, waiting for her to react. I’d dropped quite the sudden bomb on her, but it was necessary to shock her out of this comfort zone that she’d sunk into. She needed to be shaken from the very foundation, if she was to even consider the possibility of rebelling against her creator.

      “That can’t be right,” Isda murmured. “Why… No, I don’t think so!”

      She was getting upset. Not that I could blame her. It was time to take that anger and work it to our advantage. Despite her physical prowess as a genetically engineered hybrid, Isda could clearly be manipulated through conversation, with the right triggers.

      “It’s what Ta’Zan said to me,” I replied. “Like I told you, I have nothing to gain from telling you all this. The Perfects already outnumber us. They killed hundreds of our people. We’re stuck here, in these damn boxes. I know we’re not going to win, and I know that Ta’Zan will conquer the entire universe, if he sets his mind to it. I just want you to know the truth. I want you to understand how things stand and your true value to your father.”

      Part of me was hoping that most of what I’d just said was a lie. That Ta’Zan could be stopped. That we could save this world and the next. That there was still hope. Looking at Isda, I could see the possibilities, even as she started shaking with a mixture of negative emotions. I’d said something that had finally hit the right spot.

      “We’re just being honest here, Isda,” Sofia added. “We want out of these boxes, and we want you to know that you are valuable, that you are important, no matter what Ta’Zan or Abaddon or anyone else tells you.”

      Isda glowered at Sofia. I’d seen that coming. It was the first stage, and she still had a couple more before she could truly accept what I’d just told her.

      “You’re trying to drive a wedge between my father and me!” Isda spat, her hands balled into fists.

      Sofia, ever the clever girl I’d fallen in love with six decades ago, shrugged. “Why would I do that? What would be the point? It’s not like you can help us with anything, right? You’re afraid to even get us moved somewhere where we can at least be together, and not isolated in these stupid glass boxes.”

      Isda shook her head, then pushed the cart away, heading for the door.

      As soon as she was out, we all breathed a sigh of relief. I sat on the edge of the bed, taking deep breaths and mentally preparing myself for what could come next—I had to be ready to talk my way through or out of anything, including an angered Ta’Zan.

      “Okay, now Isda’s pissed off,” Lucas observed. “I suppose that was part of the plan?”

      “Sort of, yes,” I replied.

      Lucas chuckled nervously. “Good to know you’ve got a handle on this,” he said. “I’m kidding. You’re winging it, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not like we have so many avenues to take here,” I said with a smirk.

      “Whatever comes next, we’ll be ready,” Marion interjected. She’d been mostly quiet, but whenever she spoke up, it was usually to give some sort of comfort or reassurance to Lucas. That nervous chuckle of his made it clear that he needed her words; he was on edge, much like the rest of us.

      “Marion is right,” Vivienne replied, giving our brother a warm smile. “Personally, I get why Derek said all those things. We need to shake Isda out of this dreamy fantasy she’s concocted about her life. She’s a servant, and she’s being treated as if she’s disposable, or worse. If Ta’Zan isn’t interested in helping the Faulties realize their self-worth, then we’ll do it for him.”

      “That’s right. She needed the rude awakening,” Cameron said, leaning against the glass that separated him from Liana.

      “She’s going to be angry about it, but then she’s going to start wondering, ‘What if these people are right? What if I am more valuable than my father said?’ From there on, it’ll be up to us to reel her in. It’s a process, I guess,” Liana added.

      “We do have a few days to work her over, I suppose,” Corrine replied. “Back home, I’m sure GASP has now accepted that an all-out war won’t do anything. They’ve seen what the Perfects can do, after all. Chances are they’ll try to infiltrate Strava going forward. They might even find us, if they survive. In the meantime, we can do something from in here. And Sofia’s on the right track.”

      Lucas sighed. “Okay. Yeah. I’m on board, of course. But what do we do if it doesn’t work? What do we do if the Faulties continue to serve Ta’Zan while he builds his seemingly indestructible army? What then?”

      “I might have a suggestion, but you’ll all think I’m a monster,” Corrine muttered, staring at her feet as she leaned her back against the glass wall separating her from Ibrahim. The warlock stood right behind Corrine, unable to touch her. I could see the longing in his eyes—it resonated deeply with me, as I, too, yearned to hold Sofia in my arms, to feel her skin on mine. These glass boxes were torture.

      “Say it, Corrine,” I replied. “I think we’re past any form of judgment at this stage in our predicament.”

      She breathed deeply, her shoulders dropping as she exhaled. “I may not be the only one thinking it, though. GASP could be considering the possibility, too. I’d like to be off the planet if it comes to fruition, though.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aiden asked her, justifiably concerned.

      “Destroying Strava altogether, before the Perfects figure out space travel,” Corrine said. “It could very well be the only way to stop them.”

      “No one can survive the vacuum of outer space,” Ibrahim replied, following her line of thought. “Not even Perfects.”

      “It may be too early to get to that extreme,” Sofia said, wrapping her arms around her torso, as if suddenly chilled. “Let’s focus on what we can do with the Faulties, first. Let’s try to get ourselves out of these boxes and establish a better rapport with Isda and the others. Destroying Strava would be genocide, and, frankly, it’s too horrible for me to even consider at this point.”

      “Why? The Perfects had no trouble in killing our people!” Aiden replied dryly.

      “So, what? We lower ourselves to their level? No, Dad, we’re better than that.”

      “We don’t have the time to be better than that!” Aiden said.

      “Okay, okay, let’s… let’s not go there yet,” I interjected, eager to diffuse the tension that had begun to gather and weigh heavily on our shoulders. “It’s a possibility, yes. But we still have a few days,” I added. “I think I’m on good enough terms with Ta’Zan that I can get him to show me the wreckage of our starships.”

      Aiden stared at me for a while, then nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “Dad, don’t get me wrong,” Sofia said to him. “I’m aware that it’s possible. I just think that we should at least explore other options before we consider complete annihilation. You heard Derek. Ta’Zan is teaching his Perfects to behave like this. Maybe we can sway them, too, not just the Faulties. Maybe we can get enough of his creatures on our side to imagine a society like ours, where tolerance and peace reign supreme.”

      Kailyn rested her palm against the glass, beckoning Aiden to bring his up and put it against hers. “She’s right, Aiden, and you know it,” she murmured. “Our young ones managed to gather an alliance on Eritopia against Azazel like that, after all. Even on Neraka, they rallied the people by inspiring them with ideas of a better world.”

      “I get that, my love, but this isn’t Eritopia. This isn’t Neraka. And Ta’Zan sure as hell isn’t Azazel or Shaytan or any of those bloodthirsty Mara idiots. This guy is super cold, clinical, and annoyingly intelligent. He’s brainwashed his creatures to destroy anyone they consider beneath them. The Perfects are practically radicalized, and that’s not something we can fix with a message of hope over the course of a few days.”

      “We can at least try,” Sofia replied, her voice trembling and her eyes glassy with tears. “There’s not much else we can do from in here.”

      Aiden gave Sofia a sad smile. “Look at you, still struggling to see the good in everyone you meet,” he said. “How can I clip your wings and curb your morale, when it’s the exact part of you that brought me back to you?”

      Looking back, Sofia had changed all of us—and always for the better. Her father had been a Hunter, driven by hate and eager to drive stakes through our hearts. Yet here he was, living among us, now married and father to a werewolf.

      “And you’re right,” he added. “We haven’t exhausted all our options. Not yet, anyway. A day or two could make one hell of a difference, after all.”

      Just then, the door opened again. My instincts flared, as I expected to see Ta’Zan, for some reason. I figured Isda must’ve gone directly to him, to ask him about what he’d said to me regarding the Faulties. But she hadn’t. She was standing in the doorway, accompanied by another Faulty.

      They both came through the door and into the light.

      The other female Faulty was strangely beautiful, with long white hair and bright orange eyes. Scales covered her arms and legs, as well as parts of her neck and face, in metallic shades of amber and fiery orange. She looked at us with fascination, measuring each of us from head to toe.

      “I only saw them once before,” she said to Isda as they got closer to our glass boxes. “When we brought them in, and they were still asleep.”

      Isda gave us all a faint smile, then pointed at the Faulty female. “This is Amal,” she said.

      “Hi, Amal,” I replied, then nodded at both, politely. “What brings you both here?”

      “Well, I thought about what you said to me.” Isda sighed. “I cannot do anything, but Amal may be able to convince Father to move you to a larger enclosure.”

      All of a sudden, Amal became the most important creature in our lives. She moved from one glass box to another, carrying herself in a serious and solemn fashion as she checked us out. Her bright orange eyes darted across our physical features. She was sharp—that much I could tell from her piercing gaze and even breathing.

      “Why do you want to be moved to a larger space?” Amal asked me.

      “We’re going crazy in these small boxes,” I replied bluntly. One brief look at Isda, and I knew that she hadn’t discussed anything else with her, specifically nothing about what Ta’Zan had said to me about the Faulties. Amal would’ve been as angry and as agitated as Isda still was.

      Nevertheless, it was a pleasant surprise to see her back here and even willing to help us. It spoke volumes about her character, and it confirmed the success of our earlier endeavor. Isda could definitely be pulled closer to our side. We just had to be super careful now, especially since Amal seemed to be the one with the power to get us out of the glass boxes.

      “So, you’re not plotting to get out and seize an opportunity to escape?” Amal asked, narrowing her orange eyes at me.

      “Why would we do that?” I said, frowning. “I saw what Ta’Zan did to my fleet. I can’t defeat him, and I’m not willing to die yet. None of us are. We’d just like to make our captivity a bit more comfortable.”

      Amal nodded once, then went back to Sofia’s box. “Is he telling the truth?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Sofia replied, crossing her arms. “We’re all aware we can’t just fight our way out of here. Besides, I doubt Ta’Zan would be foolish enough to put us somewhere without taking the necessary precautions to keep us grounded.”

      “What do you think of Ta’Zan, so far?” Amal asked.

      “He’s a cold-blooded bastard, but he’s brilliant,” Claudia retorted. “Personally, I hate his guts, but I’m smart enough to focus on keeping myself alive. I just want to be able to touch my husband again, for as long as we live.”

      Amal smirked, then looked at Yuri.

      “Do you share her thoughts?” she asked him.

      Yuri nodded. “We’ve seen enough in our lives to know when to stay put and not try anything stupid, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he replied. “Like Sofia said, I’m sure Ta’Zan wouldn’t just move us elsewhere without making sure we can’t do something against him. My immediate guess would be the shock collar he used on Derek yesterday. I suppose we could all wear one. If it gets us out of these boxes, I’m okay with that.”

      “I see,” Amal breathed, then came back to face me again. “Personally, I don’t think any of you have given up on the hope that you might still get out of here. But you’re right. Father would take precautions.”

      “So, will you help us?” I replied.

      “I’m not helping you,” Amal said, frowning slightly. “I’m doing Isda a favor, for personal reasons. She asked me to talk to Father about moving you all to another enclosure. I’ll do that. I cannot guarantee that Father will agree, but I’m one of the few who can actually suggest that to him.”

      “How so?” I asked, fully aware of the status difference between Isda and Amal. The latter was somewhere higher on the Faulty food chain, it seemed. That was intriguing, as it shed more light on how Ta’Zan organized his workforce.

      “Father trusts Amal’s judgment,” Isda said, smiling. “She is one of our brightest, highly intelligent and in charge of critical administrative aspects of our new world.”

      “Don’t let my appearance fool you,” Amal added with a confident grin.

      Sofia frowned, seemingly confused. “What are you trying to say, Amal? What is it about your appearance that would make you seem less intelligent or capable?”

      It was Amal’s turn to be confounded. Sofia had really delivered with her performance, as it was time to plant the first seeds of doubt in Amal, too. No Faulty would be spared from the thought that they were better than what Ta’Zan had initially told them.

      “What do you mean? I’m a Faulty. I’m not a Perfect. That should tell you everything,” Amal replied.

      “Why? Because you have scales? Because maybe you’re not as fast or as strong as the Perfects? Is that it?” Sofia said. “Is that how you value yourself? By comparison to Perfects?”

      Amal nodded again.

      “You’re worth more than you think,” I said. “What you might lack in terms of physical prowess, I’m sure you make up for in skills and intelligence.”

      Isda chuckled. “She sure does. Amal is one of our most capable. A genius in her own right!”

      “Shush, Isda!” Amal cut her off, quite upset.

      Isda pressed her lips into a thin line, then lowered her gaze, intimidated by Amal’s clipped tone. “I’m sorry.”

      “You know you can’t say such things out loud,” Amal muttered, then shifted her focus back to me. “Anyway. Like I said, I will speak to Father and see if he can get you a better arrangement.”

      “Thank you, Amal. We all truly appreciate it,” I replied.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” she said, then walked out.

      Isda stayed behind, giving both Sofia and me a warm smile. I got curious about her current frame of mind, so I got closer to the glass and lowered my voice, so Amal wouldn’t hear me.

      “Did you tell her about Ta’Zan? About our conversation?” I whispered to Isda.

      She shook her head.

      “Isda, come!” Amal called out to her, waiting by the doorway.

      Isda rushed out, and Amal followed. The door closed behind them with a loud clang, and silence settled over our cave for a while.

      A few minutes passed as it all sank in. I realized then that Isda was capable of keeping secrets from other Faulties—she hadn’t told Amal about Ta’Zan’s indecision regarding the Faulties’ lives and future use. Whether she’d believed me or not, it didn’t really matter. There was definitely a reason behind Isda’s choice to keep that part of the conversation to herself, and it could actually work in our favor, going forward.

      “Do you think Amal will be able to get us moved?” Lucas asked.

      I replied with a faint shrug. “Maybe. She’s on a higher level than Isda, it seems.”

      “Yeah, I noticed,” Sofia said. “Amal seems to be quite important to Ta’Zan, if he values her opinion. Isda had to go to her in order to get the idea of moving us across to Ta’Zan. That tells us a little bit more about the hierarchy in this place, don’t you think?”

      “It’s actually a very good thing,” Corrine interjected. “Isda brought us closer to another Faulty,” she added, then gave Sofia a conspiratorial grin. “By the way, well played on that whole self-worth thing, Sofia. I’ll bet Amal will soon stop comparing herself to the Perfects. Once that happens, I bet we’ll see her mindset change, gradually.”

      Aidan nodded. “I think we can do more,” he said. “Clearly, the Faulties have been erroneously taught they’re inferior. We have some egos to boost, it seems.”

      “Let’s see if Amal gets us out of here, first,” I replied. “Once that happens, we can revisit our strategy. We’ll need to find out who from our fleet survived the attack.”

      The one thing that gave me hope was that the Faulties could maybe be persuaded to do things they otherwise wouldn’t have done. If they could get us moved into a different place, it could give us a better position in this fresh hell. If we could persuade them to deceive or keep secrets for and with us, then we were one step closer to potential freedom.

      If creatures like Isda and Amal could lie, then that could prove extremely useful to our plan to escape and destroy everything from the inside out. The future was still very much grim and uncertain at this point, but I had no choice other than to do my best to get us out of here. To hope that we could do this.

      One step at a time. One Faulty at a time, if necessary.
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      There was plenty of grief and anger in our hearts. It seeped through every fiber of my being, and it almost suffocated me. It felt a lot like slow-acting poison, gradually eating away at me and making it difficult for me to concentrate.

      Part of me screamed for revenge. My Druid species was already critically endangered and barely recovering after Azazel’s slaughterous reign. Yet, we’d lost two dozen young Druids with the starships we’d sent to Strava. It had been meant as a show of force, rallying our strongest in GASP to show whoever was on Strava that we were not to be played with.

      It had all gone horribly wrong. My heart ached.

      However, there was no time to wallow in misery. Derek and the other GASP founders needed us, and so did Rose and her team. Judging by how many escape pods we’d seen intercepted by the Perfects, there were bound to be many survivors, now prisoners of Ta’Zan. Plus, we didn’t yet know how many of my Druids had actually died. There was plenty to motivate us to keep going and find another way in.

      I had to put aside my anguish regarding the unknown whereabouts of Jax, Hansa, Jovi, and Anjani, and focus on what I had to do next. We all had a part to play, and I’d made mine clear. I took Shayla and Bijarki with me, leaving Vita and Serena behind with Field and Aida, among others, to look after Calliope and GASP operations.

      Our mission was pretty simple: we had to find Bogdana, the oldest living fae. Provided, of course, that she was still alive. According to the Druid Archives, Bogdana had chosen to spend the sunset of her life in peace and relative exile, somewhere on the fae’s fire star. Few, perhaps none, in Sherus and Nuriya’s kingdom actually knew what Bogdana had been up to, but I had to find her, nonetheless.

      She was the only one who knew more about the Draenir, the now-extinct civilization of Strava. Based on Rose’s video message, the blood of the Draenir still flowed through the Perfects’ and Faulties’ veins. The more we knew about that civilization and how they ended up creating Ta’Zan in the first place, the better our chances of maybe finding a way to put an end to his operation before his Perfects were sent out to take over the rest of the universe.

      “All I’m saying is that I almost died fighting by your side to get Eritopia back from Azazel,” Bijarki muttered as he accompanied me into the throne room. “I’ll be damned if I let Ta’Zan and those Perfects of his ruin all our hard work and render our sacrifices obsolete.”

      I nodded slowly, understanding exactly what he meant by that. The memories of our fights against Azazel were still fresh, sometimes still haunting me in my dreams.

      “What Ta’Zan is doing is unnatural,” Shayla chimed in. “Nature has a way of putting us back in our places if we go against it. I hope the In-Between can retaliate against Ta’Zan if he tries to disturb the natural order.”

      “Do you really think we can count on… what, exactly? The universe itself, to fight against Ta’Zan? I highly doubt that,” Bijarki replied. “What Azazel was doing was just as unnatural, and nobody stopped him until Draven brought the Oracles over. It’s in our hands, Shayla.”

      “I’ve never been to the fire star before,” I said, politely changing the subject. I couldn’t take another minute of conversation regarding Ta’Zan and the fresh hell he’d unleashed on our people. “Thank you for accompanying us, Shayla.”

      “You’re most welcome, Draven,” she replied with a faint smile. “Whatever I can do to help.”

      “Any advice to share with this inexperienced Druid regarding protocols on the fire star?” I asked, trying to further lighten the mood.

      “Nothing special, to be honest,” Shayla replied. “Sherus and Nuriya are very laid-back, even in their regal environment. Of course, they’re practically worshipped by the fire fae, and their son, Taeral, is quite the character. I imagine basic forms of respect toward royalty will suffice. Sherus and Nuriya are both partners of GASP, and we go back a long time. Don’t worry too much about etiquette.”

      “I’ve never heard of a fae-jinni hybrid before,” Bijarki said. “I wonder what Taeral is like.”

      “You’d never even heard about jinni till after you first got off Calliope,” I retorted, slightly amused. I didn’t mind poking fun at Bijarki once in a while. It reminded us of the earlier days, when we were just uneasy allies against Azazel. He got a kick out of pulling my leg, too. It was probably why our friendship only got stronger over the years. Bijarki, along with Serena, had taught me not to always take myself too seriously.

      “Well, I’m excited now. We’re going to my wife’s birth star,” Bijarki replied, beaming like the morning sun. Shayla chuckled.

      We were ready to leave Luceria, now, and head for the fire star. The throne room doors opened before us. Corrine had set up a portal here after the Daughters’ haze had been lifted and they’d all come to Luceria looking for Serena and the others in the Novak clan. It didn’t just connect The Shade and Calliope. It could also be used to travel to neighboring systems, including Sherus and Nuriya’s fire star.

      We’d tried using it for Strava, too, when we’d first discovered it, but it was too far away. Actually, maybe it wasn’t just the distance preventing us from reaching Strava through the portal. Maybe there was something else, perhaps a natural phenomenon or some trick by Ta’Zan… It was still too early to tell, at this point.

      “I’ll bet Vita isn’t happy that she had to stay behind,” Shayla said.

      “She didn’t have much of a choice.” Bijarki sighed. “It’s not just because of the pregnancy, though. We’ve had quite a mess on our hands since the fleet was destroyed. Lots of families to notify. Hell, even I’m uneasy about leaving her here, but I couldn’t let Draven go alone. There’s very little we know about Bogdana, so I’d rather be by his side in this quest.”

      “And for that, I thank you,” I replied, softly patting his shoulder.

      We stopped in front of the portal, its stone frame glimmering silver beneath the overhead lights. A dark gray mist awaited, swirling in shades of black and blue as it sensed our physical presence. Shayla nicked the tip of her finger with a small blade and used her blood to write the coordinates of our destination on the right side of the portal’s frame.

      Each number vanished as soon as she drew it against the stony surface. Once the full “address” was put in, the mist gradually changed from dark gray to pale orange. Flashes of light glowed underneath, much like an electrical storm.

      “Once we go in, I need you both to stay close to the walls,” Shayla instructed us.

      Bijarki and I nodded, then watched her go in. We followed, quietly, allowing the mist to swallow us whole. Within seconds, I found myself standing in a black void riddled with fiery stars. I looked around, trying to figure out what walls she’d been talking about.

      Shayla was ten feet ahead, while Bijarki stayed by my side. I had to give the incubus credit—he was scared of portals, in general, but he did a very good job of keeping it together. The only thing that actually gave him away was the silvery glow of his skin, a sign that he was experiencing intense emotions.

      “What walls, though?” Bijarki asked, taking the words right out of my mouth.

      “Put your hands out to your sides,” Shayla said, looking straight ahead as she kept walking.

      We both did as instructed. I gasped, feeling the invisible membrane stretching against my left hand.

      “I can feel it,” Bijarki murmured, looking at his right hand.

      It was a clear passageway, leading us through the In-Between. Shayla looked over her shoulder, giving me a dry smile. “It’s going to get super-fast now, so remember to take deep breaths,” she replied.

      I frowned slightly. “What do you mean, super-fast? I don’t—”

      I quickly swallowed my words as time and space themselves warped around us. We were still walking, but everything around us moved at lightspeed. Stars and planets darted past us in short and thin white lines. I took a deep breath as both my body and mind tried to adjust to the incredible speed. Next to me, Bijarki was as pale as a sheet of paper.

      Nevertheless, we kept going.

      “Good grief, is it like this every time?” Bijarki croaked.

      My knees were weak. My head started to spin. I wasn’t sure I could hold myself upright for much longer. Traveling through space at such speeds was bound to have some unpleasant side effects, but not as intense as this…

      “I think it’s the distance from Calliope to the fire star that’s playing a part here. Earth is in a different dimension, maybe the effects differ completely,” I said.

      “The Druid’s onto something,” Shayla chuckled, seemingly unaffected. “It’s not the same with every destination. Some travels are easier, others… not so much.”

      Before my third breath, we began our descent, gradually slowing down. The fae planets shone brightly around us in vivid oranges and blues, greens and milky whites, as they orbited around the giant sun. The fae planets were often referred to as stars, mainly because of their peculiar glow and not because of their composition. We had no record of any creatures being able to live on an actual star without instantly melting.

      Fittingly, the fire star was one of the hottest fae planets in this solar system. It grew bigger beneath us as we got closer. I could see its continents now, artfully outlined by the reddish seas. Wisps of white clouds were scattered above, as the invisible tunnel took us lower.

      Once my feet touched the ground, I exhaled.

      Before us, Sherus and Nuriya’s sumptuous palace rose proudly against the amber-colored afternoon sky, made entirely out of white-and-pale-gray stones. The enormous gardens in front of it were stuffed with carefully manicured hedges and flowering bushes, artesian fountains skirted by freshly mowed lawns, and a plethora of stone sculptures.

      It was a wonderful sight to behold, and clearly plenty of effort went into its maintenance.

      Shayla headed straight for the palace stairs, while Bijarki and I got reacquainted with standing on solid ground, wobbling like two tree branches in the wind. A couple of seconds later, we were both behind her, taking everything in.

      Behind us and beyond the palace grounds was the kingdom, unraveling down a titanic hill, with thousands of townhouses and fancy villas, narrow sets of stone stairs and bountiful orchards, decorative street sculptures, and plenty of pale gray cobblestone. The fire fae lived in impressive prosperity, nurturing the natural elements for sustenance and comfort.

      It all reminded me of the Mediterranean cities on Earth, where Serena and I had spent part of our honeymoon. It was hot and dry, but it was truly beautiful and remarkably tranquil. The most frequent noises were those of amber flames gushing upwards from the fountains and multicolored birds singing from the tree crowns.

      Fae guards dressed in rich, red silken robes lined the top of the palace stairs. Their halberds glistened gold in the afternoon sun, and their piercing blue eyes were fixed on us. I tried my best to ignore the spine-tingling sensation—a thread of guilt working its way through me. Sherus and Nuriya had sent us a couple hundred of their finest fae warriors to join our Stravian fleet. Some had died, and most had gone missing with the escape pods.

      For a second, I’d thought I wouldn’t have to deal with such emotions here, but as the reminder of the fae’s help set in, I knew I’d been wrong. I had an apology to issue. I had more grief and guilt to experience; I looked in the fae’s eyes and saw their muted pain. Only then did I notice that the royal flags above the palace were down, a common practice here in times of great sadness.

      The fae kingdom was in mourning.

      By the time Shayla, Bijarki, and I reached the top of the stairs, we were greeted by a group of fae servants clad in wispy red-and-orange veils, their skin shimmering softly, and their gazes fixed on us. None of them were smiling. Not that I could blame them.

      “Welcome, Eritopian travelers,” one of the servants greeted us with a polite, curt bow. “Our king and queen await.”

      “Thank you for having us,” Shayla replied, mirroring the fae’s gesture. “Please, lead the way.”

      The servant nodded, then turned around and went inside the palace, accompanied by the others. We stayed close behind, briefly admiring the superb sculpted wall torches and architectural details of the palace interior. It was truly the home of a king and queen. Gilded molding and frilled flowery details garnished every corner and every pillar. A faint scent of lime and lavender wafted through the air—essential oils dripped directly into the torches, from what I could tell.

      Rich bouquets of white, red, and yellow flowers adorned every hallway table, while rounded fruit trees grew in massive crystal pots. The floors were white and polished to perfection, reflecting us as we made our way to the throne room. I allowed myself to be overwhelmed by the beauty of the place—anything to get my mind off the hundreds of creatures we’d lost on Strava.

      The throne room itself was quite a sight to behold, impressively tall and spacious, with red organza drapes gently swaying by the open windows. In the middle sat Sherus and Nuriya, comfortably settled into their royal thrones, both of which were splendidly sculpted from fine wood and brushed with gold. They were positioned on a platform which kept them above our level, a simple way of underlining their status.

      At the bottom of the platform stairs stood a young male with shimmering, ivory skin, jet black hair and burning amber eyes. I instantly recognized him as Taeral, Sherus and Nuriya’s son, as he carried both of their physical features in an eye-pleasing mélange. He was a handsome young man, tall and athletic, with long limbs and a boyish smile. Given that he was only half-jinni, Taeral’s legs were perfectly visible, no mist involved. He did retain the jinni abilities, but his fae side had full control over his physical design.

      “It’s good to see you, Shayla,” Nuriya greeted her, then looked at Bijarki and me and smiled. It wasn’t the warmest I’d seen, but, then again, I couldn’t hold it against her. “Draven, Master Druid of Calliope, and… Bijarki, is it?”

      Bijarki nodded, then bowed before them. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Vita’s husband,” Sherus said, narrowing his eyes at the incubus.

      “That is correct,” Bijarki replied.

      Nuriya chuckled. “Welcome to the club, then,” she said, then gave Sherus a warm and most loving smile.

      Bijarki looked at me, slightly confused. I stifled a grin. “The club of those who married a fire fae,” I whispered.

      The incubus’s face brightened up as he looked at Sherus and Nuriya. “I’m honored to have Vita’s heart for this lifetime and well into the next,” he said.

      “Consider yourself lucky,” Nuriya replied, then shifted her focus back to Shayla. “I believe you’ve already met Taeral?”

      The young prince came forward and shook Shayla’s hand, then ours. “It’s a pleasure,” he said, then moved back to the base of the platform. He ran his hand through his short, black hair, then discreetly tugged the bottom of his crimson-red tunic, which he’d paired with a matching pair of pants and black leather boots. He didn’t look comfortable in that kind of royal garb, but, since this was an official visit, he probably had to put up with it.

      “You’ve grown,” Shayla said to Taeral, smiling. “Last time I saw you, you were barely in your teens! Already tall and gawky, but still the sweetest little thing!”

      Taeral chuckled softly. “That was before I was sent off to acquire my political education,” he replied. “Feels like ages ago.”

      “That’s right! Taeral was away for seven years,” Nuriya said.

      The fae king nodded. “He came back a couple of times each year to visit us, but you, Shayla… It’s true, you haven’t seen him since he was thirteen,” Sherus replied. His smile quickly faded as he moved on to the main order of business. “It’s good to see you again. It’s a shame we have to meet in such circumstances.”

      I cleared my throat, then took a couple of steps forward, stopping right next to Shayla.

      “Please accept our condolences and our deepest apologies, on behalf of GASP, of The Shade, and Eritopia,” I spoke, bowing in the process.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for, Master Druid,” Sherus replied, motioning for me to stop bowing. “None of us saw it coming. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “And to think Sherus and I were actually thinking of a Stravian vacation in the near future,” Nuriya muttered, shaking her head slowly. “Just so you know, we have notified the fae families about what happened. However, we all continue to hope that we’ll get most of our people back, if they are currently in captivity.”

      Shayla let out a long and heavy sigh. “I believe Grace and Lawrence have already briefed you about why we’re here,” she said.

      “They did, yes,” Sherus replied. “You need help locating Bogdana.”

      It was our turn to nod. “Do you know where she might be?” I asked.

      “Frankly, I’m surprised you even know about her. She’s gone to great lengths to keep herself hidden,” Sherus said, raising an eyebrow. “Who told you about her?”

      “Her name is mentioned in our Druid Archives,” I explained. “Specifically, in the volumes regarding Strava and the Meahiri galaxy. Apparently, the planet used to be inhabited by a species known as the Draenir, but the texts are old and require translation. I’d heard of Bogdana before, but mostly as a fable, a story told by the evening fire. A fae as old as time, they said. I was quite surprised to find her name in the Druid manuscripts.”

      “We figured you might know something about her,” Shayla added. “Since she’s one of your own and the oldest of her kind, I imagine she’d be revered in these parts.”

      “She is,” Sherus replied. “She won’t participate in the celebrations of her name day, and she likes to keep to herself, but I’m pleased to confirm that she’s still alive.”

      “And kicking,” Taeral said, somewhat amused. “The only problem is that we don’t know where she is. She barely comes out in public these days, and she is remarkably good at hiding her trail. It’s like she’s afraid of her own people or something.”

      “More like tired, Son,” Sherus sighed. “Bogdana must’ve seen a lot in her lifetime. I guess she’s just more of a recluse these days.”

      “How could she possibly help you, though?” Nuriya asked me.

      I shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure yet. The fact that she’s mentioned with the Draenir of Strava leads me to believe that she was there. She may have some valuable insight on the Draenir, the cause of their extinction, and how they created Ta’Zan in the first place.”

      “The more we can learn about this enemy, the better we can prepare for what comes next,” Bijarki said.

      Sherus, Nuriya, and Taeral looked at him. I could almost feel the tension gathering and weighing over their shoulders. “What do you think comes next?” Sherus asked. “Given what we’ve learned so far about that planet and its inhabitants? I’ve heard Grace and Lawrence’s ideas, but I’d like to hear yours.”

      “Well, according to what Rose’s team gathered from the Faulties and Perfects they interacted with on Strava, they’re planning an invasion. They’re looking to expand and take over the universe, basically,” Shayla replied. “The Perfects consider themselves supreme. We’re all inferior and unworthy of living, according to them. We thought they attacked our fleet in a purely defensive reaction but, no. It was more than that. It was a statement.”

      Taeral groaned, his brow furrowed as he crossed his arms. “So they want to go to war. With all of us.”

      “I think so, yes,” I said. “And judging by how quickly and effectively they were able to wipe out a fleet of eight hundred of our people, I’m genuinely worried that they might actually win, unless we find a way to stop them.”

      “They’ve yet to develop the technology required for space travel,” Shayla added. “However, that’s a temporary issue. They now have pieces of debris from our starships. Chances are they’ll be piercing the skies in a couple of weeks or so. They’re multiplying at an alarming rate, too. In the span of a few days, Ta’Zan was able to mass-produce thousands of them.”

      “Which means there will be millions of Perfects coming for us in about two weeks,” Nuriya breathed, her eyes wide with shock. “What can we do? How can we help?”

      I exhaled. “The only thing you can do at this point is to strengthen your defenses and prepare for the worst,” I said. “I wish I could give you better options, but we’re not doing too well ourselves. We’ve never dealt with an enemy of this caliber.”

      “Oh, hell, up until a few days ago, we all thought Strava was a marvelous vacation destination, not the breeding ground for the universe’s deadliest plague,” Sherus muttered, a muscle ticking nervously in his jaw.

      A few moments passed in silence. Sherus and Nuriya looked at each other.

      “Do you have any idea who might know something more about Bogdana’s whereabouts?” I asked, determined to find the old fire fae. “I have a feeling she’s essential to our quest. She might know something about Ta’Zan or his creators. If we can find a way to maybe destroy him, it might put the Perfects off the whole concept of conquering the In-Between.”

      “Maybe. We’re operating on a lot of maybes,” Bijarki said.

      “It’s better than nothing, I say,” Sherus replied.

      Bijarki couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad you think that way. We’re nowhere near ready or willing to let anyone destroy our world. I’m sure you feel the same.”

      “Absolutely,” Sherus said. “But I, personally, know nothing about Bogdana.”

      Taeral stepped forward. “I think I might be able to help,” he replied.

      “What do you mean, darling?” Nuriya asked, somewhat confused.

      “Mother, I’m sure you’ve heard about the rising faith in the Hermessi,” Taeral replied. We all nodded at this one. Harper had come back with her accounts of Ramin, a real Hermessi, an elemental spirit of fire that had helped her survive and ultimately kill Shaytan, the daemon king of Neraka. According to her, the Hermessi were likely to be stronger on fae stars, since they were deeply connected to their species, given their elemental abilities. “Well, you know then that there are temples rising in our kingdom dedicated to the fire Hermessi. You also know that the last time the Hermessi were popular among our kind was tens of thousands of years ago, when people still believed in them and worshipped them. We don’t know when, how or why the faith dwindled, but it’s definitely making a comeback now.”

      “And Bogdana would know about that,” Nuriya said, following her son’s line of reasoning. “Which means she’d be all for the Hermessi temples.”

      “Exactly. Maybe we might find someone who knows where she is in one of these temples,” Taeral replied. “The nearest one is a half-day’s journey away. I could accompany our GASP friends here and assist them in looking for Bogdana. I’m pretty sure she’d be interested in worshipping the Hermessi again. Who knows, we might even bump into her!”

      Nuriya thought about it for a while, then gave Sherus a brief sideways glance. He responded with a faint nod, prompting her to shift her gaze back to us and Taeral.

      “Yes. Do that. Taeral, I trust you will assist our friends here with everything you can,” Nuriya said. “Whatever they need in order to find out more about Strava, they’ve got it. Whatever we can do to help.”

      I felt a knot forming in my throat as my emotions tackled me violently. I had nothing but gratitude toward Nuriya and Sherus. Though they had lost warriors in our mission, they were still entirely devoted to our common goal, our attempt to maintain peace across the In-Between.

      I came from a world where allies had once been hard to find. Some, such as the Sluaghs, had even turned against us. I was still adjusting to the idea that there were creatures such as the fae out there, creatures who were willing to fight and shed their own blood by our side. I was simply overwhelmed by these people.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said. “A million times, thank you.”

      Nuriya gave me a warm smile. “You’re most welcome, Master Druid. We’ve got our work cut out for us, it seems. The least we can do is help each other out.”

      “If the Perfects plan on killing us all off, rest assured that we’ll all fight or go down together,” Sherus replied. “Let’s just focus on defeating them, though. I didn’t bring a son into this world to watch him get killed by a bunch of maniacs who think they’re above everyone else.”

      That was a good mindset to have. I admired Sherus for it.

      It wasn’t optimism they were carrying themselves with. It was determination. The same kind of fire that had led me to find the Oracles and eventually take the fight to Azazel. If there was one thing I’d learned from my life in Eritopia, it was that one should never mess with a creature who is determined to live.

      The same went for millions of us. We all had that fire, that thirst for life.

      And, like Sherus and Bijarki had said, damned if I was going to let anyone take that away from us. Sure, we had our work cut out for us, but we’d been through the motions before. While Serena and the rest of our crew focused on further studying Strava and preparing infiltration scenarios, Bijarki, Shayla, Taeral, and I were going to find Bogdana.

      All I had to guide me now was hope. The old fae had to know something about Strava, about the Draenir, and about Ta’Zan. I told myself that, over and over, ready to scour the entire fire star until I found Bogdana.
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      Taeral escorted us outside the palace. Behind us were, of course, the royal guards. Not that Taeral couldn’t defend himself—he was, after all, a powerful hybrid with both fae and jinni abilities. On top of that, there were few in the fae kingdom of the fire star who would’ve wanted to harm him. Most of them were anti-royalist rebels, and they were drastically outnumbered by millions of fae who were loyal to Sherus and Nuriya.

      Nevertheless, royal etiquette required that Taeral be accompanied by at least four guards when outside the palace grounds. He didn’t seem happy about that, though. He occasionally glanced over his shoulder and rolled his eyes.

      “I take it you don’t like having your own personal guard?” I asked, smirking.

      Taeral was still quite young, in his early twenties, given the time-lapse caused by the Daughters’ shroud over Eritopia during Azazel’s reign of terror. When Vita had first come through, the prince had just been born. By the time she came back out, he’d just turned twenty. Despite his young age, he did strike me as quite fierce and determined. I had to admit, I was fascinated.

      “I feel like my parents think I still need babysitters,” he muttered.

      We took the main road out of the palace and through the city, making our way downhill through the narrow alleyways toward the base. About six miles to the west was one of the Hermessi temples, built a couple of months back. We could see it from a higher altitude, a tiny spot of white surrounded by lush greenery.

      “Do you still need babysitters?” Shayla asked, equally amused.

      “I doubt it,” Taeral replied. “I can tie my own shoes. Swing a sword. Burn down half the planet. You know, the basics.”

      That had been meant as a joke, but we all knew how powerful Taeral could be.

      “Maybe make fewer mentions of burning stuff down, and your parents might be more comfortable with letting you out on your own.” Shayla chuckled.

      Taeral smiled, his cheeks flushing pink as he realized how his statement, although given in jest, could be misinterpreted or, worse, taken literally. He scratched the back of his neck, then sucked in a breath.

      “I see what you mean. Okay, duly noted. Thanks,” he said.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for you getting full independence,” Shayla replied gently. “But your parents are well aware of your extraordinary abilities. I’d guess they just want to make sure you don’t get carried away or something.”

      “Well, I’m not a ticking time bomb, you know.” Taeral sighed. “I’m perfectly capable of keeping it together. I know my limits, and I love my kingdom. I would never do anything to hurt it or our people.”

      “No one doubts that,” Draven interjected. “This most likely has to do with you being a very special and unique hybrid. No one thought a jinni and a fae could even have offspring, yet here you are. It’s kind of new territory for everybody, at least until they all understand what you can and cannot do.”

      “Fair enough,” Taeral conceded. “To be honest, I don’t think I’ve reached my full potential yet.”

      A couple of hours passed as we headed for the temple. The closer we got, the more beautiful it looked, proudly rising with its white marble columns and triangular roof on top of a nearby hill. The orchards surrounding it were in full bloom, and the afternoon breeze made their floral crowns tremble, pale pink petals scattering in the wind like snowflakes. The giant orange sun began to set in the west, casting intense shades of red and pink across the clear sky. Everything was bathed in a warm, reddish light, and I found myself breathless, staring at the beauty around me.

      I’d always envisioned the fae planets to be more elemental. I’d figured the fire star would be dry and hot, practically a ball of fire, for example. It wasn’t. The temperatures were high, but there was a healthy and superb ecosystem at work here. Trees and flowers grew, lush and colorful. Water flowed in streams and rivers. The lakes and seas were peculiarly warm, but they spanned thousands of miles in all directions. The hills and fields were bountiful, covered in grass, endless acres of crops and orchards, and deep woods near the mountains.

      In many ways, the fire star reminded me of Vita, and not just because of her fae origin.

      “You said the fae were quite quick to once again adopt the Hermessi faith,” Draven said.

      The temple was now about a hundred yards away, as we’d already begun our climb up the hill. The scent of fruit tree flowers filled my lungs and made me smile. I needed that, even if just for a few moments. I’d been carrying a lot of pain and regret since we’d lost most of our fleet on Strava. I was worried sick about Jax, Hansa, Jovi, and Anjani in particular.

      “Yes. After your people came back from Neraka, word spread quickly about the existence of the Hermessi,” Taeral replied. “It prompted our elders to dig through our folklore archives. They brought back the old manuscripts and, less than a month later, everything we knew about the Hermessi—which, by the way, is very little and mostly unverified—was being taught in our schools again, after tens of thousands of years.”

      “So, the fae were happy to believe in the Hermessi again,” Shayla murmured.

      “I suppose.” Taeral shrugged. “Frankly, I’m not too worked up about it. I mean, if they exist, good for them. If our people believe in them and worship them, it’s their right to do so. I just don’t think they make that much of a difference, in reality. I’m inclined to think that most of their alleged powers were exaggerated in mythology. Otherwise, our faith in them never would’ve faltered in the first place, and certainly not for millennia.”

      Shayla nodded. “You make a fair point. However, I’m curious. How long have your people resumed worship?”

      “First of all, it’s not all the fae,” Taeral explained. “Maybe a couple dozen in every village, a few hundred in the bigger cities. Not everybody’s sold. Second, it’s been five months, approximately, since the first new Hermessi temple was built. It started with maybe ten fae. Then the faith grew.”

      “So you think there will be more worshippers in the future?” Draven asked.

      “Probably. They’re harmless, anyway. Peaceful gatherings once a month, usually. The more devout visit the temple every day,” Taeral replied. “They do it mostly because they want to amplify their elemental abilities. Not all fae are born as powerful as my father, as you know.”

      I nodded. “I’m aware,” I said. “Vita is quite capable, but her sister, Caia, and Vesta, the young fae they brought back from Neraka, are, by far, some of the most powerful fae I’ve ever come across.”

      “That being said, let it be known for the record that Bijarki hasn’t met that many fae in the first place,” Draven said, stifling a chuckle.

      “You’re no better,” I retorted, grinning.

      Taeral looked at us, then raised his eyebrows at Shayla. “Are they always like this?” he asked her.

      She nodded. “Most of the time, yes.”

      “Hah. And they call me a kid. Go figure.” He laughed.

      “You’re never too old to be a kid at heart,” I replied. “Never lose your sense of humor. Never take yourself too seriously. Always enjoy a good roast. Those are the three secrets to living a long and fulfilling life.”

      A few seconds passed in silence, as we reached the broad steps of the Hermessi temple. I looked up, having to crane my neck back in order to see it all. It was an enormous construction, and I was impressed that it had taken the fae less than a month to build it. It was simply exquisite, of monumental proportions.

      The afternoon sun cast dramatic orange flares against the sharp corners and smooth walls, creating an intense contrast with the shadows creeping from the inside. The wind howled through the open halls. Somewhere inside, far from where we were, several lights flickered. Once we reached the top of the stairs, I was able to see them better—black iron fire bowls mounted on the ceiling in a straight double line, guiding visitors inside.

      “The roast was a personal addition, wasn’t it?” Shayla asked, catching her breath.

      I nodded. “It just made more sense to offer life advice in sets of three.”

      Taeral chuckled, then motioned for us to follow him inside.

      As we went in, darkness settled around us. The walls were quite far away, with tall arched gaps symmetrically carved into them. The light didn’t make it too far, though, as it was broken and blocked by multiple rows of stone columns.

      My instincts kicked in, as I heard footsteps ahead. I narrowed my eyes and noticed a figure casually walking toward us. It was a fae, perhaps a cleric, judging by the layers of red-and-yellow silk wrapped around his slender body, and his shaved head. A single, stylized flame had been tattooed into his forehead, and it brought out his bright amber eyes.

      “Greetings, travelers,” the fae said, opening his arms in a welcoming gesture. He stilled at the sight of Taeral, instantly recognizing him. He offered a deep bow. “Your Highness. It’s an honor to see you here.”

      “Thank you for welcoming us,” Taeral addressed him.

      “I am Vikkal, Grand Priest of this Hermessi temple,” the fae cleric replied. “Would you like to come in to see our shrine and, perhaps, enjoy an herbal drink and a good meal?”

      “That is most kind of you,” Taeral replied, then looked at us. We all nodded, eager to find out more about the Hermessi faith and how the fae had reintroduced their worship into their lives and society. Frankly, I was dying to know if their belief had amplified their abilities in any way.

      Vikkal guided us into the main altar chamber. It was wide and spacious, lined by columns covered in gold leaf. In the middle was the shrine, built on top of a massive, circular white marble table. It was covered in fine red-and-yellow silks, wide bowls loaded with fresh flowers, incense holders, and thousands of candles. They were all carefully displayed around the golden statue of a humanoid figure with arms and legs depicted as undulating flames. On its chest, a ruby had been carved into the same shape as the tattoo on Vikkal’s forehead and mounted into the gold surface.

      “Wow… That’s beautiful,” Shayla murmured, staring at the statue.

      Several fae clerics came out of nowhere, carrying pitchers of fresh water and fruit bowls, which they placed on a nearby side table. They vanished back into the darkness, quiet and light on their feet, as Vikkal motioned for us to help ourselves to what looked like a veritable tropical feast. My mouth was already watering, so I didn’t wait to be told twice and immediately dug in.

      “Thank you, Vikkal,” Draven said as he poured himself a glass of water. Since he only ate meat as part of his Druid diet, he wasn’t exactly enticed by the exotic fruit on display.

      “So, what brings you to our temple, Your Highness?” Vikkal asked Taeral. “Perhaps you’d like to worship with us?”

      Taeral smiled flatly. “No. Not at all,” he said. “We are here to talk about the Hermessi faith, however, and about the local followers, if you wouldn’t mind answering some questions.”

      “Of course, Your Highness,” Vikkal replied. “What would you like to know?”

      Taeral looked at Shayla, who took the lead. “First, we’d like to know what made you pick up the Hermessi worship after so many years?”

      “Milady, many of us thought of the Hermessi as mythological figures,” Vikkal explained. “Our grandparents and great-grandparents had more faith in them, while our society sort of… moved forward and forgot about them. We called it progress, I suppose. Then, word came from Neraka that the Hermessi were still very much sentient and could flourish again. We’d thought them lost after millennia, just rivers and flames, gusts of wind and crumbles of dirt. We didn’t think they were still here. So, some of our elders chose to bring the ancient traditions back.”

      “And you built your first new temples,” Shayla concluded.

      Vikkal nodded enthusiastically. “This was the third, in fact. We call it the Temple of Hermessi South. There are three more on our planet. We agreed that there should be only one temple for each element. This is dedicated to the fire Hermessi,” he said. “At first, there were only a few of us. I am one of the early believers, so to speak.”

      “And now? How many come to worship?” Shayla asked.

      “Oh, a couple hundred, in these parts!” Vikkal replied. “I do not know the planet-wide numbers, but our faith is growing. And for good reason, too. Some of the worshippers have said that they’ve noticed a mild increase in their abilities. Stronger flames, longer burn times… You know, nothing too extreme, but noticeable enough to warrant belief.”

      Draven frowned. “Wait, so you’re telling us that this whole faith thing works? That the more you believe in the existence of the Hermessi, the stronger your elemental abilities become?”

      “Yes, milord. And, most importantly, with time, the Hermessi’s powers will also increase,” Vikkal said, smiling. “Fire will someday burn brighter. The rivers will flow thicker. The orchards will bear more fruit. The winds will blow stronger.”

      “And how do the other fae, the non-believers, see you and your Hermessi worship?” Draven asked.

      Vikkal shrugged, resting his hands behind his back. “I suppose they don’t have a problem with us,” he said. “We are peaceful. We do not demand that others believe as well. We simply worship the elements we once thought were our connection to nature, and not standalone entities. Our numbers will grow, of course, but the worship itself does not require anything from us, as believers. There are no prayers or hymns or sacrifices or rituals. Nothing like that. People just come here to meditate in peace and to connect with the Hermessi.”

      “Have the Hermessi spoken to anyone yet?” Shayla replied.

      Vikkal shook his head. “I’m afraid not. But there is hope. If a Hermessi was willing to reach out to a foreigner like Harper Hellswan, surely they will speak to us soon enough. We have hope.”

      I had a feeling that this was all we could gather in terms of intelligence regarding the Hermessi. Without any palpable evidence or personal accounts of others being in touch with these elementals, we were still in murky waters. However, the Hermessi themselves were not the actual purpose of our visit, though I did appreciate learning about fae abilities being boosted through worship. I figured Vita would be interested in this.

      “Vikkal, what can you tell us about your worshippers?” Shayla asked.

      I understood the tactic behind these questions. We were dealing with locals, specifically with fae—who didn’t make a habit of chatting with strangers, especially when said strangers were looking for one of their own. We had to tread carefully and ask the right questions, easing Vikkal toward the point where we’d bring up Bogdana.

      “They’re all good people!” Vikkal replied, his eyes beaming with pride and affection. “Gentle and patient, peaceful characters. Most of them are, surprisingly, quite young. In their early hundreds, to be precise.”

      Shayla smiled, then gave Draven and me a quick glance. “That’s wonderful,” she said. “I suppose it means the young ones are open to worshipping the Hermessi?”

      “Yes, milady. Of course, we do have the elders here,” Vikkal explained. “They organize the weekly and monthly sermons, where they bring out the old folklore manuscripts and do live readings. That’s pretty much it. They come from the city, the nearby village. Even the palace!”

      Upon mentioning the palace, Taeral raised both eyebrows in surprise. “That’s interesting.”

      “What about the elderly fae? Who would be your oldest worshippers here?” Shayla asked.

      Vikkal blinked several times, finally realizing that the line of questioning had a specific target, though he’d yet to figure out who we were looking for. He narrowed his eyes at Shayla, the corner of his mouth twitching slightly.

      “I’m sorry, but I must ask. Are you looking for someone in particular?” he replied.

      Taeral sighed, then nodded. “Yes, Grand Priest. We’re hoping to find Bogdana,” the young prince said.

      At the sound of her name, Vikkal’s eyes grew wide, and he pursed his thin lips. His defenses went up, albeit temporarily. He crossed his arms over his chest and took a couple of steps back.

      “Bogdana… I didn’t know you were aware of her existence,” he muttered, his voice low.

      “The oldest fae alive? Of course we know of her existence,” Taeral replied.

      “We don’t mean any harm, Vikkal,” Shayla added. “We need her help. It’s important. The lives of many hang in the balance.”

      Vikkal took a deep breath, his slim brows gathering above the blade of his nose with a dark crease. “Am I privy to any details regarding this issue?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Taeral said. “It’s best for everyone if we keep it secret, for the time being. But we do need to find Bogdana. Judging by your reaction, I think it’s fair to assume you know more about her than we do.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Vikkal sighed. “She comes to the temple to worship once a week. In fact, I think hers is the strongest connection to the Hermessi, out of all of us. Her fire abilities have truly blossomed since she’s come here.”

      That was interesting, to say the least. I wondered if that had anything to do with her impressive age, or just faith. Since we knew very few solid facts about the Hermessi, it was difficult to draw any accurate conclusions about worshippers, their abilities, and the natural elements. Personally, I was inclined to believe it was because of her age. After all, Bogdana had been born and raised in a time when the Hermessi were worshipped on a wider scale than what we were seeing here.

      “Do you know where she lives? It’s imperative that we speak to her,” Taeral said.

      Vikkal took his time to answer, as if carefully choosing his words. “Your Highness, she’ll be here in four days for the weekly sermon. Wouldn’t you prefer to come back then? I promise, I will introduce you myself,” he said. “She’s quite reclusive and barely speaks to anyone. Between you and me, I don’t think she likes the fae much.”

      “I’m afraid it will be too late then,” Draven said. “We need to see her as soon as possible. Four days isn’t good enough.”

      “All right,” the Grand Priest conceded. “I will tell you where you can find her. But be advised: Bogdana really doesn’t like guests, especially the unexpected kind,” he added, then chuckled nervously. “Believe me, I learned that the hard way when I went to her home to deliver fresh fruits from our orchard. I nearly lost my head in that place!”

      Taeral, Shayla, Draven, and I looked at each other, before shifting our full attention back to Vikkal. I had a feeling our journey was about to get more perilous.

      “What do you mean?” Shayla replied.

      “Bogdana has a small house in the middle of the deepest woods, twenty miles west of here, by the Red Canyon,” Vikkal explained. “There’s a desert before that riddled with fiery lava rivers, as there is an underground volcano in the area. The woods are filled with traps and riddles, too. Like I said, Bogdana is not a fan of company.”

      “She’s starting to sound more and more like a psychopath, if you ask me,” Taeral muttered.

      Vikkal cocked his head to the side, as if taking that remark in and validating it. “Could be,” he said. “But what can we do? The old fae likes her privacy more than anything. I suppose she’s seen and experienced so much in her life, that she’s found peace in solitude, and she’ll do anything to preserve that.”

      “Thank you, Grand Priest,” Taeral replied, then put his hand out.

      Vikkal smiled, then shook Taeral’s hand, briefly lowering his head, too, in a reverent gesture. “You are most welcome, Your Highness. Be careful as you tread through the woods, please. I would hate to be responsible if you get yourself hurt… or worse.”

      “Worry not, you will not be held responsible in any way,” Taeral said, then looked at us. “Okay. So, who’s ready to go looking for the psycho old fae, then?”

      None of us, really. But we didn’t have much of a choice. We needed Bogdana to tell us everything she knew about Strava and the Draenir, and as soon as possible. That meant that we had to go to her, since we couldn’t afford to lose a single day waiting for her to visit the temple—not to mention four!

      The entire universe was relying on us. We couldn’t let a few traps and riddles devised by an antisocial old fae get between us and literal salvation. Through wind and fire, through sickness and whatever other dreadful thing would cross our path, we had to keep going. I was determined to get us an audience with Bogdana.
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      We searched the waters and small islands for hours. I used my True Sight to scour the patches of woods, looking for Ridan, as we made our way farther to the west. The diamond colosseum where we’d fought the Perfects was three miles to the east. There were occasional bangs thundering across the sky, but they were still quite far away.

      Nevertheless, we moved carefully and as quietly as possible, as we traveled from one patch of dry land to another. The local animals watched us from between the trees, hidden in the shadows. I thrived in the bluish moonlight, feeling a bit more comfortable at night with the Perfects at large. Darkness gave me a strange, maybe unwarranted sense of security. Technically speaking, I wasn’t safer—none of us were, but it helped my frayed psyche.

      We were all still reeling from the devastation we’d witnessed in the sky earlier. Our GASP fleet had been practically obliterated by thousands of Perfects. We hadn’t even thought there were that many. Until we saw them with our own eyes. Some of our allies had died, but most had been captured. It gave us some sense of what Ta’Zan could do—the more genes he had to work with, the more powerful he became. We weren’t sure for how long he’d keep them alive, though. Hell, we weren’t sure of much, at this point.

      “How are you feeling?” Nevis asked me, as we left one of his frosty pathways behind and crossed a narrow beach.

      I looked at him, surprised to see the expression of concern on his face. “As good as one can feel, given the circumstances,” I said. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him, or anyone, for that matter, that I was worried sick. My parents might’ve been on one of those ships. I drew comfort from the thought that my brother was stationed on Neraka. I held on to the hope that he didn’t travel back to Calliope to join the fleet, though I knew he would’ve, if he had the chance. Varga put family above all else. It was in his nature.

      Ugh. The thought alone is making me queasy.

      “I suppose this was the first time you witnessed such devastation?” Nevis replied.

      He seemed genuinely curious, having left his usual condescending tone behind. I nodded in response.

      “GASP has always benefitted from strength in numbers,” I said. “I suppose that’s no longer the case.”

      “When volume fails, one must focus on the details.” Nevis sighed. “The weaknesses, the back doors and tiny cracks in our enemy.”

      Rose and Ben were several feet ahead. Kailani, Vesta, and Zeriel were behind us. Hunter and Dmitri flanked our group on both sides, sniffing the air as we headed for the woods. It was close to midnight, now, and the moon shone boldly above us.

      The white sand looked like powdered sapphires. The water was almost phosphorescent, glowing softly against the starry sky. Had this world not been home to killers such as the Perfects, I would’ve called it an alien paradise. It wasn’t, though. Strava had lost its appeal, and I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy its beauty anymore, even for just a minute or two.

      “We’ve been at this for, what, four hours? Five?” Kailani complained, frowning as she looked around. “We should’ve found him by now. We’re pretty far out to the west of the colosseum now.”

      “We all saw Ridan shoot through the sky when Araquiel hit him,” Dmitri replied. “The dragon went out for miles, based on his speed. Inertia can be a pain when a Perfect is involved.”

      “So, what, we’re still not close enough?” Kailani asked. “For how long could Ridan fly with his injuries? Do you think maybe he managed to fly farther out before crashing somewhere?”

      Dmitri shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know how badly he was hurt, though. I saw what you saw. Him and Araquiel up in the air, fighting, then Araquiel hitting him so hard that Ridan literally flew away like a friggin’ rocket, without the use of his wings. That was considerable force the Perfect used on him, to say the least.”

      “Either way, we keep looking,” Rose interjected. “He’s here somewhere. If not on this island, maybe on the next. We’re not giving up on him.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Kailani replied, slightly annoyed. “It would really help if we could catch his trail at some point, that’s all. We’ve been going blind for hours, and I don’t like being too close to that damn colosseum.”

      Using my True Sight, I froze when I recognized a similar diamond structure, less than two miles away to the north, on a neighboring island. “Um… Kale… You’re not going to like this, but we’re close to more than one colosseum.”

      Kailani stilled, her mouth gaping as she stared at me. “Say what, now?”

      “There’s another colosseum nearby,” I replied. “Maybe 1.7 or 1.8 miles to the north,” I added, then looked to our right. My blood ran cold. “Oh, and a third one, four miles out to the west. Jeez, they’re identical, too. We could easily lose track of which is which, if we’re not careful.”

      “They built more,” Zeriel concluded. “It shouldn’t really come as a surprise, though. If Ta’Zan can make thousands of them in days, clearly they’re capable of building these structures just as fast.”

      “Oh. Okay, so, basically, what you’re saying is that we’re surrounded by the enemy, no matter where we turn, right?” Kailani retorted, visibly annoyed. She put her hands on her hips and took deep breaths, in an attempt to regain her composure.

      She’d been holding it together surprisingly well, given the changes the swamp witch magic had put her through. She hadn’t talked about it, but I could see the effects nonetheless, particularly in her irritability and the more intense glow of her aura. Kailani was going through something, on top of the mission to find her grandparents and the fleet’s destruction. She was quite close to unraveling, though, and I knew I needed to be there for her.

      I walked over to her, then put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently.

      “Kale, we’re in a hot mess here. You know that,” I murmured. “But we can’t succumb to anger or panic. We stick together, and we figure it out. Ridan needs us. Corrine, Ibrahim, my grandparents, and the others need us. Hell, everyone who survived that attack in the sky needs us.”

      Kailani exhaled, then briefly looked at Hunter before shifting her focus back to me. He’d been watching her, quietly. I could see the discreet gold glow in his aura, but I couldn’t make much of it. He was fond of all of us, after all. I’d yet to train myself to differentiate between various degrees of affection, as well as other emotions—which was why I hadn’t been able to tell that Kallisto had lied to us when we’d first met her, and when she’d said she didn’t know what the Perfects were. Reading emotions was the one thing that a sentry had to learn without any help from the outside. Serena, Phoenix and Harper had done it before me, and I wasn’t excluded from the process either.

      “You’re right,” Kailani breathed. “We keep moving until—”

      “Hey, I think I got something,” Dmitri cut in.

      He was on the edge of the small forest, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed the cool air.

      “Dragon?” Hunter replied, then rushed to his side to help him track the scent. He then nodded and looked at us. “Dragon. Ridan was here, not too long ago.”

      I made my way over to them and scanned the strip of beach between us and the ocean. Its waves lapped gently at the shore, giving the sand a darker shade. Only then did I spot the faint drag marks. I ran to the shore and followed the traces back to Hunter and Dmitri.

      “I think he was dragged out of the water,” I said. “Up to here…”

      I walked ahead, passing the first line of palm trees and entering the small, dark forest. Hunter and Dmitri followed, continuously sniffing the air around us. Rose, Ben, Kailani, Nevis, Vesta, and Zeriel were right behind us as we ventured deeper into the woods.

      “The scent’s getting a little stronger,” Hunter said. “It’s definitely Ridan.”

      “Notice the drag marks,” Vesta replied, pointing at the disturbed dirt on the ground.

      “Someone definitely dragged him through here,” Dmitri added, then growled slowly. “I’m getting that lemony whiff again.”

      “Crap. Perfects?” I croaked.

      He shook his head. “Nah. It’s identical to that scent we caught in the pod cave. A Faulty, most likely.”

      “So, a Faulty got Ridan out of the water and dragged him into the woods?” Rose asked, tucking a lock of her dark hair behind her ear. Despite her nocturnal nature as a vampire, she seemed tired. Upon a second glance at our group, we were all exhausted, running mostly on fumes. But we couldn’t stop. Not yet.

      Hunter took a deep breath. His forehead smoothed. His jaw clenched.

      “We’re not alone,” he whispered.

      A split second later, five Faulties slipped down from the trees and landed around us with muffled thumps. My instincts immediately kicked in, and I drew my sword and prepared for a battle. Blades screeched as they left their sheaths—my team was ready.

      These Faulties were slightly different from the ones we’d met before. Four of them were huge, approximately the size of an adult daemon, the tallest of them measuring about seven feet. Their skin was ashen and hard-shelled, reminding me of the rhinos back on Earth. A single horn grew from each of their foreheads—long, thick, and arched slightly upward. The fifth was a skinny-looking fellow with black scales covering his upper body and a loincloth wrapped around his narrow waist. None looked happy to see us.

      On the contrary, they were out for blood. Ours, to be precise.

      “We mean you no harm,” Rose said, trying the diplomatic way first, despite having already drawn her sword.

      “We do,” the snaky one replied, sneering and revealing his viper-like fangs. His yellow eyes glistened in the darkness, sending shivers down my spine.

      Hunter growled. “That’s a poor choice you’ve made tonight,” he said, then lunged at one of the rhino-Faulties.

      They didn’t waste a second. They darted around us at incredible speeds, despite their considerable size. They didn’t have swords or knives, but their claws and horns were poisonous and sharp enough to do serious damage. In addition, they could be carrying poisoned darts, like the others we’d encountered before.

      Nevis was quick to retaliate, though, and raised a thick wall of frost around us—enough to separate us from the Faulties. Left on the outside, they snarled and scratched at the ice. They were furious and eager to get to us. However, this batch of Faulties wasn’t able to immediately break Nevis’s Dhaxanian frost.

      “Okay, what now?” I breathed, eager to take the bastards out.

      Rose nodded at me. “Think we can try that blood thing again? It might work with the Faulties, too.”

      “Whatever your plan of attack is, be quick,” Nevis said. “They will break the ice soon.”

      He was right. Long cracks were already appearing as the horned Faulties continued to ram their heads into the ice wall. Rose pointed at Hunter and Dmitri first.

      “You two take one of the horns,” she said, then shifted her focus to the others. “Nevis, Ben, take the second. Kale, you’re capable of handling the third. Zeriel, Vesta, take the fourth. Lenny and I will tackle the snake. He looks good for the blood.”

      We all nodded, just as the frost wall came down, crumbling. We spread out and focused our efforts as Rose had assigned us. I caught a glimpse of Nevis and Ben defending themselves against one of the horned Faulties—until Nevis raised another wall of ice, and Ben quickly ran around and set the creature on fire.

      They were fast and deadly, sure, but we were aching for revenge, and we’d learned a few lessons from our previous confrontations. We’d survived a bunch of Perfects, making the Faulties less scary than before, in a way.

      Rose and I moved toward the snaky fiend, who darted around us and kept trying to claw at my sides. Every time, I blocked him with my sword. At one point I was a millisecond faster as I raised the blade, and managed to cut off one of his clawed fingers.

      He hissed from the pain, then stepped back, cursing under his breath. He narrowed his yellow eyes at me, ready to attack again—but he forgot about Rose for a moment. It was all she needed to rush behind him, grab him by the head, and sink her fangs into the side of his neck.

      I heard the flesh tear as the Faulty squealed. It was my cue. I reached him and bit into the other side of his neck, drinking as much blood as I could before he remembered to put up a fight. He was absolutely stunned and utterly confused by what was happening. I managed to take in a quarter-gallon before he clawed at my stomach.

      I moved back just in time. He only managed to cut through my leather combat suit and scratch my skin. But the effect of his blood, already racing through my system, was immediately noticeable.

      “What the hell did you do?!” The Faulty snarled, then came at me with his claws out, sharp and eager to slice me.

      I was significantly faster and lighter on my feet—which, given my preexisting nature as a vampire sentry, was extraordinarily impressive. Rose literally flashed past him, cutting him with her sword. His blood sprayed out and soaked me.

      He cried out in terror. I went the other way and ran my blade through his stomach.

      The Faulty stilled, his eyes bulging. That was the fatal blow.

      He coughed and gurgled blood, then collapsed on the ground and gave his last breath.

      Upon turning around to see what the others were doing, Rose and I found ourselves smiling.

      Nevis and Ben had already killed the first horned Faulty. The second took more work, but eventually came down in two parts. Zeriel’s sword did not forgive, and Vesta had already delivered a couple of devastating hits before that. Kailani had trouble with her opponent, as he moved too fast, making it difficult for her to target him with an attack spell.

      Rose jumped in, moving like lightning as she slashed the creature’s ankles, severing the tendons. He fell flat on his face, crying out in agony. Kailani then dropped to her knees and clutched his head with both hands. She muttered a spell under her breath, and the effect was instant and chilling.

      The creature’s veins turned black. He choked on his own tongue and eventually died.

      As Kailani looked up at me, I realized what the change in her was, more specifically. The swamp witch magic apprenticeship was definitely taking its toll on her, both physically and emotionally. But it had also unlocked some pretty terrifying secrets, such as an ability to grab someone by the head and kill him with a few words.

      “Well, that’s new,” I murmured, staring at her.

      “Yeah. Tell me about it,” she breathed, surprised by her own powers.

      Hunter and Dmitri grappled with the fourth horned Faulty, when Rose cut in with her temporary lightning-speed. She cut into the side of his knee, just as the werewolves moved back to give her the space she needed.

      She then swerved around and drove her sword through his right hip. It wasn’t fatal, but it crippled him. Rose motioned for Hunter and Dmitri. “Hold him down!” she said. “We need him alive!”

      Kailani shot to her feet, instantly reacting to Rose’s request. She put her left index and middle fingers out, pointing them at the surviving Faulty. She whispered a spell, and then the air rippled as a pulse shot from the tips of her fingers and smacked the creature right in the chest.

      He coughed, then fell backward, landing with a heavy thump. He was paralyzed, unable to move. He struggled, desperately, as he broke into a sweat and looked at us with newfound horror. He was down, and he was ours to do with as we pleased.

      We’d just captured our first Faulty.
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      Everything had happened so fast that the magnitude of what I’d just done was only beginning to set in. I’d killed a Faulty with a simple, spoken spell. I had no idea where the words or the energy had sprung from—though, if I were to be honest, I could’ve bet on the Word and easily won. Something was definitely happening to me, and it couldn’t really be categorized as good or bad. Just strange and incredibly powerful.

      Stunning the remaining Faulty was just as surprising, but it wasn’t my first attempt. It was just the first successful one.

      “Well done, Kale!” Ben gasped, awed as he looked at me.

      “How did you do that?” Elonora asked, her slim brows drawn into a faint frown.

      Deep down, I felt a little guilty because I couldn’t tell her everything I’d been experiencing since my sensory deprivation session in the liquid pod back on Calliope. It would’ve made a lot more sense to her as I gradually came into my own using the purest forms of swamp witch magic. Everything that GASP had been using from that triple tome rescued by Draven during Azazel’s reign was child’s play, compared to what I was becoming capable of.

      “I… I’m getting better at my craft,” I murmured, hoping she’d get the point I was trying to get across. I breathed a sigh of relief when she gave me an understanding smile and a brief nod.

      “Think you’d be able to kill like that again?” Rose asked, her cheeks flushed.

      Both she and Elonora were still under the effect of Faulty blood. They were panting and slightly hyperactive, making me wonder how long it would last, given that this wasn’t Perfect blood.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe,” I replied. “It came to me pretty naturally, but I was under duress, too. Plus, I have no precedent for this. We’ll see, I guess.”

      “Either way, again, well done!” Ben said, then nodded at the surviving Faulty. He lay on the ground, grunting and breathing heavily, covered in a slick sheet of sweat as he struggled to move. He couldn’t. I’d paralyzed him. “Now, what do we do with you?”

      The Faulty growled at him, baring his fangs in an aggressive manner.

      “Oh, please. You’re screwed already,” Nevis said, resting his hands behind his back. “You might as well make your life a little easier.”

      “Why? You’re going to kill me anyway!” the Faulty said, looking away.

      There was a dull sadness lingering in his gray eyes. He obviously disliked captivity, but there was something else beneath the surface. It took me a while to figure it out, until I remembered that he was one of the rejected Faulties, just like Kallisto. He, too, was hurting and weighed down by abandonment issues.

      “We didn’t say that,” Rose replied, raising an eyebrow. “I told you before you jumped us, we mean you no harm. Obviously, you attacked us, so we defended ourselves. But we won’t kill you unless you give us no other option.”

      The Faulty thought about it for a second, then sighed deeply.

      “I don’t think there are others close by,” Hunter said, sniffing the air again.

      Using her True Sight, Elonora was able to confirm that, partially. “Coast is clear for about two hundred yards, but there are Faulties hiding in the woods, closer to the center of the island,” she replied.

      “Good thing we have you with us, then.” Dmitri chuckled, giving her an appreciative nod.

      I couldn’t help but smile, until I noticed Nevis glowering at Dmitri from behind. Oh, there was definitely some kind of spark between Elonora and the Dhaxanian prince, though neither was willing to face it. Granted, with everything that had been going on, I had a feeling that romance was the last thing on their minds.

      Even I’d practically forgotten about my own issues regarding Hunter. We’d been in survival mode for over a day, now.

      “So, are you willing to help yourself and us at the same time?” Ben asked the Faulty.

      “What do you want?” the creature replied, his voice strained.

      “Information,” Ben said. “We had a dragon with us. There was a melee with some Perfects, and he landed somewhere around here. Did you see him? Hear him?”

      The Faulty looked at Ben, then shifted his gaze to Rose, frowning. “You’ll let me live if I tell you what I know?”

      Rose smirked, then lowered herself into a crouching position, so she could be closer to his level. “What’s your name? I’m Rose,” she said.

      “Toris,” he answered, keeping his eyes fixed on hers.

      “Toris, you don’t know us, but there is something you should know,” she said. “We always keep our word. It’s part of our ethos. I don’t know what kind of creatures you’ve dealt with before, but when I say I’ll let you live if you help us, I’ll let you live. Emphasis on ‘if you help us,’ though. If we let you go and you come for our heads again, I will bleed you dry and rip your head off. Am I making myself clear?”

      Rose had spoken with such calmness that I was downright petrified. This was a side of her I had never seen before—I’d only heard stories of Rose in a dark mode. And this was as dark as it could get. Her parents were most likely being held captive by Ta’Zan. At least one of her immediate family members might’ve been on the fleet that the Perfects took down. Rose had no time to waste and plenty of blood to shed in order to get to the bottom of this. Frankly, I couldn’t blame her.

      But still, she creeped me out.

      Toris nodded slowly. “So, the one who fell in the water here… is a dragon?” he asked, his voice shaky.

      “He fell here? By this island?” Rose replied.

      “Yes. We heard you from up in the trees,” Toris said. “You were definitely on to something when you spotted the drag marks. We were here when he fell, too. But we couldn’t get closer.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      He looked at me, then pressed his lips into a thin line. He seemed irritated.

      “Come on, Toris. Speak up,” Rose urged him, rolling her eyes.

      “Amane took him,” he finally said. “She was quicker than us to react. She saw him go down and went after him. Once she had your dragon, we couldn’t touch him. Nobody messes with Amane and lives to tell the story.”

      “Wait, who’s Amane?” Ben replied.

      “One of us.” Toris sighed. “Well, she’s the only one of us who chose to leave Ta’Zan. Foolish girl, we all said. Why would you ever want to leave your father, your creator? We think she’s crazy. We know she’s vicious. She’s cut some of us down with little difficulty since we’ve been out of the pods.”

      “Amane left Ta’Zan voluntarily, unlike you and your brethren, who were left behind,” Elonora concluded, staring at Toris as she crossed her arms. “That’s interesting.”

      “It’s ridiculous, that’s what it is!” Toris spat. “We’re all just trying to get back to Ta’Zan, yet she was foolish enough to leave him. That ungrateful beast!”

      “Whoa, define ‘beast,’ though. Is she as big as you?” Dmitri inquired, seeming somewhat disturbed by the prospect of going against some kind of behemoth-sized Faulty. We were barely getting a grip on defeating the likes of Toris, and we were nowhere near ready to deal with bigger game.

      Toris lifted his head so he could get a better look at Dmitri, then grinned. “She would eat you for breakfast,” he said.

      “Do you know where she took our dragon? If he was still alive?” Rose replied, drawing him back to the core of our inquiry.

      “Amane wouldn’t trouble herself with corpses,” Toris said. “Though I’m not sure what she wanted with your dragon.”

      “What did you want with our dragon, then?” I asked. “You said you couldn’t get to him because of Amane, which clearly indicates your intention to grab him, in the first place. Why?”

      “If we catch one of you, dead or alive, we can bring you to Ta’Zan. It’s just a common thought we’re all expressing among ourselves, that if we bring our father the likes of you for his work, he’ll let us back into the fold,” Toris explained, staring up at the palm tree leaves above us.

      “Even after he kicked you out, you want to go back?” Rose murmured. “Kallisto said the same. I don’t get it. Ta’Zan doesn’t want you back. Why would you ever go to such lengths to get to him, if he’s rejected you?”

      Toris chuckled. “Kallisto. Now, that’s a loon,” he said. “Listen, you wouldn’t understand. Ta’Zan is our only hope. Our creator. The only one who gives meaning to our lives. I don’t know how to explain it, but we’re just savages without him. I just want to go back under his guidance. I don’t like squatting in these jungles.”

      Hunter cleared his throat. “So, what you’re saying is that Amane took our dragon, who was still alive. Otherwise she wouldn’t have taken him. Why, though? If she left Ta’Zan, why would she take our dragon? To bring Ta’Zan a gift? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Of course it doesn’t make sense, because that’s not why Amane took him,” Toris replied. “I think she’d rather die than go back to Ta’Zan.”

      “Then why?” Hunter said, still quite confused, much like the rest of us.

      “I don’t know. And, honestly, I’m not sure I want to find out. Nobody wants to go anywhere near Amane. She’s powerful and deadly to many of us,” Toris mumbled.

      Rose motioned for me to get him up. I nodded, then whispered a manipulation spell I’d had swirling in my head for a couple of hours now. A pulse shot out from my hand, then vanished inside Toris’s chest. I moved my fingers, as if manipulating a puppet on strings, and held my breath as Toris was brought up into a standing position by invisible forces.

      My whole crew stared at him, then at me. Needless to say, the Faulty was equally stunned. He was also unable to do anything against my spell.

      That was the weirdest thing about my communion with the Word. It was constant and just beneath the surface. Depending on the circumstances, various words trickled into my ears, forming strings of chants in a language I’d yet to fully understand. I knew what everything meant, though. I knew what kind of spell I was casting, and, depending on the amount of adrenaline and the intensity of my emotions, I could deliver some pretty powerful stuff.

      But I couldn’t really explain how it all worked. It just did.

      Also, it kept evolving. It was as if I’d been connected to a live circuit. I could feel the energy buzzing through me, eager to be released. Whenever too much got bottled up, it got on my nerves and made me irritable. From what I was able to tell so far, the more often I released a spell, even a minor one, the farther away I got from the edge.

      My psyche and my emotional wellbeing were intrinsically connected to the Word. There was no doubt about that. Just tons of questions regarding how it all worked, and a lot of frustration because I couldn’t share any of this stuff with those closest to me—especially Elonora, who’d definitely noticed the changes in me.

      “Look at you, puppet mistress,” Elonora murmured, her eyes wide as I continued to move my fingers and forced Toris to walk around a bit, just so I could get better acquainted with his physical form under my control. It was a lot like mastering an actual puppet, in fact. I needed time to make his movements seem more natural.

      For now, however, it didn’t matter that he stalked around like a sentient stick doll. What mattered was that he was moving and that he was under my control.

      “Kale, where is all this stuff coming from?” Hunter asked, equally stunned.

      I sighed. “You know I can’t say anything.”

      “Do you have full control over it, though?” Rose replied, watching as I forced Toris to stop and turn around to face us.

      “I guess. I mean, right now I do,” I said. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do it again.”

      It was difficult to explain that I couldn’t remember the incantations, since they were in a strange language. I only uttered them when I heard them in my head. It was as if the Word was alive inside me, and it spoke to me in specific moments, urging me to say these weird words and cast spells. But, because I didn’t understand any of the gibberish, I had trouble saying it again on my own, in different circumstances.

      It was weird, and I loathed the uncertainty. However, I was determined to get the hang of it and do it on my own. I just didn’t know when that would happen.

      “Okay, Kale’s weird swamp witch spurts aside, what next?” Zeriel interjected, sheathing his sword.

      “We get Toris here to take us to Amane,” Rose replied. “I’m sure he knows where we can find her.”

      Toris snorted. “Right. Because that’s what we do out here, in the wild. Keep an eye on Amane.”

      “Of course,” Rose said, her eyes shrinking to a pair of cold, soul-cutting slits. “You’re all afraid of her. You make it your business to know where she is, so you can keep your distance and not set foot in her territory.”

      Toris blinked several times. “You’d be foolish to go looking for her. She’s very difficult to track and impossible to approach. Not without losing a limb, anyway. You might as well kiss your dragon goodbye.”

      “Toris, maybe I didn’t make myself clear before. You either help us find Amane and our dragon, or I will have no problem ripping your throat out,” Rose hissed. “What’ll it be?”

      The Faulty’s shoulders dropped. He nodded to his left.

      “She’ll be deep in the woods, to the northwest,” he muttered.

      “How do we know if he’s telling the truth, though?” Elonora said. “What if he takes us into a trap, like Kallisto did? How can we trust him?”

      We all thought about it for a few moments, before Nevis spoke up. “You can keep your True Sight on at all times,” he said. “Besides, Toris is under Kailani’s control,” he added, then looked at me. “If you die, will the spells you put on him go away?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. He’ll be stuck like that, paralyzed, food for any predator nearby.”

      “Therefore, I doubt Toris would be stupid enough to draw us into a trap, given that his survival depends solely on us,” Nevis replied. “On top of that, we know better than last time. We know what the Faulties are and what they can do.”

      “Nevis is right,” Ben said. “Conditions have changed. We’re not going in blind, like before, not knowing what to expect. It doesn’t make it less risky, of course, but at least we have a clue as to what lies ahead.”

      “I’ll take you to Amane.” Toris sighed. “I promise. Just like you promised to spare me if I help you. I expect you to keep your word, just like I will keep mine.”

      “Fair enough. Lead the way,” Rose replied.

      Toris then looked at me, shooting thousands of daggers with his grayish eyes. “Think you can loosen the leash a little bit? Just enough so I can walk by myself and guide you all?”

      Before I could even respond, a whisper emerged from the back of my head. A tiny, ephemeral spell, designed to let him move but prohibit him from taking any action against us. I whispered it quickly, afraid I’d forget the words as fast as they came to me. It had happened before during combat, which was why I’d had to rely on my natural witch abilities and my sword to fight our enemies.

      As soon as I uttered the last line of the spell, a third pulse shot out from my hand. It hit Toris in the stomach, allowing him to move freely. He gave me a brief, thankful nod, then turned around and headed deeper into the palm forest.

      We all followed. Hunter kept one hand on his sword handle, walking closely behind Toris, ready to intervene, in case the Faulty decided to try something against us. I knew it wasn’t necessary, since he’d been bound by magic, but I figured it was better if Toris saw that we weren’t going to put our guard down and rely solely on a control spell. I wanted him to be afraid, to know that one wrong move could remove his head from his body with lightning speed.

      My stomach churned as we moved forward. There was a thread of relief going through me at the thought that Amane wouldn’t have taken Ridan if he were dead. However, without knowing what her intentions were, it didn’t mean Ridan was out of harm’s way.
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      I had the weirdest dream of drowning, then being pulled out of the water by a strange creature with blazing orange eyes and white hair.

      As soon as I opened my eyes, however, I knew it wasn’t just a dream.

      I’d simply been replaying my near-death experience through my subconscious processes. I’d fallen into the water, miles from where Araquiel had struck me. I’d had to shift out of my dragon form, yet I’d still almost drowned in an attempt to get back to the surface.

      She’d saved me… whoever she was.

      I looked around and immediately recognized my surroundings. I’d woken up here before, though I wasn’t sure when. I had no notion of time.

      She sat by the fire, wearing her cloak made of palm leaves and her coconut-like mask. It was nighttime, and I could hear insects chirping nearby, in a tranquil and rhythmic symphony. We were deep in a palm tree forest. The crowns were so thick overhead that the bluish moon barely managed to slip its rays through, in thin lines that cast an azure glow on everything they touched.

      I was still tied to a tree, in an upright position. My wounds didn’t hurt as much, though. From what I could tell, I was healing faster than usual. I had a feeling that whatever she’d used to wrap me with had a speeding effect on my recovery. Araquiel had torn me up pretty badly. That bastard! I can’t wait to rip his spine out.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I managed, then cleared my throat. It was parched, as if riddled with cactus pins. “Can I have some water, please?”

      I figured I might as well try the civil approach this time, since she’d knocked me out during my previous attempt to free myself. I didn’t want to lose another handful of hours by getting conked on the head. She looked up at me, then brought over a hard shell filled with fresh water.

      I watched her come toward me, noticing the soft sway in her hips and her long legs. They were beautifully sculpted, with tanned skin stretching over the toned muscles. She’d had her fair share of athletic training—I could tell.

      She put the shell against my lips and slowly tilted it. I opened my mouth and welcomed the water. The cool liquid poured down my rough throat and instantly invigorated me. I felt like a dry field in the middle of a summer rain, welcoming the hydration and practically blooming on the inside. I could see, hear, and smell better already.

      As soon as she moved back, I gave her a smile.

      “Thanks. Getting my strength back already,” I said.

      She didn’t reply, but she also didn’t walk away. She just watched me, and I felt like an ant under a magnifying glass, about to get burned by a concentrated ray of sunshine.

      “You do realize I can free myself, right?” I added, raising an eyebrow.

      I wanted to see how she’d react this time, without me actually trying to tear the ropes off.

      “You so much as move a muscle, and I will slit your throat,” she replied.

      Her voice left me bewildered. It was soft, yet just a little raspy—enough to make my spine tingle, and not in a bad way. It felt weird, mainly because she was a Faulty. Technically speaking, she was an enemy. But she’d also saved my life, so her status to me, in particular, was in a big fat limbo.

      “Ah. So, you can talk,” I said.

      “I just choose not to.”

      “Why would you slit my throat if I tried to free myself?” I asked. “I mean you no harm.”

      “That’s for me to decide,” she answered.

      “Then what? You’ll take me to Ta’Zan? Is that it?”

      She scoffed, then took her mask off. My heart stopped. Hers was a wild kind of beauty. It stirred me to my core. It scared me, and it exhilarated me at the same time. I wasn’t supposed to feel attracted to her, but it was downright impossible to ignore the magnetic pull that I felt as I lost myself in her orange eyes.

      “You’re of no use to me alive,” she replied.

      “I thought Ta’Zan preferred his specimens alive.”

      “You’re assuming I intend to take you to Ta’Zan.”

      “So… you don’t?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do with you yet,” she replied, crossing her arms. I couldn’t take my eyes off her oval face, her full lips and soft cheekbones. She was like a moving work of art, her tanned skin contrasting beautifully with her orange eyes and pure white hair. I’d never seen anyone like her before. Perhaps it was the novelty that had taken my breath away. “All I know is that if you disobey me, I’m well within my rights to kill you.”

      “I told you, I mean you no harm,” I groaned.

      “That’s what you say,” she replied.

      A couple of seconds passed in awkward silence. I narrowed my eyes at her. I was beginning to feel uncomfortable, tied up to this tree, but I decided to put up with it for a little while longer. All I had to do was let my fire breath loose and obliterate my restraints, before she could even reach me. My reflexes were much sharper than the first time I’d woken up in her presence.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her.

      She walked back to her campfire and settled on a round rock, turning a small animal she’d most likely hunted earlier, so it could roast evenly over the flames.

      “I’m Ridan,” I said, since she seemed reluctant to speak again.

      “Amane,” she murmured.

      “Amane,” I repeated, nodding slowly. “Mind if I ask what we’re doing here?”

      Her eyes found mine, and my heart flipped again. What a treacherous little organ!

      “I told you, I haven’t decided yet.” She sighed. “The sensible thing would be to send you packing to Ta’Zan, but… knowing what your life would be like once he gets you… Well, frankly, you might be better off dead, in the end. So, I might kill you.”

      A chill ran down my spine. She seemed perfectly capable of doing that, judging by her smooth movements and her fierce stare. I didn’t scare her—though I doubted she’d seen me at my best. After all, I’d flopped into the ocean like a limp jellyfish by the time she’d spotted me. Why did I have such an urge to show her my true form? Was I looking to intimidate or impress her?

      Snap out of it. She might want to kill you.

      “There’s no in between, then, where you just let me walk away?” I asked.

      “What’s the point?” she replied, raising an eyebrow. “There’s no escaping Ta’Zan and his Perfects, no matter how hard you try to resist.”

      The nihilism didn’t sit well with me. “You underestimate me, Amane.”

      “Do I, really?” she retorted, then chuckled softly. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. “I’ve seen you fight. I’ve seen your people fight, too. I’ll give you credit for holding your ground longer than most of my kind, but still, it’s not enough. Ta’Zan and the Perfects will catch you all. I, for one, don’t want to get between Ta’Zan and his prey.”

      I smirked. “You call him Ta’Zan. You don’t call him ‘Father,’ like the other Faulties we’ve come across,” I said.

      She shook her head, then took the animal off the fire and carefully tore the roasted meat off its bones, slipping generous pieces between her lips and chewing patiently. She didn’t seem too crazy about her food, but I figured it was the best she could get out here in the wild. She’d also gathered some fruits by her stone—probably dessert. It told me a little bit more about the Faulties and their nutritional needs. They were, in many ways, it seemed, like us.

      “I’ll admit, I didn’t see the blood-drinking coming,” Amane said, slightly amused. “Neither did Oriphiel and the others. That was fun to watch.”

      “Whoa. You were there? In the colosseum?” I croaked, utterly shocked.

      “You wouldn’t have seen me. No one did,” she replied. “I’m very good at keeping a low profile.”

      “That means you saw what Araquiel did to me, and you chose to come rescue me?”

      She gave me a brief glance, then nodded and moved on to the fruit. “Mm-hm. I wanted to see what you were,” she said. “Frankly, I didn’t catch the whole conversation. I only spotted you and your people in the arena. I saw you turn into a massive beast, then I watched Araquiel beat you into a bleeding mess,” she added, then chuckled again.

      Part of me boiled, eager to go full dragon and show her my might. But the rest of my consciousness was focused on that soft laughter and the effect it had on my senses. What the hell is happening to me?

      Upon second thought, I realized she would’ve already killed me if she wanted to. She didn’t. She kept threatening me, but it was most likely so she could assert herself as the dominant creature in this unexpected dynamic. I decided to play along, in order to get more information while she was willing to speak.

      “Why did you save me, Amane?” I asked, my voice low. “You could’ve left me there to drown.”

      “You ask too many questions.”

      “I think I deserve some answers, wouldn’t you say?” I replied, looking down at my restraints, then back at her.

      “I’m curious.”

      “About what, exactly?”

      “About you and your friends. What are you, Ridan? What are your friends—specifically those who drank Perfect blood and increased their speed and strength as a result?” A muscle was ticking in her jaw.

      I let out a long and tortured sigh. “I’m a dragon. The blood-drinkers are vampires,” I said.

      “Ah. That’s interesting,” she murmured, her gaze darting around as she processed the information. “It was impressive to watch the vampires in action, but I still don’t think you have what it takes to put up a fight against the Perfects.”

      “You don’t seem surprised to see us here,” I breathed, the wheels turning in my head as I started putting some of the puzzle pieces together. There was a lot still missing, but something told me Amane could fill in the gaps, if she was willing to talk.

      “Of course not. I figured it was only a matter of time before you people came looking for Derek and the others in his group.”

      My stomach dropped. This was the first clear mention of Derek since we’d met the Faulties and the Perfects. My suspicions about Amane were starting to sound more and more like perfectly sound snippets of reality.

      “You know Derek? Sofia? Aiden, Kailyn, and the others?” I managed, my voice barely audible. She nodded. “Are they okay? Are they alive? Are they hurt? You have to tell me.”

      “They’re fine. Ta’Zan needs them alive for now, don’t worry.”

      “How can I not worry? They’re being held prisoner while your creator uses their genes to create his murderous Perfects!” I replied, anger bubbling up to the surface and heating me up from the inside.

      “I have no control over Ta’Zan’s actions,” Amane said, equally frustrated. “I never asked for any of this. I never wanted this for myself or anyone else! I’m just doing what I can with what I’ve got left, that’s all!”

      “And what’s that, exactly?” I asked.

      She was close to letting something slip. I could almost feel it.

      A branch broke somewhere behind my tree. She froze, her gaze fixed on the source of the noise. I heard footsteps. My pulse quickened as I took a deep breath, hoping to catch a familiar scent. I did—jasmine, lavender, sea salt, and musk, a combination of fragrances coming from the people I’d been hoping to see again very soon.

      Rose was the first to step out from the woods and into my line of sight.

      Amane was stunned.

      Elonora, Nevis, Kailani, Vesta, Zeriel, Dmitri, Ben and Hunter joined her, accompanied by what looked like a horned Faulty, somewhat similar to the ones we’d first fought in the jungles outside the diamond colosseum—though much bigger in size. He didn’t look happy to be here, but, knowing my crew, he probably didn’t have much of a choice.

      Rose smiled when she saw me.

      “Ridan. Good to see you’re alive and well,” she said, then looked at Amane. “I take it this is Amane?”

      Silence fell, and Amane took a couple of steps back. Judging by the shocked look on her face, she hadn’t seen this coming. She hadn’t even heard my crew approach until it was too late. She stared at me for a brief second, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before she either fled or retaliated.

      I also knew that we needed her alive and with us. Amane had crucial information that could get us closer to finding and saving our people.

      Damned if I’m letting you slip away.
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      My eyes popped open.

      I instinctively squinted as I was met by a white light.

      As soon as my vision adjusted, my consciousness caught up with me. My memories came back with a vengeance, crashing into me like a bucket of ice water. The fleet… The ships we’d been leading toward Strava’s surface… The flashing lights and the ensuing destruction…

      My heart ached as I remembered everything, from the moment we realized that we were being attacked by those strange creatures, until the moment I was pulled out of the escape pod and wheeled into what looked like a hospital.

      I remembered shouting Anjani’s name out, loud and clear, then being told to stop squirming, or the bleeding would get worse. The faces of my captors were clear, permanently etched into my retinas—beautiful but strange creatures. Those caring for me were hybrids of some sort, with patches of animal fur or scales covering portions of their bodies. Those who had destroyed our fleet were… What did they look like? I couldn’t say for sure. I’d only caught glimpses of their humanoid silhouettes between explosions.

      “Anjani,” I croaked, feeling my throat dry.

      I wanted to move, but all my muscles hurt. My joints felt stiff. I hadn’t experienced anything like this since our battle against Azazel and his Destroyers. I’d gotten my ass handed to me this time, and I didn’t even have a split second to react. Whatever those creatures were, their speed and strength were incredible, well beyond every other lifeform I’d seen.

      I tried to bring a hand up to my face, but I couldn’t. I heard a metallic jingle, then looked down. I’d been cuffed to the bed. Next to me, in a separate bed and also cuffed, was Anjani. A wave of relief washed over me when I saw her chest move slowly with each breath that she took. My love was alive.

      “Anjani,” I whispered, hoping I’d wake her up without making too much noise. “Baby, wake up! Can you hear me?”

      I couldn’t afford to grieve, though I knew we’d lost a substantial number of fighters in the attack. I was too worried thinking about the many who had survived. I wondered if they’d taken down the third ship, too. Harper had kept it back. In hindsight, that might’ve been a smart move, if they weren’t pulled into the fight. But Jax and Hansa… they were manning the second ship. Heath… Varga, Elonora’s brother… Wren, Malia, and Beloren, Hansa’s succubi lieutenants… Many others whose whereabouts I knew nothing of…

      There was no time to cry. This wasn’t the place.

      My training kicked into action, forcing me to quickly assess my environment. Yes, I was cuffed to a bed, but I was still in a medical ward. The walls were white, and so were the marble floors. Everything was clean and sterilized, and I could smell the disinfectant liquids they used—somewhat similar to what I’d found in hospitals back on Earth. But there was another scent that caught my attention. A mixture of ammonia and lemon. Sharp but not over the top.

      There were IV bags connected to our forearms with long thin needles. I could feel them under my skin. They’d taped some kind of sensors to my forehead, linked to a monitor, but I couldn’t make anything out from its display, except for one moving line—my pulse. I knew nothing of the symbols or the language used. Close to my bed was a metal table covered with a variety of medical instruments, bandages, and all kinds of multicolored liquids. I figured those were used to patch us up.

      I was sore all over, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as before I’d passed out. I’d definitely been injured during my attempt to escape in one of the shuttles with Anjani, but I couldn’t assess the damage properly. Maybe I was already healing, or maybe I’d been pumped full of tranquilizers, leaving me with this dull, full-body pain.

      Anjani finally opened her eyes, blinking several times and exhaling. Her silvery glow was pale, almost gone. She’d lost a lot of blood.

      “Honey, I’m here,” I said to her.

      She turned her head and stilled, her emerald-gold eyes wide as they found me.

      “Jovi,” she breathed, her lips dry and crusty.

      “Thank the stars that you’re okay,” I replied, dangerously close to tearing up at the sight of her, fully conscious. “How are you feeling?”

      She thought about it for a second, then frowned. “Okay, I think. Where are we?”

      “Enemy territory,” I said. “Their medical ward or something. What do you remember?”

      Tears glazed her eyes. Deep down, I already knew that she remembered everything. It was written all over her face. The grief, the shock, the anger… all there, blazing hot as they did inside me. I would’ve given anything just to hold her, but I couldn’t. Not yet, anyway.

      “They ravaged us,” Anjani whispered. “They were so fast… so destructive. We barely made it to one of the escape pods in time.”

      “They intercepted the shuttle,” I replied. “I think that was where most of my injuries came from. I remember the guy who brought me in. Weird fella, scales and big yellow eyes. For a second there, I thought we were back in Azazel’s days, with Destroyers and whatnot.”

      “Yeah. I remember the one who brought me in, too. He kept telling me to lie still, that you were okay.”

      “That you should worry more about yourself,” I added, remembering similar advice given to me by my scaly caretaker. “They stitched us up, though, from what I can tell.”

      “Jovi.” Anjani sighed, her gaze fixed on me. “Did you see Hansa on your way in? Jax? Anyone in our crew?”

      Her lower lip trembled, and I dreaded telling her the truth, but I couldn’t lie to her. “I don’t know if they’re okay, honey,” I replied. “I didn’t see her or Jax. I only remember seeing Heath. They were wheeling him into another room. He was pretty out of it, though. But I do remember that most of us followed the evacuation protocol quickly. I think most of us made it.”

      She nodded slowly, then swallowed back tears, as she chose to focus on the two of us and the situation at hand. Her warrior nature had pierced through the surface and had taken over. Hansa wouldn’t have wanted anything less from her younger sister, after all. I ignored the knot in my throat and channeled everything I had into assessing our situation and formulating a way out.

      “What are they?” Anjani asked.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. But they’re stronger than anything we’ve ever dealt with, for sure. They took our dragons out like it was a walk in the park.”

      “Yes, they were fast. I could barely see them,” she replied. “And they had some kind of fire powers, too. They could fly. They tore through the ship’s hull as if it were made of paper,” she added. “We need to get out of here, Jovi.”

      “I know, but… how?” I said, then tried to pull my hand up again. These weren’t regular cuffs, for sure. They were made of reinforced steel, and the chains were equally unbreakable. There were symbols engraved along the edges, but I didn’t recognize them. “I’m not sure if this is magic or just some heavy-duty type of cuff that I can’t break on my own.”

      Anjani struggled to free herself as well, but to no avail. Frustration built up as we tried harder, pulling until the metal cuffs bit into our skin and drew blood. Still, nothing. I even tried banging one of the cuffs against the bed’s metal frame, but it didn’t even scratch the surface. I cursed under my breath.

      “We might have to wait until one of them comes in, then maybe talk our way out of these cuffs,” Anjani murmured, then bit her lower lip.

      Some time passed as we waited for someone to come in. Neither of us had the will to speak, apart from the basics. The more we stayed here, the deeper it all hurt. The more useless I felt.

      The door opened, and both Anjani and I froze.

      Three creatures walked in. I recognized one of them, the male hybrid with yellow eyes and black scales, as the one who had first wheeled me into the hospital. If this is a hospital, anyway. The one in the middle was tall and handsome, with long, pale gray hair and the strangest eyes—one blue and one green. He was beautiful, and it took me a few seconds to tear my eyes off him to check out the third visitor. It was a female, with white hair cascading down her back, ivory skin with parts of it covered in amber scales, and bright orange eyes.

      They were all superb creatures, out of this world and, at the same time, quite creepy. I wasn’t sure what it was about them, exactly, that put me on edge, but they made me feel uneasy. Their expressions didn’t tell me much, but their movements exuded grace. They were tall and slender, clad in white silk tunics. The one in the middle, the male with gray hair and strange eyes, wore a heavy silver necklace around his neck—it covered his chest with long, rectangular plates, each encrusted with a variety of multicolored gemstones. It set him apart from the other two, along with the absence of any animal or reptilian features. His pointy ears were similar to the Dhaxanians, but I had a feeling he wasn’t one of them.

      “Glad to see you’ve both made it,” he said, his voice low and smooth.

      I gave Anjani a brief sideways glance, then shifted my focus to him. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Ta’Zan,” he replied. “This is Amal,” he added, nodding at the female, then at the yellow-eyed male, “and this is Monos.”

      “Yeah, well, sorry I can’t say it’s nice to meet you,” I grumbled, feeling my blood simmer.

      Ta’Zan smirked. “I wouldn’t expect you to,” he said. “You are, after all, prisoners of war.”

      “You’re responsible for what happened to us,” Anjani hissed, squirming against her restraints.

      “You’re the ones who came in, eager to wage war,” Ta’Zan replied. “We merely defended ourselves.”

      “That’s up for debate,” I replied. “We came here looking for our people. We didn’t launch the first strike. We didn’t show any sign of aggression. Your… whatever those creatures were, they started it! They attacked us!”

      Ta’Zan sighed, while Monos came to my bedside and took notes from what he read on the screen. I watched him quietly. Our eyes met for a brief moment, but he quickly looked away and chose to focus on changing my IV bags and bandages. Amal did the same to Anjani, who kept growling whenever Amal got close or touched her.

      “Do your job, Amal,” Ta’Zan said, slightly amused. “She won’t hurt you.”

      “You sound pretty sure of yourself,” Anjani retorted, glaring at him.

      “You’re free to try, but, be advised, I won’t be sad if you’re put down,” Ta’Zan replied. “We captured plenty of your silvery kind. It’s not like I’m lacking specimens.”

      Anjani frowned, utterly confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “What do you want from us?” I asked, while Monos removed some of my bandages. I caught a glimpse of my stitched-up wounds—they’d used some kind of silk thread, and the cuts had already closed. He applied an ointment, then covered them with fresh bandages and white paper tape. Whatever that cream was, it was oily and smelly, but it had a soothing effect, as I’d been dealing with some serious itches.

      “Your genetic material,” Ta’Zan replied bluntly. “I’m not going to repeat myself whenever one of you asks me these questions, though. You’ll soon be placed with the others, and I’m sure they’ll bring you up to speed.”

      “The others?” Anjani breathed, her eyes wide.

      I couldn’t get past the “generic material” part as quickly as she did, though. “Whoa. What do you want with our genetic material? What… What’s this all about?”

      “Like I said, I’m sure the others will tell you,” Ta’Zan said. “I honestly don’t have the patience to elaborate on everything, over and over again. But, to keep it brief, I’m building the perfect lifeforms, and I need your genes to improve my creations. Now, be a good wolf and a good succubus while my assistants fit you with behavior controllers, so we can move you to your new enclosure.”

      It didn’t take too long for me to put two and two together, and not without getting the chills, since he’d made it sound like we were the new animals at a zoo—behavior controllers, new enclosure… All that was missing was a net and a guy in cargo shorts trying to lure us into a cage with a chunk of raw meat.

      What really stood out was his statement regarding the perfect lifeforms. I couldn’t help but wonder if they were the ones who’d taken our ships down.

      “By ‘perfect lifeforms’ you mean those things that attacked us?” I asked, my voice trembling slightly.

      Ta’Zan gave me an appreciative nod. “You’re quite observant. I’m impressed. I didn’t expect much from a half-mutt.”

      “Call me a half-mutt again,” I growled, eager to jump out of my bed and tear into him. Unfortunately, the cuffs kept me down. Lucky for him.

      “You are a hybrid. Half wolf, half human,” Ta’Zan replied dryly.

      “You seem to know a lot about us, yet we know nothing about you,” Anjani said, as Amal finished changing her IV.

      “You should hold on to this,” Amal said to her, pointing at the transparent bag. “Once it’s finished, you can remove it. It will help speed up the healing process,” she added, then nodded at me. “You should do the same. You’re both getting out of here soon, but I strongly advise you keep the bags on.”

      I frowned, then looked at Monos, who took out a metal collar with blinking blue lights. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Something to keep you on your best behavior,” Ta’Zan said, watching me with keen interest. He then smiled at Anjani. “I know everything about your physical characteristics, Anjani. I know your names, your worlds of origin, and your nutritional needs. In short, I know enough to find you useful for my work.”

      “That didn’t sound creepy at all,” I mumbled, my jaw stiffening as Monos put the collar around my neck. I heard the click and felt a sting in the back of my neck. “Ow.”

      “It’s connected to your brain waves,” Monos explained. “Do not attempt to do anything against us or Ta’Zan, or it will shock you. The electrical charge is powerful enough to kill you, if you persist.”

      I saw Amal put a similar collar around Anjani’s neck. She didn’t look happy about it. It just made everything infinitely more difficult. Our escape plans were slipping through our fingers.

      “Now, if you both behave and obey my orders, you will live a long and quiet life,” Ta’Zan said. “However, be advised, the moment you prove to be more of a hassle than you are a useful resource, I will have you terminated. Like I’ve said to your friends already, resistance is futile. The sooner you comply and accept your fates, the better.”

      Monos and Amal took the cuffs off, then helped both Anjani and me out of our beds. I felt the cold spread through my legs once my feet touched the floor. My knees were weak, but I could stand on my own. They’d dressed us in simple white robes, which ended just above our calves and were comfortably large. They reminded me of the hospital garb back on Earth, except they didn’t leave our rears exposed, and they were made from a soft, cotton-like fabric.

      Ta’Zan stepped back, allowing Monos and Amal to escort us out of the room. The moment I passed by Ta’Zan was a crucial one for my existence. I was tempted to rip his throat out, but my entire body buzzed. I sucked in a breath, realizing that my collar had just issued a soft electrical warning, letting me know that even my intentions to harm him were being monitored. If not for my anger and frustration, I would’ve been impressed by the technology.

      Plenty of thoughts went through my head as we stepped out into the hallway. Most of them involved hijacking the collars and breaking out of this place—but the architecture and function of each space we passed through left me speechless.

      It was definitely a hospital, with dozens of rooms on this single floor. Hybrids like Amal and Monos buzzed through the hallway, pushing gurneys in and out of different wards—I saw dozens of our people, but I didn’t know them personally. I’d only seen them in passing or during training sessions on Mount Zur: incubi, succubi, vampires and Maras, daemons, Bajangs and Manticores, werewolves… Ta’Zan’s people had captured plenty from our ranks and from different species. Genetically speaking, he’d gotten his hands on a cornucopia of specimens.

      I had many questions for Ta’Zan, but he’d already made it clear that he wasn’t going to tell me anything else. I had no choice but to wait until I could speak to someone who knew more.

      Monos and Amal stayed by our side as we walked through the hallway, with Ta’Zan right behind us. I wanted to stop and check on the GASP fighters I’d seen brought in, but Monos’s discreet nudges made me understand that I wasn’t allowed to talk to them—not yet, anyway. Most were injured and were most likely about to undergo treatment. Anjani and I were the only ones walking, from what I’d seen so far.

      “How many of us did you capture?” I asked.

      The hallway seemed endless, stretching on for several minutes as we kept walking and passing by open surgery rooms. I caught a glimpse of two hybrids operating on a Dhaxanian. He moaned and squirmed, gripping the sides of the gurney. Frost spread out before one of the hybrids shoved a syringe in his shoulder and injected a green liquid. It instantly knocked him out.

      “About six hundred,” Ta’Zan replied. “But fifty or so are in critical condition and might not make it through the night. They’ve incurred substantial damage that not even our resources can heal.”

      My stomach churned. All I could think of was who those survivors were.

      “You killed two-hundred of our people, then,” Anjani murmured, looking down. I knew her well enough to understand the amount of effort she was putting into not attacking our captors. Even with that collar on, Anjani could deliver substantial damage before being subdued. It wasn’t enough, though. We needed a smart exit plan.

      “Approximately, yes. I’d worry less about them, if I were you,” Ta’Zan replied. “They’re gone, and there is nothing you can do to change that.”

      Anjani and I looked at each other. I could see the grief glimmering in her eyes as she fought back another round of tears. I felt the same way, but we both had to focus on a solution. There was no time to cry over those we’d lost.

      Monos went ahead and opened a side door. Natural light poured in.

      As soon as we reached him, I found myself holding my breath. We stepped into a massive circular dome made entirely from a diamond-like material. The sunlight broke through and refracted into billions of colors across the grass. It was a beautiful structure, and it seemed to filter the sunlight as it came through. The place was filled with hundreds of our people, including vampires and Maras, and no one had burst into flames yet.

      “Hansa!” I heard Anjani shout.

      She dashed across the grass and threw herself into Hansa’s arms. I couldn’t help but smile, seeing both Hansa and Jax alive. They were wearing the same white robes as us and were also carrying their own IV bags. They’d clearly been injured in the melee and were now recovering.

      I moved forward, welcoming the soft ground and grass under my feet. I quickly scanned the crowd. All the survivors were fitted with electric-shock collars like mine. And they were all pissed off—vampires, sentries, Druids, Maras, fae, daemons… all kinds of creatures from all three dimensions, all warriors we’d enlisted in GASP… all survivors of what would later be remembered as the bloodiest massacre in our agency’s history.

      That is, if there is going to be a later.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Ta’Zan simply standing in the doorway, accompanied by Amal and Monos. The hybrids didn’t seem as pleased as he was. For a second there, I thought they could maybe be swayed into helping us. I made a note of that, then turned my focus back to Jax and Hansa as I reached them.

      We hugged one another, thankful to find ourselves alive.

      “Are you guys okay?” I asked, measuring them both from head to toe, while the others in our fleet slowly gathered around us.

      Jax nodded. “For the most part, yes,” he replied, then gave Hansa a warm smile. “I guess we’re the lucky ones.”

      “Well, it’s us and cockroaches,” I replied. “We’ll survive anything.”

      “Jovi, you son of a gun!” A male voice shot through the murmuring crowd.

      I quickly spotted him, grinning as he made his way toward us. It was Varga Goode, Elonora’s brother. Relief washed over me in cold waves. I would’ve hated it if Elonora had lost him in the attack. It was bad enough she was stuck somewhere on Strava and was running for her life while looking for her grandparents (and ours, for that matter).
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      “Varga! You made it!” Jovi croaked, welcoming Varga’s brotherly embrace. He coughed, surprised by the vampire sentry’s strength. “I see you didn’t get hurt as badly?”

      Varga shook his head, grinning. “No, but I took one of the bastards down just as they pulled me out of my shuttle,” he replied. “Granted, the Faulties knocked me out after that, but I managed to do some damage beforehand.”

      “What good did that do?” Heath cut in, stepping out from the crowd. He leaned against a young Mara for support, grimacing from the pain. He’d taken a serious hit. Jax and I had been relatively lucky, as we were almost fully healed. Whatever was in those IV bags they’d had us hold on to, it was certainly helping with the recovery process.

      “Good to see you walking and talking,” Jovi said to him, then shook his hand. “I’d hug you, but—”

      “Six broken ribs. No, thank you,” Heath replied.

      Anjani greeted some of the other succubi who had survived. I was so happy to see her breathing. I’d experienced sheer agony over the past few hours, wondering if she’d made it. The Faulties who had taken care of Jax and me had been annoyingly quiet—even when I’d asked them about survivors, they’d kept their traps shut. The spineless bastards.

      A couple of Druids came forward—Thadeus and Ori. Jovi hugged them both, thrilled to see them alive. They were already a critically endangered species, and this fleet disaster didn’t help. Thadeus had left one of his councilors in charge, back on Persea, to join us on this mission. Ori had passed the torch to Damion for Purgaris, just until he came back.

      From the way things looked, however, I wasn’t sure when that would be.

      “You’re a resilient little wolf, aren’t you?” Ori chuckled. “I saw you and Anjani escape in the pod. Then I saw them ram into the pod. I thought you two were goners.”

      “They took every shuttle out, but not to kill us; they made an effort to keep us alive,” Jax replied.

      “What can you tell us about them? About Ta’Zan?” Jovi asked, scratching the back of his head.

      He slipped a finger under the collar, feeling the needle extending from the band and into his neck. I knew what he was doing. I’d tried it, too. The needle entry point was sore, but it wasn’t bleeding.

      “Yeah, you don’t want to do that,” I muttered.

      He ignored my advice, then tried to grip the needle with two fingers and pull it back, but he got zapped.

      Varga watched him with slight amusement and arms crossed. “We all tried that. Nearly fried myself to death,” he said.

      “There’s not much I know about these creatures,” Jax replied, “but what I do know isn’t good at all.”

      We all turned our heads toward the only door, just in time to see Ta’Zan walk out, with Amal and Monos right behind him. The door closed automatically, and we were left on our own inside that giant diamond dome. Only then did Jovi spot the figures moving beyond the crystal wall, tall and muscular. They moved slowly, patrolling the outside of our “enclosure.” There was a faint glow covering their bodies, much like an aura, but not as intense as mine when I experienced powerful emotions, for example. I’d already gotten used to their presence, since Jax and I had been brought here a few hours before Jovi and Anjani.

      “Those are Perfects,” Jax explained, nodding at the figures. “You see, Derek and his group definitely stirred something up here. They accidentally awakened Ta’Zan and his first five hundred specimens.”

      “Specimens?” Anjani asked, her brow furrowed.

      “He calls them Faulties,” Varga interjected. “The hybrids with feathers or fur or scales or whatever. They’re not perfect, aesthetically speaking. They carry the traits of the animals whose genes Ta’Zan used to make them.”

      “Their genetic base is the Draenir, a species that once lived here,” Jax added. “They created Ta’Zan first, then went extinct after a plague spread. That’s why Ta’Zan put himself and his own creations, the Faulties, in those cave pods. To wait the plague out.”

      “Holy crap,” Jovi exclaimed. “But what about this building? What about the thousands who attacked us? What the hell were they?”

      “Perfects,” Jax replied, then pointed at one of the figures beyond the dome. “Just like that guy. You see, after Ta’Zan and his Faulty hybrids woke up and got out of the cave, they found Derek and the others in the resort. They abducted them and used their genes to create the Perfects. They’re much faster, much stronger, and much more intelligent than any other creature we’ve ever met.”

      “The perfect lifeforms,” Jovi breathed. As it all sank in, I could tell from the look on his face that he was taken aback. This was way worse than what he’d probably imagined. I’d been in his place, just hours earlier, hoping I’d only had my ass handed to me due to poor preparation, and not because the Perfects were pretty much… perfect fighters.

      Jax nodded. “Ta’Zan is mass-producing them now,” he said. “In less than a day, they’re out of their artificial wombs and fully developed. It takes a few hours to educate and train them. Ta’Zan indoctrinates them with this notion of genetic superiority. By next week, there will be millions of them. And now that he has more genetic resources, namely us, he can make them even stronger.”

      “They built structures like this overnight. He plans to develop space-travel technology, build an army, and conquer the entire friggin’ universe,” Varga said. “He thinks his creations are the only ones deserving of life. He wants to wipe the rest of us out.”

      “They’re perfectly capable of doing that, too,” I chimed in. “They obliterated two of our ships within minutes. Where and how did he get the infrastructure to do all this, though?”

      “We don’t know for sure,” Jax said. “We assume there was one in place prior to the plague that put them to sleep, which they simply had to… dust off. They didn’t exactly start from scratch, but the Faulties alone are definitely fast and strong enough to extract and process materials in record time. I suppose that, once the Perfects joined in, this whole project burst wide open. What’s clear is these Perfects are not kidding around.”

      Heath groaned, shaking his head. “They most certainly aren’t. My dragons didn’t stand a chance either. Most made it, but they’re still being treated in those infirmary chambers.”

      “Oh, crap, he’s got dragon genes, now, too,” Jovi managed. “The Perfects are only going to get better. Indestructible.”

      He couldn’t stand any more. He sat down in the grass, breathing heavily as the walls of his reality came crashing down in painful chunks. Anjani joined him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders and holding him close, as he tried to take it all in. I felt truly sorry for him, as he was going through the same emotions we’d tangled with earlier. Hopelessness was difficult to push back.

      “An all-out war won’t work,” Jax said, his voice low. Despite his restraint, I could still sense his frayed nerves—the muscle ticking in his jaw, the heavy breaths, and his balled fists helped paint a pretty clear picture of how he was feeling. It was as bad as the rest of us, but he just did a better job at bottling it all up and focusing on the facts. “We’ll have to figure out another way to stop them, maybe from the inside. After what just happened, I’m positive the people in GASP who are back home are thinking of other ways to come to Strava.”

      “I’m guessing an infiltration mission,” Heath replied. “That’s what I’d do, anyway.”

      “What about my grandparents? Derek and his crew?” Jovi asked, tearing up and practically breaking my heart.

      “They’re here, somewhere,” Jax said. “Ta’Zan said so. He’s keeping them alive and separate, though I don’t yet understand why. He might bring them over here soon, though. If they’re wearing these collars, too, they can’t do anything.”

      “Tell me about it,” Varga muttered. “The worst part is that I don’t know anything about Lenny and her crew,” he added, then stilled, his eyes nearly popping out of their orbits. “Oh, dear. She thinks I’m still on Neraka.”

      “That might actually be a good thing,” Heath replied. “Last thing she needs right now is to worry about you, too.”

      “She’s going to be worried about everyone, either way.” Jax sighed. “With what Ta’Zan and the Perfects are planning, no one is safe. Not Eritopia. Not Neraka. Not anyone in the In-Between. If they keep this up, if they spread like the destructive plague that they seem to be, I’m afraid one dimension won’t be enough. Ta’Zan will be looking to assert his supremacy in the Supernatural and the Earthly Dimensions, too.”

      Jax was right. Based on what we’d seen, learned, and experienced so far, there was no positive outcome ahead. Only death and destruction awaited, simply because one obviously super-intelligent hybrid had decided to tinker with life itself and create the perfect soldiers.

      No way I’m letting that happen.

      There wasn’t much we could do in our current circumstances, though. The collars alone were a massive deterrent, and we had to figure out a way of disabling them. The more shocks they delivered, the better “trained” we became. I had no intention of turning my brain into mush to get out of here.

      The one thing I’d noticed was the tension between the Faulties and the Perfects. The Faulties were servants and nurses, helping Ta’Zan with some of the basic chores. The Perfects were warriors and exquisite builders, technicians, and scientists—almost as brilliant as Ta’Zan. They clearly suffered from some kind of superiority complex. From the snippets of conversation I’d caught on the way in, I knew the Faulties worshipped Ta’Zan but weren’t too fond of the Perfects. The Perfects felt the same way.

      If we could find a way to tap into that friction and pull the Faulties closer to our side, we could maybe sabotage Ta’Zan’s plans from the inside. It was only a matter of time before they recovered the wrecks from our fleet and figured out how to put them back together. Once Ta’Zan took his Perfects out into space, it would be done and over for all of us.
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      Claustrophobia was starting to mess with my senses. Even with the ventilation system, I felt hot, finding it more and more difficult to breathe. As a vampire, I didn’t have much trouble with the artificial lighting, but I would’ve definitely killed for some fresh air.

      “I wonder who survived,” my father said, lying in his bed. Kailyn sat on the other side of the glass, in an attempt to stay as close to him as possible.

      “Those who made it into the shuttles. The Perfects were still grabbing them from the sky when I came to,” Derek replied, running a hand through his thick black hair, then looked at me. The pain in his eyes tore me apart on the inside. “I really hope Hazel and the others weren’t there.”

      Xavier sighed. “Knowing our kids? I doubt it. They would keep the next generation in charge of operations, along with Caleb and River, while we’re away. At least, that’s what protocol dictates.”

      “That puts Harper’s group in the line of fire,” I murmured, pinching the bridge of my nose. I lay back in my bed and pulled my hair up in a loose bun, resting my head on the pillow. My mind was crowded with thousands of scenarios, from bad to worse, as I tried to navigate the possibilities. In the end, I had no choice but to hope for the best, if I wanted to keep my sanity and get us out of this place.

      “Our kids are strong,” Corrine replied. “They’re fighters, dammit. They’ll take some Perfects down with them, if they have to. They’ve survived Eritopia and Neraka.”

      “This isn’t Eritopia or Neraka,” Lucas said. “It’s way worse.”

      Ibrahim shot to his feet. “We’re looking at this the wrong way,” he said. “Ta’Zan probably would’ve instructed his Perfects to scout the stronger ones out during the melee. He would want them alive, for their genetic material. He’s still improving the blueprint, isn’t he?”

      “If I were him? Yes, that’s exactly what I would do,” Corrine replied.

      “Think about it. The Perfects are faster than anything we’d ever seen. Derek, you saw them, didn’t you?” Ibrahim asked. Derek gave him a single nod in response. “They’re physically superior, which means heightened senses, maybe even above those of a vampire or a werewolf, for example. Same goes for the eyesight. They’d be looking for similar traits in our fleet members, too.”

      Derek frowned. “So, what are you saying? That the fleet’s destruction was targeted?”

      “I would consider it a possibility, yes,” Ibrahim replied. “Most of our allies are strong and fearsome. Maybe the Perfects were instructed to not spare the weaker ones, so to speak. Or at least the ones who didn’t match his needs. Given how fast the Perfects move, along with the technology they’re using, they probably scanned the fleet before they even engaged them.”

      “We won’t know for sure until we meet with the survivors,” I said, rubbing my face with my palms. “And I don’t know when that will happen, since we’re still here, cooped up in these damn boxes—”

      The door opened with its obnoxious clang.

      We all got up. Ta’Zan came in, accompanied by Amal. He seemed calm, with a peculiar glimmer in his blue-green eyes. That was the look of contentment, and, knowing what had just happened, I felt my hatred for him bubble up to the surface. He was pleased with whatever he’d accomplished. That either meant a more advanced Perfect specimen, a large number of survivors, or both.

      “How are you all feeling?” Ta’Zan asked as he reached Derek’s glass box.

      Amal stayed behind him, quiet but observant. She held a bunch of metal collars in her arms, similar to what Derek had worn during his tour of the facility. My heart skipped a beat. Seeing so many at once meant that Ta’Zan wanted to take us somewhere. Hopefully to see the survivors.

      “Freakin’ peachy,” Lucas said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Then you’ll be pleased to hear that I’ve decided to trust Amal’s advice,” Ta’Zan replied. “Provided you’re all on your best behavior, I am willing to let you join your fleet survivors in a larger enclosure—”

      “Enclosure? What are we? Animals at a zoo?” Claudia demanded, her arms crossed.

      Ta’Zan shook his head. “You’re my most prized animals.”

      Amal stepped forward, placing a hand on Derek’s glass box. The surface rippled, then opened a hole, through which she slipped a collar. Derek took it, then stared at it for a while. Ta’Zan seemed amused as he observed his reaction.

      “I’m not a fool, Derek. I wouldn’t let any of you out if I couldn’t control you,” he said. “This is my one condition. Put the collar on, and you can be with your friends.”

      Derek looked at me, just as Amal reached my glass box and slipped another collar through for me. I took it, then frowned at her.

      “Do the smart thing,” she whispered.

      I gave Derek a brief sideways glance. He nodded, then smiled reassuringly. I put the collar on. As soon as it clicked into place, I felt the sting of a needle in the back of my neck. Derek didn’t show surprise when he fit his around his neck. He’d been through the motions, and he’d even tested its electro-shock capabilities.

      Amal gave a collar to each of the members of our crew. Once we all had them on, she took out a small remote from a hidden pocket in her white silk tunic and pressed several buttons. The front glass walls of our boxes dissolved and disappeared simultaneously.

      I held my breath, then took my first step out of my cage, for the first time since our capture.

      Looking around, I could see the others were equally surprised, their eyes wide as they stared at each other, then at Derek and me. I turned to face my husband just as he rushed over and took me in his arms. I practically melted in his embrace, bursting into tears as I breathed him in. We held each other tight for a moment, forgetting about everything else as we reveled in physical contact.

      We hadn’t been apart like this. Not in a very long time.

      Xavier and Vivienne were locked in a hug, too, as were my father and Kailyn, Lucas and Marion, Claudia and Yuri, Cameron and Liana, and Corrine and Ibrahim. We completely ignored Ta’Zan and Amal, thrilled to be able to feel one another again. We switched places and hugged in turns. Once I found myself wrapped up in my father’s arms, I took a deep breath and relaxed for what felt like an eternity. It was only a second.

      He kissed the top of my head, then cupped my face, looking at me in a most loving fashion.

      “If I have to wear this stupid thing around my neck so I can hold my daughter, I’m okay with that,” he murmured.

      I gave him a warm smile, then hugged him again, before Ta’Zan cleared his throat, demanding our attention. I would’ve loved nothing more than to close the distance between me and him and rip the spine clean from his body. But I didn’t want to spoil this upgrade in our captivity. We had work to do.

      “It’s time to go,” Ta’Zan said flatly.

      He walked over to the exit. Amal followed, motioning for us to come along. We paired up and huddled behind them as they guided us out of the cave, up the stairs, and into the white-walled part of the underground—it was all lush and pristine, just like Derek had described it.

      We saw other Faulties buzzing around like busy bees, pushing food and linen carts around, while others cleaned the open operating rooms that we passed by. I got queasy and gripped Derek’s hand at the sight of blood.

      “We’ve managed to rescue about six-hundred of your people,” Ta’Zan said, glancing at me over his shoulder. He’d noticed my expression, for sure. “Just in case you thought I am some kind of monster.”

      “You still killed two-hundred of our people,” Claudia retorted. “You think you’re better than all of us, and you’re willing to murder millions to prove that point. No matter how you spruce yourself up, Ta’Zan, you are a monster.”

      “We have different perceptions of the world, Claudia,” Ta’Zan replied.

      “Yeah, we don’t kill innocent creatures. That certainly makes us different,” Derek said.

      A moment passed in awkward silence as we followed Ta’Zan and Amal through the long hallway. We were all furious, but we couldn’t do anything against him—not just because of the collars, but also because we didn’t know how to dismantle this rapidly growing empire of indestructible creatures that he was building. We were in over our heads, and we had to find the weaknesses first.

      Amal opened a side door for us. As soon as we set foot inside, we all stilled.

      I felt the grass tickling my feet. The soft and cool ground.

      Sunshine warmed me up, but it didn’t burn me. For the first second, however, I thought that was it. I expected to watch my skin sizzle as sunlight swallowed me whole and destroyed me. But that never came to pass.

      We were inside a circular, domed structure made entirely from diamond. It was big, spanning about half a mile in diameter, with hundreds of sleeping spaces lining the opposite side of where we stood. There were about six-hundred creatures inside, all dressed in white robes. I exhaled, realizing that I was looking at our people.

      “The diamond structure filters the sunlight. You can now enjoy the daylight without burning up,” Ta’Zan said. “Consider this a perk of your new accommodations.”

      The survivors of our GASP fleet spotted us and rushed over. Ta’Zan calmly stayed back by the door with Amal. I quickly recognized a few familiar faces in the mixed crowd of supernatural species. Jax, Hansa, Varga, Heath, Jovi, Anjani, Ori, and Thadeus were the first to reach us, joined by dozens of young vampires from The Shade, several witches and warlocks from the Supernatural Dimension, as well as werewolves and Adlets, Manticores, Maras, Dhaxanians, Bajangs, fae, and daemons… Ibrahim’s assessment was beginning to sound more and more probable, given that the majority of the survivors were, in fact, some of the strongest warriors we usually sent ahead on missions.

      Relief washed over me when I didn’t see any of my immediate family in here. But that was quickly gone when I thought of those who had died in the attack. Jax was the first to give me a smile and a nod, to then fill me with relief. “None of yours died up there, Sofia,” he said.

      Hansa threw her arms around me and held me tight, hiding her face in my loosened hair and taking a deep breath. “Dammit, you have no idea how good it is to see you!”

      Varga hugged Claudia and Yuri, all three bursting into tears as they kissed one another, thrilled and relieved to be together again.

      “Jovi, please tell me you were the only one on the fleet!” Xavier said as he and Victoria took Jovi and Anjani in a tight embrace. “I know I’m terribly selfish right now, given how many of our own have been lost, but I need to know.”

      “Grandpa, it’s fine. It was just me,” Jovi replied, then looked at Lucas and Marion, and Derek and me. “Avril is on Persea, with Heron. They’re on another mission. Harper, Serena, Phoenix, the others, too, they’re okay. One of the Faulties who delivered our food earlier told us that the third ship stayed back. That’s where most of our lieutenants were, the Nikolovs included.”

      Tears came up to my eyes, but I blinked them away, unwilling to get emotional. I knew, deep down, that if I started to cry again, I wouldn’t be able to stop. Corrine hugged Jovi, then gripped his face firmly.

      “What about Kailani? Arwen? Mona, Kiev, Shayla? Talk to me! We’ve been on edge since we heard about the attack!” she said.

      Jovi gave her a weak smile in return. “Mona and Kiev are on their way back from the Witches’ Sanctuary. Shayla and Arwen were on the third ship, so they’ll be okay. Kailani is on Strava,” he said, lowering his voice so as not to be heard. Ta’Zan was busy talking to Amal, anyway, occasionally checking us out.

      Corrine frowned, then looked at Ibrahim, who was equally troubled.

      “What do you mean she’s on Strava?” Ibrahim whispered.

      Jax took a deep breath, then took the reins from Jovi, who seemed quite overwhelmed. For good reason, too, since this was well beyond what we’d initially expected from Strava.

      “About twelve hours after you guys didn’t come back, we prepared a search mission,” Jax murmured. “I’ll give you all the details once we sit down and catch up without the gray-haired chief around, but, in short, Rose and Ben have been on Strava for a couple of days now, with Elonora, Kailani, Vesta, Zeriel, Nevis, Hunter, and Ridan, looking for you. We saw Perfects attacking them—”

      I gasped. My heart stopped.

      “What happened?” Claudia croaked, the color draining from her face.

      “They made it out alive, but Ridan was injured and had to separate from the group,” Jax replied. “We didn’t know what they were dealing with at the time. Comms aren’t working, and neither is Telluris. We only had the telescope feeds. We brought three ships over, with about eight hundred agents. Harper’s ship, the smaller one, stayed back and didn’t breach the atmosphere, just to check whether our updated comms systems were working. They had about a hundred agents of their own there. By the time they had prepared to go in, our two other ships were already under attack.”

      “None of us saw this coming,” Hansa added. “It was over in minutes. We were in over our heads.”

      A couple of deep breaths later, I realized we had a clearer picture of what had been going on outside. GASP had been cautious at first, sending only a small team to look for us. There was a painful pang in my stomach as I thought of Ben and Rose still out there, running and fighting for their lives while looking for us.

      “Derek, we have to do something,” I mumbled. “This… all this… it needs to stop. We have to stop it.”

      “Right there with you, sister,” Heath sighed, holding his side. He was pale and quite weak, one hand wrapped around something that looked like an IV bag. “At least my boy wasn’t on our two less fortunate ships. I’m taking comfort in that. I know many families won’t see their loved ones again because of this, but I’ll take the majority we’ve got left over nothing, anytime!”

      Derek turned around to look at Ta’Zan, who gave him a flat smile, then walked out, accompanied by Amal. As soon as the door closed behind us, Jax sighed and pointed at the figures moving around outside the diamond dome.

      “We’re heavily guarded by Perfects,” he said, then pointed at his collar. “And we’ve got these nasty things on. It’s not looking good for us.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We all need to sit down and compare notes,” Derek replied firmly. “You’ve got outside knowledge, and we’ve gathered some info from our interactions with Ta’Zan’s Faulties in here, as well. We need to figure this place and these people out.”

      They all nodded, including the GASP survivors who gathered around us.

      “We have to stop them, no matter what,” I said.

      “We can only do it from the inside,” Hansa said. “We’ve already tried a direct approach. As evidenced by all of us here, it didn’t work.”

      “We’ll find something else,” Vivienne interjected.

      At least we weren’t on our own, stuck in those glass boxes anymore. There wasn’t much of a solution in sight, either, given the tight and nearly literal leash that Ta’Zan had on us. But there were possibilities, and that was a good starting point.

      I wasn’t sure whether Ta’Zan was aware how much stronger we all were together, but, given that he considered all of us inferior, I felt like it was safe to assume he was basically underestimating us. Good. It gave us the time and space we needed to put our heads together and figure out a way to get the Faulties on our side.

      From there, we could gather info on the Perfects and Ta’Zan’s operations and technology. Once we understood how everything and everyone functioned, we could better assess our options. Either we swayed the Perfects and the Faulties to stop this madness before they spilled out into the In-Between, or we found a way off the planet before GASP had it destroyed.

      Time, however, wasn’t exactly on our side, as long as Ta’Zan was racing to achieve space travel. Once his ships were built and were ready to take flight, the whole universe was screwed.
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      You could’ve cut the tension in the air with a knife.

      Amane looked stunned to see us here. And she had every reason to be, since she hadn’t heard us coming, thanks to Toris’s advice and Kailani’s little magic tricks, the latter muffling the sounds of our footsteps through the palm tree forest.

      My heart swelled as I quickly measured Ridan from head to toe. He was alive and surprisingly well, though wrapped in large palm leaves and tied to a tree. I caught the scent of a mixture of plants and oils coming from underneath the leaves—some kind of healing potion, for sure, as I specifically remembered seeing Ridan get severely injured by Araquiel during our first “official” encounter with the Perfects.

      “How did you find me?” Amane asked, claws extending slowly from her slim fingers—long, black, and dangerously sharp. Something told me I wouldn’t want to get in their way. Ever.

      Nevertheless, I stood my ground and kept my chin up, with one hand clutching my sheathed sword. The others followed my lead, fanning out slowly. Zeriel and Vesta moved toward Ridan. Toris was still and helpless, under Kailani’s control and totally unhappy about it.

      “Your friend here helped us,” I replied.

      “He’s not my friend!” Amane said, visibly angered.

      Toris didn’t seem to like her either. “I see you’re still a lone traitor.” He sneered at her.

      “If I were you, I’d tone it down with the snark,” Nevis replied dryly, keeping an eye on Toris. “Pretty sure those claws could easily turn you into ribbons.”

      “I didn’t hear any of you coming,” Amane murmured, frowning as she looked around. “You’re not the quietest of creatures. Something changed.”

      Kailani smirked. “Yeah. We started figuring out how you people operate,” the young witch said. “All I had to do was muffle our footsteps. Nothing too complicated, but quite essential once Toris explained how sensitive your hearing actually is.”

      “And yet, I’m the traitor,” Amane said, glowering at Toris.

      “Put those claws away, Amane,” Ridan interjected, as Vesta and Zeriel cut the ropes off. “You’re outnumbered, and we really need to talk.”

      Amane shook her head, but did as she was told, her claws withdrawing. “There’s nothing to talk about. And, while I may be outnumbered, it doesn’t mean I’m helpless,” she replied, her tone clipped.

      “We mean you no harm,” I said to her. “We don’t mean anyone any harm. We’re purveyors of peace, wherever we go.”

      She chuckled, the bitterness in her voice making my stomach hurt. “Yeah? How’s that working out for you?”

      “Not that great,” Elonora retorted. “We’d appreciate some help.”

      Amane narrowed her orange eyes at Elonora, then exhaled and crossed her arms. I took a step forward, prompting her to move back in a defensive fashion.

      “We don’t want to hurt you,” I said. “We just want our dragon back.”

      “Well, you got him. Now, get out before I call the Perfects on you,” Amane replied.

      Ridan chuckled. He didn’t seem as wary of her as I would’ve thought. The rest of us were on edge, but Ridan’s eyes were practically smiling whenever they settled on the Faulty. She was a marvel to look at, though. Her long white hair, in contrast with the blazing sunset in her eyes and her amber-colored scales, were worthy of admiration. I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand why Ta’Zan considered her kind to be “faulty” in any way. The hybrid characteristics added flair to her looks, in my opinion. They made her unique.

      “Come on, Amane, I thought we were becoming friends!” Ridan said, a grin slitting his face from ear to ear.

      “Why would you call the Perfects on us? What did we ever do to you?” I asked.

      “You did nothing. But I’d be putting you out of your misery if I brought them in. You people really need to understand that there’s no way out of this,” Amane said. “Ta’Zan has already started building his perfect world, and your civilizations won’t be a part of it. It’s over.”

      “You’ve seen enough of us by now to understand that we’re not the kind who quit before the fight,” Ridan said.

      That statement caught my attention. “What do you mean by that?” I asked him. “What do you mean she’s seen enough of us? Has she been following us?”

      “She saw us at the colosseum,” Ridan briefly explained. “She witnessed enough to know that we fight for ourselves and what we believe in.”

      “Oh, please! You’re just baffled there are creatures out here that are stronger than you. Your resistance is pointless. You’re all going to die!” Amane said, breathing heavily.

      She was getting angry, though I wasn’t sure why. I looked at Elonora, hoping she might be able to shed some insights with her sentry reading abilities.

      “She’s scared,” Elonora murmured, staring at Amane. “She’s masking it with anger, but… she’s scared.”

      Amane blinked several times, taken by surprise. We didn’t know much about the Faulties, but they didn’t know much about us. It felt nice to be able to shock them once in a while.

      “What are you talking about?” Amane replied.

      “I can see your emotions,” Elonora said. “Like ribbons of color rippling out of you. I see fear, bright and yellow, though I’m not sure what exactly it is that you’re scared of. My guess is it’s not us.”

      “Of course not,” Amane replied. “I could take you all down in an instant if I wanted to.”

      “Meh, not all of us,” Ridan said, wiping the paste from his upper body with a handful of leaves. His wounds had healed, leaving behind soft, brownish lines. He wore a fabric loincloth around his waist, parts of it covered in dried blood. “Maybe two or three, before Lenny or Rose here sink their teeth into you.”

      Amane sighed, as if giving up on the debate altogether. “You don’t understand, do you?” she sighed, and I could almost feel the sadness in her voice. “This isn’t about peace or progress. Your wishes for a tranquil world won’t fly with Ta’Zan and the Perfects. They’re engineered for war and destruction. Their sole purpose is to cleanse the world of all the creatures they deem inferior. They pretend they want peace, but they don’t want anyone on equal footing with them, and no one would succumb without a fight. That’ll be the Perfects’ pretext for utter annihilation. They’re growing in numbers and strength every day. They can’t be stopped.”

      “Is that why you left?” I asked. “Because you gave up?”

      She glowered at me. “No. I left, of my own free will, because I don’t want to have anything to do with their plans. I refuse to get involved in the carnage, in any capacity.”

      “Have you tried, I don’t know, maybe talking to Ta’Zan?” Ben replied. “You obviously think he’s wrong. Or did you just scamper off before anyone could blame you for anything?”

      “No, I just don’t want anything to do with it,” Amane insisted. “I don’t care who blames me for what. I’ve made my peace. I’m good.”

      I motioned for the others to stand back, while Elonora and Kailani put their swords away. An aggressive stance wasn’t going to help us get more information out of Amane. I chose to try to reason with her, instead. Her jaded cynicism wasn’t the first I’d seen, and I was positive that I could get through to her, eventually. She seemed smart as a whip, despite her defensiveness and vague statements. She knew a lot more than she was telling us.

      “She knows where Derek and the others are,” Ridan interjected.

      My senses flared, and, for a second, I grappled with lightheadedness as the revelation sank in.

      “Say what, now?” I replied.

      “It’s best if you cut your losses and leave.” Amane sighed.

      “You’re joking, right? Is that what Ta’Zan taught you? To leave your family behind and not give a damn about what happens to them?” I snapped, raising my voice. My blood simmered beneath the surface. She knew where my parents were. “My parents are Ta’Zan’s prisoners, and don’t think for a second that I’ll just stand by and let that happen.”

      “We sent our families here for a vacation,” Ben added. “We didn’t know your people were sleeping in pods. We didn’t know what Ta’Zan had planned. We’ve lived our whole lives fighting for love and freedom, and so have our parents. I don’t know what kind of childhood you had, but, where we come from, we take care of our people!”

      Amane listened quietly, scanning each of us with her inquisitive orange eyes.

      “You say you’ve made your peace,” I said. “But how can that be? What peace do you think you’ll have if you allow your creator to practically ruin the entire universe?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think he wants to ruin it?”

      “What else would you call it?” I retorted. “Killing millions, stealing our homes, our planets? Destroying our culture, our worlds? We’re part of the natural order, Amane. Just as the sun rises in the east and sets in the west. Just as water helps life grow and develop. Just as fire burns and turns everything into ashes. We’re part of nature, Amane. We’re part of life. Ta’Zan is going against the natural order. He’s clearly under the impression that he can do better. Normally, no one would have a problem with that. You and the Perfects are entitled to life. But so are we!”

      “You see, by destroying the species that already exist, Ta’Zan is messing with the natural order of things,” Ben further explained. “We’ve been crossing genes with different creatures for decades. Most of our children and grandchildren are hybrids of one kind or another. But we live in peace. We tolerate each other. We respect everyone’s right to live, no matter how weak or strong they are. That’s the natural order. Not Ta’Zan’s idea of a ‘perfect world.’ That is an aberration.”

      Amane thought about it for a few moments. Elonora kept her gaze fixed on the Faulty, most likely analyzing her emotions. I gave her a quick sideways glance, and I caught the shadow of a smile fluttering across her face. She’d seen a change in Amane for sure—something that could maybe turn the tides in our favor.

      I decided to keep going. “All Ta’Zan wants to do is kill innocent creatures simply because he deems them inferior. Millions and millions of them. How is that perfection, Amane? Frankly, I think that both the Perfects and the Faulties deserve better lives. A healthier mentality. A more tolerant outlook. You guys could create the most amazing society on your own, without someone making you spill blood because he thinks you’re the only ones allowed to live. Ta’Zan isn’t the force of nature, nor the chaos of the universe. He’s not even a god. He’s just a guy with skewed views of genetic supremacy. In our world, he’d be locked up for this kind of crap. Who the hell is he to decide whose lives are worth living, huh?”

      “You could build an incredible world here, all of you,” Ben chimed in, following my lead and reasoning. “Perfects and Faulties, respecting and accepting one another, like you should. You have that freedom, you know. You have the choice to be whatever you want to be. But you have no right to go out and destroy the lives of innocent creatures simply because you think you’re better. That’s downright idiotic.”

      Elonora cleared her throat, staring at Amane. “I see a thread of hope in you. Perhaps we’re all on the same page here, and you were just waiting for someone to share your thoughts about all this?”

      Amane cursed under her breath, then took a couple more steps back. She wasn’t going anywhere, but she clearly needed to put more distance between us. I figured the truth of what was happening was starting to get to her, and she didn’t like it.

      “Listen, take your dragon and get the hell out of here,” she replied, her voice low. “I want nothing to do with you. I thought Ta’Zan might find the dragon useful, but I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to get involved in any of this.”

      Ridan groaned, rolling his eyes. “Oh, come on. Even you don’t believe the words that are coming out of your mouth.”

      “That’s nonsense!” Amane said, clenching her fists at her sides. “I just can’t be involved. You’ve got targets on your backs, and I’ll be damned if I put myself in the crossfire because of your naïve idealism!”

      Toris then snickered, narrowing his eyes at her. It drew our attention. “She doesn’t want to deal with you because she knows it’s only a matter of time before Ta’Zan finds you,” he said, giving me a brief smirk. “He’s looking for her. He wants Amane back.”

      “Wait. What?” Elonora asked, her gaze darting between Toris and Amane in absolute confusion. “What is he talking about?”

      “Well, up until now it was just a rumor among us Faulties, but based on the look on her face, I’m inclined to say it’s actually true. Ta’Zan wants Amane back. He’s looking for her. None of us have the courage to fight her, though. We leave the heavy stuff for the Perfects to handle—”

      “You shut your mouth!” Amane hissed, baring her viper-like fangs.

      Toris’s lips were pressed into a thin line, his nostrils flaring. He couldn’t do anything, given Kailani’s spell. He couldn’t flee. And even if he had control over his body, he wouldn’t have dared to fight Amane. Still, there had to be some frustration within him, fueled by his inability to slit her throat. His hatred for her was more than obvious, blazing in his eyes whenever he looked at her.

      “Amane, what is he talking about?” I asked, repeating Elonora’s question.

      She sighed again. “You heard Toris. Ta’Zan wants me back. I don’t want to go back. Period.”

      “Why does Ta’Zan want you back, specifically?” I replied.

      Toris growled. “We’re not alone.”

      “Huh?” I managed, then heard the bangs echoing through the forest before I recognized Araquiel and Douma as they walked into the clearing from between the trees.

      My heart stopped.

      They’d flashed through the woods, to then stop and come in walking, like it was no big deal—just another day in the park. I instantly broke into a cold sweat, sharply aware of what was going to come next. Dread clutched my throat, squeezing until it hurt.

      Upon a second glance, Araquiel and Douma seemed even more beautiful. There was a subtle, ethereal glow surrounding them, amplified by their shimmering white silken tunics—they’d changed their style of dress, from what I could tell. Araquiel’s blue-and-green eyes still sent shivers down my spine.

      “Long time, no see,” Araquiel said.

      Amane froze, her eyes wide with sheer horror.

      Behind Araquiel and Douma were six other Perfects, emerging from the woods, one by one. I recognized Oriphiel and Elyon from last time, but I didn’t know the other four standing next to them. At this point, however, it didn’t really matter who they were.

      What mattered was that we were in the worst kind of trouble.

      The deadly kind.
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      My survival instincts had already kicked in. My senses were heightened, my attention focused on the eight Perfects and my hand clutching my sword. I could hear their heartbeats. Oriphiel and Elyon were a bit more nervous than the others—if I had to guess, it probably had something to do with what Rose and I had done to them the last time we’d met.

      “It’s not like we missed you, though,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Araquiel smirked, measuring each of us from head to toe as if he was sizing up his prey for lunch. We were the hunted in this scenario, and my mind refused the concept altogether. We’d always been the hunters, the fighters, the avengers of those who could not defend themselves. Look at us now.

      His gaze settled on Amane, his grin stretching as he recognized her. “There you are!” he said. “Father’s been looking for you. You’ve been a very bad girl, Amane.”

      “One day, someone will put you back in your place, Araquiel,” Amane hissed, “and I’ll be there to watch you cry and plead for mercy.”

      “Oh, honey! You’re extra feisty today! What happened, Amane?” Araquiel replied, unwilling to let go of his mocking tone and bloodcurdling sneer. It didn’t matter how beautiful he was—his character made him downright hideous. He gestured at us. “Are you making new friends? Because if you are, you should know that these ones, in particular, are a terrible influence. Bad manners, poor habits, easy to kill. Darling, you can do so much better.”

      Amane rolled her eyes. “Who says I’m friends with them?”

      “Well, you’re not in any rush to kill them, or capture and deliver them to Ta’Zan, like you should,” Araquiel replied, then chuckled softly. “Although, to be fair, I don’t see you doing the latter, anyway. You’ve run away from home. The last thing you’d want to do is face Father. It doesn’t matter now, though. You’re going to see him, whether you like it or not.”

      Amane’s claws shot out with a brief crackle, as she took an attack stance. “Over my dead body.”

      The adrenaline was thundering through me, making every cell in my body vibrate.

      Araquiel sneered. “Don’t say that twice, dear. I might take you up on it.”

      “Father wants her alive, Araquiel,” Douma warned him.

      He gave her an irritated sideways glance, then shifted his focus back to us. “Now, who wants to go down first?”

      I understood then that Amane was of great importance to Ta’Zan. She wasn’t just another Faulty. He wanted her for something, and having her with us could give us a potentially tremendous advantage, if we played our cards right.

      First, however, we had to survive this.

      One quick look at Rose and I knew what I had to do. I was still buzzed from the Faulty blood, though barely, as it wore off quicker than Perfect blood. There were plenty of Perfects for me to drink from, though it made sense that they’d be more careful this time around. They were quick learners, after all. It was about to get vicious, fast.

      The Perfects darted out and around us, in a bid to have us surrounded and block us from running off. Kailani couldn’t just grab us and zap us out of here—they’d already figured out a way to block her teleportation ability, and I was dying to know how they’d managed to do that.

      We drew our swords and prepared for the worst.

      A thought then crossed my mind. What if the Perfects had come up with a method to stop us from drinking their blood, too? What if there was something toxic to us running in their bloodstreams? I couldn’t put it past them, not after everything we’d seen them do, already.

      “You killed hundreds of our people,” Rose said, setting her sights on Elyon. “Don’t think you’re not going to pay for that.”

      Ridan frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      It dawned on me then that he hadn’t seen the fleet’s destruction. My heart broke just thinking about how we’d break the news to him, but this certainly wasn’t the place or the time. We had to focus on getting ourselves out of here in one piece.

      “We’ll tell you everything you missed after we rip their throats out,” I said. “I promise, Ridan.”

      “No, no, no,” Ridan retorted, anger flaring red in his aura. “You said they killed hundreds of our people! What are you talking about?”

      Araquiel smirked. “Three ships came in, looking for you and the others from your world. Only one made it back,” he replied. “Just proof of how superior we are, of course. Nothing else.”

      Ridan took several deep breaths, keeping his gaze locked on Araquiel. Judging by the look on his face, he had a score to settle with that particular Perfect, and Araquiel had just added more fuel to his fire. “How many dead?” Ridan asked.

      “Oh, I lost count—” Araquiel tried to speak, but Ridan cut him off.

      “Not talking to you, sticks-for-brains! Rose? How many dead?”

      Rose took a second to respond. “We’re not sure, but we’re estimating about two hundred, and approximately six hundred survived and captured.”

      “All the more reason to tear you to shreds,” Ridan growled, pointing a furious finger at Araquiel.

      He didn’t wait for a reply, this time. Ridan charged him at full speed, unleashing his fire breath. I didn’t have another second to watch him, as the other Perfects rushed around us, then began their attack.

      From our previous encounter, I’d figured out how they operated. I’d learned to anticipate hits from certain angles, so I was able to dodge several punches before they could break me. I darted away from Oriphiel, who’d chosen me as her opponent. There was a thread of fear coming out of her aura—I fed on it. She moved too fast for me to try to syphon any energy off her, but I wasn’t out of options yet. I just needed a sip of her blood.

      Around us, a bloody melee ensued, as Rose and Ben focused on Elyon and another Perfect. Ridan had Araquiel all to himself, while Elonora and Nevis tackled two of the others. Dmitri and Kailani focused their efforts on Douma, aided by Hunter, and Vesta and Zeriel had the last of the Perfects.

      Toris was still stunned and unable to move. Amane didn’t leave us, but I caught glimpses of her moving around, watching us carefully and checking something in various spots at the bases of nearby trees.

      “I strongly advise you to surrender, bloodsucker,” Oriphiel said. “It beats dying bloody!”

      She came at me, as fast as lightning. I stilled and took advantage of the split second left before she’d ram into me. I locked on to her mind, ready to syphon. I also braced myself for the impact. She tackled me like a bull. My organs were shaken inside me as she pushed me backward into a tree.

      Two seconds. Then three, before she raised her fist to punch me and most likely break my face. I brought my knee up in a hard kick, buying myself a couple more seconds of syphoning as she blocked the hit. I’d dropped my sword, but I still had my claws.

      Her energy filled me with light. I felt as though I’d been plugged in, electricity running through me like a live circuit. Ten seconds of syphoning off Oriphiel, and something had already shifted between us. She didn’t even realize what was happening until I dodged another punch.

      She frowned, probably wondering if she’d slowed down or if I’d been a millisecond faster than her. That gave me another couple of seconds, and I pulled as much as I could in that window.

      “What the hell are you doing?!” she growled.

      Too late.

      She moved to ram both her fists into my ribcage, but I ducked. She wound up jamming both arms in the tree behind me, sending splinters flying around us. I sprang back up and tackled her, throwing her back. She gasped.

      Didn’t see this coming.

      I knew I only had fragments of seconds to make something of this fight before she got a chance to either maim me or kill me. I worked against time itself, but I had to turn the tables on her. My survival trumped hers. As she fell backward, I bit into her shoulder—the nearest part of her that I could reach.

      I sank my teeth in and suckled as much as I could before we both landed on the ground. She punched me in the side, cursing under her breath. I’d done the smart thing and kept syphoning, too. The frown on her face told me she was starting to feel the headache.

      If she bleeds, I can kill her.

      I kept saying that to myself, over and over, as I forced our dynamic to put me back in the role of predator. I was getting stronger, the Perfect energy filling me up to the brim and pumping me full of adrenaline. I’d barely felt her punch, though she’d most likely cracked a rib or two.

      “Get away from me!” she mumbled, trembling with rage.

      Oriphiel was confused. Part of her wanted to get back up and tear me a new one. But her survival instinct was kicking in, and it was more on the flight side. I grinned, then darted toward her. I tackled her again, just as she got halfway back up, taking her down. I ripped into her throat this time, right in the jugular.

      Blood filled my mouth. I heard her muffled groan. She struggled beneath me.

      That’s it.

      I managed to look up, just in time to see another Perfect’s foot headed straight for my head. The blow was so hard and intense, it made my ears ring. I was thrown backward, blood spurting out of my mouth. I wasn’t sure whether it was mine or Oriphiel’s, at this point. I made a hard landing, getting the air knocked out of my lungs.

      The Perfect landed on top of me, straddling my torso as he started punching my chest. I didn’t feel most of his hits, as I was still under the influence of Oriphiel’s energy and blood—the latter even kicking in and amplifying my strength, my speed, and my resistance. However, there wasn’t much I could do, as the bastard had me pinned to the ground.

      Nevis intervened and smacked him over the head with a club made of pure ice. It threw the Perfect off to the side, while I managed to get myself back up. I had trouble breathing, but things were moving too fast for me to slow down and worry about myself. One look at Nevis, though, and I could tell I’d incurred some serious physical damage.

      It seemed to set off a new and troubling reaction in Nevis, who stomped his foot and caused a thick layer of ice to swallow the Perfect whole, keeping him down for a good minute. It was enough for me to pick up my sword and notice that Rose, too, had managed to sip on some Perfect blood, delivering heavy blows left and right.

      We were still at a serious disadvantage. There was no positive end in sight, as the Perfects kept getting back up and striking with twice as much strength.

      “How are you still standing?” Nevis asked, staring at me in disbelief.

      He was panting. He’d been fighting hard, just like the rest of us, and it momentarily put him in a different light for me—he wasn’t the iffy royal I’d met anymore. He was a warrior, blood trickling from a head wound down his temple and sharp cheek and drenching his pristine white silk tunic.

      “Get down!” Amane shouted.

      We both turned our heads to find her standing by the tree where Ridan had been tied, holding a strange device in her hands. My synapses worked fast, and I pulled Nevis down. We fell flat on our bellies, as did the rest of our team.

      The Perfects stopped, all equally confused as they looked at us, then scowled at Amane.

      She gave them a cold grin, then pressed the big black button on the device. Hundreds of thin metallic threads shot through the air at lightning speed. They cut through the open space like insanely long knives and sliced the Perfects in half, all at once.

      Araquiel, Douma, and the others froze, their eyes wide. We all heard the sound of meat and bone being cut—much like a ninja sword splitting a watermelon in half. One by one, they came apart at their waists, their torsos separated from their lower bodies by diagonal cuts. My stomach was close to turning itself inside out, as the Perfects collapsed, taken apart by Amane’s strange contraption.

      They wheezed and gasped, their limbs twitching and their eyes turning glassy as they stared at us. They seemed… vacant.

      Silence fell heavy over us, broken only by the sound of Toris collapsing, also cut in half. Kailani was pale and covered in sweat, inches away from where he fell. Horror marred her otherwise beautiful features, as her trembling lips parted.

      “I… I forgot about him,” she mumbled, watching Toris as he gave his last breath.

      Amane tossed the device aside, then ran from one Perfect to another, fumbling through their tunic pockets and removing small, black, rectangular objects, which she proceeded to crush with her bare hands.

      We were all in shock, unable to move, staring at her and occasionally at the fallen Perfects.

      “What… What the hell just happened?” I croaked.

      Nevis and I were the first to get back up, while Hunter helped Kailani. She had trouble standing, not so much from the injuries, but because of Toris.

      “I didn’t even think to let him loose… or pull him down with us,” she said, her voice breaking. Tears filled her eyes.

      Hunter held her close as she unraveled. It made me hurt on the inside, seeing her like this. But I was even more baffled by what we’d just witnessed.

      “Amane, what the hell was that?” Rose asked, her eyes wide as she stared at the Perfects. Dmitri frowned, then crouched by Douma’s side.

      “They’re not dead,” Amane replied, tossing the last black device she’d just crushed.

      “They’re cut in half,” Ridan said.

      Amane exhaled. “It’s temporary. They’ll heal soon,” she explained. “It’s how they were designed. Before Ta’Zan let them loose, he made sure they couldn’t be killed by any of the conventional methods, decapitation and burning included. This… This will keep them down for an hour, tops.”

      “Holy crap,” Dmitri breathed.

      “What were those things you just broke?” I asked, careful with my breaths, as a dull pain blossomed in my chest. I’d taken some serious hits, and, once the adrenaline subsided, I was going to feel a whole lot more, for sure.

      “The blockers they used to stop your witch from teleporting you out of here,” Amane replied.

      The more questions she answered, the more confused I got. “Hold on… You know what Kailani is?” I asked.

      Kailani had stopped crying, distracted by Amane’s statement. Deep down, I felt relief, since I loathed seeing her in any kind of pain. She’d been on edge since we’d landed on Strava, and I had a constant urge to protect her from anyone and anything who might hurt her. That stemmed from the years we’d spent together in The Shade.

      “I know what all of you are,” Amane said. “But now isn’t the time for this. We need to go.”

      “Yeah, not a good enough answer, sorry,” Ridan said, his brow furrowed. He was covered in soot and cuts from his scuffle with Araquiel, but he could easily stand on his own. He’d obviously learned a thing or two from his previous encounter with the Perfects, too. “How did you know about the devices? Also, how do the devices block Kailani’s ability to teleport?”

      Amane let out an exasperated sigh, then rubbed her face and pulled her hair back in a loose bun. She didn’t hide her frustration. “Ta’Zan has a witch in his possession already,” she said. “Corrine. He studied her abilities and genetic material and developed those devices to launch an electromagnetic field that would stop her from disintegrating on a subatomic level. Because that’s how your ability works, in case you didn’t know,” she added, looking at Kailani. “You break yourself apart into billions of tiny particles, then shoot through the fabric of space at the speed of light. Once you’re in particle form, you’re not bound by any of the laws of physics, anymore, but your consciousness continues to function and guide you. It’s why you can travel to any place that you can see or have already seen.”

      Kailani blinked once, then looked down. From what I could remember, witches had never been able to fully explain how their abilities worked. Until Amane.

      “We need to go,” Amane added. “Before they wake up!”

      Kailani nodded slowly, keeping her head down as she put her arms out, quietly demanding that we make physical contact. We all gathered around her and linked hands, Amane included. Kailani gave Toris one last look.

      “Will he regenerate, too?” she asked.

      Amane shook her head. “I’m sorry, no. Ta’Zan didn’t have this regeneration gene for us. It’s only in the Perfects.”

      “I see,” Kailani murmured, then squeezed my hand.

      I saw the pain in her eyes, and I knew I’d have to do or say something to help her feel better.

      But first, we had to get out of here.
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      There was a knot in my stomach that kept pulling and twisting, more painful with every minute that went by. I felt horrible. I’d literally forgotten about Toris during the fight, and I shouldn’t have. Given that he was immobilized and under my control, I’d had a responsibility to keep him alive. I’d failed. I’d never experienced such emotions, and I had a hard time coping.

      Elonora held on to my hand and tugged softly. I’d zoned out for a second.

      “Kale, we need to zap ourselves out of here,” she said.

      I blinked several times, then looked at her and the rest of our crew. I wasn’t sure if they understood what was going through my head, but Amane was right—there was no time for this.

      Amane smirked. “I’ve never done this before. I only saw you do it,” she added, then frowned. “Will it hurt?”

      I shook my head.

      “You won’t feel a thing,” Ridan said, then put his hand out. She stared at it for a moment and ultimately took it. “Now, buckle up.”

      I took a deep breath and allowed my senses to expand as I abandoned the confinements of time and space for a split second. We vanished, disintegrating into billions of particles, and reappeared in the deep woods of a small island just south of the lighthouse. I’d made a mental note of it before, during our search for Ridan, as a good and safe escape point, since it seemed pretty isolated and was at a considerably larger distance from the lighthouse, compared to the other isles.

      Amane gasped as she came to terms with what had just happened. There was a twinkle of exhilaration in her eyes that put a smile on my face—just for a moment, before I remembered Toris. Guilt was a dreadful thing to carry around with me. I had to find a way to either internalize it or get rid of it altogether, before it took its toll on me.

      “That was… different,” Amane replied.

      “Thank you for helping us back there,” Rose said to her. “I’m well aware that you could’ve just split when the Perfects came. I do appreciate you staying, though.”

      Amane shrugged. “I felt bad for you. Though I shouldn’t. You’re all toast, anyway. All I did was prolong your misery.”

      “Puh-lease. I’m not buying one line of what you’re trying to sell,” Ridan teased her.

      “How are you so brazen, dude?” Dmitri said, his eyes wide as he observed the exchange. “She saved your ass, had you tied to a tree before we got there, and then she sliced through eight friggin’ Perfects like it was just another day on the job!”

      Ridan smirked, crossing his arms. Amane didn’t seem offended at all. In fact, the corner of her mouth twitched as she stifled a smile. “So what? I’m thankful, obviously, but that doesn’t mean I have to believe her when she says we’re screwed,” Ridan said. “If we were screwed, like she claims, she wouldn’t have bothered to help us in the first place,” he said, then narrowed his eyes at the Faulty. “Isn’t that right, Amane?”

      She raised an eyebrow in response.

      “Is Ridan onto something?” Elonora asked her.

      “I doubt it,” Amane replied dryly. “But nothing is absolute, to be honest. Anyway, we can’t stay here for too long. It’s not safe. We need to go.”

      I frowned. “This is as safe as it gets, given what planet we’re on,” I muttered.

      “I can feel Perfects nearby,” she replied firmly. “It’s only a matter of time before they find us.”

      “Wait, what do you mean you can feel Perfects?” Rose asked.

      Elonora and I dispensed some healing paste to those of us who’d sustained some injuries during the last fight—we were getting better at it, though. Most of the wounds we had were surface scratches and bruises. Elonora had it quite rough, but her vampire nature was already helping, further aided by the Perfect blood she’d ingested. She wasn’t as buzzed anymore, her body putting more effort into fusing the bones she’d broken earlier. Perfect blood wasn’t enough to speed up the healing process like vampire blood, but where Rose and Elonora were concerned, it did make a small contribution to their regenerative processes, from what I could tell. I figured that the Perfects’ insane healing abilities had more to do with their entire body system, not just their blood.

      “It’s something Ta’Zan equipped me with when he created me,” she murmured. “An ability to detect anyone with a Draenir gene. My skin tingles whenever they’re close—both Faulties and Perfects, though I feel the latter a whole lot stronger. It probably has to do with their genetic makeup. The Faulties don’t always pop up on my radar in time for me to run away before they find me.”

      Ben sighed, resting his hands on his hips. “No wonder Ta’Zan wants you back. You’re his personal Perfect and Faulty detector,” he said.

      “What would be the point, though?” Rose replied, then frowned at Amane. “Can you tell who’s who, or do you just feel a general tingle when they’re around?”

      “Just a tingle,” Amane explained. “The closer they get to me, the more intense the feeling, but that’s it.”

      “Then that’s not why Ta’Zan wants her back. He’s mass-producing Perfects. It’s not like he’s missing any, since they’re all devoted to him. The only one he’s missing is Amane, here,” Ridan concluded.

      “Whatever. Do you want to stay here and find out how accurate my inner radar is, or do you want to go somewhere safer?” Amane retorted, slightly irritated.

      She was a tad too evasive for my patience. I had Toris’s life on my conscience. I had zero time to try to guess what Amane was trying to say with her vague remarks about how doomed we were.

      “You know what?” I said, with not a damn left to give. “Ridan is right. You helped us for a reason. What’s your endgame, Amane?”

      She thought about it for a second, then shifted into a more defensive posture, her arms crossed and her brow furrowed. She pursed her lips, too, for extra dramatic effect. That just irked me.

      “No endgame,” she replied. “I told you, I felt sorry for you.”

      “That’s a load of crap!” I snapped. “You talk in riddles, you make these blanket ominous statements, like you know more than you’re telling, and yet you’re anxious to get us out of here. What is your deal? How can any of us trust you or go anywhere with you, if you’re not telling us everything? Because it’s obvious now. You’re hiding something. It’s written all over your face. I think Lenny here can confirm it.”

      Elonora smirked. “You know, I see fear in her, but I can’t make out what she’s afraid of, specifically. Oh, and there’s this little bluish thread of hope. She’s hopeful about something.”

      Amane watched Elonora and me like we were the strangest creatures she’d ever come across. I had a feeling she wasn’t used to being around people who could read her so easily. In all fairness, we were cheating with Elonora, since she was designed to read people’s emotions, as a sentry. But I could tell a lot by myself, too. Amane’s body language was surprisingly sincere, and quite contrary to her words. Either she wasn’t trying that hard, or she was just a terrible liar. Frankly, I preferred the latter. Bad liars were usually inherently decent people. Those who had mastered the art of deception, however, were much more dangerous.

      “You’re mistaken,” Amane replied. “I have no interest in helping you or keeping you alive. What part of ‘I took pity on you’ did you not understand?”

      Ridan groaned, rolling his eyes. “Good grief! You haven’t been around that many people, have you? Or were they all wide-eyed Perfects that Ta’Zan brainwashed to fit his insane narrative? Has no one ever challenged you this way, ever? You talk like someone who doesn’t get out much.”

      “We’re in the middle of the woods. On a planet that, up until a few days ago, was uninhabited. I was in stasis for over a hundred years,” Amane replied. “It’s obvious that I don’t… get out much.”

      “Well, you need to understand something,” Ridan said, his tone sharp and heavy. “We’re GASP. We’ve fought wars and battles against adversaries who were more powerful or more resourceful than us. Granted, we’ve never been faced with something such as the Perfects before, but we have a tendency to withstand pretty much anything you throw at us. We adapt. We recover. We find a way. It’s in our nature,” he said, then took a deep breath, while the rest of us listened quietly—particularly Amane, who couldn’t take her orange eyes off him. “We’re fighters. We’re survivors. We’re scholars. We’re purveyors of peace and tolerance, even if it comes with a loss of life. We understand the natural order of things, and we’ve made a lot of progress over the past few decades. We’re here to get our people back. We’re here on a mission, and I’ll be damned if we’re not going to get what we came here for! We always do!”

      “Maybe Ta’Zan and his Perfects are more powerful. Maybe their numbers trump ours. There’s one thing that will never change, and it will eventually come back to bite your maker in the ass: what he’s doing goes against the natural order. The universe has a way of handling aberrations. An invasion of Perfects is just that. An aberration,” Rose added. “Even if he does succeed, what’s next? Okay, the universe is all his. Then what? He’ll devise some other hybrid. Something better than the Perfects. Perfect is never enough for someone like him, and I don’t have to meet Ta’Zan to know this, trust me. So, what, he’ll destroy all the Perfects he’s made up to that point? Replace them with a new species? It’s not his place to do that.”

      Amane didn’t speak for a while. But she didn’t seem upset. Her expression was a mixture of fascination, surprise, and admiration. Something told me she wasn’t used to hearing something that didn’t involve the Perfects being at the top of the food chain. Indoctrination often closed people’s minds—and hers was no exception.

      “We’re not going anywhere until we get our people back and until we figure out a way to stop Ta’Zan from spreading into the In-Between like a friggin’ plague,” Ridan said. “Now, you’re either with us, and willing to help, or you can just be on your way. I, personally, am in no mood to listen to someone telling me I’m going to die every five minutes. I’m pretty sure the rest of my team agrees.”

      Amane glanced at each of us, as if waiting for our confirmation. I stood my ground and kept my chin high, as did everyone else in our group. I understood what Ridan was doing, and, by the looks of it, it was working. Amane’s interest was piqued, and then some.

      She let out a long and heavy sigh, her shoulders dropping in defeat.

      “I can’t be near you or your people for too long,” she said. “But I can teach you one or two things to help you move around without triggering the Perfects.”

      “Why can’t you be around us for too long?” I asked.

      “Because this whole sensory thing goes both ways,” Amane replied. “The Perfects can feel me, too. The closer they are, the better they can feel me.”

      Ridan frowned. There was definitely something she wasn’t telling us. “Why’s that?”

      “None of your business!” Amane retorted. “Now, do you want my help or not? I’ll tell you what I can, but I don’t want to get between you and Ta’Zan. All I can do is give you a better fighting chance.”

      Rose looked at Ridan, then at the rest of us. I imagine we all felt the same way, and it showed.

      “Might as well take what we can get,” Dmitri said.

      “Okay, Amane, we’re willing to listen,” Rose finally replied.

      Amane opened her mouth to say something, but a strange whistling sound made her freeze. It came from above. We all looked up. My jaw dropped. My heart skipped a beat, as I recognized the ball of light shooting down from the sky.

      “It’s an interplanetary spell,” I murmured.

      “They got our message,” Rose breathed.

      The light orb slowed down at an altitude of fifty feet, then lowered itself on a vertical trajectory, landing on the soft ground in front of me. The glow dimmed as the spell dissipated, revealing a sturdy metal crate.

      “Kale, would you like to do the honors?” Ben asked me, pointing at the crate.

      I nodded slowly, then got down on my knees to check out the lock. I recognized the symbols etched onto its surface. “Swamp witch charm,” I said. It was a question-type charm, to be specific. Only the right spoken answer could open it. “What raises the tide?”

      “I know that one. Easy. The moon,” Dmitri replied, grinning.

      The lock clicked open. They all gathered around the box as I took the lock off and opened the lid. I could almost hear angel choirs singing in the background as I feasted my eyes on the contents of the crate. My heart swelled, hope filling me to the brim.

      We weren’t doomed at all. Our witches had our backs.
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      The crate was pretty much a gift from the heavens.

      Kailani started taking the items out, one by one, laying them on the ground. I tried hard not to squeal like a giddy little girl as I recognized some of the items. There were blades, shields, and dozens of small pouches filled with what I assumed were spell ingredients—including interplanetary travel paraphernalia, since it was clearly the only form of communication with the outside that actually worked. There were also twenty blood vials, labeled “Perfect blood.” I was breathless.

      She took out a smartphone and played the video message that had been saved on the main screen. We got down on our knees, and Kailani put the phone on the lid, for us to see. Caleb and River showed up on the screen, and I instantly covered my mouth to stifle a gasp. Rose and Ben were the first to react, instantly tearing up at the sight of their soulmates onscreen.

      I couldn’t read Rose’s emotions, but I was pretty sure they matched Ben’s—glowing, golden threads of love, mixed with grief, sadness, and unbearable longing. It broke my heart to see them like this, but at least they were alive and could still talk to Caleb and River. It was better than being dead, or prisoner to Ta’Zan.

      “Ben, Rose, we got your message,” Caleb said in the video, frowning. “Unfortunately, it came a little too late. By the time we understood how dangerous these Perfects are, our fleet was already under attack. We saw your team fighting them in that diamond colosseum and decided to take action. We thought a show of force would make the hostiles more submissive. We didn’t know there were so many of them, though. Thousands…”

      “Harper managed to bring the third ship back,” River added. “We compiled a list of everyone who was on the two ships that went down. You’ll find it in a text file on this phone, but, please, be advised that most of them are alive. We saw hundreds of capsules get intercepted and captured in midair, after they safely ejected from the vessels. About six-hundred of those people are still alive.”

      “Also, please go through the items we sent you first.” Caleb sighed. “There’s an upgraded invisibility spell in there, along with ingredients for more. You’ve got about fifty portions in total, for your team. We’ve added instructions, as well. This version is excellent for your location because it’s impervious to water, and it can be turned on and off through a spoken word. Mind you, we noticed it only works for three deactivations. The third time you turn it off, that’s it, you’ll need a new batch, so be conservative in how you use it.”

      “Now, we’re going to try to keep this as brief as possible, since you’re probably still very much at high risk there,” River said. “During the fleet attack, some of the Perfects came after Harper’s ship. Of course, they froze as soon as they left Strava’s atmosphere. We managed to retrieve four of their corpses, and we’ve got Arwen, the Daughters, and Lumi studying them. We added vials of their blood in that care package, knowing it helps boost your abilities. We couldn’t draw too much this time, because they’re still thawing. But we’ll send you more with the next package, along with whatever biological information we can gather as soon as we get it. You’ve seen them up close already. You know what they can do. We’ll look for weaknesses. The better we can understand their anatomy, the closer we’ll get to finding a way to destroy them.”

      Caleb cleared his throat. “In the meantime, we’re looking at ways to get more boots on the ground over there, without the Perfects getting wind of it. We are, of course, exploring infiltration methods,” he explained. “We’re not yet ready to consider a global-scale response, but we’re aware that it’s only a matter of time until the Perfects and Ta’Zan figure out space travel. We will do whatever we can on our end to stop them from taking flight. I’m sure you understand what that means, and we’ll keep you updated on that, as well. Your worst-case scenario is that you’ll have to hop on an interplanetary spell and get out of there before we intervene.”

      “Okay, so they’ve also considered complete destruction,” Dmitri said. Nevis shushed him, watching the message with heightened interest.

      “I’ve added a list of everything we’ve sent over in another text file on this phone,” Caleb continued. “I think you’ll find it all very useful. Lumi explained how the speeding up process for the interplanetary spell works, so we’ve included rejuvenation formulas for Ben and Vesta. Over here, we have plenty of fae blood to help us. On your end, I’m aware that your resources are limited. You need all your fighters in tip-top shape for what’s ahead.”

      “We did a second scan of Strava,” River said. “We have some troubling news. There are hundreds of new diamond colosseum structures scattered across the surface. They were built practically overnight. You’ll find an updated map of Strava on this phone, as well, with all the hot spots marked accordingly. I hope it will help you navigate.”

      Caleb exhaled, then gave us a weak smile. “That’s it for now. We’ll continue monitoring the situation as best as we can, given the circumstances,” he said, his voice trembling. “We haven’t seen any sign of Derek and the others, but we’re keeping our hopes up. Like you said, Ta’Zan needs them because of their genetic material. So, they have that working for them, at least for the time being. If you manage to find them and get them out, then that’ll be one fraction of our problem solved. We’ve got allies coming in from all three dimensions, to discuss options and resources going forward.”

      “Oh! And Draven, Shayla, and Bijarki are out on the fire star, seeking Sherus and Nuriya’s help in finding Bogdana,” River replied.

      Caleb smiled, then nodded. “Yes, true. You see, they found these ridiculously old scrolls in the Druid Archives after you left. The language is old, but Draven recognized two words—Draenir and Bogdana. Bogdana is the oldest fae known to still be alive, and there’s reason to believe she was on Strava at some point, since she’s mentioned in a scroll about it and the Draenir. Word has it she’s somewhere on the fire star, so they’ve gone out there to find her. Perhaps she’ll have some knowledge to share about what’s going on there. We don’t know for sure, but we’re exploring every avenue.”

      “Please send us a message as soon as you can. Whatever updates you can provide, we’d be most grateful. Also, if you need anything, anything at all, let us know, okay?” River said. “I know you’re not leaving until you get Derek and his crew back, but I need you guys to be careful, okay?”

      She was tearing up. My eyes were stinging, too. Looking at Ben, he was seconds away from unraveling altogether. Rose was just as distraught, her lower lip trembling as she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

      “Rose, I love you, okay?” Caleb said. “I miss you. I think about you every damn second, and I’m doing my best to run the ship here, but I am useless if you don’t come back to me soon. Please, be careful. Come back to me in one piece. We were planning a vacation ourselves, remember?”

      Rose chuckled softly, as more tears streamed down her cheeks.

      River smiled on camera. “Ben, baby, you know I love you, right? I mean, I’m sure you do. We say it to each other every day. It’s weird that you’re not here now, so I can say it to your face, but… I love you. I miss you. We all miss you. Be the fighter you’ve always been, baby. And I’ll see you soon.”

      Caleb nodded. “We love you all. Ben, Rose, Kailani, Elonora, Hunter, Dmitri, Nevis, Vesta, Zeriel… We love you all. Good luck, and let us know as soon as you find Ridan. The telescope follows the majority of the blood spell. We couldn’t find him from here. Be smart and, remember: if it bleeds, it can also die.”

      The video ended with Caleb and River smiling at us. My heart felt heavy all of a sudden. It felt good to know we had this link with GASP, since it made us all feel like we weren’t really alone here. At the same time, it reminded me that we were pressed for time. If they were already considering the potential destruction of the planet before the Perfects took flight, it meant that we had to go the extra mile to get Derek, Sofia, my grandparents, and the others off Strava before that last-case scenario came to fruition.

      “Well, you have at least one good update to give them,” Ridan said, smirking as he pointed both thumbs at himself.

      Rose then took the phone and opened the list of items they’d sent over. She nodded as she went through it, and pointed at each object as she went along. “Okay. So, the dark red leather bags… six of them… interplanetary spell ingredients.”

      Kailani took them first and shoved them in her backpack, while Dmitri and Vesta offered theirs to hold the rest of the swamp witch stuff that Caleb and River had sent with the crate. She then gave the blood vials to Rose and me. I looked forward to popping them open the next time we came across some Perfects.

      “Black leather bags… upgraded invisibility spell,” Rose added. “There should be fifty of them, of which only one is mixed, with the incantation scroll tied to it.”

      “Got it,” Kailani replied, lifting the small pouch in question for all of us to see. She unraveled the scroll and smiled as she read it. “This is easy. Three words to turn it on, and three words to turn it off. They only work once you swallow the paste.”

      She handed all fifty pouches to Dmitri, who then distributed them to our group and Amane as evenly as possible. He kept the extras. “If you need more, you know who to call.” He grinned.

      “All right. Now, smoke bombs in the dark brown pouches. Twenty pellets per bag, twenty bags,” Rose said, as Kailani took them out and handed them around, like Dmitri before her. “Good. Rejuvenation potions for our fae. Four dark green leather bags.”

      Vesta spotted them first inside the crate and took them out, keeping two for herself and giving Ben the others. “These will come in handy,” she said.

      “Okay. Next, there’s a black box for you, Kale,” Rose said, reading from the list. “Says here Arwen made it especially for you. You can mix and match for attack or defense spells, knockout powders, and so on.”

      Kailani smiled as she took the box out. She looked as giddy as a kid unwrapping presents on Christmas Day, and I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. She’d momentarily put her thoughts about Toris aside. I could see the guilt dim down inside her, the dark red and dirty yellow being gradually replaced by bluish swirls of hope. We needed her at her full potential here. She couldn’t dwell on Toris’s death forever. She just needed to understand that she wasn’t at all responsible for it. Toris had gotten himself in this mess the moment he and his Faulties had chosen to attack us.

      His loss was a shame, since he would’ve been useful, but I sure as hell didn’t plan on letting it ruin my sleep later. We’d been through nothing but pain and misery since we’d met the Faulties. They were, for all intents and purposes, still our enemies, just like the Perfects. The only difference was that we could maybe try to persuade them to consider the Perfects enemies, too. The enemy of my enemy was always a reasonable approach in times of war.

      “These will come in handy,” Kailani murmured, opening the box and briefly checking its contents, before she locked it and stuffed it in her backpack. “What else?”

      “Um… Oh!” Rose exclaimed as she checked the list. “Soul-eater blades.”

      Dmitri grinned, then grabbed one from the crate. Each of the short swords had swamp witch magic engraved on its blade. “Like the one Shaytan used on Harper, back on Neraka. Sweet!”

      Amane frowned, watching our expressions light up as each of us took a sword and added it to our arsenal. “What’s a soul-eater?” she asked.

      “Each cut drains the life force out of your opponent. Having your soul eaten leaves you weak. It eventually kills you,” I explained. “It’s powerful swamp witch magic. These will definitely be put to use,” I added, then tied the sheathed blade to my belt, right next to my usual sword.

      “And shields,” Rose replied.

      They were the last items in the crate, and they looked weirdly small—each about the size of a large watch, with leather bands mounted on the inside. Rose took one out and clipped the bands in place around her wrist, then motioned to Dmitri.

      “Hit me with your sword,” she said.

      Dmitri stared at her for a second. He was confused. “Why would I want to hit you?”

      “Good grief.” Zeriel rolled his eyes, then took out his regular sword and swung it at Rose. She put her arm up in a defensive gesture. The small disc was instantly activated and expanded through a series of large segments until a three-foot-wide shield was fully formed, just in time to block Zeriel’s attack.

      I was stunned. “That’s impressive,” I mumbled.

      Rose grinned. “They respond to specific movements,” she explained. “The leather bands are threaded with nerve-reading wires. They recognize defensive motions and instantly activate the shield expansion, making them much easier to carry around.”

      “That’s awesome,” Dmitri said. “How do you make it small again, though?”

      Rose balled her hand into a fist, then wiggled her wrist back and forth twice. The shield deconstructed and reduced itself back to its original watch size. These gadgets were definitely a game-changer, considering our enemy’s caliber.

      “Well, hello, my new best friend.” Zeriel chuckled and took one.

      We all geared up and packed everything away, ready to get moving. Something tugged at my stomach, and I felt the need to ask Rose: “Can we see the list?”

      “Oh… Yes, sure,” she replied, then flipped through the phone and opened the list of GASP agents who had been on the two ships taken down by the Perfects. We were all thinking about it, but none had the courage to ask. In all fairness, had it not been for that dark feeling creeping up on me, I would’ve avoided checking it, too. We weren’t emotionally prepared to put names to the destruction we’d witnessed in the sky.

      I went through the list, recognizing some of the names as former trainees with whom I’d sparred in my early GASP days. I felt sorry for them and their families, but I held on to the hope that some were still alive, and that we were going to find a way to get them back.

      Then my heart stopped for a second. “Oh, no…” I murmured, going through the names. “Jax and Hansa were up there. And Heath. And…” My voice trailed off as I looked up at Dmitri. “Jovi and Anjani.”

      Dmitri froze. His aura turned yellow, then bright red as his breathing faltered. Silence fell heavily over us. I couldn’t find the right words. There were no words for this. The horror and grief that Dmitri was experiencing was something I didn’t wish upon anyone, not even my worst enemy.

      “Give me the phone,” he muttered, then put his hand out. His calmness was bordering on creepy, considering what I could see blazing through him at maximum power. His emotions were turbulent and intense, the complete opposite of how he presented himself to the others.

      I did, however, give him the phone. He checked the names again, then exhaled.

      “Dmitri, Jovi’s missing,” Rose said gently.

      A minute passed, as none of us could find anything to say that would make him feel better. Dmitri kept his gaze fixed on the phone, then nodded slowly.

      “He’s missing,” he repeated after Rose, his voice low and barely audible. He cleared his throat and put on a faint smile. “He’s missing. You’re right. He could be alive and well, with Anjani even, serving as Ta’Zan’s genetic supply. You’re right.”

      His tone went flat toward the end. “I can’t tell if you’re being serious or sarcastic,” I said.

      “What do you think?” he replied, his greenish eyes burning with rage. His aura exploded in crimson fumes, and my heart just broke for him.

      “Dmitri, we’ll find him, I promise. We’ll find all the survivors,” Nevis interjected, then squeezed his shoulder in an attempt to calm him down. By that point, Dmitri’s body was shaking, no longer able to contain the anger. “I know Jovi well enough to say with a full and honest heart that he wouldn’t go down so easily,” Nevis added. By contrast, his calm nature was almost soothing, given the circumstances. “We keep going. We figure it out and get smarter, until we find a way in. Ta’Zan has more interest in keeping his prisoners alive. But we need you to stay strong for this.”

      Dmitri shook his head. “Easier said than done, but thanks,” he said, then handed the phone back to me. “FYI, Lenny, Varga’s on there.”

      I paused. He’d said those words so quickly that I’d almost failed to register them. An invisible knife cut through my stomach. My gaze shifted back to the list. Somewhere closer to the bottom, I saw the name, clear black on the white background. Varga Elliott Goode.

      “He’s… He… He was supposed to be on Neraka,” I managed.

      My temperature soared. My entire body burned, as blood rushed through me and threatened to melt me like a stick of butter left in a frying pan. I didn’t even notice Nevis as he reached my side and slipped an arm around my waist—but he was right on time, because my knees got weak, and I had trouble standing.

      I leaned into him, mainly because there wasn’t much else I could do. There was something about Nevis… something that slipped through my emotional defenses and beckoned me to hold on to him, to let him get close, even though I didn’t quite understand the change in his behavior. This wasn’t the first time he’d surprised me. I’d painted a picture of him in my head—cold, arrogant, and with a sarcasm as biting as his frost.

      However, he was letting me see a side of him I hadn’t thought existed. It felt… odd.

      “I’m sorry, Lenny.” Dmitri sighed. “I know how that feels.”

      It felt as though I’d swallowed a bucket of nails. Pain burst through me like an unstoppable whirlwind, tearing at my insides with extraordinary viciousness. That was grief combined with fear to levels I’d never experienced before.

      My brother, blood of my blood, was missing. He could be a prisoner of Ta’Zan’s now. But he could also be dead. That thought broke me in ways that I would never be able to mend. Dmitri was right. Just by looking at his tormented aura and comparing that to everything that was going on inside me… He was right.

      I knew exactly how he was feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kailani

          

        

      

    

    
      There wasn’t anything I could say or do to make anyone feel any better—especially where Elonora and Dmitri were concerned. Ridan was affected upon hearing Heath’s name on the missing persons list, but he was nowhere near as devastated as Elonora and Dmitri. Their siblings were gone, either dead or prisoners of Ta’Zan.

      Suddenly, my previous anguish regarding Toris’s death began to pale in comparison. We were all torn by that list. We’d hoped that none of our loved ones, that none of those we held most dear were among those fallen. The list proved us horribly wrong. It made everything a million times worse, and we were still trying to wrap our heads around it all.

      Amane was the first to break the minute-long silence that followed after Dmitri’s words to Elonora. “We need to get somewhere safer than here,” she said. “There’s an urgent matter we need to attend to, but we can’t do it here. Perfects are getting closer. Soon enough, one or all of them will feel me.”

      I sighed, then stood up and put my backpack on. “Okay. Where to?”

      “Do you remember the islands around the resort?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Which one do you have in mind?”

      One by one, the others finished gearing up, while Dmitri stood quietly to the side, watching Elonora as she found comfort in Nevis’s arms. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, I would’ve smiled at the sight of her with the Dhaxanian prince, especially after all that banter between the two of them. I would’ve loved to have Harper and Avril see this. They would’ve had a field day with it.

      “A small place, about one mile in width,” Amane explained. “It’s two miles to the southeast from the resort, and it has a stony mound rising in the middle, its base covered in thick jungle. It’s dark and a lot safer than here.”

      “I think I know which one you’re talking about,” I replied. “It’s surrounded by a coral reef, isn’t it? The barrier is tall enough that you can see it from the beach, parts of it poking through the water.”

      “That’s the one,” Amane said.

      I took Rose’s and Ben’s hands, then waited for everyone else to link up. Once we were all connected by touch, I zapped us to that island. I’d only seen it once, though, in passing, so I didn’t have any specific knowledge about its jungle.

      We appeared in the middle of it, beneath the luscious tree crowns, surrounded by darkness. The moon was going to set in a few hours. I could hear the ocean waves in the distance. The tide was higher tonight, splashing against the beaches.

      “That feels weird,” Amane muttered. “I mean, you were right, it doesn’t hurt, but I have no control over my body. It’s strange.”

      “Cut the chitchat,” Elonora said, a muscle throbbing in her jaw. “What’s the urgent matter we need to attend to?”

      “We need to set up a protective perimeter first,” Amane replied, then pointed at a cave opening just fifty feet away from us. “That will make a good safe spot to come back to.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      “Faulties are not too keen on caves, in general,” she said. “I guess it has something to do with our stasis. There’s little chance Faulties will be roaming this area.”

      I walked over to the cave opening, swiftly joined by Elonora, whose eyes glimmered gold as she scanned it from top to bottom. The cave slit was naturally framed by bushed and wild saplings, with plenty of greenery that made it more difficult to spot. In hindsight, had Amane not pointed it out, I probably would’ve missed it.

      “It’s empty,” Elonora concluded.

      I could hear the tension in her voice. I would’ve given anything to be able to sit down and talk to her about what she was going through, but there wasn’t time. Not at this point. It really bugged me.

      “Kale, Hunter, can you two do a quick check of the area? It’s best if we set up a perimeter, so you can place a cloaking spell over us,” Rose said.

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on it,” I replied.

      Hunter motioned for me to follow him, then pointed to his right. “Let’s go this way, then up the mound, and come down on the left side of the cave,” he suggested.

      My heartbeat became erratic. I was about to spend some time alone with Hunter. We hadn’t had a moment since the big party—and that had ended poorly, since I’d stumbled upon him making out with some succubus chick. My cheeks flared, but I couldn’t avoid this.

      I took a deep breath and walked behind him as we traced a perimeter.

      I dropped small crystal pellets along the way, delineating the edges of what was going to be our safe spot. For a while, Hunter didn’t say anything, and I didn’t rush into starting a conversation. I was too busy focusing on dropping crystals on the ground for this modified cloaking spell—when I wasn’t gazing at his broad frame and wondering what his pale blond hair would feel like if I ran my fingers through it.

      Mentally slapping myself, I shifted my focus back to the task at hand.

      The silence didn’t last long, though.

      “So, do you want to tell me what’s been going on with you?” he asked.

      I looked up. He had his back to me, still walking. I stopped, trying to choose the right words. Before I’d realized that I had feelings for him, conversations with Hunter seemed easy. Something had changed, though, and I felt as though I had to pick my replies carefully, fearful that he might see right through me. We’d been friends for so long. The last thing I wanted was to ruin that. However, my recent and relatively volatile emotional state didn’t help.

      “What do you mean?” I replied.

      He came to a halt, then turned around to face me. It took me a couple of seconds to take my eyes off his torso, temporarily mesmerized by how the fabric of his black tee stretched over his broad chest and wide shoulders. My fingers tingled at the thought of gripping his arms and sinking into his muscles.

      What the hell, Kale?!

      “Something’s different about you, Kale,” Hunter said. “You’re changing in ways I’m not sure I can explain.”

      “Well, surely, you can give me something more accurate to go on?”

      He exhaled deeply. “You’re on edge, Kale. And the swamp witch magic you’ve been putting out… it’s insanely powerful, like nothing I’ve ever seen,” he replied. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s amazing that you can do this, but I get the feeling you don’t have much control over it. What’s going on?”

      It irked me that I couldn’t tell him about the Word and about how it was practically fusing with me, on a subatomic level. I’d made an oath, and I intended to keep it.

      “You know I can’t tell you,” I managed. “It’s part of my apprenticeship. I can’t divulge anything from the development process.”

      “Kale, you have to try to give me something,” he said. “I’m worried about you, and I need to make sure you’re okay. Not just for your sake, but also for the team’s.”

      That irritated me more than my inability to give him details about my entanglement with the Word. I frowned, biting the inside of my cheek as I thought of a reply that didn’t come across as too hostile.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, my tone clipped.

      Well, that was definitely hostile, but at least I’d tried. He sighed in return.

      “I get that you’re going through this… change, Kale, but I need to know something, anything that can help me help you if it ever gets to that,” he replied. “We’re in hostile territory here. We’re being hunted like animals. I wouldn’t want you to jeopardize the mission in any way, if you can’t control your swamp witch mojo.”

      That made me angry. “I’m not out of control, Hunter,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’m perfectly fine and capable of doing my job. I think I’ve proven that, more than once. You don’t need to concern yourself with my emotional state. I’m fine!”

      I kept walking, dropping the crystal pellets, and moved past him with an audible huff. I could feel his eyes burning into the back of my head. I’d even caught a whiff of his musky scent, and that just made everything worse.

      “I think you’re actually enjoying this,” Hunter retorted from behind me.

      “Enjoying what, exactly?” I asked, without looking back at him.

      “Keeping me in the dark. Not telling me stuff.”

      That stopped me in my tracks. I turned around and lost my breath—Hunter was right behind me. I hadn’t even heard him get close. His body was inches from mine, and I could feel the magnetic pull of his very being. The effect he had on me was undeniable. I was falling for Hunter, deeper and deeper each day, and I had no idea what I could do to stop it.

      His blue eyes were fixed on me. I raised mine to meet his, and felt my breath slip even farther away from me. Another minute like this, and I was going to risk actual asphyxiation. It took every single drop of energy I had left to formulate a response.

      “You know what?” I retorted. “You don’t tell me everything. I don’t see why I should, when you keep stuff from me.”

      He blinked several times, clearly confused. His hot breath brushed against my cheeks, and I nearly melted. Stay strong, Kale.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      “Well, for starters, you never tell me about your romantic flings with every chick that crosses your path,” I retorted. “We’re supposed to be best friends, but I have to find out about who you’re dating when I bump into you giving a succubus a deep tonsillectomy.”

      Oh, that came out wrong.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Huh? Wait, are you… are you talking about Verbenna?”

      “Who the hell is—ah, the succubus,” I blurted. “Yeah, her too. And whoever else you’ve been smooching with. I tell you more about me than you tell me about yourself, and yet you’re the one who wants to know more. But, like I said, you don’t reciprocate.”

      Hunter thought about it for a minute, without taking his eyes off me. I felt like a tiny little bug under a microscope. My throat burned. Then, he did the unexpected—he smiled.

      “Is it just me, or are you a little jealous?” he replied.

      “What? No!” I croaked. “No. Not at all. Why would I be jealous? No. Get that out of your head. No!”

      I wasn’t ready for this conversation. I felt bad because I knew I was lying to him, and most likely lying to myself, as well. I moved away and continued the steep climb, dropping crystal pellets along the way. He followed me in absolute silence. I figured he realized that was the end of our conversation. It wasn’t what I’d hoped, but there were bigger issues ahead.

      Just as we came down from the mound on the other side of the cave opening, I heard him chuckle behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to find him smirking like a little kid. “What?” I demanded.

      “Nothing,” he replied.

      He was lying. And he was doing this on purpose. I narrowed my eyes at him.

      A shadow darted from the side. It rammed into Hunter. They both landed with a painful-sounding thud against the stony ground. It was a Faulty, his skin covered in thick brown scales, his claws out and tearing through Hunter’s skin, drawing blood.

      My instincts kicked in so quickly. I only heard the whisper once in my ear, and I repeated the words in a whisper of my own. A pulse shot from the palm of my hand and hit the Faulty in the head. The creature stilled, lying on top of Hunter, who was dazed and bleeding.

      I’d stunned him.

      “Get up,” I commanded him.

      I wasn’t sure who was more surprised—Hunter or the Faulty.

      “I said get up!” I repeated my order.

      The creature obeyed. He stood, every muscle twitching. His yellow gaze found me, toxic and furious. He bared his fangs at me. They were long and sharp, with venom dripping from their tips. Hunter moved back, then got up, checking himself. He’d been cut across his torso and face by the creature’s claws, but, thankfully, it was nothing that couldn’t be healed with potions or vampire blood.

      “How… How are you doing this?” the Faulty hissed, his voice shaky.

      “Good question,” Hunter replied, then flashed me a grin. “Something else you want to share with the class, Kale?”

      I scowled at him. “No, I’m good,” I said.

      Something happened, though. I felt the link between me and the Faulty break. All of a sudden, he was loose and able to move again. What happened?

      I didn’t have time to answer that question, as the fiend lunged at me.

      I froze, but Hunter was quick to intervene. The Faulty had been so fixated on me, he didn’t see Hunter coming. His wolf claws and fangs came out, and he tore into the Faulty’s neck. Blood gushed out. Hunter caught his spine and broke it with incredible jaw strength.

      I heard the bones crack like flimsy sticks of wood.

      The Faulty dropped to the ground, lifeless. With his spinal cord instantly severed, he hadn’t stood a chance. Hunter towered over him, blood dripping from his lips, his gaze moving from the Faulty to me.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, thankful to have had him near me. I’d lost my connection to the Word for a moment. The words I’d used to stun the Faulty had already vanished from my short-term memory. I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand how it all worked or how I could use these spells going forward if I couldn’t remember them. It didn’t make sense, and I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.

      Hunter must’ve noticed my struggle. It was probably written all over my face, because he didn’t push it further.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me, panting.

      “Mm-hm,” I mumbled. “You saved my life…”

      He chuckled. “What are friends for, huh?”

      I gave him a weak smile.

      That was the last thing I wanted from him, in this specific moment. I needed his arms around me. I yearned for him to hold me. The adrenaline must be toying with my senses, because even my thoughts were going against me.

      Instead of asking the basics—like what had just happened to my spell, where had the Faulty come from, and were there others—I was more concerned with the white werewolf standing in front of me, and the feral look in his blue eyes, which made my toes curl and my spine tingle.

      Seriously, Kale, you need to get a grip.

      As usual, easier said than done.
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      We waited for Kailani and Hunter to come back from their round. Elonora, Vesta, and Zeriel checked the inside of the small cave and cleared out some of the dirt, dried leaves, twigs, and rough stones that occupied necessary space. We were going to sleep here, after all.

      Rose and Ben gathered some firewood from nearby trees, while Dmitri and Nevis stood guard, in case there were any hostiles nearby. I stayed close to Amane as she dug a hole in the ground, just outside the cave opening. We were going to use it for the fire.

      “There aren’t any Perfects close by,” she said as she clawed at the soft ground.

      I got down on my knees and helped scoop the dirt out, taking handfuls and throwing them to the side. “What’s your story, Amane?” I asked her. “What exactly made you leave Ta’Zan?”

      She gave me a brief glance, then kept digging. “I told you. We didn’t see eye to eye on how this world should be.”

      “There has to be more than that, though,” I replied with a smirk. “You don’t strike me as someone who would just up and leave if it’s inconvenient. Surely, you must’ve tried to sway him in a different direction.”

      “Of course,” she said. “But there’s no reasoning with Ta’Zan. Once he gets his mind set on something, that’s it. He’s hard-headed. Brilliant, but hard-headed.”

      There was a hint of sadness in her voice. “Do you miss him?” I asked.

      “I miss my father. What Ta’Zan has turned into, however, isn’t the one who welcomed me into this world.”

      “Would you go back to him, if he decided to change his ways?”

      She exhaled deeply. “That will never happen,” she replied. “I know him too well.”

      “So what is it about you that makes him want you back? It’s obviously not the sensory thing.”

      She scowled at me for a second, as if warning me that I was treading on sensitive ground, but I didn’t care. I raised an eyebrow instead and held my gaze up, determined to get more than the usual vagueness out of her.

      She relented. “I’m a peculiar specimen,” she said. “In hindsight, I sometimes think I shouldn’t have left. But it’s not because I’m regretting it. It’s just that… I left someone behind, and I’m worried about her. I don’t know how she’s faring over there. I don’t even know if she’ll ever forgive me for leaving, in the first place.”

      That was new information. “Who did you leave behind?” I asked.

      “That’s none of your—” She stopped abruptly when branches broke not too far from our campsite. It was close enough to set my instincts on fire. “Incoming…”

      We both shot to our feet and looked to the left. Six Faulties had found us, and I found the occurrence alarming. “I thought you said this place was safer than others,” I groaned.

      “I thought so, too,” she replied dryly, frowning at the six creatures.

      “If you’ve been here before, they must’ve caught your scent and stuck around,” I said. “Maybe you didn’t cover your tracks as well as you thought.”

      Nevis whistled once, drawing Elonora, Vesta, and Zeriel out from the cave, while Ben, Rose, and Dmitri took an attack stance.

      “Crap, our witch isn’t here.” I sighed.

      “That’s cool,” Elonora said, wearing a confident smirk. “We’ve got these, remember?” she added, taking out one of the vials. “It’ll be over quickly. Might as well take one of these for a spin before I use them against a Perfect.”

      She quickly removed the plastic cap and proceeded to gulp it down, but the blood instantly turned to red smoke and fizzled out. Both Elonora and Rose were stunned, as the vial was empty before it reached the vampire’s lips.

      Amane groaned. “Typical of Ta’Zan. He figured out what vampires drink, and made sure they couldn’t store any Perfect blood to use in battle.”

      “You knew about this?” Rose croaked.

      Amane shook her head. “No. I guessed.”

      “But we fed off them before!” Elonora replied, utterly baffled.

      “I suppose you can get it fresh, but you just can’t store it. Ta’Zan would never let a vampire use Perfect blood against Perfects… He obviously hasn’t figured out a way to make their blood toxic straight from the vein,” Amane said.

      “So these are practically useless. Dammit.” Rose cursed under her breath, then shifted her focus back on the hostiles.

      The Faulties were, as usual, quite diverse in their appearance. This group, however, seemed to have banded together based on some common physical traits—they all had feline features, manifesting in the form of large claws and fangs, patches of turquoise-and-white fur, and big round eyes with wide pupils. They growled as they moved closer, sneering at Amane.

      “You,” one of them said. “Father is looking for you.”

      “He’ll be pleased once we bring you to him,” another added.

      Amane chuckled, the mockery in her tone impossible to ignore. “I would love to see you fools try. Clearly, you haven’t dealt with me before.”

      “Oh, I remember you, Amane,” the first Faulty replied. “I saw you fight. I know what you can do. You don’t scare me.”

      “No, but I definitely should,” Elonora said and sprang directly into action.

      The fight broke out, and we had our targets set. The Faulties had most likely heard about us, but few had survived during their encounters with us. Back then, we were still new to this place. Now, however, the tables had turned, and I was looking forward to trying out my new soul-eater sword and nifty shield.

      “Use your new blades!” Rose instructed us, then teamed up with Ben and Dmitri to take on one of the Faulties, while Elonora, Nevis, Vesta, and Zeriel worked in pairs to tackle two others. Amane and I were left with three hostiles. Judging by the grins on their faces, that had been the plan all along.

      They were more interested in capturing Amane than us. That just served to reinforce my initial assessments: Ta’Zan wanted her back because she was useful to him, and the fact that she didn’t want to elaborate on the matter made me think it was pretty big. It could even help us plan a smart move against him, provided we got Amane to talk.

      The Faulties were insanely fast, just like the others before them. We were better prepared, though. I wouldn’t have ventured to say that it was getting easier with each fight—it wasn’t. But we were getting better at anticipating their moves and moving accordingly.

      The three that had set their sights on us weren’t going for the kill, given that Amane was needed back alive. That put them in a bind, because I was definitely aiming at killing them. They darted around us multiple times, looking for a good entry point to deliver the first blows.

      Amane’s claws were out. She slashed at the first Faulty who ventured closer. She drew blood, and the creature hissed and moved back, determined to try again. A second Faulty came at me, his claws coming down hard. I put my arm out, and my shield immediately expanded, blocking the creature’s blow. At the same time, I threw my soul-eater out in a horizontal motion and cut him.

      He growled from the pain, then tried to kick me. I spat fire and forced him to withdraw, just as the third Faulty attempted to hit me from the back. Amane intervened and clawed at his face with great speed and dexterity.

      The first Faulty set his sights on me, while Amane covered my back. I managed to cut him with my soul-eater, then drew more blood from the second one. I then used a variety of fire and sword attacks. The more I cut them, the slower they got. They seemed confused, not understanding what was happening to them.

      “You don’t screw with swamp witch magic,” I breathed, then cut the second Faulty again.

      Amane noticed the effect of my soul-eater on the Faulties and quickly moved in for the kill. The first hostile went down hard as she sank her fangs into his throat and ripped it out. Her claws pierced through his sides—judging by their length, I was positive she’d damaged some internal organs, including the lungs. He died almost instantly.

      I rammed my sword through the second Faulty’s chest. The shocked look on his face told me everything. He hadn’t seen it coming. The fight had started off with him at an advantage, yet now I was the faster one. He gave his last breath with great surprise, as he dropped to his knees and ultimately collapsed. Amane then handled her second attacker—moving like a shadow around him, not giving him a chance to hit. Instead, she delivered a fatal jugular slash.

      We were three Faulties down now. Amane and I looked at each other, breathing heavily as we momentarily recovered from the physical exertion. The semblance of a smile stretched her lips for just a millisecond.

      We made a pretty good team, I thought.
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      Nevis and I had our hands full with this particular Faulty. Unlike the three that had ganged up on Amane and Ridan, ours was double in size, loaded with muscles and sheer rage. Despite his ample proportions, however, the bastard was ridiculously fast.

      I had my soul-eater out and was eager to slice through him, but I just couldn’t catch a break!

      Nevis was equally frustrated. We managed to defend ourselves from his attacks, yet failed to hit back. The Faulty sneered, then darted around us even faster. That was their modus operandi, from what I’d learned—they dazed us with their speed and delivered short but devastating attacks.

      The retractable shields came in handy, though, making our defensive moves much smoother and putting less pressure on the arm.

      “Get frosty,” I said to Nevis. “I feel like skating.”

      Nevis gave me a brief sideways glance, then tapped his bare foot once. Ice spread out from under him. I stilled in my attack stance, watching the frost move outward. It had the desired effect, as the Faulty was moving so fast, he didn’t even notice the frost until it was too late.

      He slipped, and I had my soul-eater out to greet him just as he moved past me. I drew blood, and he yelped from the pain. He landed on his back, then jumped right back up and came at us even harder.

      Nevis instinctively reacted by putting an ice wall between us and the Faulty. The creature, of course, didn’t let that get in his way. He punched and clawed at the frost, working his way through it until he could reach us again.

      “Now I know how my soldiers feel when the enemy breaks through their ranks,” Nevis muttered, catching his breath. He lifted his soul-eater blade, giving it an appreciative smirk. “But this is an interesting toy.”

      “I know, right?” I replied, slightly amused. My adrenaline was pumping, but being around Nevis took the edge off everything. “Would you like to give it a try?” I asked jokingly.

      He smiled, and I nearly melted on the inside as he played along. “Why, yes, of course, I’d love to,” he replied. “Just let me know when. You’re far better at tracing the bastard than I am.”

      That was a compliment. Nevis, the friggin’ prince of Dhaxanians, his royal pain in my butt, had just complimented me. I was speechless, but kept my eye on the ball, nonetheless. I saw the Faulty darting around and delivering precise blows at the ice wall. It was going to come down soon.

      Nevis prepared to strike. Just as the Faulty stopped behind Nevis, I nodded.

      He rammed his soul-eater through the ice and managed to clip the Faulty in the hip. We both heard him hiss.

      “Okay, now. Time for the final blow,” I said, as Nevis and I got back to back.

      I had to admit, it was nice feeling his tall figure behind me. Despite the cold air he exuded by Dhaxanian nature, my insides were all warm and toasty. Focus, Lenny.

      “Almost there,” Nevis replied.

      The Faulty broke through the ice wall. As it all came down in wet chunks, however, he moved again, knowing he’d get cut if he didn’t. But the soul-eater had slowed him down. It gave me the opportunity to swerve to my right just as he came around. My sword went right through him, cutting through flesh and bone as if he’d been made of butter.

      He froze, his eyes wide with shock as he looked down at me.

      “You don’t screw with my kind, kitty-cat,” I whispered.

      I doubted he truly understood what I’d just said, though. The life was already draining out of him. Blood gushed from his wound and smeared my leather combat suit in crimson. He fell, limp as a rag doll.

      Nevis gave me an appreciative nod. “Well played, Miss Goode.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself, Your Grace,” I said with a grin.

      “Please. Nevis,” he replied, stifling a smile. “I think we’re past that stage in our relationship.”

      Whoa. He used the R-word.

      I shook the thought away as quickly as it came. The shift in our dynamic was obvious, but it couldn’t have anything to do with attraction. I was well beneath his royal level. Nevis would never consider me anything more than a teammate. Maybe a sparring partner. At best, a close acquaintance. Perhaps a friend?

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I’d been staring and saying nothing. He probably thought I was glitching or something.

      “Nothing. All good,” I replied flatly, then shifted my focus onto the rest of our team.

      Vesta and Zeriel managed to take down their opponent, having no choice but to kill him. Dmitri, Ben and Rose were almost done with the last of the Faulties. I could see the deep cuts on the creature’s arms and shoulders. He’d slowed down, panting as he struggled to stay alert and one step ahead of the Novak twins. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “That poor bastard has no idea who he’s dealing with,” I said.

      “The siblings are good, I’ll give them that,” Nevis replied, as we watched the fight progress. “The half-wolf can hold his own, too. He deserves some credit.”

      Rose’s lips were smeared with blood. She’d even managed to take a bite out of the Faulty, from what I could tell. The creature was still a worthy adversary, though. He was now as fast as a vampire—therefore, not slow enough just yet. He took Ben by surprise when he made a sudden turn in the opposite direction and backhanded him hard enough to send him flying.

      Ben landed on his back, groaning from the pain, as blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. Within a split-second, he knocked Dmitri back, too, leaving just Rose standing. She growled as she tried to attack the Faulty, but the creature dodged her soul-eater and swerved around. His claws were out and headed straight for her side.

      I couldn’t send a barrier out without hitting her, too. Ridan rushed to help her but noticed movement behind the Faulty and came to a grinding halt.

      The Faulty stopped mid-swing, frozen, his eyes bulging. He was paralyzed.

      Behind him, just ten feet away, stood Kailani with her arm out. She’d just cast one of her stunning spells, from the looks of it. The Faulty grunted, unable to move or speak. Hunter caught up with Kailani, then ran past her to kill the hostile.

      Rose beat him to it and beheaded the Faulty with one swift swing of her sword.

      His head fell, then rolled into the firepit that Amane had been digging. The body dropped, arms and legs still twitching. Hunter stared at Rose, both eyebrows raised in a questioning manner.

      Rose shrugged. “What?” she paused. “Get your own Faulty.”

      Hunter chuckled briefly, then looked around, giving us a quick glance to make sure we were okay. “Glad to see you’re all still standing,” he said. “We got attacked not far from here. Sorry we’re late.”

      “Meh… As you can see, we managed,” I replied, mildly amused.

      Hunter then frowned. “Where’s Amane?”

      I looked around. My stomach dropped, but I was nowhere near as baffled as Ridan.

      Amane had vanished.

      The dragon groaned. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!”

      “Lenny, True Sight, please,” Rose said to me. “She can’t have gone far.”

      I nodded, then scanned the entire area. I spotted her less than a mile away, headed northwest. I pointed in her direction, but growls erupted to my right. We all turned our heads to find six more Faulties—these ones were different, a mixture of reptilian and feline creatures. They scowled at the bodies of their fallen siblings, then bared their freakishly long fangs and surrounded us.

      “Dammit,” Rose cursed under her breath, then drew her soul-eater sword again. “Get ready!”

      My instincts kicked into action again. I took a deep breath and prepared to release a powerful barrier—enough to knock the beasts back. I wanted to give Ridan an opening to go after Amane before she got too far away from us. She knew the land. She knew how to vanish. If we lost track of her, that was it. There were no second chances.

      Just as I exhaled and moved to release the barrier, a figure darted behind the six Faulties. It moved like a flash, cutting and hacking as it broke their line and reached us. As soon as the creature shed its leafy mantle, my breath got stuck in my throat.

      “Kallisto,” Rose murmured, equally stunned.

      Standing between us and the Faulties was Kallisto. I thought she’d died during our melee with the Perfects, back in the diamond colosseum. She’d used that high-frequency scream of hers to temporarily disable Araquiel and his gang, giving us the window we’d needed to escape.

      “You’re alive,” I said.

      Kallisto smirked. “That Araquiel piece of trash won’t be the end of me. Ever,” she replied.

      Then I remembered her betrayal. She’d been the one to lure us into the colosseum to begin with. She’d sold us out to the Perfects, just so she could regain access to Ta’Zan—until the Perfects made it painfully clear that she was never going to get back to her creator, no matter what she did.

      I raised my sword, pointing it straight at her, while two of the Faulties she’d cut through managed to get back to their feet. Back to six hostiles once again, there was no time left for talking. They came at us, feral and desperate to take us down.

      However, despite her initial betrayal, Kallisto seemed to side with us, and she took one of them head on. Ridan dashed after Amane but was quickly intercepted by one of the remaining Faulties. The rest of us moved out and paired up again to tackle the other four. The fight was nowhere near over, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to get myself killed in this jungle.

      Not today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rose

          

        

      

    

    
      I was surprised to see that Kallisto had made it out of the diamond colosseum alive. I also had mixed feelings about her presence here. That changed when she tackled one of the newly arrived Faulties. Ben and I handled one, while the others in our team moved to fight the others.

      Our shields and soul-eating swords were definitely helping—all it took was one cut to see a decrease in the creature’s energy. It was good to see that swamp witch magic still had an impact on our enemy. After the Perfects had found a way to breach our cloaking spells, and after they’d learned to disable Kailani’s teleportation abilities with their devices, I’d figured magic wasn’t going to be of too much help going forward. I was glad to see that wasn’t the case. Not yet, anyway.

      We’d yet to try our new weapons on the Perfects. That was going to be the real trial, not the Faulties. The latter were limited in numbers and were somewhat weaker than their winged brethren. They were still notable adversaries, but we were already starting to figure them out.

      “Now’s the time to use your singing voice, Kallisto,” Dmitri croaked as he dodged a Faulty’s attack. “Happy to cover my ears again!”

      “I can’t!” Kallisto replied, gritting her teeth as she ducked in front of her opponent, avoiding his claws, then sprang back up and delivered an impressive uppercut. I heard the creature’s teeth clatter together as it was thrown backward by the force of the blow. “It’ll draw Perfects. I’m one of the few with this ability.”

      Dmitri cursed under his breath, then used his soul-cutter to nick a Faulty’s side.

      Kallisto’s scream wasn’t imperative at this point in time. We handled ourselves well. After the previous fight, we’d learned a couple more things about our opponents. Yes, they were insanely fast, strong, fierce, and feral, but they were also dominated by their emotions. Their tactics were straightforward, and, despite the fact that they were quick learners, the Faulties appeared to be limited on an intellectual level.

      One by one, they came down, their blood glazing the soft ground and the green grass, the wildflowers and fallen leaves. When the last one fell, courtesy of Ridan, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      I was covered in sweat, and I’d sustained some mild injuries, but I was okay. One quick glance at the rest of my team, and I wound up smiling. They’d done a fantastic job. I was fortunate to have each and every one of them with Ben and me on this mission. They were amazing, both on land and in water. They’d proven themselves, over and over, and, most importantly, they had no intention of giving up. We were taking this all the way to the end—whatever that was.

      Once the Faulties were taken care of, Elonora, Vesta, Nevis, and Zeriel pointed their soul-eaters back at Kallisto, who stilled, then slowly raised her hands in a defensive gesture. She didn’t look happy, but, then again, I couldn’t blame the crew.

      “You sold us out to the Perfects,” Elonora said, her tone clipped.

      “I helped you, just now,” Kallisto replied, gritting her teeth.

      “Well, thanks and all, much appreciated, yadda-yadda-yadda… But still, you sold us out!” Elonora said. “What are you doing here? How did you find us? What do you want?”

      Kallisto glowered at Elonora for a moment, then shifted her gaze to Ben and me. She sighed, then put her hands down, despite the swords still pointed at her.

      “I thought I was doing the right thing,” Kallisto said. “I thought that, if I handed you over to the Perfects, I’d see my father again.”

      “Case in point. You sold us out,” Elonora hissed.

      “Yeah. I did!” Kallisto snapped. “I was ready to do anything to get back to my father. My creator! I’m not sure you understand!”

      I put my sword away, then crossed my arms. I was ready to listen before I made any decision. “Okay. Explain it to us, then,” I replied.

      “We’re all wired to worship Ta’Zan,” Kallisto said. “He conditioned us to be this way, long before we even went into those pods. We don’t know any other life besides the one we spent by his side and in his service. That’s all I can say. It’s how I felt. I had to do whatever I could to get back to him.”

      “And now? Why are you here?” I asked.

      Kallisto thought about it for a while, choosing her words carefully before she spoke. “I’m angry. I felt broken and humiliated after my encounter with Araquiel,” she explained, her voice trembling. “It shattered me, but I could see the truth in the end. Ta’Zan doesn’t want me back. He’ll never want me back. And that… that makes me really angry.”

      “Why are you here?” Elonora repeated my question, adding weight to each word in that sentence. I knew she was angry. She had every reason to feel that way; however, we were in short supply of allies. We had to consider an alliance with Kallisto, provided we could protect ourselves in case she betrayed us again. First, she had to convince me that she was being truthful.

      “I want to help!” Kallisto retorted. “I know you want to find your people and get them out of here. I get it. Except that your people are with Ta’Zan, and I, personally, want to get to him. Not for a family reunion, though. Not this time. No. I want revenge.”

      She sounded determined enough. I briefly looked at Elonora, knowing she was reading the Faulty’s emotions as she spoke.

      “Define revenge,” I said. “Can you kill him?”

      “I don’t know how to kill him.” She sighed. “But I can make his life a living hell. I can get you in. I can try and reason with the other rogue Faulties out there. I can raise a mutiny and burn his project to the ground. Whatever I can do to piss him off, you can count on me.”

      “There are thousands of Perfects,” Ben replied. “By next week, it’ll be millions. What can we do, even with your help, to stop them?”

      Kallisto’s grin unsettled me. “You’ll need Amane’s expertise.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You’ll have to ask her,” she replied.

      “Why don’t you tell us?” Elonora demanded.

      “Because I’m not at liberty to say. I’m telling you, you need Amane for whatever it is you plan to do next. You will fail without her.”

      A few moments passed in heavy silence. The air was thick between us. I knew Elonora was itching to take Kallisto down, but I had to make a decision that would help us move forward. My parents were still out there, prisoners of Ta’Zan, along with the rest of our founders and the survivors of the fleet attack. Their lives depended on us.

      “Put your swords away,” I said.

      Elonora frowned but did as she was told. The soul-eaters went back in their sheaths.

      We gathered around Kallisto.

      “Okay. You can help us,” I said to her. “But if I get so much as a whiff that you’re trying to pull one over on us, I will kill you, and I will take my sweet time with it, too,” I added, baring my fangs to add gravitas to my statement.

      She took a deep breath, then nodded slowly. “You have my word,” she murmured. “I’ve learned my lesson. Helping Ta’Zan means helping those arrogant bastards who think they’re better than me. I’m done with that.”

      “Ta’Zan also thinks those ‘arrogant bastards’ are better than you. He’s the one who calls them Perfects. Keep that in mind, Kallisto,” Zeriel chimed in, pursing his lips. “Never let anyone make you feel like you’re not worth as much, simply because of your physical appearance and abilities,” he added, then pointed to his head. “What matters is what’s up here,” he said, moving to point at his heart, “and what’s in here. You do good with these two, and you’re well above any of the Perfects.”

      Kallisto took his words to heart. It was written all over her face. It saddened me to see that no one had ever treated her with kindness and encouragement. She, like the other Faulties, had been taught to believe that she was just a drone, dependent on Ta’Zan for everything, and worthless without him. That made me angry. How could Ta’Zan be so brilliant, create such fascinating specimens, and yet treat them the way he did? I just couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “Kallisto is right, though,” Ridan said. “We need to find Amane.”

      “I think I know where she might go next,” Kallisto replied. “I found her lair and the dead Faulties you guys left behind. She’s got a few safe spots in the area. There’s one close by, about a mile and a half to the northwest from here.”

      “I saw her headed in that direction before you showed up,” Elonora said.

      “Good. We know where we’re going, then,” I replied, then motioned for Kallisto to take the lead. “Show us.”

      She went ahead, and we followed, making sure to take all our backpacks and supplies. We couldn’t lose anything, especially all the items we’d gotten back from GASP. I knew we needed to sit down and record another message for Caleb and River, but I was also aware of the fact that we had to find Amane first and get as much information as we possibly could from Kallisto along the way, too.

      The more data we could provide to GASP, the better.
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      “That wasn’t going to be a good safe spot, anyway,” I said as we moved through the woods. I didn’t have time to pick up the crystal pellets I’d left behind. Besides, I had plenty of those in one of my pouches. “It was swarming with Faulties.”

      “Do you think Amane lied when she brought us there? Do you think she knew?” Elonora asked, walking by my side.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      I could see the beach farther ahead, just five hundred yards away. The jungle gave us good cover in the late hours of the night. Insects chirped all around us, and I could hear the waves splashing against the shore, too. It was eerily quiet, but I was still on edge after our unexpected encounters with Faulties.

      “I doubt it,” Kallisto said. “The rogue Faulties keep changing their territory. Some have even started fighting one another over control of various patches of dry land. It’s hard to predict our movements if we never sit still.”

      “Besides, according to the updated maps of Strava, the diamond colosseums are spreading,” Ben replied. “Could it be that the rogue Faulties are trying to steer clear of the expanding Perfects?”

      “Absolutely,” Kallisto said. “The Perfects are horrible fiends. If they spot one of us on their turf, that’s it. Kill on sight.”

      That made sense. It also told me a little bit more about the Perfects, as well as the Faulties. Both were extremely territorial. That could work to our advantage later, if we played our cards right. It was just an idea, for the time being, but I figured we could maybe get some of the Faulties to band together and hold on to one of the islands, for example. If they claimed it as their territory, to then be challenged by the Perfects, it could cause a big enough skirmish to keep some of Ta’Zan’s resources distracted, while we found a way into his compound.

      “What do you know about Amane, Kallisto?” Rose asked her. “If you’re going to stay and help, I need you to be more forthcoming with us.”

      We reached the beach, our boots sinking into the fine white sand. Bluish moonlight painted the ocean in its ethereal marine colors, casting glimmers over the foamy waves as they licked at the shore. Once again, I found myself entranced by Strava’s beauty, only to be swiftly reminded of its deadly dangers.

      Kallisto pointed at an island less than a mile away. It was bigger than this one, with a thin strip of beach and a dense jungle skirting the steep mountain in the middle. Based on what I remembered from our topographic studies of the planet, most of these islands were actually the peaks of underwater mountains.

      “I know plenty, but a lot I cannot tell you because I promised Amane,” Kallisto replied. “I keep my word. But I’ll share with you what I can.”

      Rose thought about it for a second, then nodded. “Fine. It’s better than nothing, I suppose.”

      “I’m surprised you have principles,” Elonora muttered. She was still miffed about the colosseum incident, and I couldn’t blame her. I also knew that none of these jabs were malicious in their intent. Elonora was simply trying to elicit emotions from Kallisto, so she could get a better read on her.

      Kallisto bit her lower lip, refraining from a reply altogether. I had to give the Faulty credit. She was definitely irritated, but, clearly, she didn’t want to start a fight with Elonora. That told me that she was interested in making this alliance work, despite her volcanic nature.

      “We need to get there,” the Faulty said, nodding at the island.

      Vesta and Nevis took the lead, creating an underwater pocket for us to go through. They were getting better at it. The walls were smooth and lasted for longer, as we moved without getting wet.

      “So, you and Amane are friends?” Ridan asked Kallisto.

      “We used to be, yes,” she replied. “Not anymore.”

      “But you’re still keeping your word to her,” I concluded.

      “Despite what you think, I do have principles and loyalty.” Kallisto sighed. “When I make a promise, I do my best to keep it. And, to be honest, Amane is a good creature. We just didn’t see eye to eye at the time.”

      “What happened, then?” Rose asked.

      Above us, ocean creatures swam, curiously watching us as we advanced through the water. Some of them got close enough for us to see their full splendor—massive, majestic, whale-like creatures with black-and-white stripes, accompanied by flurries of yellow-and-red fishes. They didn’t stay down here for long, though, as they made their way closer to the surface.

      “Amane was the first to leave, before Ta’Zan kicked me and my siblings out,” Kallisto explained. “She already knew what Ta’Zan was planning to do. He’d just taken your people, and he’d already created the first Perfects. I was angry with Amane, at the time. I thought she’d betrayed us all, not to mention Ta’Zan.”

      I noticed how she’d stopped calling Ta’Zan “Father,” just like Amane. That reinforced my thoughts: Kallisto was definitely switching to our side. Deep down, there was still a sliver of doubt. But I chose to focus on what was right in front of me, and that was a Faulty willing to help us.

      “You don’t know what it was that she and Ta’Zan disagreed upon,” Rose replied.

      Kallisto shook her head. “She kept saying it was about the Perfects, about his use for them. I got to speak to her just before she left. She wanted to get as far away from Ta’Zan as possible. She begged me not to tell anyone. I do know she felt bad for leaving, since her sister stayed behind.”

      “Wait, what?” I breathed. “What sister? Aren’t you all brothers and sisters?”

      “Yes, because we were made in the same way, not by blood, but Amane and Amal are different. They came from the same embryo. It split in the artificial womb. They share the same features, the same physical and cognitive abilities. They’re unique among the Faulties,” Kallisto explained. “Together, they were priceless to him, though I don’t know for what, exactly. They worked closely with Ta’Zan. That’s the one thing I know for sure. They had access to his labs, all the biological samples. He trusted them more than anyone else. After Amane left, Amal was left to do her work, too.”

      We reached the beach, and the waters settled behind us.

      “Coast is clear,” Elonora announced, scanning the area.

      Kallisto took the lead again, headed straight for the jungle, and silence settled between us for a minute or so, as we continued our search for Amane.

      “So Amal stayed with Ta’Zan,” Ridan said, frowning. “Amane did let it slip that she left someone behind, and that she felt sorry for that.”

      “I can’t blame her,” Kallisto replied, wearing a sad smile. “The two were inseparable. Where Amane went, Amal followed. I was there for a few more hours. Then Ta’Zan and the others, Amal included, left us behind. For a while, I thought Amane’s sudden departure had influenced his decision to abandon us. I blamed her. Amal was sure as hell angry with her.”

      Rose sighed. “So that’s why Amane’s reluctant to help us. It might put her sister at risk if Ta’Zan finds out.”

      Kallisto nodded. “On one hand, I doubt Ta’Zan would kill Amal if Amane helped you. But, on the other, he could make her life a living hell. He needs them both. I just don’t know what for. I do know it’s important; otherwise, the rogue Faulties wouldn’t be scrambling to drag Amane back to him.”

      “Which makes it all the more important to find her,” Ridan concluded.

      The jungle unraveled before us, its gnarled trees rising and twisting like wooden serpents, branching out in rich, dark green foliage. Nocturnal animals roamed the area—I could hear some of them chirping in the bushes, chewing on distant tree bark, and climbing up the trees. A spine-tingling growl made me shiver.

      Hunter gave me a soft nudge. “It’s quite far,” he said. “Just a big cat trying to get a late dinner.”

      I chuckled softly. “Good thing we have a wolf with us to give us the lowdown on these jungles,” I replied.

      Dmitri cleared his throat, demanding my attention. “Honey, you’ve got two wolves. That’s a double whammy, right there.”

      “Double trouble, you mean,” Rose said with a playful smile.

      Kallisto watched our exchange with keen interest, visibly amused, then pointed to the north, where the mountain rose proudly from the woods. “Amane usually picks mountain caves for her safe spots. They’re quite secluded. Not easy to spot. Perfects frequently fly over these regions, so it’s imperative to stay out of sight.”

      She continued to lead the way through the woods, and Elonora continued to carefully scan the area ahead, looking for Amane.

      “I can see Faulties here and there, but they’re quite scattered. Most of them are solitary, some in pairs, but I can’t find Amane,” she murmured.

      “How far can you see?” Kallisto asked.

      “Up to three miles, approximately,” Elonora replied. “Though the terrain does play a part. Sometimes, the layers can be really thick and can blur my long-distance vision. This is different from back home, though,” she explained. “There are certain types of stones and metal that I can’t see through, it seems.”

      “Whoa, that’s new,” I breathed, quite surprised. “When did you notice that?”

      Elonora shrugged. “Just now, actually. I think there’s something about this mountain, in particular. There are parts of it that I simply cannot see through, properly. I can only make out some vague shadows.”

      “There are mineral deposits in this area, specifically in the mountain,” Kallisto said. “We call it serium, and it’s relatively rare and valuable. Ta’Zan uses it to power many of his devices.”

      That was interesting new information. “Tell us more.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know the technical details, only what the Faulties who work with him directly have told me. Serium is a solid mineral, and, unlike others in its geological class, it absorbs and stores electrical energy. This area, in particular, is quite prone to thunderstorms between the seasons. When lightning strikes in these parts, the energy is naturally drawn to the serium deposits in the mountain. They don’t have a known limit. They just keep sucking energy.”

      “Like natural batteries,” Dmitri concluded. “Jovi would have a field day playing with this stuff,” he added, then stopped himself. Sadness enveloped him, nearly breaking my heart in the process. I hated seeing him like this.

      “Yes,” Kallisto replied, not noticing the sudden change in Dmitri’s expression. “Ta’Zan uses them to power all his machinery, including the pods that kept us in stasis.”

      “But I could see right through the cave there,” Elonora said, frowning slightly.

      “The deposits were under the cave,” Kallisto explained. “All the cables were connected to it, through the ground.”

      “Is that why they were glowing all blue?” I asked, remembering the display in the pod cave. Kallisto nodded. “They were drawing energy from the serium.”

      “Yes. All by itself, serium may appear dull. It looks like black crystal, only it has some faint shimmers within. That’s what we look for when we mine for it. The blue shimmer. Once you connect the serium, even in its raw form, to a device that functions on electricity, the mineral just comes to life. It lights up blue, and so do the cables, just like you saw,” Kallisto explained.

      “So the serium obscures your view?” I asked Elonora.

      “I don’t know for sure,” she replied. “We’ll need to get closer to the mountain, so I can see it better.”

      I squeezed Dmitri’s arm gently. “Think you’ll be able to have a look at that serium and maybe figure out how it works?”

      He looked at me, slightly surprised, then smiled and nodded, losing the sad cloud that had darkened his gaze earlier. “I think so. I can maybe scrape some off and experiment with it.”

      “Just make sure you don’t electrocute yourself. You do have a history,” Hunter interjected, chuckling softly.

      “Normally, I’d have a comeback for you, but in this case, I have to admit you’re right,” Dmitri said. “I do have a history with electricity, in general.”

      “Hey, that’s how the greatest inventions came to be. Trial and error, my friend,” Hunter replied, then put his arm around Dmitri’s shoulder. He’d noticed the young wolf’s emotional fluctuations, and he was trying to keep him on the straight and narrow.

      Dmitri was an incredible creature, as jovial and happy-go-lucky as his siblings. But grief was beginning to change him, and I would hate to see him disappear beneath a layer of darkness and thirst for revenge. I knew the Blackhalls well enough to understand what losing a loved one could do to any of them.

      This wasn’t easy on Dmitri at all. I couldn’t help but appreciate Hunter’s intervention. As a wolf, he seemed to be more attuned to Dmitri, in a way. I had a feeling Hunter was the best equipped out of all of us to handle Dmitri, and to keep him focused on the mission.

      We needed him. We couldn’t spare a single fighter in these circumstances.
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      As we made our way through the jungle, I found myself unable to stay away from Nevis. We walked side by side, though neither of us spoke for a while. His aura was still quite confusing, with threads of red, black, and gold intertwined, making it difficult for me to pin down specific emotions. We stole glances at one another, but only when the other wasn’t looking.

      I felt his eyes on me, and as soon as I turned my head, he was already glancing in the opposite direction. It made me want to smile, but I pressed my lips tight instead, trying to keep a straight face.

      Something had definitely shifted between us, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. He made me nervous—extremely nervous, actually. My breathing hitched and my pulse raced whenever he was close. But I kept my guard up at all times, remembering how abrasive he’d been just days earlier. I didn’t know him well enough, and although Avril swore that he was an amazing creature, I reserved the right to hold on to my doubts about him.

      Still, his low and smooth voice made my spine tingle, making it difficult for me to concentrate. Sometimes, I wished there were more Faulties to fight, so I wouldn’t have to deal with my reaction to his presence.

      “We’ll definitely need Faulties on our side if we plan to infiltrate Ta’Zan’s compound,” he said, picking up a previous conversation we’d had, while the others in our group talked among themselves.

      “They have inside knowledge,” I replied, nodding in agreement. “Well, we have one, so far. Or so it seems,” I added, nodding at Kallisto, who led the way.

      “You should cut her some slack,” Nevis said, giving me a stern sideways glance.

      Why do I always feel like I’m naked in front of the class whenever he looks at me?

      I sighed. “She sold us out. Don’t think I’m quick to forget that.”

      “I don’t expect you to forget it. But just don’t make it the core of your behavior toward her. Like it or not, we need her,” he replied. “I don’t like it either, but this isn’t the first time I’ve had to make uneasy alliances in order to get what I want.”

      “I know I should tone it down. I… I know,” I ultimately conceded, then changed the subject once I noticed the glimmer of satisfaction in his icy blue eyes. The last thing I wanted was to inflate his ego any further. “What I really can’t wrap my head around is this whole genetic supremacy garbage.”

      Nevis smiled, but there was a sadness there I didn’t quite get. “I do. I get it,” he said. “Ta’Zan is trying to be better than nature itself, but he’s doing it all wrong. Being the most superior lifeform doesn’t require the elimination of the others. Creating new life isn’t the anomaly, but rather thinking it’s the only one allowed.”

      “And, in the end, all he’s doing is crossing species,” I added. “A little bit of this, a little bit of that, and voila! Lab-grown hybrids. That’s all. Nothing special. I mean, sure, they’re more powerful and smarter than anything we’ve ever seen but still, they came out of a petri dish.”

      “Hybrids are a thing of wonder, in my opinion,” Nevis replied, gazing ahead at the rest of our group. “It’s always a miracle when one beats the odds and comes to life, naturally and unaided. Most of the time, when species cross, the offspring don’t stand much of a chance. Nature designed us all in a specific manner. Take Hansa and Jax, for example.”

      “They may never have their own kids,” I said, remembering previous conversations I’d had with Hansa and Anjani over this—back on Calliope, long before this Stravian nightmare started. “Hansa’s silver blood is quite toxic to Maras. True. But they said they’d like to adopt, once they decide it’s time to raise a kid and expand their family.”

      Nevis nodded slowly. “They’re an instance of nature putting its foot down, I suppose,” he said. “Then there’s you, Miss Goode.”

      I blinked several times, somewhat confused. “What about me?”

      “Your kind fascinates me. As a vampire sentry, you’re pretty high up on the food chain. Surely, you’re aware of that. Especially when one compares you to other supernatural species.” I gawked at him for a while, not knowing what to make of his words. I must’ve frowned, because his gaze wandered up and down my face before he smiled. “You’re confused,” he added. “For the sake of clarity, it was a compliment. You are one of the most interesting hybrids I’ve come across since encountering GASP.”

      I thought about it for a while, unable to find the right response. Why was my brain so glitchy whenever he spoke to me?

      “Thank you, I guess?” I managed.

      “You’re welcome.”

      My cheeks were on fire. I had to change the subject again, before the awkward silence settled between us. I could already feel it creeping up, weighing down on my shoulders and making my throat close up. Dammit, he’s got quite an effect on me.

      “I wonder what species were used to create Amane,” I blurted out. “I’ve never seen anyone like her, even among the Faulties.”

      Kallisto overheard me, giving a quick look over the shoulder. “I don’t think anyone besides Ta’Zan knows,” she replied. “We all have Draenir genes at the base, which account for our skin texture and ears, for example,” she added, pointing at her elvish ears. “They also represent the core of our cognitive and physical functions. I don’t know much about the original Draenir, though. Ta’Zan kept the archives to himself, and we never really got to interact with them. Given that the plague was roaming freely and picking them off, one by one, Ta’Zan kept us away from them.”

      “I understand. But did you ever ask him about Amane? About any of you?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, but he always changed the subject. He kept it vague, saying he used various genes from different animals. With most of us, we were able to guess. I think you, yourselves, have recognized some of our features during previous encounters.”

      “Some reptilian scales, fangs, and claws here and there. Some of you have thick, almost stony skin and horns. Others have fur and claws, similar to the big turquoise felines we’ve seen by the shore,” I said. “I can definitely see some of the sample creatures he used, for sure. But they don’t explain your abilities. Like your scream, for example. Where does it come from?”

      Kallisto shrugged. “I have no idea. I discovered it by accident, during my first week alive. I was cornered and bullied by other Faulties. It got so painful, I had no other choice but to scream, hoping someone might hear me and help me. It was so loud and at such a strange frequency, it made their ears bleed, and I was able to get away. They stopped bothering me after that,” she recounted, smirking.

      “What about Amane’s ability to sense other Perfects? Do you think it comes from an animal or some other humanoid species, maybe?” Rose interjected.

      “I think Amane is the only one who can tell you. I imagine she knows. She’s smarter than most of us. Well, both her and Amal. They’re both brilliant. I guess it’s why they worked so well with Ta’Zan, and why he wants Amane back,” Kallisto replied, then chuckled. “I’m amused by how my brethren think they can actually catch her. She’s out of their league, and they’re too desperate to succeed.”

      “All this desperation, and for what?” I asked. “To get back to the guy who kicked them out?”

      My question was more or less rhetorical, but Kallisto didn’t seem to notice. She exhaled as we continued to tread the soft ground of the jungle, getting closer to the mountain.

      “It’s fanaticism,” she explained. “We were all raised and conditioned to love and obey him, until death. I think I was able to break free with Araquiel’s… rude awakening. But most of the Faulties never break free. They’ll continue to loiter around Ta’Zan’s colosseums. They’ll keep trying to find a way back in. We’re still in the early days, though. Today, it’s bringing Amane back to him. Yesterday, it was capturing you. Tomorrow, it’ll be something else.”

      “We have to bring them over to our side,” I said. “We could use their feelings of abandonment to make them see what kind of person Ta’Zan is. Start a mutiny, like you suggested.”

      Kallisto thought about it for a moment, then scratched the back of her head. “Yes. To be honest, any Faulty could experience a change of heart when they’re around you,” she replied, wearing a half-smile. “I learned more about my self-worth from tailing you and your group than I did in all my years with Ta’Zan. The way you treat and talk to each other… it befuddled me at first, until I realized that this is how you are among yourselves and with the rest of the world. You’re all kind and accepting, supportive and forgiving. Even though some of you are clearly superior, genetically speaking.”

      I found myself blushing again. One quick look at Nevis, and my face nearly melted off. There was a darkness in the vast blue of his eyes as he looked at me. He seemed convinced that Kallisto was referring to me. But I was a nobody. Kailani was a powerful witch, and she was only going to get better and stronger. Hunter could tear a creature apart without even bothering to shift—once he went white wolf, however, it spelled nothing but death for his opponents. Ridan was a friggin’ dragon. Ben had come back from the dead. Rose had seen and lived through plenty—defeating the Ancients being just one item on her list—and her experience alone could put us all to shame. Vesta was one of the most impressive fae I’d ever come across, with superb command over all four elements. Zeriel, despite his playful nature, was as fierce as they came, and was practically unmatched underwater. Nevis… Well, the Dhaxanian prince had the ability to freeze anyone and everything. Granted, the Perfects and the Faulties were able to break through his ice, for some reason, but, still, he was phenomenal. And Dmitri—

      “I mean, look at Dmitri,” Kallisto added, breaking my train of thought. “He’s a half-wolf but cannot turn.”

      “How do you know I can’t turn?” Dmitri said, both offended and alarmed.

      Kallisto smirked. “You would’ve shifted the moment you ran into the Perfects, back in the colosseum,” she replied. “I can smell the animal in you. I can almost feel it. But you’re unable to let it out.”

      “Not yet,” he retorted, keeping his chin high and his jaw locked.

      “In a way, you’re a Faulty,” Kallisto said. “You’re a hybrid, after all. Yet, your team loves and supports you, no matter what. You give it your best. I mean, I’ve seen you in combat. You hold your own very well. Where your wolf nature is unable to deliver, you compensate through inventiveness and physical strength.”

      Dmitri was quick to let go of the offense. His cheeks blossomed pink, and his gaze darted around from one team member to another. My heart swelled to see him like this. More often than not, we all knew that he underestimated himself, feeling as though he wasn’t enough, somehow. But Dmitri was fast and strong. Yes, he was incomplete as a wolf, but he had one of the best damn noses to ever come out of The Shade, right up there with Avril and Hunter. He was determined and stubborn, and he didn’t let anyone or anything get in the way of his objective.

      “I think she’s complimenting you, buddy,” Hunter muttered, slightly amused.

      “I am,” Kallisto said, smiling. “Like I said, I’ve learned to at least try to be a better version of myself just by following you around. I can only imagine what you could accomplish with a few more of my siblings on your team. If you treat them half as nicely as you do your weakest,” she added, once again nodding at Dmitri, “then yes. I think you can get some Faulties on board.”

      It hit me then that Kallisto didn’t pick up on social cues. She’d repeatedly pointed at Dmitri as our so-called weakest link, but it wasn’t meant in a derogatory fashion. She was just being brutally honest. Judging by Dmitri’s mixed emotions of irritation, pride, and amusement, he’d understood the same about Kallisto, as well.

      “I wish this was useful, though,” Rose mumbled. She took out one of the blood vials and popped it open—only to get the same result, as the crimson liquid instantly turned to red smoke. “The moment it’s out, it’s gone. My guess is they can extract it directly from the vein, but it expires rather quickly. Perfect blood is useless unless it’s straight from the source.”

      “Whoop-tee-doo,” Elonora muttered, then resumed using her True Sight as she looked ahead for Amane.

      “We’ll have to make do with that,” Rose said.

      Branches suddenly cracked behind us.

      A split second later, we all heard a familiar voice.

      “There you are!” Araquiel said.

      My body bucked, tension jamming my muscles and stiffening my joints. Fear and rage instantly burned through me, making my veins swell with the rush of blood and adrenaline. I turned around, as did the rest of my team, to find Araquiel, Douma, Elyon, Oriphiel, and the other four Perfects we’d dealt with earlier, standing thirty feet away. How the hell did they keep tracking us?!

      Dammit, and the vial blood doesn’t work.

      Moonlight breached the overhead tree crowns, casting its bluish hue on their iridescent skin. They’d fully recovered from Amane’s traps. It gave me the creeps to see them standing, in fact, after having witnessed their literal slicing in half.

      For a second, I thought I was having a bad dream. But I wasn’t.

      This was real. The Perfects had caught up with us.
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      I’d already gone through a whirlwind of emotions over the past few hours. I was worried sick about my brother, clinging on to the hope that he was still alive and just a prisoner of Ta’Zan—because I couldn’t deal with the idea that he might’ve died. I just couldn’t.

      On top of that, we had a very blunt Kallisto with us, who unwittingly pointed out my physical inadequacies, compared to my teammates. It was difficult to hate her for it. Despite her bull-in-a-china-shop-type statements, the Faulty actually meant well, from what I could tell. Deep down, I also knew that she was right. I was nowhere near as prodigious as, say, Elonora or Kailani, for example. I wasn’t even a full wolf like Hunter. But I could hold my own well enough with both Perfects and Faulties, especially now that we had the soul-eaters and retractable shields.

      But dealing with another round of Perfects just wasn’t on my priority list right now. We needed to find Amane and figure out a way to get into Ta’Zan’s compound, wherever that was. I needed to find my friends, my grandparents, and my brother. Worst of all, these were the same jerks we’d fought before.

      “Ugh, this is the encore that nobody asked for,” I grumbled, then drew my soul-eater and moved into an attack stance.

      “This is the last time I’m going to ask you to willingly surrender,” Douma said as she stepped forward. Man, for someone who had been cut in half a couple of hours ago, she looked fantastic. “Despite your transgressions, we’re willing to escort you to Ta’Zan, alive and in one piece.”

      Araquiel chuckled. “Right. You do that, Sister. I’d rather tear them all apart, limb by limb.”

      “You know Father’s orders!” she said to him through gritted teeth. “Obey. Don’t upset him.”

      “What’s he going to do?” Araquiel said, acting all innocent. Needless to say, he was a terrible actor. “He already knows they won’t go down without a fight. He won’t fault us if we bring them back in pieces. It saves you the effort of chasing them around, anyway.”

      “And what are you doing with them again, you little worm?” Elyon hissed, narrowing his eyes at Kallisto.

      The Faulty was afraid of them. I could almost smell it on her—the chemical change was obvious to my wolf senses. But she did her best not to show it. “I’ve decided they’re worth the trouble of helping,” she replied. “They’re better people than you ever will be.”

      “Give them five minutes. They’ll be the best dead people you’ll ever meet.” Araquiel snickered.

      “It took you less time to find us this time. How so?” Rose asked.

      “We get better at our craft,” Douma retorted. “Once we catch your scent, it’s pretty hard to shake it. We learn your movement patterns as we go along and, well, here we are.”

      “This shouldn’t come as a surprise, though. You are, after all, inferior,” Araquiel added.

      “You just made the top spot on my kill list,” Elonora muttered, gripping her soul-eater sword with both hands. She’d started her swordsmanship training in Kendo as a little girl—it was still her favorite go-to in close combat. Few matched her in that style.

      Araquiel blew her a kiss. “Can’t wait to wear your entrails around my neck.”

      “Dude. That’s just… disturbing,” I replied, disgusted, then looked at Douma. “Is that how Ta’Zan makes you people? Psychos? Because, honey, that’s as far from ‘perfect’ as one can possibly get.”

      “Oh, and by the way!” Elonora added, grinning. “This Faulty here, whom you need derogatory terms to describe like the arrogant idiots that you are, is more of a Perfect than you ever will be. Want to know why?”

      Araquiel raised an eyebrow, while the others in his crew prepared to attack. “I’m intrigued,” he said.

      “She’s open to becoming a better person. She’s willing to learn and better herself in any way that she can,” Elonora replied. “You, on the other hand… This is all you’ll ever be. A bunch of cruel and vindictive mouth-breathers with wings. Your only redeeming quality is your genetic design. It’s a shame Ta’Zan didn’t figure out a way to give you all brains to go with all that brawn.”

      I couldn’t help but grin. “Maybe he did, but chose not to give it to them,” I said. “My guess is he likes his soldiers dumbed down, with the false impression that they’re smart, just so he can manipulate them to fit his needs.”

      That annoyed Araquiel, but Douma was the one who got really pissed off. I’d hit a nerve.

      She darted toward me with her claws out. The murderous look on her face told me to brace myself for the worst. As the fight broke out, I had no choice but to focus on her and her alone. I knew Elonora and Rose would need a window of opportunity to draw blood from the Perfects.

      I dodged Douma’s first attack, then brought my shield arm up to protect myself from her second hit. Her hand came down hard, but the meranium alloy in the disc was able to withstand the impact. Only then did I notice the tiny swamp witch symbols etched on the inside, visible only when the shield was fully extended.

      “You arrogant little mutt!” Douma spat, then came at me again.

      To my surprise, as well as hers, Kallisto intervened. The Faulty was faster than me and was able to cut Douma across the stomach. Blood blossomed on her white silken tunic, but it wasn’t enough to stop her. However, two were better than one, and Kallisto and I held our ground against Douma.

      I caught a glimpse of Kailani and Hunter teaming up to distract Elyon. It worked, and Elonora and Rose both jumped him, sinking their teeth into his flesh. Before he could even squirm, they started to drink his blood, and Kailani cast a stunning spell. It was the same one she’d used on Toris. Their little black blockers didn’t stop Kailani from using all her magic, just her teleportation ability.

      With the thought of our two vampires soon to be standing on equal ground with the Perfects, I shifted my focus back to Douma.

      “You know, now would be a good time to use that soprano voice of yours,” I said to Kallisto, who gave me a quick and confused glance.

      “What’s a soprano?” she asked.

      “Never mind!” I said, just as Douma charged us at full speed.

      We swerved left and right, avoiding her hit. I managed to nick her with my soul-eater, but I needed more than one cut to slow her down. Kallisto seemed to have read my mind, as she engaged Douma directly, trying to distract her from attacking me.

      It provided me with a window of opportunity. I darted toward them and cut Douma again, this time, across the back. I managed to deliver three more cuts before Douma’s leg finally shot back and kicked me right in the gut. The force of the hit was powerful enough to send me flying backward.

      I was thrown against a nearby tree. I heard the wood break, as well as a couple of ribs crack inside me. I slumped to the ground, my shield retracting as I fumbled through one of my belt pouches for a healing capsule. I only had seconds, as I watched Douma and Kallisto go at it.

      Just then, my blood froze. Araquiel had just knocked Ridan down, severely wounding him, and was about to deliver a potentially fatal blow. I had to do something.

      “Hey! Pipsqueak!” I shouted.

      Had it not been for the life-or-death vibe of this encounter, I would’ve laughed really hard at the fact that Araquiel actually responded to my call. His head shot up and turned, his blue-and-green eyes finding mine. There was so much hate oozing out of them, I wondered if one could die from poisoning just by looking at him.

      Araquiel sneered as I motioned for him to come get me. I was down and wounded.

      “Easy prey, dude,” I added, grinning. “You know you want to. You like it easy, don’t you?”

      That was enough to set him off. “Oh, I’m going to take my sweet time with you.”

      He stalked toward me, while his Perfects fought the rest of my group. I had no idea what was going to happen next, especially since they were most likely once again equipped with those disruptors, preventing Kailani from teleporting us out of here.

      On top of that, Ridan was down and wounded. The others were putting up quite the fight, but I feared it wasn’t going to be enough. We had to do something, and quick, if we wanted to get out of this mess alive.

      Rose and Elonora had left Elyon lying on the ground, almost fully drained of blood. Based on what Amane had told us about the Perfects, he was going to recover—just not right away. So the Perfects were one guy short, too, and had yet to figure out a way to stop vampires from feeding on their blood.

      Good. Now, focus on the murderous monster headed toward you.

      My blood curdled as I saw Araquiel get closer. The killer expression on his face told me everything I needed to know. I had to do whatever I could, not only to survive this, but also to take the bastard down. I managed to swallow a healing capsule to help fuse my ribs back together quickly. Without it, I’d be toast.

      Araquiel extended his pure white wings in a display of sheer force. It was meant to intimidate me. I couldn’t let him see that it was working. I gripped my soul-eater firmly, ready to ram it wherever I could as soon as he reached me.

      “Come on, you feathery bastard,” I muttered. “You’re almost here.”

      I had one of Kailani’s smoke bombs in another belt pouch. I took it out and clutched it with my spare hand. Araquiel was just ten yards away. He wasn’t kidding. He seemed confident enough not to want to rush my demise.

      “Cover your ears!” Kallisto shouted, as she straddled Douma on the ground.

      I gasped, utterly surprised to see that the Faulty had managed to get one over on a Perfect.

      Well played, Kallisto.

      We all moved to cover our ears, just as Araquiel and the remaining Perfects turned to face Kallisto. The Faulty took a deep breath, still holding Douma’s arms twisted around her back, then opened her mouth, preparing to scream.

      We would have a quick sprint to put some distance between us and the Perfects before Kailani could teleport us away from them. My heart stopped. Oriphiel snuck up on Kallisto and shoved a long needle with a small device on one end right into the side of her neck. The scream never came, as Oriphiel pressed a button on the contraption. Kallisto’s neck lit up red from the inside, then faded back to normal.

      I could smell the burnt flesh. The look of horror on Kallisto’s face nearly broke my heart. Her voice was gone. She tried to scream, but all that came out was a raspy hiss. She couldn’t speak anymore.

      Oriphiel then knocked her down, conking her on the back of the head. “Now, time to die, little worm,” she hissed.

      Araquiel chuckled, then looked at me. That smugness made my blood boil.

      “Anyway, where were we?” he said, grinning.

      “What did you do to her?” I asked, baring my fangs at him.

      “We burned her vocal cords.”

      “You’re monsters,” I managed, my eyes wide with shock. I could only imagine how painful that was for Kallisto. She was lying on the ground, writhing in agony and unable to scream, as Oriphiel towered over her, ready to finish the job.

      I, too, was in deep trouble.

      “We’re Perfects,” Araquiel said. “And we will have everything we want. Right now, I want to peel the skin and the flesh off your bones.”

      Deep, deep trouble.
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      With Kallisto painfully muted, we had no choice but to keep fighting and find another way to flee from the Perfects. We were nowhere near capable of killing them yet. Amane had sliced them in half and they’d come back!

      “Rose!” I shouted. “Cut off the heads!”

      It probably wasn’t going to kill them, but it was sure as hell going to slow them down. Everyone in our group heard me, but so did the Perfects. They got even more vicious and aggressive. I focused on Oriphiel, eager to put my words into action.

      She gave me a cold smirk, then kicked Kallisto while she was still down. I heard her bones break from the hit. She was pretty much disabled and was likely to die soon if I didn’t do something.

      “You know, I’m not her biggest fan, but what you did was downright despicable,” I hissed.

      Loaded with plenty of energy from Elyon’s blood, I sprang toward Oriphiel, raising my soul-eater and aiming straight for her neck. I slashed once and missed her by inches. She seemed alarmed but unwilling to back down. Not like she has a choice, anyway.

      I kept trying to get to Oriphiel, but she expertly avoided all my attacks—however, it was only a matter of time before I’d cut her. She knew it, too. There were threads of yellow in her aura.

      “I smell fear,” I said to her, grinning.

      “And I smell your death,” Oriphiel said. “It’s just around the corner.”

      I lunged at her again, but something tripped me. I fell forward, catching a glimpse of Nevis as he came up behind Oriphiel. I landed on the soft ground with a thud, then looked back to find Elyon lying a couple of feet from me—he’d been the one to trip me. He wasn’t going to get up anytime soon, but he’d still found one last ounce of strength to move his leg at the right time.

      I cursed under my breath, then grabbed my soul-eater and swung it downward with all my might. The blade sliced through flesh and bone, separating his head from his body.

      “Elyon!” Oriphiel screamed.

      Just as she moved to retaliate, Nevis grabbed her by the back of her neck. Frost spread out quickly and swallowed her body whole. She gasped and grunted as she tried to move, but it didn’t work. Behind me, Araquiel was coming. He’d left Dmitri alive so he could get me first, while the other Perfects were struggling with Rose, Ben, Vesta, Zeriel, Kailani, and Hunter.

      I didn’t wait another second. I jumped up and cut Oriphiel’s head off.

      “I’ll skin you alive!” Araquiel snarled, then moved as fast as lightning.

      I had Perfect blood coursing through my veins, though, and I could actually see him coming. I dodged his claws, then brought my soul-eater up in an arched motion. The first drops of Araquiel’s blood were drawn, as I managed to slice through his stomach.

      It wasn’t enough. I swerved around him, and Nevis stayed close and moved with us, looking for another attack angle. Two of us against one. Two Perfects down, six to go.

      “You’ll have to catch me first,” I replied, grinning.

      That made him even angrier. He lunged at me. I swayed to the left, his claws cutting strands of my hair as he missed me. I immediately reacted and swung my sword around. The soul-eating blade nicked his arm. A couple more cuts, and Araquiel would be slower than me.

      Nevis moved in to grab and freeze him, like he’d done with Oriphiel, but Araquiel’s wings sprang out once more and practically swatted the Dhaxanian prince away. He fell backward, groaning from the pain.

      I caught a glimpse of Kailani running around our scattered brawls, with two Perfects chasing her and Hunter right behind them. “Duck!” she shouted.

      Explosions tore through the ground in a circular pattern. The force of the blasts threw the two Perfects to the side, and temporarily disabled the others, as well. Araquiel wasn’t close enough to get hit. However, the red flashes were blinding—our crew knew to look away and shield our faces from her swamp witch gimmicks. Araquiel was unaware. A red flash blinded him. He yelped, then covered his eyes, giving me the second I needed to ram my sword through his spine. Red fires then spread all around, a blazing curtain practically closing us off from the rest of the jungle.

      I heard Araquiel’s vertebrae crack as the blade went through. He cried out in agony, then fell to his knees. I pulled my sword back, preparing to cut his head off and be done with it. Nearby, Rose and the others had managed to take two more Perfects down.

      Just then, Amane jumped through the fire, holding two long knives made of pure diamond. She slit another Perfect’s throat before he could sneak up on Vesta and Zeriel, who’d just finished off the second to last one.

      I stilled, Araquiel still paralyzed in front of me. Douma managed to get up after her scuffle with Kallisto, but Amane ran toward her at high speed, then slid down the layer of grass and leaves and sliced through the Perfect’s ankles. Douma screamed and fell back down. Amane stabbed her wrists with the diamond blades, then looked up at us.

      “We need to go!” she said firmly.

      Boy, did I have a lot of questions for her.

      But I was still reeling from the shock of seeing her again. She’d come back to help us. I’d begun to think we’d have to hunt her down and compel her to do so.

      “Now!” she added, noticing the surprised looks on everyone’s faces.

      We were all stunned—even Ridan, who’d just regained consciousness. Amane was a complete game-changer. Not just because of her presence and interesting new weapons, but also because of her knowledge.

      With Amane on our side, we were one step closer to finding Derek and the others.
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      I definitely needed to sit down in peace, at some point, and focus on my connection with the Word. Most importantly, I had to understand the spells it was whispering to me. Simply knowing what they were wasn’t enough. I had to remember the incantations, word by word. This whole fight had been quite sloppy, where my involvement was concerned.

      My natural witch abilities were inadequate. I couldn’t even teleport, since the Perfects had come back not only fully regenerated, but also with new disruptor devices. The bombs I’d released around our fighting perimeter were a temporary fix, and the fires were beginning to die out already—the fumes helped daze our opponents. Most of them had already gone down, with just Araquiel and Douma still breathing, but they were all going to regenerate soon enough. That much we knew.

      The most confusing part of all this was seeing Amane.

      “You came back,” I breathed.

      Elonora had her soul-eater blade against Araquiel’s throat. He’d been severely injured and couldn’t move fast enough to escape her this time around. Douma’s wrists and ankles had been sliced through with what looked like diamond blades. She’d been crippled, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the peculiar crystal knives that Amane had brought into the mix.

      “We can talk later!” Amane urged us. “Cut his head off, and let’s go!” she said, pointing at Araquiel.

      “I wouldn’t rush to trust her, if I were you.” Araquiel snickered. “She’s not just any Faulty, after all. She and her sister are responsible for creating us.”

      “Astonished” didn’t even begin to describe our expressions. My mind went blank for a second. We all looked at Amane next, frowning in confusion.

      “What is he talking about?” Elonora hissed, extremely angered as she pressed the soul-eater blade against Araquiel’s throat.

      Amane opened her mouth to reply, but changed her mind and chose to help Ridan get back up on his feet, instead. The dragon, however, despite his condition, wasn’t willing to let her off the hook so easily. Well, none of us were, for that matter.

      “Answer the question!” Ridan demanded of her.

      Amane bit her lower lip, then scowled at Araquiel, who responded with a sly grin. “They didn’t know,” he said. “They had no idea. Amane, you’ve been keeping secrets! Bad, bad little Faulty!”

      Douma groaned from the pain, but managed to speak up. “Amane and Amal helped Ta’Zan with the design of the final genetic blueprint that created us,” she added, giving Amane a contemptuous glare.

      “No wonder Ta’Zan wants you back,” Rose croaked. “You… You helped make them.”

      “What are those knives, Amane?” I asked, unwilling to let that go.

      The Faulty wore a pained expression, combining something akin to guilt and frustration. I couldn’t read her as well as Elonora, but I could tell that all of this bothered her. Just because she’d helped us just now, it didn’t give her a pass for what she’d failed to divulge.

      “They’re diamond blades,” she finally replied. “There’s something in the molecular composition of the diamond that hurts Perfects more than any other material. The cuts take longer to heal, and the pain is more intense. But they’re extremely rare and difficult to craft.”

      “You have a lot of explaining to do,” Ben said.

      “Yes. Just not here. Not now,” Amane retorted, then spotted Douma moving, despite her bleeding wrists. She rushed to her side and slapped a small metallic device on the Perfect’s back. Douma groaned from the pain. Blood trickled from beneath the device. “This will stop her from taking flight.”

      Douma opened her mouth, releasing a very strange sound—a low-frequency hum that made my spine tingle. Amane was quick to react and punched Douma’s lights out.

      “What the hell was that?” I managed.

      “The Perfects’ call.” Araquiel sneered. “More will come. They’ve already heard it.”

      “I didn’t know she had enough strength left to do that,” Amane whispered, staring at Douma. “The diamond blades take a heavy toll, in general.”

      “You’re screwed,” Araquiel replied.

      Elonora groaned and rolled her eyes, then brought her soul-eater down and cut off his head. We all stilled, watching it roll on the ground. “Sorry. I just couldn’t take his crap anymore.”

      “We need to go!” Amane insisted.

      Rose and Ben nodded in agreement. “Zeriel, take Kallisto. She needs treatment,” Rose instructed. Zeriel did as told, while Dmitri tied Douma’s bleeding wrists and ankles with strips of gauze, serving as both bandages and restraints. Rose cocked her head to the side, watching Dmitri with curious eyes.

      Dmitri noticed her expression and shrugged, then picked Douma up and threw her over his shoulder. “What? She could be useful, if we keep her tied up.”

      “Fair enough.” Rose sighed, then looked at me. “Beam us out of here?”

      “I can’t,” I replied. “They have those weird devices on them. Again!” I added, then looked at Amane. “I thought you destroyed those!”

      “I did. They got more. My guess is they flashed back to the base and geared up again. But it’s fine,” she said. “I’ve got a spot on the other side of the mountain. It’s secluded.”

      I shook my head. “We should destroy the devices and just zap out of here. Go elsewhere. They’ll track us.”

      Amane grinned, then showed us a leather satchel she had tied to her belt. “I agree with destroying the disruptors. But they won’t be able to track us.”

      Vesta, Hunter, Nevis, and Ben checked every Perfect, removing their disruptor devices and crushing them with stones. Amane loosened the satchel. It was filled with a shimmering black dust. She sprinkled some on the Perfects’ faces, including Douma’s.

      “And what is that, pray tell?” I asked.

      “I didn’t have it with me earlier,” she said. “I’ve got a limited supply of things to use effectively against the Perfects, and I keep it all in my safe spot on the other side of the mountain, the blades included. I usually steer clear of Araquiel and the others, but I’ve had to go back and get my stuff, now that you’re in the picture. I may be a magnet for Perfects, but I know my way around these parts. You’re extra weight, though.”

      “That didn’t answer my question,” I said, downright aggravated.

      “It renders their tracking abilities useless for up to forty-eight hours.” She sighed. “It clogs their noses; it numbs their tongues and mildly irritates their eyes and eardrums. They can still function, of course, but they can’t use their sight, smell, hearing, and taste like they usually do—which is how they track you.”

      Nevis cleared his throat, his gaze fixed on Araquiel. “From what they’ve seen us do so far, and given that they’ll wake up to find their disruptors damaged, chances are they’ll assume we’ve teleported off the island completely. They won’t be looking for us on the other side of the mountain.”

      “Yeah, but what about her connection to them? They can sense her, can’t they?” Elonora replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not when I’m close to a body of water,” Amane said. “When I stay near a flowing river or a waterfall, for example, they lose me, even if they’re less than a mile away. I don’t know why. It just doesn’t work.”

      “That’s weird,” I murmured, putting my sword away.

      “Believe it or not, there are still plenty of things I’m just figuring out—about myself and the Perfects,” Amane replied, then pointed behind her. “Now, let’s go. The quicker we’re out of here, the better for all of us.”

      She led the way into the woods, going around the mountain’s base. We followed, albeit reluctantly. My heart felt heavy. My stomach was tied up in knots. Hunter moved to walk by my side, and we stayed behind Elonora and Nevis. With Dmitri carrying an unconscious Douma and Kallisto piggybacking on Zeriel, we were slower than usual. However, the black powder and destroyed disruptors were bound to help with our disappearance, even if only for a little while.

      We all needed to just sit down and recover. We’d been fighting like crazy for hours. Dawn was less than an hour away. I, for one, felt drained. This was too much. I needed to rest my eyes and commune with the Word, to eat, and to replenish my energy.

      All this was weighing on me. Nothing had prepared me for any of it.

      But we had no choice but to keep going.
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      We rushed through the jungle, putting distance between us and the decapitated Perfects. I was still reeling from the concept itself, and I kept my True Sight on at all times. I couldn’t help but complain about it.

      “Seriously, though. Cutting off a creature’s head used to be a permanent solution,” I said. “What the hell is this world coming to, huh?”

      I caught Nevis smirking. “Ta’Zan wanted to make his creatures invincible. Top of the food chain.”

      “And he succeeded. The Perfects are almost impossible to kill,” Amane replied, leading our group deeper into the woods, without moving away from the mountain’s base. “The only one who knows how to kill them for good is Ta’Zan, and he never shared that knowledge with Amal or me. Call him paranoid, if you will, but his secrecy clearly came in handy.”

      Behind us, Kailani and Hunter watched our backs. I could hear Hunter sniffing the air once every five minutes. His heartrate was stable, despite the adrenaline rush. His aura was just as telling—he was on edge, but with no response to any immediate danger. No one was tailing us.

      “Well, you obviously played a part in that!” I snapped.

      The tension was high. I could feel it eroding the last ounce of patience I had left. We deserved answers, and Amane owed us plenty! She tried not to talk about it, but Rose wasn’t having any of it.

      “You need to start talking, Amane,” she said. “First of all, why did you leave us? And why did you come back?”

      Amane gave her a brief glance, then shifted her focus back to what lay ahead. Gnarled trees with swirling branches and rich foliage, wildflowers and shrubs that slowed us down more, on top of Kallisto and Douma, unconscious on Zeriel’s and Dmitri’s backs. Kallisto’s injuries had knocked her out at some point. Animals fled from our path, but I could see them hidden behind trees and bushes, watching us curiously with big eyes.

      Rose and I pulled our hoods over our heads, preparing for the morning sun to come out.

      “I was too much of a liability for you,” Amane replied, her voice low. “I had to get my gear if I wanted to stick around you for any longer. After I picked up what I needed from one of my safe spots, I came looking for you. Imagine my surprise when I found you all just a couple of miles from my backyard.”

      “You could’ve said something, you know,” Ridan retorted. “Like, ‘Hey, guys, sorry, but I’ve got some stuff to pick up. See you later,’” he added, softening his voice to a more feminine tone. “You know, the basics.”

      “I wasn’t sure I was coming back, at the time,” Amane said.

      “So you did bail on us,” I concluded, my blood simmering.

      “Yes. Okay? Yes, I bailed on you.” Amane sighed, shaking her head. “You don’t understand this world, now that Ta’Zan is out. Everything is messy and complicated. It’s all new and confusing. And you,” she added, pointing at all of us. “You weren’t supposed to be here in the first place! Had you and your people not been here, we would’ve woken up for another two centuries. We wouldn’t have had any new species visiting, for Ta’Zan to use for genetic projects. We wouldn’t have the Perfects, and Ta’Zan wouldn’t be looking to conquer the whole damn universe.”

      Ben chuckled dryly. “That being said, we wouldn’t have the Perfects without your contribution.”

      “That wasn’t my choice!” Amane replied, clearly frustrated. “That was my obligation. I was created to depend on Ta’Zan, to believe everything he says and to support him. Creating the Perfects was part of all that.”

      “What changed, then? You grew a backbone?” Ridan grumbled.

      The dragon was taking this a lot harder than the rest of us. I could tell from his replies—unforgiving and sharp, with the tone of someone who had been painfully betrayed. His aura was quite confusing, with shades of red, yellow, and gold. Once again, I was unable to identify his emotions with accuracy. The one thing I could tell was that he was interested in Amane, and that he’d put his hopes in her, just like us, only to have them shattered when she vanished.

      “You could say that,” Amane said.

      She wasn’t combative anymore. She wasn’t trying that hard to defend herself. I figured that, deep down, she knew that helping Ta’Zan wasn’t a good thing, and that blaming us for any of it wasn’t going to fly. But I made sure to emphasize that, just in case.

      “Ta’Zan would’ve found another way to create his Perfects,” I said. “Someone else would’ve stumbled across this planet. The scenarios are countless, and it’s incredibly unfair of you to try and blame us for what happened. My grandparents and their friends didn’t force Ta’Zan to do anything. He could’ve simply minded his own business, but he didn’t. He kidnapped my family. He may very well have killed my brother!” I added, feeling myself dangerously close to caving in, until Nevis’s hand came up and gently gripped my forearm in a reassuring gesture. I didn’t have the courage to look at him, but I could feel his eyes on me. “So, you had better tell us everything you know, Amane. Everything.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us about your role in creating the Perfects?” Rose asked.

      “Ta’Zan takes full credit, usually. And I wasn’t that proud of my accomplishments, to be honest,” Amane replied. “Also, notice how angry you all are. I had no reason to say I had anything to do with it, especially after they nearly killed Ridan.”

      “Will you help us, going forward, then?” Ben interjected.

      Usually, Rose was the hopeful optimist and Ben was the skeptic. Somehow, the roles had changed since we’d arrived on Strava. Their dynamic had always been interesting to watch, but the conditions on this planet made everything more urgent. Lives were at stake—and we were talking billions this time around. The stakes were high, and we had many aspects to focus on at once. I genuinely appreciated Ben and Rose’s ability to keep their heads clear and to guide us through all this, despite everything that had happened over the past couple of days.

      Amane nodded in response. “It’s my duty. I helped start this nightmare. I have to help you. Granted, I’d rather be holed up in one of my safe spots and just wait for everything to end, but, like your dragon said, I grew a backbone,” she said. “I’m putting my sister at risk by doing this.”

      “She’s with Ta’Zan, right?” I asked.

      “She stayed, yes. We’re not as efficient if we’re separated, though,” she explained. “We’re like two halves of a whole. Our brains function at full capacity when we’re in close proximity to each other. The farther we are apart, the lower our cerebral performance. To give you an idea, right now, I’m operating at about 20 percent of my brain capacity. Two islands farther to the northeast, it’ll increase to 25 percent. The closer I get to Amal, the stronger and sharper I become. The same goes for her.”

      “Would Ta’Zan hurt Amal to force you to come back?” Rose replied.

      Amane shrugged. “He could try. But he knows me well enough to assume that I would rather die than further contribute to his work. I made that pretty clear when I left,” she said. “To be honest, Amal and I already did the hard parts. Ta’Zan has the genetic blueprint. He can modify it on his own. He’s a genius, after all. I don’t think he really needs me now. I think he just wants his pet back. Amal and I used to… entertain him when we were together and were under his tutelage. He used to say that we were the smartest beings he’d ever created. Until I left.”

      “Ta’Zan will soon hear that you’re helping us, if he hasn’t already,” Rose murmured. “What do you think he’ll do then?”

      “I don’t know. He might issue a kill order. Maybe I’ve now become too much of a liability for him to bother to have me captured alive.” Amane sighed. “We’ll find out soon enough, anyway. That wasn’t the last we’ll see of Araquiel and his crew.”

      “Speaking of which,” Dmitri said, carrying Douma on his back. “How long till she wakes up?”

      Douma had her legs and arms wrapped around his hips and neck, respectively, tied up with gauze. The wounds were still bleeding, but were beginning to heal, from what I could tell. She rested her head on his shoulder, cuts and bruises covering part of her face. She was incredibly beautiful, even after a bloody battle. And Dmitri’s heart was pounding like an angry hammer.

      “Soon, which is why we need to hurry,” Amane replied. “We need to restrain her properly.”

      Dmitri coughed, his voice breaking. “Yeah, might be a little too late for that,” he managed.

      We all turned our heads to find Douma holding him in a headlock, tightening her grip. Dmitri’s eyes rolled into his head.

      “Crap!” I cursed under my breath and rushed behind Douma. I put my hands on her back and syphoned as much energy as I could. It worked.

      She moaned from the pain, as I let it all flow through me like atomic fire. My muscles jerked, my senses sharpened to incredible new levels, and my whole being was flooded by liquid sunshine. Her mental energy felt amazing!

      Douma passed out, drained and limp. Dmitri wheezed and took deep breaths to recover before falling over with the Perfect on top of him.

      “Are you okay, Dmitri?” I asked him.

      He nodded, then gave me a faint smile. “I’ve had worse first dates, I’ll admit.” He chuckled.

      “Ugh. So you do like her,” I said, equal parts amused and creeped out.

      He shrugged. “Well, she is hot.”

      “She also wants our heads on a stake. Yours included,” Zeriel cut in.

      “Love is never easy,” Dmitri quipped, then turned serious. “I’m kidding. I’m fine. And she’s not going anywhere,” he added, glancing over his shoulder at Douma.

      “Technically speaking, Douma is the one who tried to take us alive,” Vesta interjected. “I’d say she’s more likely to be reasoned with than her siblings.”

      I could hear water flowing not far from where we were. The sound of a rushing stream tickled my senses, as I was already hypersensitized by Douma’s mental energy. I could almost taste the freshwater on the tip of my tongue.

      “How does it feel?” Nevis asked me, observing me carefully.

      All of a sudden, I felt naked, and like I was under a microscope. Nevis had this way of looking at me as if he had some kind of True Sight of his own, seeing right through me.

      “Like I swallowed the sun. I could probably circle the planet in a single run, if left to my own devices,” I replied.

      That caught Rose’s interest. “Does it feel like Perfect blood?”

      I thought about it for a moment, trying to assess the intensity of each of my bodily and mental functions. Everything was turned up to eleven, but well past what drinking a Perfect’s blood could provide.

      “That, times a hundred,” I explained, smiling. “Thing is, the Perfects are usually too fast for me to lock on to them for a good ol’ fashioned syphoning. I tried with a still one, but that didn’t work either. It’s easier to get close enough to bite down and drink their blood. In this case, however, given that Douma was practically tied to Dmitri, I was able to do my sentry thing by touching her. I think it’s the only way I can syphon from her species.”

      Amane looked at me for a moment. There was mixture of fear and fascination brewing inside her. She then guided us out of the jungle and into a marvelous clearing. It took my breath away.

      Her safe spot was a little slice of secluded heaven. It covered a small section at the base of a northern mountain ridge. A clear spring came down, trickling over the dark gray stone and joining three other descending threads of water about a hundred feet above our level. The tributary stream then rolled over the naturally carved arch of a cave opening, fanning into a crystalline waterfall before it poured into a deep turquoise pond.

      From there, the water continued its flow into a narrow river, headed west toward the ocean. It had about two miles of thick jungle before reaching the beach. I had to put my mask and goggles on, as we stepped into the emerging sunlight.

      Had it not been for the immediate danger of doom and destruction, I would’ve loved to just kick back and relax here. This place was so beautiful and tranquil, it almost made me cry.

      “You’re probably thinking what I’m thinking,” Amane said under her breath, giving me a sideways glance.

      I raised a questioning eyebrow at her. “I sincerely doubt it.”

      “Why consider yourself superior to nature, like Ta’Zan and his Perfects, when nature creates wonders such as this?” she said, nodding at the waterfall.

      I was speechless. She’d actually nailed it.
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      This place was like something from a fairytale.

      It was a shame I couldn’t feel the sun on my skin, but just looking at the waterfall filled me with emotions I’d thought I wouldn’t experience again, given our circumstances. Tropical greenery spread out from the surrounding jungle; wildflowers and waxy ferns crawled up the mountain ridge and framed the cave in vibrant shades of green, sprinkled with bold pinks and yellows.

      The waterfall reflected all this and more, as it revealed a small rainbow just over the pond. I hoped this would be a safe place, so I could bask in the waters as soon as nightfall returned. I could only imagine what the bluish moon must look like, reflected in the pond.

      “I think we’re all asking ourselves that question,” I said, watching Amane as she swiftly climbed up the rocks and snuck behind the waterfall, into the cave.

      One by one, we followed. Inside it was cool, and dark enough for Elonora and me to take our hoods and goggles off. Dmitri settled Douma against a loose slab of stone, while Ridan and Vesta used some of the metal-threaded rope we had to tie her against it.

      Zeriel laid Kallisto on the cold ground, and Kailani settled by her side and began to administer some of her healing potions on the Faulty’s wounds. Elonora gently parted Kallisto’s lips and dripped some of her own blood into her mouth. Kallisto groaned and squirmed, trying to move as she came back to her senses, but Zeriel kept her down.

      “You’ll be okay,” he said to her. “Just let us take care of you.”

      “I’ve asked myself that question more than once,” Amane replied. I watched her go behind a large chunk of stone and come back, dragging a large wooden trunk with her. It was fitted with what looked like an electronic lock—pretty high-tech for an old chest, in my opinion. “Why would Ta’Zan think he can make anything better and more beautiful than what nature gives us?”

      “Has he ever told you? In his own words?” I asked, sitting down and resting my back against the cave’s wall.

      She opened the trunk and started rummaging through it, checking various vials and metal boxes before putting them back in. “No. All I know, for as long as I can remember, is that Ta’Zan wants to be better than nature itself. I’ve often thought it might have something to do with his origins. You know, the Draenir created him, much like he made us.”

      I nodded. “Kallisto said something to that effect.”

      “Well, I always thought he was just emulating his makers,” Amane said. “The Draenir thought they were better than nature, too.”

      Dmitri chuckled, crossing his legs as he settled close to Douma, his soul-eater out and stuck in the hard ground. He was on high alert after she’d nearly choked his lights out. Douma was still unconscious, though, and she was outnumbered now.

      “What do you know about the Draenir?” I replied.

      “Not much. Ta’Zan went to great lengths to keep us from learning anything about them. They went extinct after the plague, but he managed to salvage four of them. Two pairs, for genetic studies, he said,” Amane explained. “But Amal and I were never allowed near them. He keeps them separate, in a secured chamber. He even delivers their food and water.”

      That raised a number of red flags in my mind. “He’s hiding them from everyone,” I concluded. “He’s afraid you’ll learn something he doesn’t want you to know.”

      Amane exhaled sharply, then stilled. We all heard the bangs, far away.

      Elonora rushed to the cave entrance, where the waterfall acted like a natural curtain. Some of the sunlight came through, but it was filtered by the water. Elonora used her True Sight to scan the area, then looked at us and smirked.

      “They’re up and at it again,” she said. “They’re shooting across the sky with those sonic booms of theirs, but they’re moving away from the island. I think we’re clear, for now.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, relaxing against the cool stone. It had been an excruciatingly long night. I really needed to just lie down and rest for a couple of hours. Normally, I could go without blood and rest for days with barely an issue, but our constant running and fighting with Faulties and Perfects took its toll on me.

      Ridan frowned, staring at me. “You’re right, Rose,” he said. “Ta’Zan is definitely hiding something.”

      “He doesn’t want us to have any contact with the last Draenir, under any circumstances,” Amane replied. “One time, I remember Amal and I managed to sneak into the Draenir’s enclosure. Ta’Zan was so angry. I’ve rarely see him manifest his emotions like that. He scared me then. But that was a century ago, before we went into stasis.”

      “So did the Draenir survive with you?” I asked.

      Amane nodded. “There were five hundred and five pods in that cave,” she reminded me. “Five hundred Faulties. Four Draenir. One Ta’Zan.”

      “Yeah, one’s enough.” Kailani chuckled. She stood in front of Douma, watching her like a hawk. Hunter didn’t seem okay with that.

      “You should rest,” he said to her. “I’ll watch her.”

      “He’s right, Kale,” I interjected. “You’re going through a process of your own right now. I know you can’t say much about it, but I know you need your R & R. Take an hour or two; let us watch over Douma.”

      Kailani was reluctant at first, but her droopy eyes spoke on her behalf. She sighed, then settled next to Dmitri and Douma, resting the back of her head against the stone and closing her eyes. I shifted my focus back to Amane, eager to get as much information out of her as possible.

      “What role did you and your sister play in the Perfects’ creation? You mentioned something about a genetic blueprint,” I said.

      Amane nodded once, then took out a tablet from the wooden chest. She sat in front of me, turning the tablet around so I could see it. It had a touchscreen, much like the devices we used, but it was ridiculously slim—maybe as thick as five sheets of paper, at most. I didn’t recognize the symbols on the screen, but I watched with great interest as she pulled up anatomical schematics with notes in the margins. Ben joined me, while Elonora and Nevis stood guard by the waterfall.

      They could see everything from there, anyway.

      “Ta’Zan was obsessed with getting something done, and fast. I don’t know why,” Amane said. “We had to move quickly, he said. So, he enlisted Amal and me to help him crack the genome codes. We were the only ones who understood his work, anyway. The other Faulties served as engineers and cleaning staff, medics and builders, and so on. Amal and I were the only scientists. Anyway, we worked on your parents’ genes for eight hours, I think, until we identified each gene and its functions.”

      “My parents,” I murmured, my heart aching.

      “Derek and Sofia,” Amane replied, the shadow of a smile fluttering across her face. “You and your brother certainly take after them,” she said, looking at Ben and me.

      “What did their genes tell you?” Ben asked.

      “A number of things, really. Vampires are truly fascinating creatures. Their DNA was perfect to combine with that of the Draenir and a total of twenty different animals from the region, to create a new generation of hybrids. But we had problems bypassing the vampire’s light sensitivity,” Amane replied. “Ta’Zan devised the core formula for the blueprint, but he couldn’t get the vampire regeneration enzyme to stick without the light sensitivity. Amal and I found a way to bypass that, snipping through a sequence and reattaching it to the new genome.”

      “Like a cut-and-paste kind of thing,” Ben mumbled, his eyebrows raised in astonishment.

      “I suppose,” Amane said. “We managed to insert the regenerative enzyme, and, well, the Perfects were ready to be created then. We drew the blueprint,” she added, then flipped through various schematics with details of the Perfects’ anatomy. I recognized the wings, the retractable fangs and claws, the skeletal structure and aesthetic details. “And Ta’Zan used it to mass-produce them. In hindsight, Amal and I made a small contribution to his project, but it was remarkably significant. If he’d gone ahead with the entire sequence, his Perfects would’ve been forced to stay in the dark, always covered during the day, unable to take full advantage of the sunlight. But Ta’Zan built the artificial wombs and created the accelerated gestation process, making it possible to produce many Perfects at once. The more artificial wombs he enabled, the more Perfects came out.”

      As fascinating as the entire process sounded, I was downright horrified. Ta’Zan was mass-producing weapons of mass destruction.

      “They’re also highly intelligent,” Amane said. “They may be bold and arrogant, but there is a basis to that. They’re fast learners. They’re still figuring some things out, but, trust me, once they do, it’s over. Their minds are young, days old, and can be easily shaped, which is why Ta’Zan puts them through an intensive learning process as soon as they come out of the artificial wombs. They’re connected to screens and headphones and taught everything through flashing images. On the surface, they learn everything there is to know in just hours. But there are subliminal messages transmitted with the usual stuff. The Perfects are thus conditioned to obey and worship Ta’Zan, their creator and supreme leader, and to admire themselves for what marvelous creatures they are. He could make thousands or millions, it doesn’t matter. With the advanced type of subliminal indoctrination that they get from him, as soon as they’re born, they’re blindly loyal to Ta’Zan.”

      “What about the Perfects’ abilities?” Ridan asked.

      Amane put the tablet back in the trunk, then settled again in front of Ben and me. “There are core abilities that all the Perfects have, based on the central formula: the supersonic speed, the strength and heightened senses, the retractable wings, claws, and fangs, and extreme regeneration abilities. Then, there are individual abilities, based on what secondary genes they received. Given that Ta’Zan was able to give them fae, warlock, and witch genes, on top of the modified vampire base, the possibilities are quite varied. Now that he’s captured so many from the fleet disaster… it gets even more complicated.”

      Ridan grunted, his jaw tight, still reeling from the grim news he’d gotten during our trek through the woods.

      “He’s got dragons now,” Ridan said. “Maras. Werewolves.”

      “Incubi, succubi, Manticores, Dhaxanians, Bajangs, Druids even. Maybe,” Vesta replied. “There were plenty in those shuttles for him to pick from.”

      Amane exhaled deeply, pressing her lips into a thin line.

      “How do we kill them?” I asked the single most burning question. “Ta’Zan must’ve thought of a failsafe in case the Perfects thought they might be able to overthrow him.”

      “You’re quite brilliant,” Amane replied, giving me an appreciative smile. “Araquiel could learn a thing or two from you. Though, between you and me, he’s very powerful, but not one of the smarter ones. The Perfects retain individual personalities. Some are softer by nature; others are more abrasive. Some prefer strength; others focus on learning and intellectual activities.”

      “You’re avoiding the subject. How do we kill them?” Elonora cut in.

      “I don’t know.” Amane’s response left us all feeling empty on the inside. “Only Ta’Zan knows. Amal and I were never privy to that information. During my first night in the wild, one of the Perfects followed me. I managed to capture him and tried everything on him. I burned him to a crisp. In six hours, he was back, fully regenerated. I cut his head off, but he grew a new one in four, maybe five hours. It varies from one specimen to another, though. I was stunned. Nothing worked. Ta’Zan must’ve added something to the blueprint, after Amal and I were done with it… but I never found out what, exactly.”

      We looked at each other, visibly dismayed. Ridan pinched the bridge of his nose, taking deep breaths as he struggled to control his temper. By the waterfall, both Elonora and Nevis looked dismayed, gazing outside.

      “What’s the longest we can keep them down, then?” Kailani asked, opening her eyes. She hadn’t fallen asleep yet. I figured the conversation was too interesting for her—we were all hooked, for that matter.

      I wanted to hug her, for still keeping her spirits high, despite everything.

      “The more damage to the body, the longer they stay down,” Amane replied. “But there’s a substance present in their nervous system that stops the flames from reaching it. Basically, they can burn until they die, but they never turn to ashes. Their bodies won’t allow it. However, it usually takes longer to recover from a burn than from decapitation. The one thing I didn’t have time to try was shredding them to little pieces. Others came looking for me, and, until I figured out that running water disrupted their connection to me, all I did was try to keep my newly acquired freedom. The Perfect I had managed to capture escaped.”

      “So, burning or cutting them to pieces,” Kailani concluded, nodding slowly as she internalized the information.

      “It sounds like the most practical thing to do,” I said, “given their numbers.”

      “Wait, I’m confused,” Ridan interjected. “Some of the Perfects—actually, most of the Perfects we’ve come across—had fire abilities. Doesn’t that render them immune to fire, in general?”

      “That’s how it works with fae and dragons,” Vesta agreed.

      Amane smirked. “Think of this as Amal’s greatest contribution,” she replied. “She was the first to smell something fishy about the Perfects being so… perfect, back when we were still developing the blueprint. She modified one tiny sequence without Ta’Zan’s knowledge and left it in there, making the Perfects immune to their fire, but for a limited period of time. If you expose a Perfect’s skin to a flame for more than five minutes, it starts to burn.”

      “That explains why I couldn’t take Araquiel down with my fire,” Ridan said. “He never stood still long enough for me to properly douse him.”

      “Accelerants work,” Amane explained. “We have several types of oil we use here for lamps and to keep fires burning for longer. I suppose you have those, too?”

      Kailani groaned, rubbing her face in frustration. “Well, yeah, but not here. I don’t even know where I could find what’s needed to process gasoline, for example. I would need oil… you know, the black one that comes out of the ground? Strava’s biosphere is much like Earth’s, so I’m inclined to believe we could find some. But we’d probably have to drill for it. Jeez, this is getting overly complicated.”

      “It’s fine, Kale.” I tried to comfort her from afar. “We’ll figure something out. You heard Amane: they’ve got oils they’re already using. How hard could it be to get our hands on some?”

      Amane chuckled. “Pretty much impossible, at the moment. The diamond colosseums are virtually impenetrable, and you won’t find Perfects settling anywhere out in the wild. They keep tight ranks while they grow their numbers.”

      “Which brings me to my next question,” I replied, changing the subject. “Where is Ta’Zan, and where is he keeping our people?”

      Amane’s smile faded, and she looked down. “I’m not sure. I overheard a squadron of Perfects saying he’d moved his home base again, because he needed more space, but I don’t know where that could be.”

      I took out my tablet, where I’d copied an updated satellite map of the planet, and showed it to Amane. “Can you guess, maybe, by looking at the structures we managed to capture through our telescopes? This one’s the latest scan, from maybe six or seven hours ago.”

      Amane swiped across the tablet screen, narrowing her eyes as she studied the aerial images. “Possibly, but I need some time to look at this properly.”

      “By all means,” I replied, letting her hold the tablet by herself.

      “Speaking of which, how the hell do they bring those diamond colosseums up so fast?” Zeriel asked, still sitting by Kallisto’s side. The Faulty was healing well, though we had yet to remove the device in her neck. The Tritone king noticed me staring at it and shrugged. “Waiting for her to recover from the other injuries, first,” he murmured.

      “Remember, the Perfects are faster and stronger than any of us. A hundred of them can build a colosseum in less than two hours,” Amane explained. “The more of them there are, the faster the colosseums go up.”

      “Personally, I find it ironic they choose to build their homes from the same material that can cause them so much physical pain,” Dmitri replied, pointing at Douma’s healing wrist and ankle injuries.

      Amane let out a long and heavy sigh. She seemed just as tired as the rest of us. “Ironic or not, diamond is the sturdiest material on Strava. Concessions had to be made. They wanted their bases to withstand pretty much anything, and the diamond is the only material that can do that. It’s practically impossible to break with one’s bare hands—unless, of course, you’re a Perfect.”

      I found myself gazing at Douma, filled with both awe and fear. Like her siblings, she wasn’t just beautiful. She was powerful and was a true force to be reckoned with. It had taken more than two of us to take her down, in separate turns. She looked so peaceful while asleep—it made it difficult for me to see her as what she really was: the perfect killing machine.

      Her eyes popped open, and my blood instantly froze.
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      I was ready to try and put myself to sleep again, when I saw Rose’s eyes widen. I followed her gaze and saw Douma was awake. By the time I sprang to my feet, she’d already broken free from her restraints. I needed to stun her before she moved—too late.

      She dashed to the opposite side of the small cave, panting as she took in her new environment. Dmitri, Hunter, and the others immediately got up and drew their swords. My mind stopped functioning. I couldn’t remember the stunning spell again.

      “Dammit,” I blurted, racking my brains for the next best thing.

      Elonora and Nevis were by the waterfall, blocking Douma’s escape. Her gaze darted across our group, as if she was calculating her chances of getting out of here.

      “You don’t want to do something stupid, Douma,” Rose said to her. “You’re outnumbered here.”

      “If you think you can hold me down, you’re dumber than I thought,” Douma said. She grimaced from some kind of pain, then reached around her back and found the device still mounted there. She couldn’t take it off, though, and it made her angry.

      “Yeah, no flying, sweetie,” Dmitri replied.

      Douma scowled at him.

      Ben and Vesta were the first to move in, flicking their lighters and throwing jets of hot, orange fire straight at her. They were following Amane’s advice. Burning Douma was going to keep her down for longer, but the Perfect didn’t stand for it. Despite the flames’ intensity, she managed to stomp her foot on the ground with enough strength to release an energy pulse—eerily similar to Elonora’s sentry barrier.

      It smacked us at full force, knocking us backward. She moved with lightning speed and punched Vesta and Ben so hard, it knocked them out. They collapsed, unconscious, and Douma made a break for the cave exit.

      Elonora pushed a barrier out, but Douma jumped and ran along the wall, dodging the pulse. Nevis tried to trap her in ice but missed her by inches. Douma shot past them and pierced through the water.

      My heart stopped. Dread swallowed me whole, as the obvious came to focus.

      “She knows our location,” Amane managed, then got up and ran after her.

      We all stumbled back to our feet, except Ben and Vesta. Their lights were out, but we couldn’t deal with them, just yet. We had a Perfect to contain. We rushed toward the cave entrance, and I put my hand out and beckoned the waterfall to split to the sides, like a curtain. It was one of the few tricks up my sleeve regarding water manipulation. I was nowhere near as capable as a fae, but this was relatively easy and in tune with my natural witch abilities.

      We all came to a screeching halt on the cave opening’s lip, staring down at a most extraordinary sight.

      Douma was stuck in the pond. The water rushed around her, bubbling and foaming, as it swallowed her whole and kept her head under. She struggled to get back to the surface, but the pond kept pulling her back down.

      We stood there, staring for a few moments. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. My brain instantly switched to a search for possible rational explanations.

      “Amane, does the pond usually do this?” I croaked.

      “Um… no…” Amane replied, equally baffled.

      Douma’s head pierced through the water. She managed to take a deep breath before she was pulled back down.

      “Is there a current down there?” Rose asked.

      “Nope,” Amane said, exhaling slowly. “No whirlwind, and no strange natural or artificial phenomenon. It’s just a pond. Just a body of water.”

      A minute passed as we continued to watch Douma fight to get out of the water.

      “No underwater traps?” Dmitri offered, raising an eyebrow. Amane shook her head. He then looked at me. “You’re not doing anything, are you?”

      “No. This isn’t me,” I replied. “Ben and Vesta are unconscious, so that rules the fae out, too.”

      “What the hell is going on here?” Elonora mumbled.

      No matter how strong and resourceful Douma was, she was no match for this unexpected force of nature. Nature. It hit me then, so hard and fast that the realization nearly knocked me out. In fact, I was somewhat lightheaded, to the point where I felt the need to grip Hunter’s forearm as I tried to formulate a coherent sentence.

      “Hermessi,” I whispered. “This could be the Hermessi.”

      “Whoa.” Hunter gasped, gawking at me, then back down at Douma.

      Rose was equally surprised. “The elements of nature? Really?”

      “Nothing else explains this,” I replied. “This has to be a manifestation of the Hermessi.”

      “Oh, this is so weird,” Elonora said.

      Nevis raised a hand, politely demanding our attention. “How about we try to get her out of there?”

      Amane nodded energetically. “Hold on,” she said, then rushed to her wooden trunk and came back with a small black device. “This will help.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I made it myself. It runs on a small chunk of serium stuck inside. It releases electric shocks with enough intensity to cause her pain and stiffen her muscles. It’ll make her more compliant,” she explained.

      “Okay, let’s get down there and immobilize her before we electrocute her,” Rose suggested, while Dmitri stared at the black device in Amane’s hand.

      “You guys have tasers. That is just so cool,” he breathed.

      Hunter and Ridan went down first, stopping at the edge of the pond. The water continued to bubble and keep Douma under. She wasn’t going to last much longer. It was only a matter of time before she drowned.

      “How long does drowning keep them under?” I asked.

      “Twenty minutes, tops,” Amane replied.

      I nodded slowly, watching as Ridan and Hunter got into the water. It stayed calm around them, on a ten-inch radius, as they moved through. The pond wasn’t too deep, as it spilled into the river, allowing Hunter and Ridan to reach Douma just as she stilled underwater. They stopped, too, keeping their eyes on Douma for a few seconds.

      Once they ascertained that she was definitely unconscious, they reached out and grabbed her by the arms. The water stopped bubbling and rushing around. The pond was once again clear and tranquil as they pulled Douma out. They dragged her back up inside the cave and let her fall to the ground.

      She was pale, almost paper white. Douma was temporarily dead, and I couldn’t help but think about the Hermessi again. Maybe they were powerful here on Strava. Maybe their will was stronger. But why would they help us?

      Ta’Zan thinks he’s better than nature.

      I remembered Amane’s words, and it made sense.

      The Hermessi were nature, after all.
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      I was having some kind of dream.

      It had to be a dream, because I couldn’t hear anything. I was submerged in water, and I could see the sun beyond the surface. I kept swimming, trying to reach it. For some reason, I was afraid I would drown.

      I’m a fae. Water can’t hurt me.

      I moved my arms and legs. I beckoned the endless waters to pull me back to the surface. My chest constricted, as panic took hold of my instincts. I was terrified of breathing, knowing my lungs would immediately fill with water.

      A voice echoed somewhere in the back of my head. With all my frantic attempts to swim upward, I didn’t even pay attention to what it was saying until I froze, resigned to my fate. I was going to drown.

      You must wake up.

      That wasn’t my thought. That was someone else. It was a male voice, slipping through my subconscious and telling me to wake up. This was definitely a dream.

      Zara, you must wake up.

      He called me by the name my parents gave me, long before they lost me during a daemon invasion on Neraka. I’d spent the last five or so years as Vesta, the name I got from my Imen saviors. Zara felt foreign, even after I was reunited with my parents. But this entity, or whatever it was, used my given name.

      Zara, your people need you. Wake up.

      But how could I force myself to wake up? I was seconds away from drowning. My brain was in panic mode. My life was flashing before my eyes. My arms and legs were flailing. The water didn’t heed my call.

      Take a deep breath, Zara. I am Water. I would never hurt you.

      I stilled. My synapses instantly made the connection. I am Water.

      “Hermessi,” I heard myself say, despite being underwater.

      I took a deep breath.

      Everything warped around me.

      My eyes popped open, and I wheezed as I shot up into a sitting position, gasping for air. It took me a while to figure out my surroundings and remember where I was. I’d been knocked out by Douma, during her attempt to escape.

      Looking around, I spotted her—dead, on the cave floor. The waterfall rushed a couple of yards behind her. Dmitri, Nevis, Elonora, and Kailani were busy restraining her. This time, they used a combination of metal-threaded rope and swamp witch charms to keep her in place.

      Amane was kneeling by Kallisto’s side. The Faulty was coming to, but still had that device in her neck, which rendered her mute. Next to me was Zeriel. The concerned look on his face warmed me up on the inside.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I nodded slowly, then noticed Rose looking after Ben, who was as dazed as me. Douma had hit us both, hard enough to leave us unconscious. Hunter and Ridan stood by the cave opening, peeking through the waterfall and keeping watch.

      “You were out for quite a while,” Zeriel muttered.

      For a moment, I lost myself inside the aqua-blue pools of his eyes. He kept his long, sand-blond hair braided down his back, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like if I ran my fingers through it. I must’ve been conked on the head pretty hard, because I was seeing Zeriel in a different light.

      No, you’ve had the hots for him from the moment you met.

      I exhaled, then looked at Douma. “I remember she knocked me and Ben out. What happened after that?” I asked.

      Kailani smiled, her eyes wide with wonder. “I think the water Hermessi intervened,” she said.

      “Whoa,” I managed. That hit me right in the chest, and I took deep breaths, remembering my dream. “That explains the weird dream I just had. Maybe, anyway.”

      “What was it?” Ben replied, watching me with keen interest.

      “Get this.” I chuckled softly, amused by the sheer ridiculousness of me ever drowning. “I was underwater. I kept swimming toward the surface, but I could never reach it. I was about to drown, when this voice told me to wake up.”

      “But you can’t—” Zeriel began, but I cut him off.

      “I know!” I said, then shrugged. “It was a weird dream, like I said.”

      “I saw and heard the same thing,” Ben said, frowning. “I was in water, deep, and was swimming upward. I could see the sun beyond the surface, but I couldn’t reach it. I knew I wouldn’t be able to drown, as a fae, but I still panicked.”

      “Then the voice told you to wake up,” I whispered. Ben nodded. “It was the Hermessi, for sure. He said, ‘I am Water,’ or something.”

      “Yes. Exactly. And that my people need me,” Ben added.

      Kailani sighed, while Elonora and Dmitri dragged Douma to the side and tied her to the larger of several slabs of stone resting against the cave wall. “This is definitely the Hermessi. They’re strong or getting stronger here,” she said.

      “But why?” I asked.

      Rose thought about it for a second, before her face lit up. “Maybe it has something to do with Ta’Zan’s work. His whole quest to be better, superior to nature.”

      “You think the Hermessi are reacting to it?” Kailani replied.

      “Could be. I wouldn’t exclude the possibility. If anything, if I were you,” Rose said, looking at Ben and me, “I’d explore this further. Maybe form a dialogue with the Hermessi. Clearly, they… or it wanted you alive. It called itself Water. It stopped Douma from escaping, too. We might be on to something here.”

      Kailani got up and prepared a cloaking spell. She drew a drop of blood from each of us, then got Hunter to draw a line with mixed powders, setting a perimeter inside the cave.

      “Okay, we can all come in and out as we please. No one else can,” Kailani said, then frowned as she looked at Douma. “Unless her Perfects break through my cloaking spell again. There isn’t much I can do about that, I’m afraid.”

      “It’s fine,” Amane replied as she carefully removed the device from Kallisto’s neck. Blood trickled from the Faulty’s small wound, making her whimper from the pain. “It will at least buy us some time,” she added, then pointed at the back of the cave. “There’s a hidden passage there that takes us to the other side of the mountain, in case we need to escape and can’t use Kailani’s teleporting ability.”

      “What’s going on with Kallisto?” I asked, watching as Amane applied a paste over the Faulty’s neck wound, then pressed a small cylindrical device against it. The lights on its side glowed green, red, and blue.

      “Well, she doesn’t have the Perfects’ vampire genes, so she can’t heal like them. I’m having to do a little bit of work to get her vocal cords to fuse back, though I cannot guarantee she’ll also regain her ability to scream the way she did. It may take some time,” Amane explained.

      “Vampire blood will help her heal faster,” Rose replied. “She’s had some before.”

      Amane nodded. “Let me just patch her up first and see how it works. I’ve used vampire blood to repair damaged tissues back in Ta’Zan’s lab. It didn’t work on everything, and this is a particularly delicate injury. Oh, and by the way, you should cover Douma’s mouth. Perfects can emit specific sounds on a certain frequency to call out to each other. We don’t want them poking around here already. This is one of the few safe spots I’ve got left, and I would hate to lose it.”

      Kailani gagged Douma, leaving Dmitri to watch over her. “Can we snip her vocal cords, then?” Dmitri asked.

      “I can whip up something to keep her from snitching,” Amane replied.

      Elonora came over and sat by Kallisto’s side, while Zeriel covered me with a small blanket he’d packed in his bag. It was soft and dry, good enough to keep me warm, as the cave was quite chilly, despite the daytime heat outside.

      “How are you feeling?” Elonora asked Kallisto, while Amane bandaged her neck.

      Kallisto gave her a brief shrug. “I’ve been better,” she whispered.

      “Hey, you can talk.” Elonora chuckled, giving her an encouraging smile.

      “The device did most of the work,” Amane replied. “You can give her some of your blood now.”

      Kallisto narrowed her eyes at Amane, but chose to ignore her without so much as a thank you, shifting her focus to Elonora instead.

      “We’ll need that badass scream of yours, going forward,” Elonora said, then bit into her wrist and gently pushed it against Kallisto’s lips. “Drink. It’ll help.”

      Kallisto did as told and suckled on Elonora’s wrist for a good minute, before Elonora pulled her hand back. I found myself hoping that our nightmare was on hold, at least for a while. Maybe the universe had finally hit the pause button on our tragedy, giving us time to recover.

      My eyes were droopy. I was exhausted.

      I gave Zeriel a brief glance, and he seemed to know exactly what I needed, because he just smiled and moved closer so he could put an arm around my shoulders. I rested my head on his chest. It wasn’t much, but it was good enough to help me relax a little bit.

      Any other day, I would’ve kept my distance. I didn’t know how to deal with these emotions that he stirred in me. But this wasn’t just any other day.

      This was the day we’d survived multiple attacks from creatures that weren’t just physically superior to us, but were also hellbent on capturing us, dead or alive. We’d done quite well. I needed the break.
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      Dmitri didn’t take his eyes off Douma. There was a mixture of fear and admiration in his greenish eyes, as he watched her slowly recover. Soon enough, Douma would take her first breath after having drowned. I had never seen such a creature, capable of coming back to life no matter how you killed it. My guess was that Dmitri was equally fascinated.

      I caught Hunter stealing a glance at me. As soon as I spotted him, he looked away. He’d been doing that a lot, lately, and I had a feeling it had something to do with our conversation back in the woods, prior to the Faulty attack. He was curious about my transition as a swamp witch, but knew I couldn’t talk about it.

      That left him with plain observation of my every move and expression, as if my body language could tell him more than my words. Hunter was very good at reading people. I had to give credit where it was due. But I doubted he’d be able to see past the barrier I’d put up. In all honesty, it would’ve been difficult to explain what was going on, anyway. Even I couldn’t make sense of how the Word was bonding with me, when it gave me words I didn’t understand—words which I was able to use for spells but couldn’t remember the second time around.

      “Amane, we need your help,” Rose said, reiterating an earlier request. “I need to find my parents. We need to get our people back. I’m not just talking about the first group that Ta’Zan abducted. The fleet prisoners, too. We have to get them out of here. You know it’s not fair, nor is it right for them to be on this planet, with their freedom taken.”

      Amane sighed, then nodded slowly. “I understand,” she replied. “I will do whatever I can to help, but you must understand two things here. One, I cannot risk my sister’s wellbeing, no matter what. Two, even if I help you, it’s still extremely dangerous. All of you must be aware of the fact that we may fail, and that we may die.”

      We looked at each other—not questioningly, but rather reassuringly. The general vibe was pretty unanimous, from what I could tell. There was nothing we wouldn’t do to get our loved ones back. I, for one, was particularly driven by the fact that Ta’Zan had my grandparents. Grandma Corrine and Grandpa Ibrahim were forces of nature and absolute legends in the supernatural world. I worshipped and loved them to bits. They would’ve done anything to keep me safe, so the least I could do was return the favor.

      “The Perfects’ numbers are growing,” Amane continued, seeming pleased with our firm expressions. “They’re also fast learners. In weeks, there will be millions of them, stronger and far more intelligent than the creatures we’ve met so far. Ta’Zan will figure out the technology you used for space travel, too. He’ll reproduce it, seamlessly, and put it to the test. And, once he sends the Perfect armies out, it’ll be over.”

      “Okay, so is this your way of putting us off or…?” Ben replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’m being honest. You all need to fully understand what you’re getting yourselves into,” Amane said. “You have to come to terms with the fact that this enemy will only get smarter and more resourceful as time goes by. No matter what we do, no matter what little victories we achieve along the way, the Perfects will always be one step ahead of us. If you all understand that, then maybe we might actually accomplish something, after all. One of the reasons I’ve decided to help you is because I want to get my sister out of there.”

      Kallisto cleared her throat for the first time, looking a lot better than she did half an hour ago. The wound on her neck had closed up, and her eyes seemed a lot more focused. She raised herself up into a sitting position, with both Nevis and Elonora by her side—each watching her with concern and reserve.

      “We could definitely get the Faulties on our side,” Kallisto said, her voice shaky and raspy. She swallowed, grimacing from mild discomfort. Her vocal cords were still healing. “If I was able to see what a sham our lives have been, up to this point, then surely we can make the others realize it, too. There are plenty of my siblings out there, wandering aimlessly and desperate to go back to the only kind of ‘home’ they’ve ever known. They’ll be angry. They’ll be feeling rejected and lonely. We need to work with those emotions to get them on our side.”

      Amane nodded. “A rebellion, or, for that matter, any kind of violence will not work with Ta’Zan and the Perfects. An alliance with the other Faulties, however… That could be done. Emphasis on could.”

      “Sorry, I’m having a hard time taking this new you seriously,” Kallisto retorted, frowning as she looked at Amane. “You’ve been running around like a coward, and now, all of a sudden, you’re the pack master?”

      “What’s your problem, exactly?” Amane said, while the rest of us watched the exchange, visibly befuddled. “You sold them out to Araquiel, in the first place, and now look at you, slumming it with the gang.”

      “Um, ladies—” Elonora tried to speak up, but Kallisto wouldn’t have it. She was getting more aggravated with every minute that went by.

      “You were always pro-Ta’Zan!” Kallisto replied to Amane. “You didn’t want to get involved before, even though it was the right thing to do, but since your sister’s life will be in peril after word gets out you helped these strangers… well, you’re all for sabotaging Ta’Zan, huh? At least be honest with yourself, if you can’t bring yourself to admit it to them! You, Amane… You walked out like a coward. You ran off and left your sister behind. Had it not been for your change of heart in helping these people, you’d still be out there, cowering in one of your safe spots!”

      Amane exhaled. “Really? You’re one to talk. At least I walked out of my own accord; I didn’t get myself kicked out. Oh, and by the way, you’re welcome!” she said, pointing at Kallisto’s neck.

      There was definitely some history between these two, and it went well past the few days we’d been here, on Strava. This relationship between Amane and Kallisto dated back many years, without including the century they spent in stasis.

      And judging by their reddened cheeks and angry glares, both Faulties were ready to air some dirty laundry, with the rest of us present. On one hand, I thought this was going to get incredibly awkward. On the other, however, people often tell hidden truths at their angriest. And some of those were most likely to concern us, too.
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      Tension was mounting between Amane and Kallisto. My instincts made me sit up straight, ready to push out a barrier, in case it got physical. They clearly had a bone to pick with each other.

      “So, you two go way back, I suppose,” I said, trying to get to the bottom of this.

      Amane crossed her arms, a muscle ticking nervously in her jaw. “Do you know why Kallisto was kicked out, in the first place?”

      “Well, at least I didn’t run off like a coward!” Kallisto grumbled.

      “She was too violent,” Amane continued, undisturbed. “She was too temperamental, and, most importantly, she was too obsessed with Ta’Zan.”

      “How would you know? You ran off before me and my siblings were left behind!” Kallisto said.

      Amane sneered at her. “It didn’t take a scientist to figure that one out. It was only a matter of time! Ta’Zan had been thinking about it before we even went into stasis. All of the Faulties that were ejected after the awakening had already racked up quite a reputation. Violent. Volatile. Impossible to tame!”

      Kallisto didn’t respond. Instead, she looked down, as if she were ashamed. Amane was telling the truth, but, still, given the circumstances, I couldn’t exactly think less of either of the two Faulties.

      “Listen, that’s in the past,” Rose interjected, slightly irritated. “What matters is what happens next. You, Amane, want to get your sister out of Ta’Zan’s reach,” she said, then looked at Kallisto. “And you… Well, you’re angry and you want to get back at your creator. Clearly, you both share a common goal, and it’s in line with what we want, as well. We can start with that.”

      “I doubt it. You should kill Kallisto before she betrays you again. It’s only a matter of time, anyway,” Amane retorted.

      It prompted Kallisto to try to get up, eager for a fight. My arm shot to the side to stop her. My fingers dug into her shoulder, wordlessly suggesting that she sit back down. Surprisingly, Kallisto obeyed, and settled for a string of curses under her breath, instead.

      “We’re not in the business of killing people willy-nilly,” Rose snapped. “Kallisto betrayed us, yes. But she’s come a long way since, and, more noticeably, she helped us earlier. We’re all going in the same direction here.”

      “They’re right,” Kallisto replied. “I want to make Ta’Zan suffer. He thinks we’re not good enough, Amane. That alone makes my blood boil. You, on the other hand,” she added, pointing a finger at Amane, “you’re more likely to betray them. As long as Amal is still in Ta’Zan’s reach, you cannot be trusted.”

      Amane opened her mouth to say something, but ended up pressing her lips into a thin line. Her nostrils flared angrily, and she scowled at Kallisto.

      “The Perfects already know you’re helping them,” Kallisto said to her. “That’s enough to put Amal at risk. You know that, right?”

      Just then, Douma tried to speak, despite the gag. Dmitri almost jumped out of his skin.

      “Jeez,” he breathed, staring at her.

      “She’s awake,” Amane murmured, then picked up another small device from her trunk. She fiddled with its controls, then pressed a small button on the bottom. A long, thin needle popped out. She walked over to Douma and pushed the needle deep into the side of her neck. Once the small device was pressed against her skin, Amane pressed a second button, prompting two lights to flicker red and blue, intermittently.

      She then removed Douma’s gag.

      “I suppose that’ll stop her from calling out to the others?” I asked.

      Amane gave me a brief nod, then stepped back. Douma took several deep breaths, her lips still faded purple from the drowning. It would be a while before she regained her fresh, iridescent glow.

      “The Perfects most definitely know Amane is helping you,” Douma croaked. “They also know you have me. Oh, and by the way, don’t think these restraints will keep me down for too long.”

      Kailani grinned. “I doubt you know enough swamp witch magic to break free.”

      “Well, we were able to get to your little shuttle pods, weren’t we?” Douma said with a cold smirk. “Besides, there’s a little snag with Amal, in case her wayward sister here didn’t tell you. Amal is happy with Father. She won’t be going anywhere. Chances are she’ll shove Amane’s ass in a glass box, along with the rest of you, as soon as you set foot inside Father’s compound.”

      Choosing to ignore Douma’s attempt to tease and demoralize us, I smiled at Amane. “Then it’s settled. We’re going in, and we’re getting your sister out of there, too, whether she wants to come or not. I’m inclined to assume that our new friend here knows where the compound is.”

      Amane’s lips stretched into a devilish grin. “That’s a good assumption to make,” she said. “We’ll find a way in. Of that I’m sure.”

      Douma chuckled, though the bitterness in her low voice was impossible to ignore. “I like how you all think I’m actually going to tell you anything. I’d rather die a thousand deaths than betray my father.”

      Kallisto shook her head slowly. “Yeah, right. Give her a couple of days. Her mind is still young and malleable. She’ll see the truth, like I did.”

      “Okay! So, what’s the plan?” Dmitri asked, suddenly energized.

      “Hold on,” Amane replied, then fumbled through one of her pouches and took out two small devices, which she shoved inside Douma’s ears.

      “No, don’t!” Douma protested, but it was too late. She blinked several times, while Amane watched her expression carefully.

      “She can’t hear us anymore,” she said. “Now, we can talk.”

      “Well, first we prepare another message for GASP, we start reaching out to the Faulties, and we talk some sense into the one Perfect we’ve got in our possession,” Rose said, then looked at Ben, who nodded in agreement. “I doubt we’ll be able to get our people out on the first try, based on what we’ve seen and experienced so far. Once we find out where Ta’Zan’s compound is, we’ll have to find a way to infiltrate and get Amal out, first. The less leverage that Ta’Zan has on Amane, the better for us.”

      Following that plan, I could see a clear path forward.

      “And, after that, we get our people out,” I said. “Provided, of course, we get some Faulties to help us. In an ideal world, the plan should also include shutting down the Perfect mass-production, getting the blueprint out of Ta’Zan’s possession, and finding a way to kill the Perfects before they get off the planet. Time is not on our side on this one.”

      “Yeah, we clearly have our work cut out for us,” Vesta replied, still settled against Zeriel’s chest. “But, like Rose suggested, Ben and I will try to reach out to the Hermessi, too, and see if we can get them to help in any way. I mean, remember the battle on Mount Azure? It was a Hermessi who disabled Shaytan long enough for Harper to kill him.”

      Amane frowned. “I haven’t heard of the Hermessi. Are they gods, or what?”

      “Elements of nature,” Rose explained. “Entities of some kind. They generate and control the basics—water, fire, air, and earth. They’ve been around for eons, but were somehow forgotten. They used to be worshipped. Their powers were mentioned in legends and old folktales. We hadn’t even heard of them until one of our own had an experience with one of them. It’s a long story, but the short version is that we may be able to get nature itself to intervene. Provided, of course, that we manage to establish some kind of dialogue with the Hermessi.”

      Amane and Kallisto looked at each other, both equally surprised by what they’d just heard. Douma was quiet, watching us all like a hawk. She was a powder-keg waiting to explode, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to give her any opportunity to screw us over. We’d been burned one too many times, already. Fortunately, she couldn’t hear a single word we said.

      “So, nature may take action against Ta’Zan’s… unnatural work, you think?” Amane asked, somewhat incredulously.

      “That’s what we’re thinking, anyway. I mean, you were here. You saw what happened to Douma. That wasn’t any of us,” I replied. “That must’ve been the Hermessi. We know it’s happened before, albeit on another planet. We know it’s possible.”

      “Well, it’s better than nothing.” Amane sighed. “I wouldn’t say no to any kind of assistance, going forward. We’ve got a rocky road ahead. I hope you’re all ready for any possible outcome.”

      We were. One look at Nevis, Zeriel, Vesta, Kailani, Hunter, Dmitri, Rose, Ben, and Ridan, and I knew. We were totally ready. My grandparents and our GASP founders were Ta’Zan’s prisoners. My brother was missing. Dozens of our fighters had been captured by the Perfects. Hundreds had been killed. And we were being hunted like animals.

      Damn straight we’re ready to fight back.

      Amane then exhaled. “Oh. I didn’t get to tell you this earlier, given all the fighting, but… your people’s message said they’d retrieved the corpses of four Perfects from Strava’s orbit.”

      My blood ran cold, as I immediately remembered and realized the implications of River and Caleb’s message, based on what we’d seen so far—particularly with Araquiel, Douma, and the rest of their crew.

      “Oh, no,” Rose murmured, her eyes wide with shock. “They’re not corpses, are they?”

      Amane shook her head. “You need to hurry up with that message.”

      Rose took the phone that Caleb and River had sent with their videos and files, and prepared to record another one. I worried about Harper and the others, with four highly trained and extremely dangerous Perfects in their midst. It was one thing for us to be in enemy territory here, but it was something else entirely for the enemy to be right in their midst on Calliope. Without knowing that the Perfects were still alive and just regenerating, our people were at risk over there.
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      We monitored the situation on Strava as best as we could, using the two telescopes we had. One scanned the entire planet, giving us the ability to screen progress as the Perfects continued to build their diamond colosseums. The other telescope followed Ben and Rose’s team, now reunited with Ridan. Serena and I caught glimpses of them, wherever the view permitted it, including fragments of a couple of fights with both Faulties and Perfects. We didn’t see the outcome of those encounters, but we spotted our people moving through a clearing at one point, and found ourselves gasping with astonishment.

      Our people had managed to capture a Perfect, from what we could tell, and had drawn two Faulties to their side. We didn’t yet know who they were, but we were able to observe their movements around Ben and Rose’s crew, and label them as allies, not foes.

      They were all alive and well, despite the constant fighting. That gave me a reason to breathe a sigh of relief.

      We didn’t have much to do, for the time being. Our parents and uncles were busy managing GASP and Shade operations. Serena, River and Vita had helped Aida send out a list of those who’d gone missing from the starships—there were hundreds of them. It broke my heart that we had to do that, but we couldn’t keep the families in the dark for much longer.

      It was bad enough that we didn’t know which of them had survived.

      Hell, we barely knew anything about anything, at this point!

      Caspian, Patrik, Scarlett, Caia, and Blaze also got involved, helping Aida’s team with the flurry of incoming messages from the missing fighters’ families. As expected, there were hundreds of them, all bombarding us with requests for updates and whatever reassurance we could give them that their loved ones could still be alive.

      Of course, we had no way of guaranteeing that, making our responses even more difficult to draft. And to think this had all started with a friggin’ vacation.

      “Avril and Heron are on their way back,” Serena said, frowning as she stared at one of the telescope screens. We could see the pond and the waterfall on the mountainside where Rose and her team had taken cover.

      “Did she speak to you via Telluris?” I asked.

      Serena nodded once. “Heron is fuming, after he heard about Jax and Hansa. They sped everything up on Persea. It was crazy, but they actually managed to capture the culprit,” she said. “It was a Sluagh.”

      “Whoa, what?” I replied, chills running down my spine. “Ew. I thought they were all dead.”

      “Some survived here and there,” Serena explained. “They’re all going to die out, eventually. Their numbers have dwindled; they’re killed on sight. This one, however, managed to sneak inside a Mara, shortly after the war with Azazel, and made it through the portal to Persea. He blended in with the locals and kept a low profile, while whacking Druids as revenge for the obliteration of his people.”

      I groaned, my eyes rolling. “That’s rich, coming from a Sluagh.”

      “Yeah, he was in complete denial. Until they torched him.”

      “Well, at least it’s settled now,” I replied. “Rose and her crew seem to have survived another very hostile night on Strava, too. I think we’ll get a message from them, soon.”

      “Yeah, I suppose they’ve gathered more data and they’ll tell us more about what happened in the pond,” I said. “I saw the Perfect get out and fall into the water. Then she drowned.”

      “That was weird,” Serena murmured, massaging the back of her neck. “I didn’t think you could drown one of those bastards. Heck, I thought they were impossible to kill!”

      “Well, unless you throw them into space. That seemed to do the trick,” I replied, crossing my arms as I leaned back in my chair.

      A few moments passed in silence, as Serena and I let our thoughts roam through our heads. All I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and sleep for a decade. I had a feeling Serena was on the same page here. We were both exhausted, drained by the hours of constant stress, fear, and grief that had burdened us since the fleet attack.

      Personally, I was still reeling from what I’d seen.

      The observation room’s double doors burst open. Arwen came in, looking quite pale and alarmed. Serena and I sprang up from our chairs, startled not only by her abrupt entrance, but also by her expression.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “What happened?” Serena added.

      “Um… Good news and bad news, I guess,” Arwen replied, her voice trembling. When neither of us said anything in response, Arwen took a deep breath and let it out slowly, in a bid to calm herself down. “The Perfects we got from Strava’s orbit are not dead.”

      “Whoa,” I managed, my hands instinctively reaching for the swords mounted on my back. Arwen raised a hand, gesturing for me to stop.

      “That was the bad news. The good news is that they’re restrained,” she said. “Lumi was there. Viola and the Daughters were with us, too. The Perfects were too dazed and weak to cause any serious damage. We knocked them out pretty quickly. This is the Daughters’ territory, after all.”

      Serena and I briefly glanced at each other. Her aura felt a lot like mine—sad and scared, angry and in a lot of pain, but determination and the need to do the right thing kept us both from falling apart. They also helped us spot the advantages of having four living Perfect specimens on our hands.

      “You can study them,” I said, looking at Arwen.

      “Yup, that’s the plan,” Arwen replied. “I’ll need some backup, though. A couple of Dhaxanians, to begin with. Their frost is good in combination with Lumi’s swamp witch magic, apparently. And that’s just to keep the Perfects down.”

      “I suppose they’ll stay in a controlled environment until we figure out their anatomy and full range of abilities,” Serena said. “After which we’ll keep killing them until we find a method that sticks? I mean, if they were able to regenerate after being frozen in the vacuum of space, I’m inclined to believe that these bastards have some insane healing functions.”

      Arwen nodded. “We’ll need to prepare another message for Rose and the crew, with these findings. I’ll have Lumi write down her instructions for those Dhaxanian frost cuffs, too. They’ve got Kale and Nevis there to make it work. How are they coming along over there?”

      “They captured a Perfect and seem to have made two Faulty friends, from what we could see,” I replied.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” she said, genuinely surprised.

      “Yeah, I doubt we’ll have them over for tea later,” I grumbled, crossing my arms and turning my head to take another gander at the screens.

      “Harper, Serena, I need you both to stay strong,” Arwen said, her voice low. “This is a crisis like nothing we’ve seen before, but, in all honesty, we said the same whenever we found ourselves and our world under attack. We’ve been faced with all kinds of enemies, all of them with some kind of advantage. We made it out of each crisis alive. We grew stronger. We got better at this.”

      “This isn’t just another crisis, Arwen.” I sighed. “And you know it.”

      “Yeah. But we can’t give up. We can’t let despair twist our minds and cloud our judgment. There’s no way back for us. Only forward,” she said, her brow furrowed. “We’ve got four Perfects strapped to our slabs in the medical ward. We’ve got eyes on our search crew. We know Derek and his group are alive, albeit in Ta’Zan’s possession. We’ve got something to work with. Let’s focus on that.”

      Arwen made a good point. As much as we’d tried on our own, both Serena and I were quite broken after everything that had happened. The only way out of this mess was to keep digging, keep moving onward and upward. Avril and Heron were on their way back, too, and both were brilliant strategists.

      All we had to do was keep our eyes peeled and start devising several plans, based on the current circumstances, the factors and creatures involved, and the desired outcomes—from least to most. That had to include the destruction of Strava, preferably after we got our people out of there. It required a lot of power and some insane logistics to pull off.

      Either way, we had our hands full.

      “I suppose you’ll prepare a message for Rose and Ben after you poke around inside the Perfects. Right?” I asked.

      “Yes, the more data I have to give them, the better,” Arwen replied, then looked at Serena. “Any word from Draven?”

      Serena shook her head. “Not yet. They landed on the fire star and had Sherus and Nuriya’s son, Taeral, help them on their quest to find Bogdana,” she said. “But I haven’t spoken to Draven in two, maybe three hours now.”

      “Bogdana’s an old bat,” Arwen grumbled. “She probably doesn’t want to be found that easily.”

      Serena chuckled softly. “Maybe, but Draven is as stubborn as they come. He’ll find her, even if he has to turn that entire fire star inside out.”

      She wasn’t far from the truth with that statement. Draven had Shayla and Bijarki by his side, too. Combining one of the most resilient Druids I’d ever met with a powerhouse white witch and an extremely capable incubus was a surefire way to find pretty much anyone, anywhere.
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      Two thirds of our journey to Red Canyon were rather uneventful and smooth. Bogdana’s small house was located deep in the patch of woods that had grown in the middle of the canyon over the past millennium. That, in itself, wasn’t going to be much of a problem—with the exception of whatever traps and riddles the old fae had put in there.

      The problem was the scorching desert surrounding Red Canyon, which we’d just entered. The air was dry and hot. The temperature soothed my inner serpent nature, but the lack of humidity made me terribly uncomfortable. Taeral and his four guards didn’t seem bothered, as he was still half fire fae. Bijarki and Shayla, on the other hand, were covered in sweat and breathing heavily, as they tried to adjust to the sudden heat spikes.

      The sky above had a reddish hue, most likely due to the dozens of lava rivers flowing nearby. The underground volcano belched out its fiery liquids at least once a day, according to Taeral. The nearest stream of lava was five hundred yards away to our left, and a wonder to gaze upon, despite its potentially deadly nature. The lava had crystalized the sand into a riverbank made of black glass, bubbling as it flowed toward the fields we’d left behind.

      There, it cooled down and solidified into piles of uneven obsidian, which the fae broke down and gathered for their buildings, their tools, and their weapons. Straight ahead, the Red Canyon rose in the distance.

      “You know, though it’s hot as hell, this place is beautiful,” Shayla said, gazing around. “I’ve never seen lava streams flow through deserts like this before. I’ve seen them under, on Neraka, but never on the surface.”

      “Yeah, the fae tend to steer clear of this region, in general,” Taeral replied. “It’s not the heat or the fire or the lava. None of those affect us. But the underground volcano expels some pretty toxic fumes, too,” he added, pointing in the distance to our left. We could all see the puffs of black smoke coming out from between the sand dunes. “That stuff is poisonous. The longer we’re exposed to that, the sicker we’ll get.”

      “Oh, not to worry.” Shayla sighed. “I didn’t plan on dragging my ass through this entire frying pan to begin with. I just wanted to see what it looks like, from up close.”

      Bijarki smiled. “So, zappy-zap-zap?”

      “You’ve been around Jovi for too long.” Shayla chuckled. “Only he talks like that.”

      Their grins faded, however, as they both remembered that Jovi was still missing in action. My heart twisted itself in a painful motion inside my chest, but I had to set that aside and do whatever was possible to find out as much as I could about our enemy, Ta’Zan, and his creators, the Draenir.

      Shayla took my hand and Bijarki’s. I took Taeral’s, who looked at me with both eyebrows raised.

      “Trust me, you’ll like this part,” I said, nodding at him to link hands with his guards, too.

      Once we were all touching each other, Shayla made everything disappear.

      A second later, we were all standing on the edge of Red Canyon’s bowl-shaped valley. Below, the deep and thick woods unraveled in bright shades of green, yellow, and orange. Somewhere in there was Bogdana’s house.

      Taeral exhaled. “Oh, wow,” he breathed. “That was the first time I was teleported by someone other than me. It felt different.”

      “Different how?” Shayla asked.

      “Well, for starters, I wasn’t in control,” he replied, grinning. “But it was just as smooth. You clearly know your way around this… zappy-zap-zap thing.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Even from afar, Jovi had already left his mark on Taeral.
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      The trek through the woods was relatively easy—at least for the first mile. Then I caught the scent of blood, and my soldier instincts went into overdrive.

      “We need to be more careful from here on,” I said, looking around.

      The trees were all sturdy and tall, with a rough, dark brown bark and drizzles of amber all over. Their crowns hung heavy with a plethora of bright green, yellow, and orange leaves, obscuring the reddish sky. There were plenty of animals nearby; they all kept their distance. Most of them were rodents and some kind of deer, but I’d spotted some larger predators with crimson-colored fur, about two hundred yards to our right.

      “Did you see something?” Shayla asked.

      “Not much, other than some animals. But I caught a whiff of blood. Maybe there are some traps nearby,” I replied. “Remember what Vikkal, the Grand Priest, said earlier?”

      Draven nodded. “Bogdana likes her privacy a little too much.”

      “Sorry, I don’t care much about that right now,” Shayla said, narrowing her eyes as she looked around, as if scanning the entire area. “I think we can keep moving forward, for now. We just need to watch our step, I suppose.”

      Draven moved forward, taking the lead. He fumbled through one of his leather satchels, taking out a handful of red dust. He whispered a Druid spell into it, then blew it outward. The dust spread out in a red cloud, lingering in the air for a while.

      “Give it a moment,” he said.

      The cloud broke down into millions of tiny red particles, which shot between the trees and attached themselves to the ground, in the shape of a line—connecting two large trees on both sides of our narrow forest path. A split second later, a net popped out from the layer of fallen leaves ahead, pulled up by an arched branch above.

      Draven snapped his fingers, and a thin rope came up from beneath the red dust, stretching between the trees. It was a trap of sorts, with basic mechanisms and stone weights mounted behind the two trees. Once the rope was triggered and stretched, it released the net, which had been designed to capture whoever would’ve set foot on the hidden rope. Taeral’s guards inspected everything, then gave Draven an appreciative nod.

      “That’s a cool trick,” I said. “Think you can do it again?”

      “Yes, but I still think we need to watch where we’re going. I don’t have enough of this dust to cover the entire trail,” he replied. “It just looked like a good place to put a trap, to be honest.”

      “Good instinct,” one of the guards murmured. That was the first time I’d heard one of them speak.

      We were careful as we advanced through the forest. Draven was able to spot three more traps before we saw the house in a distant clearing. The last trap was downright creepy, consisting of a large spike-covered log, set to come down and hit us as soon as we triggered the thin string tied about four inches above ground level.

      “I wonder which of these made Vikkal turn back,” Taeral said, mildly amused.

      “Given that he’s still alive and not mangled, my guess is one way back there,” I replied, pointing a thumb over my shoulder. “I think it’s safe to assume Bogdana never got that fresh fruit.”

      “This is quite the effort to keep people away, though,” Draven mumbled, frowning. “Too much effort, if you ask me. Unless she’s afraid or has something to hide. In which case, all of this seems justified.”

      Nevertheless, we persisted and kept going. The closer we got, the better we could see the small house and the sunny clearing. It was a simple and modest residence, but it was clean and surrounded by hundreds of blossoming plants in pots. It was definitely the work of a woman who took great pride in her home.

      The house itself was made of wood, with smoky glass windows and a thatched roof. The porch was narrow, but it still managed to hold a wicker rocking chair and a dozen more flowerpots. A woolen shawl had been left on the back of the rocking chair.

      Just as we were about to step into the clearing, a curtain of fire rose out of nowhere, forcing us to come to a sudden and breathless halt. It spread out and surrounded us, blocking us from going anywhere. It blazed with great anger, the flames almost licking at my clothes and hair.

      “Holy crap!” Shayla croaked.

      Taeral and his guards tried to use their own fires to push back, but it didn’t work. The blaze only moved closer, threatening to consume us all.

      A voice boomed around us. “You are trespassing! State your purpose or die!”

      “Whoa,” Taeral murmured, then pursed his lips and vanished into thin air.

      His guards were baffled, as were the rest of us.

      “Oh, come on!” I groaned. “First sign of danger and he poofs out of here? Not cool!” I added, then looked at Shayla. “Speaking of which?”

      The fire burned brighter as it closed in on us. Shayla grabbed Draven and me by the hand. I managed to link hands with Taeral’s guards. Shayla teleported us out of there just as the flames were about to swallow us whole.

      My heart skipped a beat when I found myself standing on the porch of what was probably Bogdana’s house.

      “Thank you, Shayla,” Draven said.

      She offered a shrug in response. “She definitely has the makings of a psychopath. But she’s no match for a pissed off witch like me.”

      A moan echoed from inside the house, putting us all on edge again. Draven opened the door and walked in with a sense of urgency, while Shayla, the guards, and I followed. I was ready to draw my sword if necessary, though we had come in peace. However, the old fae’s traps had already almost killed us more than once, so I was fully entitled to an armed retaliation.

      Once we reached the living room, however, we instantly relaxed. The guards even breathed a sigh of relief.

      Bogdana was pinned down in a chair by Taeral, who had a slim but sharp sword just millimeters away from her jugular. The fae looked old, in a literal sense, which was rather strange and unnatural for her species. I gave Taeral a brief smile.

      “I thought you ran out on us,” I said.

      He smirked in response. “Really? You think an old fae’s flames would scare me away? You underestimate me, incubus.”

      “Who… Who are you people?” Bogdana yelped, her amber eyes nearly popping out of their orbits. She was terrified and unable to move, given that Taeral’s blade could easily slit her throat in one swift move if she so much as sneezed. “How did you get past my—”

      “Your amateurish traps?” Taeral asked. “I’m your prince. Let’s start with that.”

      Bogdana was stunned. And no wonder. She hadn’t expected to see three complete strangers, plus a prince and a bunch of guards in her house, after who knows how many years. She’d gone to great lengths to stay hidden, after all. That, too, had gone up in metaphorical flames.
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      “We need to talk,” I said to Bogdana.

      I couldn’t help but stare at her appearance. The fae didn’t normally age like she had—her skin was pale and saggy, with expression lines and deep wrinkles obscuring her facial features. Her amber eyes looked tired, her long hair white and scarce, pulled up into a loose bun. Her back was hunched, her limbs were slender and bony, and there were brownish spots on the backs of her hands. She reminded me of old humans from Earth, not the fae.

      It wasn’t in her species’ biological nature to show an advanced age. Some fae lived well past five thousand years and still looked as young and as spry as they had in their twenties. I wondered if it had something to do with the fact that Bogdana was much older than that. Maybe the fae did age physically, too, only no one had seen them.

      “You… You’re the crown prince,” Bogdana managed, staring at Taeral. “I… I am so sorry, Your Highness. I had no idea you were coming. I didn’t think you’d come. Who the hell would venture all this way to see me?”

      Taeral put his sword away, then exhaled.

      “Yeah, well, we didn’t think we’d have to come all the way here to find you,” Taeral replied, crossing his arms. “Sorry to barge in like that, by the way, but you were about to cremate my perfectly living friends.”

      Bogdana then looked at us, visibly remorseful. “I am sorry,” she said. “I don’t like people poking their noses around here. I didn’t know you were in the presence of the crown prince.”

      “Either way, that is no way to greet a stranger, Bogdana,” I retorted.

      The old fae motioned for us to sit down, while she got up and brought a water pitcher and clean glasses on a tray from the open-plan kitchen. The interior was as simple and as quaint as the exterior, with more potted flowers. She clearly had a thing for flowers.

      Bogdana placed the tray on the table with trembling hands, then resumed her seat and proceeded to measure each of us from head to toe.

      “With all due respect, I recognize His Highness and the royal guards now, but you? Who are you?” she asked.

      “I’m Draven, Master Druid of Calliope,” I replied.

      “Ah, an Eritopian,” she said, then smiled. “I’ve heard great news from there. Congratulations on regaining your freedom, Master Druid.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured, then nodded at my two trusted companions. “These are Shayla, a white witch of The Shade, and Bijarki, my close friend and confidant. We represent GASP on this visit. I presume you’ve heard of them?”

      Bogdana nodded slowly. “The supernatural alliance. Yes, I’ve heard a few things. Tell me, why are you here?”

      I braced myself for what came next. I had to give Bogdana the full story, from our initial studies of Strava, prior to building the resort, all the way to the four Perfects we’d managed to recover from the fleet attack. Throughout my account, Bogdana listened intently. There wasn’t a single change in her facial expression, and that made me wonder. There was no shock or surprise, no awe or curiosity, no dread or irritation.

      I figured maybe she’d seen a lot worse during her time in this world.

      Once I was done, however, she let out a long and tired sigh, so heavy and intense that it made me sigh, too. She leaned against the back of her chair, pursing her lips.

      “You people are in so much trouble,” she said. “Well, we’re all in a heap of trouble, for that matter. This concerns us all. Every planet, every star, and every wandering rock in this endless universe.”

      I took out the scrolls I’d brought with me from Calliope and handed them over to her. “They’re written in a dead language, but I recognized your name and that of the Draenir. They were stored in our Druid Archives. What can you tell us about these scrolls?”

      She unraveled them and quickly studied the pages, occasionally smiling. “These are very old, Master Druid,” she replied. “I’ve made many trips to Strava and that entire solar system. Many after these scrolls were written. But they all pretty much say the same thing. They’re travel journals.”

      “Yours?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. A young Druid I used to travel with. A good friend of mine, named Arial. His was the last generation to use the old Druid language,” she said. “The scrolls describe our journeys and contact with the Draenir, and, believe me, they were good people. Peaceful and educated, with scientific minds and a childlike curiosity. Of course, these are just the early accounts. I kept going back to Strava, long after that Druid passed. I’ve outlived all the explorers I’ve traveled with.”

      Shayla raised our most burning question. “Do you know anything about Ta’Zan and the Draenir’s genetic experiments?”

      “I do, yes,” Bogdana replied. “I met Mudak Marduk before he succeeded in creating Ta’Zan. He’d been having trouble with the embryo’s development at the time.”

      “Clearly something worked because the bastard is alive and kicking,” Bijarki muttered, nervously scratching the back of his head.

      “But what you’ve described happening there now is nothing like what the Draenir did,” Bogdana said. “They would never create these so-called Perfects to invade the universe. It was against their scientific ethos. Sure, they wanted to design a superior being, but it was never toward an expansive mission. Never.”

      “Well, apparently the Draenir went extinct after a plague. It’s why Ta’Zan put himself and his creations in stasis,” I replied.

      “I find it difficult to believe the Draenir would be unable to tackle a plague.” Bogdana sighed. “They had thousands of virus strains in storage, occasionally crossing them and experimenting until they found a cure. They always found a cure. Always.”

      My brows furrowed. “So, what, you think it wasn’t a plague that killed them?” I asked.

      “Maybe that’s what the… locals know,” Bogdana said. “But I wouldn’t be able to tell you anything with certainty unless I get access to some tissue samples and so on. Anyway,” she added, changing the subject. “That’s not the most important issue here. I kept in touch with Mudak after Ta’Zan was born, until he stopped writing, anyway. Ta’Zan was a prodigy from the moment he learned to speak. A brilliant creature. An astonishing genius. He understood the Draenir genome when he was only five years old. You must understand, that made Ta’Zan into a very lonely creature. Shortly before Mudak stopped writing, he confessed that he was worried about Ta’Zan and his inability to make any friends. There was no one else like him, and the Draenir thought of him as a freak. Ta’Zan’s unethical genetic experiments didn’t help him.”

      “Unethical?” I asked.

      “Some Draenir died in the process,” Bogdana replied.

      “You could’ve led with that. I don’t think it was Ta’Zan’s social awkwardness that got him and Mudak in hot water,” Taeral said.

      That alone was enough to shed an interesting light on this Ta’Zan, an enemy we knew little about. His loneliness actually explained his decision to create other hybrids, too.

      “So, the Faulties, the Perfects… they’re all Ta’Zan’s way of combatting loneliness?” Shayla concluded, somewhat irritated.

      “It could be,” Bogdana replied. “I never met him personally, but he seemed intelligent and… well, good. But I suppose something happened along the way. Perhaps that plague you spoke of killed Mudak and pushed Ta’Zan into further isolation, prompting him to create new companions for himself.”

      “You don’t know anything about the Perfects or how they could’ve been made, huh?” Bijarki asked Bogdana.

      She shook her head again. “No. But you people are going to need all the help you can get. I have information about the Draenir and Ta’Zan. I know stories, and I remember things. I can be of use to you.”

      I was slightly confused. “What are you trying to say?”

      Bogdana pushed herself from her chair, her knees shaky as she stood up. Once she was stable, she put her hands on her hips and gave me a bold smile. “I want to come back into the fold,” she said. “If Ta’Zan is hellbent on universe domination, I’m confident I can assist in putting him back in his place. You need me.”

      “Yeah, you see, you say that, but what’s your angle here?” Taeral said. The young prince didn’t bother to hide his suspicions regarding the old fae.

      “Your Highness, I am getting bored here,” Bogdana replied. “I need some action. And I know more about Strava than any of you and your people in GASP,” she said, then looked at me. “If you want to infiltrate Strava undetected, I know how to get you there.”

      I thought about it for a moment. I didn’t see a downside in any of this. She was old, sure, but she was still a powerful and capable fire fae, with extensive knowledge of Strava and its extinct Draenir. If anyone could shed more light on that world, it was her. But Taeral had a point, too. She had to be getting something out of this, and I doubted it was the rush of adrenaline from “getting back into the fold.”

      “All right, then,” I conceded. “Tell us everything you know, and I will take you with us. My word is my bond.”

      Bogdana gave me a sly grin, the kind that said I was a little kid, dealing with an old fox. “Master Druid, that’s not how this works. I will show you how to infiltrate Strava while I’m on board whatever mode of transportation you choose to use. As soon as my feet touch Strava’s ground, and only after I assess the entire situation, I will tell you everything I know.”

      “Wow, you’re really itching to get your boots back on the ground, huh?” Taeral mumbled.

      Bogdana shrugged. “What can I say? I may be old, but my soul is still young. So, Master Druid,” she said, looking at me, “what’ll it be? Yay or nay?”

      The answer was pretty obvious, even though I was giving it with half a heart. Bogdana was coming with us, mainly because we didn’t have much choice, but also because her knowledge of that world could help us survive for long enough to get our people out of there.

      Derek, Sofia, and their group depended on us, and so did the dozens of our fighters that Ta’Zan had taken into captivity. Ben and Rose’s crew needed us to pull through, too. On top of that, we really needed to figure out a way to stop Ta’Zan from sending his Perfects into space.

      Pressed for time and desperate for a solution to avoid a most literal end of the world, I decided to allow Bogdana to join us. The fate of our loved ones depended on every decision we made, going forward.

      This had to be a good one. It had to.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ready for the next part of the Shadians’ story?

      

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading A Citadel of Captives!

      The next book in the series, ASOV 63: A Jungle of Rogues, releases August 15th, 2018. Not long to wait!

      Pre-order your copy now for your convenience and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day!:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Australia: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here
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      I’ll see you there…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a reminder as soon as 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. Keep turning the pages for a sneak preview of my new soon-to-be-released supernatural series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek BONUS Chapters!

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to a brand new supernatural series, releasing on August 27th, 2018!

      
        
        Harley Merlin and the Secret Coven
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      Keep turning the pages for the blurb and an sneak preview of the first 3 chapters!

      
        
        Blurb:

      

      

      Being an empath has its advantages…

      Harley Merlin can sense people’s emotions, among other things. It’s how she snagged her first job pinpointing cheaters at a casino. But she has no clue where she got these freakish powers because she spent her childhood jumping from home to home in the foster system, and her father left her with nothing more than a cryptic note.

      Then she crosses paths with a terrifyingly real monster. Which is when a mysterious and annoyingly arrogant young warlock named Wade Crowley steps in, introducing her to a hidden world of magicals and covens riddled with secrets—as well as clues about her murky past.

      Whether she likes it or not, this new world is where she belongs. But after a disturbing twist of events, Harley quickly realizes that her past is darker than she could ever have imagined. And that someone in the coven is out for her blood.

      With the help of Wade and her new friends, she must figure out who the traitor is and why they’re targeting her... Before the human and magical worlds dangerously collide.

      For fans of witches, magic and fantasy—welcome to a tantalizing new world.
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      I froze, my back against the window, my whole body shivering as the beast in front of me shuddered with delight.

      Another second and I would become its dinner.

      Something inside me roared like thunder, unwilling to give in yet. The air around me thickened—I could feel it tickling my fingertips, beckoning me to wield it. I’d done it before, though not with the strength I would need to disable a fiend as savage as this.

      But I had to try. There was no other choice.

      I summoned all the energy I could muster, and, for the first time ever, I sensed the particles of Chaos flowing through me. My mind went into overdrive, and I thrust my hands out. The winds outside listened, rumbling and whistling as they crashed through the window.

      I ducked as broken glass exploded everywhere. Shards cut through the beast’s face and eyes, and it hissed from the pain.

      With no other route to safety, I embraced the winds and leapt onto the windowsill. My breath hitched as I looked down at the sheer drop, and then I closed my eyes, abandoning myself to the air.
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      My eyes wandered around the poker table.

      The dealer, a young man in his early twenties, had been fitted into a crisp white shirt and black silk waistcoat, his brown hair slicked back with too much gel. His dexterity as he shuffled the deck made me stare, before I went on to check the players.

      Two women and three men. Three of them had skipped on the Gamblers Anonymous meetings—I could tell from their frayed nerves and shoulder-crushing guilt. It was written all over their faces. The other two, a man in his late twenties and a cute brunette who didn’t look a day older than twenty-three, struck me as the coolest cucumbers I’d seen all evening.

      This was a steady gig I’d gotten my hands on, so I had to do a good job. Three months in, and I’d already gotten fifteen people banned for cheating and counting cards. It wasn’t an easy profession, though—for most people, anyway. It required a lot of psychology and the study of body language, along with excellent knowledge of the game itself. You had higher chances of success if you were a former cheater, preferably with some Vegas experience. But I had very little experience at all.

      Then again, I wasn’t “most people.”

      After betting, it was time for the “flop.” The dealer displayed three cards in the middle of the dark red velvet table—seven of clubs, queen of diamonds, and a five of spades—while we checked our “hole” hands again. I had nothing to use, but I bet anyway. The casino supplied my betting cash, so it didn’t matter if I lost. My prize came in the form of a generous percentage of the cheaters’ relinquished winnings if I caught colluders at the table, along with my hourly rate.

      Texas Hold’em was a favorite game choice for collusion, and with the amount of money involved in tonight’s game, I knew I’d get some bold players this evening.

      My instincts were pointing me to the “cucumber” couple. The other three were already sweating. One was clearly a veteran gambler, at least compared to the rest. With graying hair, salt-and-pepper stubble, and sweat stains on his peach-colored shirt, the man was nervously clicking two blue chips between his fingers as he stared at the three cards in view. He was going to fold soon.

      I could feel it in my bones. There was nothing he could do with what he had in his hand, and what was on the table. With five crappy cards combined, and just two more to go with the “turn” and the “river,” he wasn’t feeling this round, at all. Sure, he had the gambling bug, but he’d probably lost enough over the years to know when to pick his battles.

      He scoffed, and folded.

      Hah, called it! Who’s a smart girl? You’re a smart girl, I mentally congratulated myself while my gaze wandered around the table. I was a smart girl. It was the only thing I’d learned from my father.

      I flipped open my black satin clutch—which I’d matched with my dress—pretending to look for a tissue. I kept a small note in my card wallet. I pulled it out and examined it for a moment.

      Harley, I am so sorry for doing this to you, but there is no other way. Stay safe. Stay smart. I love you. Dad.

      That note was the only thing my parents had left me with, before dropping me off at the orphanage when I was three. I was bounced around from one foster home to another after that. It was rarely a pretty picture, and my father’s advice somehow helped me retain my sanity. Even now, as I glided into adulthood, I kept looking at that note for guidance, whenever a part of me wavered. As a foster kid, I always had to “stay safe” and “stay smart,” though the two rarely went hand in hand.

      When the turn was dealt, I glanced around the poker table again.

      Each of these people had their stories to tell. They had first names and last names, parents and grandparents, uncles and distant cousins, social security numbers and student loans. In my twisted view of the world, they existed, while I was just a visitor of sorts. Always on the outside, looking in.

      I had no identity. Just a name on paper. I rented an apartment in Park West and pinpointed cheaters in casinos for a living. Nobody knew anything about me or my… special skills, and I was okay with that.

      “I’ll raise you twenty,” the male cool cucumber said, looking at the equally chilled female across the table.

      In the eyes of everyone else, they didn’t know each other. They were complete strangers exchanging pleasantries during a game of Texas Hold’em, where tens of thousands of dollars were at stake. But I could feel the physical attraction between them. The guy was head over heels in love with her. She was just as crazy about him. There was a familiarity between them, an intense emotion that they couldn’t hide from me. That was the downside of being an empath; I felt every emotion as if it were my own.

      I basically had the hots for both of them, as if we’d been together for years. Ugh…

      When the river was dealt, I could almost hear the guy’s heart thumping out of his chest. His excitement filled me to the brim, and, judging by the looks the couple exchanged briefly, unbeknownst to anyone else, they were ready to do some good old-fashioned whipsawing—raising and re-raising each other until they trapped another player in between.

      And I knew exactly who their target was for this round. The other female, one of the compulsive gamblers. She was nervous, her eyes darting across the five cards now shown on the table: a seven of clubs, a queen of diamonds, a five of clubs, a jack of clubs and another queen, of hearts.

      My hand was weak. All I could offer was a pair of fives. I folded, clicking my teeth.

      “Maybe next time.” I smirked, then leaned back in my seat.

      As expected, the cucumbers started teasing each other.

      “I’m thinking it’s a good night,” the guy said, then tossed a few red chips on the pile gathering in the middle of the table. “Thirty.”

      “Your overconfidence could be your weakness,” the girl said, grinning, and raised him another thirty, her tongue passing over her pearly white teeth. The tight, jade-colored dress she wore was meant to arouse, and based on what I was reading from the guy, she was getting the desired results.

      I shifted in my chair, slightly uncomfortable with feeling someone else’s arousal, but stayed focused nonetheless. The girl’s outfit looked expensive. They weren’t here to play for pennies.

      “I’m in,” the female gambler replied, tossing her own share of chips, worth thirty thousand dollars, while the fourth player folded, shaking his head.

      The cucumbers seemed to ignore the woman, and continued taunting each other, while the dealer watched, amusement twinkling in his eyes.

      “Raise you another thirty,” cucumber girl said, grinning, as the guy bit the inside of his cheek and added more chips to the pile.

      “You’re bluffing,” he replied. “Thirty.”

      The female compulsive gambler frowned, but the energy coming from her echoed confidence. She felt like she had a good hand. A really good hand. My guess was that it had something to do with the queens. She raised them another thirty, then narrowed her eyes at her own cards.

      “I’m not bluffing,” the girl said. She raised an eyebrow and pushed forty thousand dollars’ worth of chips forward. “Raise.”

      The guy scoffed, scratching the back of his neck as he contemplated his choices for a couple of seconds. The female gambler, on the other hand, had quickly sunk into despair. I realized then that maybe her hand wasn’t all that good. If I wanted to confirm collusion between the cucumbers, I needed the lady to fold so I could then watch the guy fold as well, and let the girl win. It seemed like the natural way for it to play out at that point.

      “Okay, now I’m pissed,” the guy said, and raised her another twenty.

      The female gambler cursed under her breath and folded, nervously counting the chips she had left, while the cucumbers pretended to glower at each other. It was getting a little too dramatic for my taste. Even a non-empath could tell they were slightly over the top.

      “All in,” the girl challenged the guy, and pushed the rest of her chips into the middle, prompting the others to stare at her in disbelief.

      The pot was somewhere over $350,000, and it was time for the guy to shake his head in disappointment, then fold. My fingers gripped the edge of the table, my nerves anticipating the moment I’d get my proof of collusion. I knew they were hot for each other in ways no two people meeting for the first time would ever be.

      He tossed the cards, facedown, feigning irritation as he gulped down his drink, then motioned for a waiter to bring him another one.

      Bingo!

      Once they got away with this, they were going to get more brazen. I wanted them to dig themselves into a hole as deep as possible. The bigger their winnings at the end of the night, the bigger my prize.

      I straightened my back as the dealer collected the cards and shuffled them, while the girl raked the mountain of chips over to her side of the table. She stacked them quickly into groups of $20,000, between sips of her fruity drink.

      Personally, I looked forward to watching that smirk get wiped off at the end of the night.

      It was time to get security to pay attention. I fiddled with my onyx earring, giving the head of security a brief sideways glance. Malcolm the bouncer stood at the end of the bar, ten yards away, pretending to chat with the bartender. He noticed my signal and discreetly brought a hand over his mouth, communicating a message through the tiny mic mounted into one of his cufflinks.

      “It’s showtime,” the dealer said.

      I shifted my focus back to our table as cards were dealt.

      Oh, you have no idea.
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      One by one, four of the ten security cameras in the room slowly turned and zoomed in on our table. For good reason, too. We were at the turn of another game, and the cucumbers were busy signaling each other.

      Had it not been for the guy’s stretched nerves and my ability to sense them, the cheaters might have gotten away with it. A mixture of excitement and fear, guilt and desire rumbled through the couple, while the other three players were simply hopeful that their luck might turn around. I was getting a little angry at this point—it was bad enough that these people were struggling with an addiction. The cucumbers were literally preying on them while carrying out their little we’re-strangers-at-the-same-poker-table charade.

      I folded, then homed in on the familiarity between them. They’d been doing this for years, and, when they thought no one was looking, I could see the longing in their stolen glances. They got off on these thrills.

      The air changed. I couldn’t exactly describe it, but it felt different, as if it were electrically supercharged. A rush of tingles tickled my spine, and I slowly turned my head to get a better look at the rest of the room. I’d yet to learn how to fully detach myself from what I was feeling as an empath, so I suspected that whatever anxiousness the cucumbers were experiencing, it had been passed on to me, too.

      I settled on a pair of deep green eyes that belonged to a tall young man, maybe in his early twenties, who took a seat at one of the booths, just ten feet away from our table. His hair was dark brown, almost black, curled and unruly on the top, and smoothly shortened into a fade on the sides. He wore a navy-blue suit—elegant but a little casual—paired with a black shirt, its collar unbuttoned. His facial features were clear-cut, matching his equally sharp gaze.

      The way he looked at me made my back automatically straighten itself. I wasn’t sure what that reaction was all about, but I quickly realized that he was responsible for the sudden flow of energy through the room. The intensity pressuring my shoulders and stomach seemed to radiate from within him.

      A waitress came for his order, while my table got ready for the river. I caught a glimpse of the cucumbers signaling each other, before the girl folded. I had to give them credit: they were making an effort to be inconspicuous.

      “Sparkling water with ice and lime, please,” the electric dude said.

      I couldn’t help but turn my head to look at him again. His voice sounded like liquid velvet. And who the hell comes into a casino and orders water?

      “Coming right up, sir,” the waitress replied.

      “A lot of lime, please,” he added, then glanced at me.

      Holding my breath, I shifted my focus back to the table. We were going into another round, after the cucumbers had just cleaned out the veteran gambler. He muttered a curse under his breath, then started walking over to the cashier at the other end of the room.

      “I’m gonna go get some more chips,” the gambler grumbled. “Don’t start without me!”

      The dealer raised his eyebrows at us. “Is everyone okay if we give the gentleman a couple of minutes to rejoin us?”

      “Damn straight,” the cucumber guy grinned, annoyingly overconfident. “I can’t wait to clean him out again!”

      The one thing I hated most about these confident guys was that, when it rubbed off on me, I got cocky and made dumb mistakes—like, really stupid, what-the-hell-were-you-thinking types of mistakes that either got me in trouble or, worse, hurt.

      I watched the waitress return with the electric dude’s lime water. He gave her a brief nod, then frowned at the highball glass.

      “Can I get more lime, please?” he asked, his voice low.

      The waitress gave him a perky smile and a wink, then rushed to the bar for more lime. She liked him. I knew that for a fact, because I was having a hard time taking my eyes off the guy. Damn my empathy.

      She returned with a small bowl filled with lime wedges at the same time as our veteran gambler, whose energy and hope of getting a better hand filled me up with unwarranted optimism. Nevertheless, my attention was fixed on the electric dude, who stuffed more lime into his glass, turning its contents into an almost-limeade.

      Only then did I notice the rings on his fingers—ten sterling silver bands, one for each finger. There were inscriptions engraved on all of them, but I couldn’t make out the words from where I sat. His gaze found mine, and he lifted a curious eyebrow. My cheeks heated, and I slowly turned back to my table as the dealer started the next game.

      The strangeness in the air didn’t fade away, though. It lingered around me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Something was… off.

      As the first three cards were laid out on the table, I glanced over my shoulder. The electric dude had this look about him, a quiet but bone-rattling charm that reminded me of British rock stars—the tall, dark, and handsome type, not too bulky but not skinny either, who look good in whatever you make them wear. Except skinny jeans. Nobody looks good in skinny jeans.

      He took out a tablet and absently swiped its screen for a couple of minutes. A tap on my table made me check my hand, then the flop. Once again, my cards were useless. I folded, eager to get back to what my electric rock star was doing. I just couldn’t look away, and there was no perky waitress around to blame. I was the curious and interested one.

      He stilled, slowly putting his tablet down as he looked up and around the room. He seemed to stare at something, and I followed his gaze to the top left corner of the ceiling. I caught a glimpse of something dark slipping into the vent… a long, thick black tail.

      What the…

      I figured it could be an oversized rat. But since when do rats scamper across the ceiling?

      The hint of a bad feeling poked at my stomach, and I exhaled sharply. Maybe I’d imagined it.

      I checked the booth, and… he was gone. Whoever he was, he was weird. Devastatingly handsome, but weird. I looked up at the vent again, but there was nothing there to arouse any suspicion.

      “Miss?” The dealer’s voice dragged me back into reality. He was talking to the cucumber chick, who pursed her lips, then briefly glanced at her mate. He was pretending to look at his cards, resting his chin in his hand, index finger tapping the tip of his nose. I’d learned by now that it was a signal for a good hand.

      “I’ll put in twenty,” the young woman replied, smirking as she pushed blue chips to the center of the table.

      A large figure appeared to my right. I would’ve been startled, had I not recognized Malcolm’s pale blue eyes and round, bald head. He was big and soft on the outside, kind of like the Michelin man stuffed into an Armani suit, but a damn brute if ever crossed.

      It’s showtime.

      They’d probably seen enough through the cameras to confirm my suspicions, if they’d decided to send the big guy, directly. A wave of fear and panic hit me like a bucket of ice water—hard bucket included in the toss. The cucumbers were broiling, as Malcolm glowered at them. Their faces were pale, beads of sweat blooming on their temples. I had never felt anyone switch from giddy to petrified in just ten seconds.

      “You two.” Malcolm nodded at the couple, still separated by the three gamblers. “I need you to stand up and slowly step away from the table.”

      Malcolm never ordered anyone to do anything. He used his calm voice to simply tell people what they had to do, without a fuss. Nobody dared challenge him. What he said was going to happen… well, it always happened. With no exception. He told you to stand up, you sprang to your feet. No questions asked. This time, however, it didn’t seem to immediately stick.

      “Is… Is there something wrong, sir?” the cucumber guy asked, his voice a little pitchy, as the girl slowly stood up, gripping the edge of the table as if to stop herself from collapsing.

      Their world was crashing down on them, and it hurt like hell. My stomach tightened itself into a knot, and my blood went on the race of the century through my veins. I broke into a sweat as my heart skipped a couple of beats. Of course, the legal implications were damning. If caught cheating, players were taken to a back room, where the police would later find them. What happened from the moment they left the table until the police officers got there, however, varied from one establishment to another.

      Malcolm was big and scary as hell, and this couple seemed to have been through the motions before—otherwise, they wouldn’t be so terrified. What they didn’t know was that Malcolm only employed legal methods of detention. No one walked out with bruises or broken bones unless they assaulted someone, and security were forced to defend themselves.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” Malcolm replied. He hadn’t even brought backup with him. To be fair, there were two guards stationed by the main entrance, anyway. There was nowhere to run.

      The guy stood and chuckled nervously.

      “Seriously, what’s going on here? What did we do?” he asked, while the girl pressed her lips tight together.

      “I think you know exactly what’s going on,” Malcolm replied dryly.

      The three gamblers stared at each other, then scowled at the couple. The old-timer was particularly pissed off. I could tell from how badly I wanted to shove my fist in the young guy’s face, as he continued to laugh it off.

      “No, I don’t! I’m just here playing my game. I’m not bothering anyone!” he insisted.

      “You really don’t want to do this here, buddy.” Malcolm was unfazed and nodded at the bouncers from the main entrance. They both walked over and flanked the couple. “We’re going to go into the back room now.”

      “Nah, man, I’m not going to no back room.” The guy shook his head, trying hilariously hard to keep his cool. I noticed a yellowish glimmer in his brown eyes but couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, exactly. It could just be reflections from the overhead chandeliers.

      Fear clamped on my throat and stiffened my muscles. He didn’t want to disappear into that back room. I thought I could maybe soothe him a little, tell him that nobody was going to hurt him back there, but that would mean revealing my identity as a casino employee. If I outed myself now, other players would learn about me, and my job would be compromised. So, I kept my mouth shut and tried to ride it all out.

      “Relax, buddy,” Malcolm retorted, rolling his eyes. “No one’s getting kneecapped tonight. This is a legally compliant establishment, not a mobster movie.”

      The two security guards politely, yet firmly, nudged them away from their chairs and escorted the couple away as they both voiced their protests.

      “Wait! My money! What about my money?” the guy cried out.

      “You’ll get your buy-in back, but all your winnings will be returned to the house, since you’ve been cheating your ass off,” Malcolm shot back.

      It wasn’t over, though. The crippling fear didn’t leave me. The farther the couple got from me, the lower the intensity of their emotions was supposed to be. That was always the case. No exception. My unique ability was subject to physical distance.

      And yet, I was still terrified. I realized then that I wasn’t experiencing the couple’s feelings anymore. It was someone else. I glanced around the casino, catching glimpses of curious customers as they watched the couple getting escorted to the other side of the room.

      The three gamblers left at my table were just… upset. They felt like idiots, and, by extension, so did I. But no one here was afraid. The games we’d played were going to be annulled, and they were going to get their money back. Those were the house rules, where cheaters were involved. At the end of the night, they were going to walk away as the winners, so to speak. Of course, we all knew they were just going to gamble their money away at another table an hour later, but still. It felt like a second chance for them.

      Malcolm offered a warm smile to the remaining gamblers. “You’re free to put your money into another game.”

      That’s how a casino works, after all. They make their money from other people’s vices. It wasn’t Malcolm’s place to preach or to judge. Our key responsibility was to drive revenue.

      So, it was obvious that the fear making me tremble didn’t belong to the gamblers. I made brief eye contact with the dealer, who looked away, and it hit me. It was him.

      The dealer was absently shuffling a deck of cards, but his fear seeped through me. He was involved with the cucumbers. There was a whiff of familiarity that I hadn’t caught from him earlier because I’d been too focused on the couple. But how? The couple had only seemed to coordinate with each other during the games, so how had the dealer helped?

      A thought crossed my mind, and I opened my clutch and took out a pair of small, yellow-lens glasses. I looked through them at his deck of cards and exhaled. They were marked. The yellowish glimmers in the cucumber guy’s eyes weren’t a chandelier reflection. They were contact lenses, crafted from a material that worked like my special glasses.

      I quickly took my glasses off, chuckling. “I thought I could see better with my glasses, but the light really isn’t helping,” I murmured, flashing a smile to the other players.

      I then gave Malcolm a discreet nudge and nodded at the dealer, who was nervously eyeing us both at this point. He’d caught on. He’d realized what I’d done. The guy was a new employee—otherwise, he never would’ve used marked cards on my shift. No one had warned him, either. Good.

      “You,” Malcolm said to the dealer. “We need to talk.”

      “A-About what?” he replied, his voice barely audible. His enclosed position at the specially designed table made me feel trapped. The dealer could have no access to people near the table during the games, to avoid foul play. Hence, he was basically plopped in the middle of it. To get out of there fast, he’d have to jump over the table and crawl to the edge.

      He didn’t give Malcolm a chance to explain, as he did exactly what I’d expected, and sprang on top of the table. It was time for more… drastic measures.

      I held my breath, and thousands of cards burst out from the shelves beneath the table.

      The dealer fell backward, dazed and confused by the flurry of playing cards swarming all around him, like crazed birds in a horror movie. He yelped and cursed as they fluttered frenetically around him, swatting him over the face, defying the laws of physics.

      Gasps erupted from around the table and the rest of the room as the cards scattered in the air.

      Malcolm lunged after the dealer, but he rolled over the table, pushing the other players away as he made a run for the main doors. There was no security on that side, and he could easily escape. The two guards were busy with the cheaters, and the others were farther back in the room, with not enough time to reach us.

      “I don’t think so,” I muttered and set my sights on one of the empty chairs at the last blackjack table by the exit.

      When I said I wasn’t like most people, I wasn’t kidding. Empathy wasn’t my only unique… skill. Telekinesis, over which I had better control, was the second one—though I’d yet to understand its extent, and it often depended on my anger to perform properly. Straight-up weirdo.

      It felt as if I had these invisible tendrils extending from my fingers, and I had to focus them on an object in order for me to take hold of and then move it.

      The dealer had made me angry enough to focus and take control of that chair, twenty feet away from me. It slid across the room and tripped the guy. He stumbled and landed flat on his face, with a painfully heavy thud. I had a feeling he’d at least sprained something in the process.

      Atta girl!

      I was still working on improving my telekinetic ability, but I’d managed to move an object to a predetermined location without a fuss. Compared to my earliest attempts when it first began to manifest, around the age of seven, I dared to call it progress.

      Malcolm ran over to the dealer and pushed his knee into his back, prompting him to cry out from the pain. Two other bouncers rushed in from the bar and got the dealer up on his feet.

      “Take him to the back room, too,” Malcolm barked, annoyed whenever he was forced to get athletic in his Armani suit. “We’re pressing charges!”

      They both nodded and dragged him away. They passed by me, and there it was again: the sheer terror. This guy had been in prison before. He clearly didn’t want to go back, but hey, you commit crimes, you pay the price.

      Malcolm got up as I collected what was left of my poker chips and bid my farewell to the other three players. Two waitresses and a new dealer quickly took over, inviting the players to resume their seats and offering plenty of drinks on the house. It was the least the casino could do, after one of its crooked dealers had shoved three of its clients away from the table.

      “How did you do that?” Malcolm reached my side as I walked over to the cashier.

      “Do what?”

      It was time to come up with good excuses for my inhuman abilities. Fortunately, I had an entire arsenal of perfectly reasonable explanations. Malcolm was very fond of me, but he was also very curious. This wasn’t the first time he’d caught a whiff. My “intuition” had been a subject of his fascination from the day he’d hired me.

      “The cards, Harley,” he replied, slightly irritated. “How did you do that?”

      “Dude.” I chuckled. “I rigged the drawers. It’s an old-school carnival trick. I knew he was dirty.”

      Malcolm frowned. “How did you know that? How did you spot him?”

      Ugh, digging deeper.

      Malcolm had worked as a police officer for ten years before switching to private security. His detective skills had yet to simmer down.

      “I noticed some signs, Malcolm. Nothing special, trust me,” I said. “People are… well, they’re people. Their emotions betray them, and you, my friend, are a very intimidating presence. You made the guy nervous; I could tell before we opened the doors tonight. So, I employed some good ol’ mechanical tricks with the drawers, in case he tried to make a run for it. Which he obviously did.”

      “And the couple? How did you spot them this time?”

      “It’s my job, Malcolm. I’m not telling you my secrets.” I giggled. “It’s how I earn my keep.”

      He smirked. “And the chair?”

      He’d saved the best for last. I let out a long, tortured sigh as I returned the chips to the cashier with a friendly wink. She smiled briefly and handed over a receipt, which I slipped into Malcolm’s chest pocket.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied dryly. “Not my fault that boy has two left legs and can’t even run without tripping over random objects.”

      “The chair slid and—” He stopped himself, then took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second, and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      He was frustrated. We’d been doing the same dance for three months now, since I’d started working here. I caught the cheaters. Sometimes I had to employ my unorthodox methods to stop them from fleeing. Then I had to explain the unexplainable. We’d both then shrug, I’d get paid, and we’d part ways until my next shift.

      The casino didn’t like drilling for information. As long as the cheaters were caught, and I got my bonuses, we were all happy. But Malcolm’s detective intuition made it hard for him to let go.

      “So, what’s my bonus for tonight?” I grinned, eager to change the subject to what really interested me.

      “Five percent, as usual.” Malcolm shook his head, giving me the half-smile that labeled me as “incorrigible.”

      “Oh, that’s…” I quickly did the math in my head and reached three zeroes, in the upper half of a decimal. “Hell, yes! I get to give my Daisy a new paintjob. Maybe a new exhaust, too!”

      After a life spent with a handful of personal belongings stashed in a black garbage bag as I was carted off from one foster family to another, I’d recently acquired a car—a raucous, black 1967 Ford Mustang in need of improvements and lots of love. I’d named her Daisy, and she was my first purchase as a responsible adult. She was also the birthday present I gave myself upon turning nineteen. Naturally, I was eager to invest a little bit of cash in her upkeep, whenever I got the chance, since the casino job paid pretty well. Most of the bonuses went right into my future college fund. But I did spoil myself and Daisy once in a while. Regardless of what others said, adulting was fun.

      Malcolm smiled softly. “I’ve got a good mechanic I can recommend, if you’re interested.”

      I was filled with affection, a gentle warmth I’d always imagined felt like fatherly love. I’d only felt it once before, with Mr. Smith, from my last foster family—the only decent home I was put in. Malcolm was, indeed, very fond of me. I thought of a warm breakfast on the kitchen table whenever he looked at me that way, reminding me of Mr. Smith’s maple syrup pancakes and freshly squeezed orange juice.

      “That would be great, thanks!” I beamed at him, then remembered the cucumbers. “Just so you know, the couple you guys lifted—they know each other. They didn’t think anyone would notice, but you know me. I think they’re quite seasoned, too. You might want the cops to check with Nevada casinos.”

      “Good point. Thank you, Harley.” Malcolm gave me an appreciative nod. “They’ll get banned, anyway, and we’ll put out a nationwide alert on their profiles. They didn’t show up in our system when they came in.”

      “Ah, yes, facial recognition cameras. I keep forgetting we have those,” I muttered, as I caught movement at the corner of my eye, then above us. Looking up, the flicker of a shadow in a corner by another vent made me still. I could’ve sworn I’d just seen that long black tail again…

      I must be tired.

      “They’ll get arrested, too,” Malcolm replied.

      I shrugged. “Hey, man, that’s what happens when you don’t keep your nose clean.”

      In retrospect, I could’ve ended up a lot worse, as a foster kid. We were the discarded souls that nobody wanted. Most of the kids in the system ended up in juvenile detention centers and, later on, prison.

      It wasn’t really their fault. Nobody chooses to be a criminal at the age of twelve. Your environment pushes you. The lack of involvement from the authorities when you signal abuse from one foster parent, then another—it makes you lose any semblance of hope. The system doesn’t believe you, and you grow up distrusting the system in return.

      Nobody listens to you. Nobody cares. You do what you can to get by. That’s how it usually goes down for us kids with black garbage bags.

      I did good for myself. I stayed out of serious trouble, despite my often-troublesome abilities. Of course, the other foster kids didn’t grow up with a note from their dad, telling them to “stay smart” and “stay safe.”

      As miserable as I was without parents to call my own, I still felt a little lucky to have had that handful of words to guide me.

      It was better than nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after the incident, my shift was over, but the night was far from coming to an end, with about a dozen customers left at the poker and blackjack tables. Only one of them was walking away with more money than he’d come in with. The others filled me with a sense of disappointment, and, at the same time, hope—the idea that they’d try again next time, and maybe beat the house.

      I wasn’t a gambler myself, nor would I ever indulge. Given my ability as an empath, I’d already experienced the thrilling highs and the devastating lows from all the players I’d had to sit next to during my work hours. I could never get over the pit in my stomach after watching someone throw twenty grand right into the dealer’s hands. Loss was one emotion I was already familiar with, and it wasn’t something I needed more of. On top of that, at nineteen, I wasn’t even legally allowed to gamble. Working there and pretending to be a gambler, however, was a different story, thanks to several legal loopholes that Malcolm had taken advantage of, in order to get me on his crew.

      “You have to let me set you up on a date with Daniel,” Malcolm said with a smile, watching me as I collected my clutch from the top of the bar, then put my leather jacket on. The jacket was one of my favorites, and I rarely parted with it, especially given these cool early spring nights we’d been having lately.

      “Now, why would you do that to your own son, Malcolm?” I grinned.

      “He’s nineteen; you’re nineteen. You’re a good girl; he’s a good boy. You’re lonely, and Daniel sure could use a female presence in his life. I could go on,” Malcolm replied, rubbing the back of his neck.

      His wife died when Daniel was only five, so it had been just the two of them for a very long time. Shortly after he became a single dad, Malcolm put the police badge away and started working in security—a slightly safer line of work, since he couldn’t put his life at such risk anymore. Not while raising a son, anyway.

      Malcolm was being truthful, though. Daniel was a good guy, and I’d met him a couple of months earlier. I’d noticed the sweet looks he gave me, but I didn’t think anything of it until Malcolm first suggested a date. This was his third attempt, and it was going to be a no, once again. Daniel was sweet and all, but he just wasn’t my type. Not that I actually knew what my “type” was, but something inside me just didn’t click with Daniel.

      Besides, being in a relationship meant I’d have to eventually explain my weird powers, and I was nowhere near ready to have that conversation with anybody.

      “Sorry, Malcolm, but it’s still a no for me,” I replied gently, careful not to let him down too hard. “I mean, I’m happy to go out with the both of you, since there’s so much of San Diego I’ve yet to experience, despite growing up here, and you guys know all the good burger joints, apparently… But I’m not getting into the dating game anytime soon, and I’d hate to string Daniel along.”

      “Can’t blame an old man for trying.” Malcolm shook his head slowly as the shadow of a smile passed over his face.

      “See you in a couple of days.” I winked, waved him goodbye, and walked out through the back door. I’d parked my Daisy in the far-right corner of the employees’ parking lot, away from the others, and I could see her from where I was standing as I searched for my keys at the bottom of the clutch. Customers parked their cars on the other side of the building.

      The casino door closed behind me with a loud click, and my fingers finally clasped around my keys. My stomach seemed a bit upset, as if there was a little monster inside, gnawing away at it. Leftover pizza for dinner it is, then.

      There were a few other cars in the lot, besides my Mustang, including Malcolm’s black sedan. I walked over to mine, welcoming the cool darkness of midnight. The stars glimmered overhead, in the company of the giant pearl commonly referred to as the moon. I’d always been captivated by it, especially when it was so big and glowing so close to the Earth, though I knew its size was an optical illusion, the horizon tricking my mind and warping reality.

      A shadow darted across the asphalt before me, but vanished somewhere behind my Daisy before I could see what it was. I ignored the sudden chill and kept moving, keys in hand, eager to sink into a hot bath at home.

      “No, please!” a man yelped somewhere farther down on 55th Street, just where the parking lot ended in its shoddy wooden fence.

      My heart hammered in my chest. I walked faster, my stilettos clicking across the asphalt as I reached my car.

      “What… What are you?” The same voice grew louder, and I stilled, crippled with horror. But it wasn’t my horror—it was his.

      I squinted into the darkness, but couldn’t find the man who had cried out.

      Maybe he was just some dude who’d snorted too much of that “good stuff.” But his emotions were far too powerful. I’d experienced drug-induced panics from other people, and none were as intense as the thick sheet of ice constricting my heart in this moment. Besides, my instincts were already telling me to at least find out what was going on, to see if I should call the police.

      I walked around the car, toward the fence. I looked down 55th Street, both ways, but there was nothing to see, other than dim orange lights cast by distant streetlamps.

      “What the…” I muttered, catching movement somewhere to my right, just where the small apartment blocks started rising, lined with palm trees.

      The man whose voice I’d just heard emerged from the shadows. He tripped and fell over, just twenty feet away from me and right in the middle of the street. Fear crashed into me in a second, much more brutal wave, paralyzing my muscles. Oh, man, he’s scared out of his mind.

      “Get away from me!” he shrieked, then stumbled to his feet and started running again.

      “Dude, are you okay?” I called out as he got closer.

      He was pale, paper-white almost, his face drenched in sweat and his crisp, Friday-night-out suit covered in dirt and cuts. He was pretty roughed up, his lip split and a purplish bruise blaring around his left eye. He stared at me for a second, then exhaled sharply with genuine relief. I felt hope bursting inside my chest—his, as he hoped I would save him. From what, though?

      “No, I’m not! You’ve got to help me, call the police!” he said, his voice trembling. “I can’t see… I can’t see who it is… or what it is, but it just won’t let me be!”

      “Um, wait, what?” I got confused, fast.

      My initial thought of a drug-related trip gone horribly wrong crossed my mind, until a shadow flickered across the ground. I looked down and saw the long black tail I’d seen earlier inside the casino. It lashed out from the shadows to my right, and coiled its tip around the man’s ankles, sweeping him off his feet.

      “What—” I didn’t manage to finish my thought. The man fell hard on his back, screaming as he got dragged away. “No, no, no!”

      I dropped my keys and clutch and jumped over the fence, my left heel slipping. Not the best night for stilettos, clearly.

      “HELP!” he cried out.

      I ran after him, slightly limping from the pain budding in my left ankle. His emotions were toying with my senses, and it took considerable mental effort for me to push it all down so I could focus on what was happening as I followed him.

      Whatever had latched onto his ankles had a surprisingly long tail. Snake, maybe? No, what kind of snake can do that?

      A large figure took form in the semi-darkness ahead, with light from a streetlamp offering me a better view. My stomach churned, then wriggled itself into a small, painful ball, as I came to a halt. This was not a snake. Nor was it a man.

      Whatever this is, it’s not human.

      “Oh, God, help me, please!” the man bellowed, desperately scraping at the asphalt beneath him as he was dragged backward.

      I tried to catch his hands, his fingers bloodied by his attempts to get away, but I missed him by inches. And then a bloodcurdling growl made me freeze in place. The creature taunting the guy came into view, its big black eyes fixed on me.

      As it noticed me, it stopped dragging the man, enough for him to look over his shoulder and cry with exasperation. “What the hell is going on? What’s happening to me?”

      “You… You can’t see it?” I murmured, staring at the horrible beast standing before me.

      “See what? There’s nothing! I don’t… How is… Why is this happening?”

      It hit me then that the man couldn’t see the creature taunting him. I figured it was better that way. He was spared the visual horror.

      I was standing face-to-face with some kind of… monster. It was huge, at least eight feet tall, with bulging, pitch-black eyes and two long, twisted horns that sprouted from either side of a crooked, asymmetrical head. Thick strings of drool clung to a pair of enormous fangs, and razor-sharp claws protruded from the ends of its lanky, ape-like limbs. Its skin was leathery, a dark and dirty shade of gray, with spikes erupting from behind its neck. A stringy tail trailed behind it, and, judging by the giant bat wings extending from its back, this thing could also fly.

      It growled again, this time louder, as it continued glaring at me.

      “What… are you?” I gasped, my own fear taking hold of my bones and joints, pushing my instincts into survival mode.

      “You can see… it?” The man gawked at me, blood trickling from his temple.

      “Yeah, but, trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      It was a weirdly freakish hybrid, a cross between an ape, an overgrown lizard, and a bat, and it was looking way too intensely at me. Claws as big and as sharp as the monster’s took hold of my heart as it let go of the man and smacked him over the back of his head with its tail.

      He lost consciousness, and the monster moved over his body, its shadow nearly swallowing him. Every nerve in my body screamed for me to run. But I couldn’t leave the man to die. If our situations were reversed, I knew I’d want someone looking out for me.

      Given the disgusting amount of drool, it was dinnertime for the beast, and the dude was its main course.

      “Hey! Leave him alone!” I shouted.

      Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t interested in meaningful conversation. The monster sneered at me, then shifted its focus back to the guy, its jaws parting with anticipation as it lowered its head for a bite. My fight-or-flight instinct kicked itself into fight mode.

      I thrust my arms out to help concentrate my telekinetic powers. First, I had to latch onto it. For some reason, I needed a clear view and angle to “lasso” the target. Fortunately, given how preoccupied the thing was with its meal, that wasn’t hard. I curled my fingers, focusing all my energy into its throat. The creature stilled, then choked as my hold on it tightened.

      I was panting hard. I’d never performed such a precise grab before, and certainly not with a target this big. Nevertheless, I latched on and pulled the monster away, swinging my arms up as I tossed it over my head. It snarled as it was forced to part with its prey, sailing through the air.

      My breath stopped as I saw where it was going to land.

      “My car. Not my car!” I blurted out, then latched onto the creature once more, waving it away from my beloved Daisy.

      It missed my Mustang by inches, and crashed into the fence. Wood splinters flew outward, and the monster groaned from the pain, then lifted its head to glare at me. Its anger flowed through me like lightning. I’d really pissed it off now.

      The guy behind me came to and gasped, as all he could see were the creature’s claws crushing the asphalt beneath it with each step it took toward me. Think fast, think fast, think fast!

      The monster lunged at me, baring its fangs, its black eyes wide and filled with rage. I tried to swat it away again, but it darted to the right. I launched another mental lasso at it, and it jerked to the left. It had already figured out my telekinesis.

      “Crap,” I muttered, desperately trying to think of another way out of this mess.

      “What?” the guy behind me croaked.

      “Run,” I breathed, as the monster veered toward me again.

      I put my arms out, hoping I could at least nudge it away, but then a flash of fire exploded between us. The blaze pushed me back a couple of feet. It didn’t hit me, but it certainly got the monster, forcing it into a rough landing on its back.

      “What the hell is going on here?” the guy cried out.

      “Why do you keep asking me? How the hell am I supposed to know?” I shot back, genuinely exasperated.

      It was bad enough that I could see the thing, and still had no idea how to stop it. On top of that, I’d just nearly gotten myself blown up, somehow. All I wanted was a hot bath and a slice of yesterday’s pizza. Was that too much to ask?

      “Step aside, miss.” A somewhat familiar voice caught me off guard.

      Behind me, a young man emerged from the shadows of the residential building next to the casino’s parking lot. The deep green eyes, the dark curls resting on his forehead, the smooth, dark blue silk of his suit—it was the electric dude I’d seen earlier during the poker game.

      The monster grunted, shaking its ginormous head, then looked at us and let out a spine-chilling roar. The electric dude frowned at the creature, pursing his lips as if he were dealing with a smaller-sized nuisance, like a rat, and not the living nightmare slowly getting back up on its hind legs.

      “You… You can see it, too?” the guy on the ground asked him.

      “Seriously, why are you still here?” I rolled my eyes at the wounded stranger, then pointed at the end of the street. “Just run!”

      “No, stay there,” the electric dude replied, his voice low and eerily calm in spite of the raging monster shuddering in preparation for another attack. “You’re a witness.”

      “Who are you? And what the hell is this… thing?” I managed, trying to wrap my head around the many unknowns that had gotten between me and my leftover-pizza dinner.

      “I’m Wade. Wade Crowley,” the electric dude replied, and only then did I catch the hint of an Irish accent he carried. “And that’s a gargoyle.”

      I stared at him, then at the monster, for a couple of seconds, noticing the soot on its horrific face. The fire that had hit it earlier had burned through its thick skin, but hadn’t managed to inflict significant damage. What the heck was it made of?

      “A what now?” I blinked several times, my brain left behind for a moment.

      “A gargoyle. Not sure what wasn’t clear about that statement.” Wade raised an eyebrow at me, as if I was the idiot. As if I was supposed to just know what that thing was. He’d made it sound as though gargoyles were as common as sewer rats.

      “Well, pardon me for not knowing that gargoyles are real and not just creepy statues!” I shot back, slightly annoyed.

      Wade opened his mouth to say something, but the gargoyle’s sudden movements made him put his hands up. The ten rings on his fingers lit up in an incandescent orange, and, to my shock, flames burst from his palms, hitting the monster right in the face. The creature yelped and covered its head with its wings, then growled and darted to the side, dissolving into the darkness behind a small building flanked by a Jeep, just outside the casino’s parking lot.

      The way the light fell over it made it difficult to tell whether the gargoyle was still there.

      “Did you kill it?” I asked, craning my neck to get a better look, as the guy behind me got up and backed away slowly.

      “Nope,” Wade replied, scanning the building. I couldn’t stop staring at his rings, which were still glowing a peculiar shade of amber.

      The gargoyle jumped out and landed on top of the Jeep, the hood bending inward under its weight, as it snarled at us. It moved too fast for Wade to hit it with fire again, dodging the flaming balls as it zigzagged across the street toward me and the guy on my right.

      “Stay down!” I shouted at him, then tried another telekinetic move on the gargoyle.

      I managed to smack its shoulder but didn’t stop it, as it took flight and shot right at me. Light flickered across its face, and I ducked as Wade’s flames hit it hard. Whatever ability Wade had, it was similar to mine, but he was in much better control of his powers than I could even dream of being with mine.

      The gargoyle landed on its side, but didn’t give Wade a chance to hit it again, and bolted toward me and the guy once more. This creature was really persistent about getting its dinner.

      I put my hands out and managed to latch onto its right wing. It gave me a panicked look, and I slapped the asphalt in a sudden crouch, as it was the only way for me to bring it down, given its considerable size. I felt like the puppet master in charge of a giant white shark, my muscles straining.

      Wade watched as I struggled to keep the creature down. I noticed his frown, and scoffed.

      “A little help here, Wade?”

      “I figured since you ignored my request to step aside, and you’re continuing to disrupt my operation here, I might as well see what you can do,” he replied sarcastically. “Clearly, not much.”

      As much as I hated it, he was right. The gargoyle tossed and turned until it escaped my hold. Dammit, I need more practice!

      “Your operation?” I snapped. “For Pete’s sake, help me kill this thing!”

      “No one’s killing anything tonight,” Wade replied, then brought his hands up again. The gargoyle dodged several fire pellets, then decided to deal with the source, directly.

      In three wide jumps, it reached Wade and pounced at him.

      “Don’t let him get away!” Wade shouted at me.

      “Let who get away?” I replied, then glanced over my shoulder and saw the wounded guy trying to run off.

      “If he gets out there, the gargoyle will go after him before I get a chance to catch it. Keep him here!” Wade grunted as he tackled the gargoyle with what looked like Judo moves.

      What in the world is he doing?

      Nevertheless, I caught the guy by his sleeve, pulling him back and farther away from the middle of the street, where Wade was struggling to get on top of the gargoyle.

      “Just stay here. He says it’s safer if you don’t run. Let him do his… thing,” I said to the guy, then stared at Wade for a couple of seconds.

      The beast got the upper hand and punched him so hard, Wade flew twenty feet to the right, then slid over the fence and slammed against the passenger door of my car. My heart hurt as I heard the metal dent on impact.

      “My baby!” I gasped, as Wade quickly came to and frowned at me.

      “Your baby?” he muttered.

      “Ah jeez, not you! My car! Don’t scratch my car!” I shot back.

      The gargoyle didn’t wait for Wade to get up. It rushed at him, and I knew that if I didn’t do something quick, my Daisy was going to pay the price. Fueled by fear itself, I sprinted forward and found the strength to clap my hands and do something I hadn’t done since I’d nearly destroyed the shed of my last foster home.

      The friction of my palms coming together created sparks, and the adrenaline pumping through me provided the energy I needed to generate a thin sheet of fire, which I aimed directly at the gargoyle.

      Wade froze, his eyes wide as he saw the blaze coming. Just as I’d manipulated the creature earlier with telekinesis, I employed the same arm movements to guide the fire sheet as it slipped right in front of Wade, prompting the gargoyle to come to a grinding halt, its knees scraping the asphalt.

      “Hah!” I cackled, then brought my arms back, as if pulling two ropes, and the fire sheet moved closer toward the gargoyle. The creature scrambled backward as the flames licked at its back.

      Wade jumped to his feet and ran around the beast, depositing small green crystals in a circle, before he stopped, dropped, and slapped the ground hard, muttering something. I stilled as the green crystals lit up from the inside, my fire curtain gone in a flash. Bright, greenish-white beams shot out from the gems, then became flexible and lashed around the gargoyle. The creature didn’t know what to do, scared by my fire and blinded by the strange, flashing ropes that stretched over it in a net-like pattern.

      Wade got back up, casually dusting himself off, as the now-incandescent-green ropes tightened into a trap and knocked the gargoyle down, forcing it into submission. The creature struggled and growled, but whenever it tried to stand, the incandescent ropes burned into its thick skin, far worse and deeper than any of the fires that had been thrown at it earlier.

      Only then, as I managed to catch my breath, my knees and arms shaking from both physical exertion and shock, did perfectly reasonable questions start knocking the air out of my lungs.

      What was that trap? How did it work? How could light be bent like that? How come Wade could use fire the way he did? Did it come from those rings on his fingers? How did he know what a gargoyle was? Why had the creature tried to attack the guy? Where had it come from?

      Of the many darting through my head at this point, I figured I deserved answers at least to these questions. I shifted my focus to Wade, understanding right then and there that (a) I wasn’t the only one with peculiar abilities, and that (b) he clearly had the answers I needed.

      Answers that I’d been looking for since I was seven years old and first noticed how different I was from everybody else.
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