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      We were one step closer to finding out more about Strava and the Draenir—creatures that had once inhabited the planet, before a devastating plague that wiped them all out. We were in desperate need of answers regarding what happened before Ta’Zan was created, as well as the years leading up to his Faulties and their stasis inside the cave pods. Ta’Zan had gone from a completely unknown individual to the universe’s greatest enemy, in the span of a few days.

      He’d kidnapped our GASP founders, he’d taken down two of our ships with the help of his newly devised Perfects, he’d captured approximately six-hundred of our agents, and he was currently hunting Ben and Rose’s team, who’d gone to Strava to find Derek and the others. On top of that, Ta’Zan’s Perfects were practically invincible and impossible to kill, from what Serena had told me via Telluris, while I was away on the fire star with Bijarki and Shayla.

      Things weren’t looking good—not for us, not for our families and our friends, and certainly not for the In-Between. If Ta’Zan and his Perfects found a way to reproduce our space-travel technologies, we were all screwed, as his only objective was to go out and destroy every creature that was beneath his creations, genetically speaking. That meant billions of us, on every planet within his reach. Death and destruction were imminent, and none of our abilities and tools seemed to work against this new nemesis.

      Bogdana, the oldest fae known to us, could shed some light on what had happened before Ta’Zan, and what had led to the Draenir’s downfall. She knew about Ta’Zan and his creator, Mudak Marduk, a brilliant Draenir dedicated to genetic engineering. She had information, and she was willing to help us, provided we took her back to Strava with us.

      An all-out war wasn’t going to work on Strava, so we had to come up with a better and smarter plan. It involved sending a small extraction team over there to assist Ben and Rose’s crew in getting Derek, Sofia, and the others out of there. Once on site, they were going to try to dismantle Ta’Zan’s projects from the inside, hopefully with the help of some of his disenfranchised Faulties. The worst-case scenario, at this point, was to just get our people out of there, including the fleet survivors, and to destroy the entire planet from the outside. That took a lot of power and a very cold heart from each GASP member and ally involved. It meant killing thousands, even millions of Perfects who’d been indoctrinated into a superiority mindset, as well as the less fortunate Faulties.

      But that didn’t guarantee a permanent solution, either, since the Perfects could still regenerate after being frozen in space. The chances that they’d just wander through the cosmos to another planet were slim to none, but still present. Destroying Strava didn’t automatically mean destroying the Perfects, but it was brutal and decisive enough to at least stop Ta’Zan from fulfilling his goal of universal domination. As long as they were all disabled, we could eventually figure out how to kill them, permanently.

      There was a sense of urgency here, of the most grueling kind. Each day that went by brought us closer to Ta’Zan and his Perfects taking flight. The moment they were to leave Strava’s orbit, it would all be over. We would all die.

      But none of us were ready to think about that for more than two seconds, so I dismissed it for the time being. We hadn’t exhausted our options and resources yet.

      Taeral, Sherus and Nuriya’s promising hybrid son and prince of the fire star, had joined us on our quest to find Bogdana, deep in the woods of Red Canyon. He and his guards accompanied us as we came back to Sherus and Nuriya’s palace, thankful to have persuaded the old fae to help us.

      There was, however, something about her that didn’t sit right with me. First, she had physically aged in a fashion normally impossible for her species. Granted, she was the oldest living fae, and she’d reached an age that no one had thought was possible. But still, her appearance made me think something else must’ve happened for her to look so old.

      Second, she didn’t want to tell us more about Strava and the Draenir unless we brought her with us. According to her, she was bored. She wanted to get back in action. But my instincts told me to be careful, to be wary of a secondary endgame that could be dangerous to us and our mission.

      Nevertheless, we were too desperate, and too determined to survive, to let Bogdana’s shadiness get in our way. I made an executive decision and I stuck with it. Fortunately, both Bijarki and Shayla were with me on this one.

      “Are you sure you can trust her?” Nuriya asked me, right after she took me and Taeral aside during an audience with her and Sherus upon our return.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure we have a choice, at this point,” I said. “She’s got information, and she wants to be a part of the extraction crew. Whatever comes next, I know we’ll need her intel.”

      Nuriya glanced at Bogdana over her shoulder. The old fae was conversing with Bijarki, Shayla, and Sherus. The fae queen frowned, then looked at her son, Taeral, who was standing next to me. “What do you think, darling?”

      “Her usefulness outweighs the risks, as far as I can tell,” Taeral replied. “I don’t trust her, and I’m sure she’s got another reason for going back to Strava, but I doubt it would have a real impact on our mission. Of course, without knowing what that other reason is, all we can do is speculate.”

      “Maybe she’ll tell you once you get to Strava,” Nuriya muttered, crossing her arms.

      “I plan to ask her as soon as we set foot there,” I replied. “The bottom line is that Bogdana has information that may prove crucial to our mission. We might even prevent more senseless deaths. Who knows? I just think we need to try everything we can before we make a decision about Strava and its fate.”

      “You’ve considered complete annihilation, haven’t you?” Nuriya asked me, no longer bothering to hide her concern. I nodded slowly. “You have our full support, no matter what you decide, Draven,” she said. “I trust your judgment. I trust GASP. I know you wouldn’t opt for complete obliteration unless it was the only choice. Whatever happens, the fae of this fire star are right behind you, and I’ll make sure the others are, too.”

      I gave her a warm and thankful smile. “You are most kind, Nuriya. We need all the help we can get.” I sighed.

      “Speaking of which,” Taeral interjected, “I’d like to go to Strava with Draven’s team, Mother.”

      That took both Nuriya and me by surprise. He’d mentioned nothing about such an intention, not even on the way back from Red Canyon—though that had been a short trip, as Shayla had opened a small portal for us to go through, connecting Bogdana’s house in the woods to Sherus and Nuriya’s palace.

      “I’m sorry?” Nuriya blurted out.

      Taeral’s shoulders dropped as he exhaled. “Mom, I’m of no use to anyone here. Our allies need all the help they can get, and you know that I can be of help.”

      Nuriya shook her head, then made her way over to Sherus, who looked at us with a confused expression. Taeral followed her, determined to make himself heard.

      “I’ll have none of this foolishness!” Nuriya exclaimed, giving Sherus the kind of look that demanded he get involved. Judging by his expression, however, that was a thread he wasn’t yet ready to pull. From what I’d seen so far, Taeral was quite determined and self-sufficient. While I understood Nuriya’s desire to protect him, the young prince was already an adult, and a powerful hybrid, too. He carried the abilities of both fae and jinn in his genes.

      “What’s going on?” Sherus asked, feigning ignorance. I knew the strategy. I’d used it with Serena a few times, when the discussion topic was too hot or sensitive to immediately delve into. His aim was to get Nuriya to talk about it and get it out of her system, hoping it didn’t sound as bad once she voiced the issue aloud.

      “Your son wants to go to Strava with Draven, Bogdana, and the others!” Nuriya said. “He’s suicidal. I’m not having it!”

      “Mom, we’ll die if we let Ta’Zan win. I’ll die either way,” Taeral insisted, then looked at Sherus. “Dad, if I go, at least I have a shot at survival. I can do something. You know me! I’m not reckless. But I’ve given this some thought, and—”

      “What thought?” Nuriya cut him off, her cheeks flushed. “You were gone for a few hours!”

      “Well, yes, but I’ve been thinking about helping GASP since we got the news about the fighters we lost on that fleet,” Taeral replied. “Mom, Dad, I’m not being reckless or disregarding my station. I just genuinely believe I could be of assistance. You both know I can hold my own. I promise I won’t do anything unnecessarily dangerous, but I have to do something. I can’t just stay here and wait for someone else to fix this.”

      Sherus didn’t say anything. Instead, he watched Bijarki and me, measuring our reactions, as if waiting for us to agree or disagree with his son. This was a sensitive issue, and I didn’t want to get on anyone’s bad side, but even I had to admit that having Taeral on our side could easily increase our chances of success. A powerful creature like him could definitely come in handy. Realistically speaking, after what I’d seen from the Perfects, I doubted he could actually tip the scales in our favor, but keeping him on the sidelines couldn’t do any harm.

      “Sherus, help me out here,” Nuriya said, her voice trembling. “We can’t let him go to his death.”

      “Hold on,” Bijarki replied. “While things may be looking grim, ours is an extraction, not a suicide mission. I’m not taking any sides here, but Taeral is right about one thing: sitting here and doing nothing won’t get us any closer to what we want, which in this case, is to get our people back and to stop Ta’Zan’s army from spilling out into the universe.”

      “So, what? You agree with him? You think he should come with you to Strava?” Nuriya said, narrowing her eyes at Bijarki. The incubus took a deep breath and kept quiet, now aware that he was treading on very thin ice with a powerful queen and a fierce mother.

      “Nuriya, darling,” Sherus said, gently squeezing her shoulder to intervene. “Don’t fault the incubus for our son’s desire to make himself useful in these circumstances. You and I both know that this is a difficult situation, to say the least. Most importantly, Taeral has already made up his mind. It’s not like we can stop him. However, he’s being a good son and asking for your approval.”

      Taeral nodded enthusiastically. “Mom, I know I’m doing the right thing. Whatever comes next, I need to know I’ve done everything I could to prevent the worst from happening. I can’t do that from here, from the comfort of a palace. I can help! And with the fae fighters that we and GASP lost when those ships went down… Mom, you know they need me.”

      It was Nuriya’s turn to stand there, quiet, as she mulled over Taeral’s words.

      “If I may add,” I said, keeping my voice low and choosing my words carefully, “our fate is not yet determined. We may emerge victorious from all this. Why not give it our best shot? Maybe Taeral will be the ace up our sleeve. And if not, he will at least have provided crucial support during the extraction mission. I stand by what I said earlier. We need all the help we can get.”

      Nuriya gave Taeral a warm and affectionate glance, then frowned at Sherus and let out a heavy sigh. This wasn’t an easy decision for her to make, and I completely understood that. However, these were dire circumstances. And, although Taeral’s request had taken me by surprise as well, I did welcome it. Personally, I looked forward to discovering the extent of his powers. This was already uncharted territory.

      “You had better not do anything reckless,” Nuriya said to Taeral, pointing a menacing finger at him. “If something happens to you, I… I don’t know what I’ll do with myself,” she added.

      I’d yet to have a child of my own, though I’d been thinking about it lately. I couldn’t possibly understand exactly what Nuriya and Sherus were experiencing as parents, but I tried to put myself in their shoes. It hurt. It made my stomach churn. Nuriya had lost many of her family members in previous years—in particular, the males of her clan had been murdered by an evil jinni. Her union with Sherus and the birth of Taeral had given her a second chance at a happy life, but the thought of watching her son go to what was basically a bloody war… It took a toll on her.

      In my position, my main objective was to make sure my future children had a world to live in. Everything we were about to do from this point onward was tied to that goal. There was no room for errors. No time to hesitate.

      Taeral hugged Nuriya, then Sherus, putting on a confident smile.

      “I promise. I’ll be on my best behavior. No running into burning buildings—wait, I’m immune to fire.” He chuckled, then switched back to seriousness when his mother scowled at him. “I promise, Mom. I won’t take unnecessary risks. But I will do everything in my power to ensure the success of our mission. I hope you understand that.”

      Nuriya nodded slowly. “I know. I hope you understand me, too, Taeral. You are the single most precious creature in your father’s and my life. You’re the center of our universe. If we lose you, we lose ourselves.”

      “I’ll come back. I’m not planning on getting myself killed,” Taeral replied softly.

      With Nuriya’s concession and Sherus’s approval, we were now ready to go back to Calliope. Bogdana cleared her throat and offered the royal couple a respectful bow.

      “Thank you both for your support,” the old fae said. “While I’m still here, might I kindly suggest that you visit the Hermessi temple? You’ll be surprised by how beautifully the faith is reemerging in these parts of our world. Who knows, you may even find some enlightenment.”

      “We haven’t been to the temple yet,” Sherus replied. “I imagine we will visit soon enough.”

      “It’s interesting, to say the least,” Taeral said. “Some fae are actually reporting an increase in their elemental abilities, particularly where fire is concerned.”

      “I can attest to that,” Bogdana agreed. “My own fire has grown stronger and brighter since I’ve begun worshipping the Hermessi again.”

      “That’s right, you were born during a time when this whole Hermessi worship was actually a thing, weren’t you?” Shayla replied, once again reminded of exactly how old Bogdana was.

      The old fae nodded, her thin lips stretched into a sad smile. “It’s good to see it back again. I’m glad, because the Hermessi never left. And with an unnatural foe like Ta’Zan, you never know. We may need nature in its purest forms to help us.”

      “Whoa.” Taeral gasped. “You’re thinking of getting the Hermessi on board?”

      “Why not?” Bogdana replied. “If a solitary sentry vampire was able to get a fire Hermessi on her side, all the way on Neraka, why couldn’t we?”

      “Is that why you want to come with us to Strava?” I asked.

      Bogdana grinned. “One of the reasons, yes.”

      Not that I was fully reassured, but I could breathe a little easier. It wasn’t such a bad idea, after all. The natural elements had been around long before any of us, and they were going to be here after we were all gone, too. Ta’Zan and his Perfects were not immortal, and I doubted that nature was okay with being disrupted by creatures who considered themselves better, even superior to it.

      Getting the Hermessi on board wasn’t crazy at all.

      In fact, it was an avenue I was more than willing to explore.
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      My mother had offered to stay with Voss and keep an eye on Vita, too. Our petite fae was getting closer to her due date, and it was getting difficult for her to move around like before. Mom had made it her mission to make sure that both Vita and my baby got the care they needed, while the rest of us scrambled to stop Ta’Zan from invading the whole damn universe.

      I’d just made a good home here, in the In-Between, and I had no intention of letting that bastard ruin it all. I was in the observation room on Mount Zur with Field, Serena, my dad, Harper and Caspian, Phoenix and Viola, Scarlett and Patrik, Arwen, and the newly returned Avril and Heron—the last were obviously distraught and struggling to keep it together, much like the rest of us.

      My brother, Jovi, was still missing in action, as was his wife, Anjani. Jax and Hansa were also missing, as they’d been with Jovi, Anjani, Heath, Varga, and about eight-hundred other GASP officers on the fleet when the Perfects attacked them. Most had survived, but we’d still lost at least two-hundred.

      Hazel and Tejus, Caleb and River, and the others left in their generation were back in The Shade, managing GASP and its operations from there, while keeping an open comms channel with us as we passed data back and forth. We continued to monitor the situation on Strava through our telescopes—one scanned the entire planet in a continuous recording process, while the other stayed focused on Ben and Rose’s crew via a blood link.

      My heart ached as I tried to keep my mind off Jovi and my focus on finding him and the others. I couldn’t even think about him being forever lost to us. My brain could not compute such a scenario. My brother had to be alive. At worst, he was a prisoner of Ta’Zan, and so were Anjani, Jax, Hansa, and as many of the others as possible. The chances that they were still breathing were, at this point, a painful fifty-fifty. I chose to focus on the positive possibility. It was my only way forward.

      “From what I can see, Ben and Rose’s team has been doing a kickass job down there,” Harper said as she stared at the screen.

      We were looking at an aerial live feed of the mountainside on a remote island about seven miles from the first diamond colosseum we’d spotted on Strava, where Ben and Rose’s team had had their first “official” encounter with the Perfects. The team was inside the cave. Its opening overlooked a small turquoise pond surrounded by lush trees and wildflowers.

      “I do hope they’re resting now,” Serena replied, leaning back into her chair. “The night is coming over there and they’ll be able to move a little more freely. I’ve noticed the Perfects are more active during the day.”

      “Did River and Caleb include that observation in their last message?” I asked.

      Serena shook her head. “I don’t think so. We just sent it over to them, along with an updated map of the planet. Those diamond colosseums keep popping up like mushrooms after the rain. It’s creepy how fast they’re able to build them.”

      “Bastien, Aida, how are you two holding up?” Harper asked, looking at my dad and me.

      “As well as can be expected, at this point,” Dad replied after giving me a quick glance. “We’re holding on to hope.”

      “It’s the only thing we can do,” Field said, taking my hand and gently pressing it against his lips. Had it not been for his calm and strong nature, I would’ve unraveled by now, for sure. On top of that, we had Voss, our little droplet of joy, keeping us going.

      “Okay, so, this is what we sent over to Caleb and River,” Scarlett replied, flipping through some handwritten notes. “The new colosseums, the daytime and nighttime patterns of the Perfects, and the radius on which they move around each diamond construction. Most stay close to home, basically, but there is one cluster that keeps moving. I think it’s Araquiel and his crew, the ones hell-bent on getting Ben and Rose’s team back to Ta’Zan, by any means necessary.”

      I turned in my chair so I could face Arwen. “What information have we gathered from the four Perfects we brought back?” I asked her.

      She sighed, crossing her arms and leaning against the edge of the large table in the middle of the observation room. The lights from different wall-mounted screens flickered against her soft skin as she explained what they’d learned so far.

      “Well, first of all, the bastards are practically indestructible,” she said. “We’ve managed to contain them for now, and I dare to call that progress. They definitely have some witch genes in them. Two actually teleported themselves out of the room, but, given that they didn’t know where they were, they didn’t get far. The Daughters were quick to retrieve and restrain them, and Lumi’s using some heavy-duty entrapment charms to keep them down.”

      “Whoa, when was that?” Phoenix gasped, his eyes wide.

      “A couple of hours ago,” Arwen replied. “Don’t worry about it. It was over before they knew it. We have a major advantage here, as opposed to on Strava. They’re heavily outnumbered, and even with their physical abilities, they can’t do much damage. We’ve got it under control. Unfortunately, the blood vials we sent to Strava were most likely useless. It evaporates into red smoke quite quickly when subjected to air. We only have up to five minutes to work with it fresh before it vanishes. I think it’s how it coagulates. My guess is that Ta’Zan designed it that way, probably knowing that vampires could benefit from its special properties. It took us a while to figure that one out.”

      “So, there’s no point in sending more for Rose and Lenny. That sucks… What abilities have you identified so far?” Serena asked.

      “That’s where it gets interesting. Out of the four we’ve got to work with, we’ve been able to determine two types of abilities,” Arwen explained. “The core group of abilities, which they’re all equipped with, includes wings for flight and sturdy claws, all retractable. They also have incredible strength and speed, the latter easily breaching the sound barrier. They generate sonic booms whenever they engage their full ability. Oh, and regeneration. They’ll heal and grow back anything, limbs and heads included. The auxiliary group of abilities is more fascinating, from a genetic point of view. Ta’Zan managed to cross different genes into their systems. One of the Perfects we captured has fire abilities, like a fae. The second and third have magic in them, as they were able to teleport. We’ve yet to figure out the fourth’s auxiliary skills, but we’re getting there. They’re all highly observant and quick learners. We can’t say anything around them, as they might use it against us.”

      Scarlett rested her head in her hands and elbows on her knees, as she tried to take it all in. I felt for her—we were all going through the same thing. I was practically sick to my stomach, mostly because of my inability to do anything about all this.

      “It’s horrifying to hear how fast these creatures adapt, no matter what their environment hurls at them,” she said, then sucked in a breath and looked up at Phoenix and me. “What about your Oracle abilities? Phoenix, you can see the past. Is there anything you can find out about Ta’Zan? Aida, you can see the present. Think you can have a look on Strava, maybe? Vita’s got the future vibes. What about her?”

      “Ugh…” I groaned, fighting back a wave of nausea. “My Oracle abilities have gone dormant since I gave birth. Maybe the whole process took its toll on me, I don’t know. I haven’t had a vision since before Voss was born. A couple of months before, to be precise. Vita’s blank, too. We’ve already thought and talked about it. We even tried to concentrate and summon a vision last night, together. It didn’t work. It must be related to our pregnancies.”

      Phoenix scratched the back of his head. “I don’t think we can see into Strava’s past, present or future though,” he said. “It’s too far away. And I know Eritopia’s past by heart already. There’s nothing here of use to us.”

      “I don’t think we should put our faith in visions. We never knew enough about them or how they work, anyway. It took us a long time to figure out they work based on location, as you can see,” my dad interjected, pinching the bridge of his nose. “They might’ve worked against someone like Azazel, but this is something else entirely. Ta’Zan and his Perfects are clearly capable of both technological and magical feats, and fearsome ones at that. This requires a tactical approach. We need to go forward with an extraction mission, and work to stop them from the inside.”

      “Sabotage,” I murmured.

      Dad nodded. “It’s our best way forward, for now.”

      “We have a major problem with the Perfects, though,” Arwen replied. “We can’t kill them. The cold void of space couldn’t annihilate them. We’ve tried several methods so far. Beheading kept them out for five hours, tops. They grew new heads. And they knew everything up until the moment we decapitated them, which makes me think they store their memories somewhere in their bodies. Lumi will do a full body scan for any strange objects embedded in the skin or muscle tissue.”

      “Like a memory card?” Phoenix asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Basically, yes,” Arwen said. “We burned them alive an hour ago. Ugh, I never thought I’d say such a thing,” she added, rubbing her face with her palms. “Anyway, we’re waiting to see what the recovery time is on that. From what I can tell, the greater the damage to their bodies, the longer it takes for them to fully regenerate.”

      “Lumi and my sisters are watching over them as we speak,” Viola interjected. “I do agree with doing a body scan for something that may store their memories. I believe it’s safe to assume that, in his quest to make his Perfects invincible and loyal, Ta’Zan would make sure to keep them loyal even after they lose their heads and memories. Having an implant directly connected to the spinal cord would fix that. As soon as they grow a new head, the implant would automatically connect to the clean brain and download all the information they acquired prior to decapitation—”

      “Thus ensuring that the Perfects are still on the same page,” I finished for her, struggling to grip this ugly reality.

      My line of thought was abruptly broken when the observation room’s double doors opened wide. Jax’s ten wards came in, all wearing their leather tunics and swamp witch charm tattoos, which they’d used to amplify his mind-bending ability in the past. They stopped in front of the council table, standing tall and somber as they looked at us.

      One of them stepped forward and offered a brief bow, then nodded at Heron.

      “Milord, we require an audience,” the ward said.

      Heron frowned, with one arm resting around Avril’s shoulders. “What is this about?”

      “It’s about Lord Jaxxon Dorchadas, milord,” the ward replied. “I regret having to say this, but… we require a leader in his absence.”

      “Whoa, hold on,” Heron said, irritated. “My brother is missing. He’s not dead—”

      The ward cut him off, his tone firm and clipped. “You’re hoping he’s not dead, milord. We all are. But our laws are carved in stone. Until he returns, the Maras of White City need a leader. By bloodline, you must assume that responsibility.”

      Heron blinked several times, visibly shocked. Technically speaking, he knew he was next in line for the position, but he’d never thought he’d actually have to take it. None of us had, for that matter. Jax and Hansa were invincible. They’d survived two insanely devastating wars, for Pete’s sake! They’d helped take down not one, but two evil overlords.

      Avril was equally consternated. Neither of them had thought about this. It made sense. It was the law of succession.

      I swallowed back tears as I tried to focus on the current scene unfolding before me, no matter how hard it kept tugging at my heartstrings.

      “What… What do I do?” Heron whispered, looking at Avril with wondering and glassy eyes.

      Avril sighed. “Babe, they do have a point,” she replied softly. “At least until we get Jax back, you need to take the reins. White City needs you. And I will be with you, every step of the way.”

      Heron thought about it for a moment.

      “Milord, we will not take you away from your GASP duties,” the ward said. “We are capable of running most of the operations in the city for you. We will also advise you along the way. You have our full support in whatever you do.”

      Heron nodded slowly. “Thank you. That’s… That’s a relief,” he replied. “Okay. Fine. I’ll do it. What do you need me to do?”

      The ward smiled, then handed him a gold-plated box. Heron opened it with shaky fingers. It was a crest made entirely from jadestone, intricately sculpted in the shape of an eagle-like creature with black onyx eyes and wings spread wide, and it had a string of words on a banner underneath.

      “This is the Lordship sigil,” the ward said. “The swamp witches charmed it for Lord Dorchadas when he first enlisted us as his wards. You must press it against your heart and say, ‘I assume the Lordship, with my blood and my soul,’ and the title will be made official.”

      Heron stared at the sigil for a while, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “This is a draquis,” he muttered. “A nocturnal bird. Our spirit animal. Our ancestors worshipped it. We once thought we came from the draquis. It hunts at night; it feasts only on the blood of other animals; its claws can tear through flesh. We could never associate our mind-bending abilities with it, but we’ve always found the draquis’s stare to be… hypnotic. We made it into our sigil many years back. My brother commissioned this from Zura, the swamp witch who made the wards, as well,” he added, looking at us. “I used to gawk at it for hours when I was a kid. Jax used to tell me about what a big responsibility the Lordship is. I never wanted it. Yet, here I am, taking it.”

      “It’s only temporary,” I said to him. “We’ll get Jax back. We’ll get my brother back, too. But, in the meantime, we have to keep cracking. You know that.”

      “I do, I do.” He sighed, then pressed the sigil against his chest, as instructed. “I assume the Lordship, with my blood and my soul.”

      A split second later, the bird’s onyx eyes lit up white and bright. Heron took a deep breath as the glimmer from the draquis’s eyes transferred into his own. The pools of deep jade green turned luminescent white for a moment. The temperature in the room made a temporary, sudden drop, and we all waited, breathlessly, to see what happened next.

      The wards, on the other hand, seemed calm and unshaken. They’d done this once before.

      As the white light dimmed in Heron’s eyes, everything seemed to come back to normal. He exhaled, then pulled the sigil away from his chest and frowned as he turned it over in his hand.

      “What just happened?” he asked. “I swear I just saw the entire history of my people flashing before my eyes. Some of it I knew already, but man, some of it was dark and disturbing.”

      “I believe those were the early days of the Maras, milord,” the ward explained. “And perhaps the lesser-known actions of the Exiled Maras, prior to their departure. The sigil carries the knowledge of our people with it. It was made to do so by Zura. It is meant to give the Lord full access to our history, including the less… palatable moments.”

      “So what now? Is it done?” Heron replied.

      “Yes, milord. You are now the Lord of White City,” the ward said.

      Heron put the sigil back in the box. The ward motioned for him to give it back.

      “Where does this go now? Back to White City?” Heron asked.

      The ward nodded. “It stays in the Lord’s Hall, until it is needed again,” he said. “You should know, milord, that you now have access to our powers, as well. We are your wards, as we were your brother’s. We will do whatever you want us to do, to get him back and to protect our people… our world.”

      “I’ll go on the record and say that this really bothers me, but I have no choice,” Heron declared, his brow furrowed. He took Avril’s hand in his, then straightened his back and nodded at the wards. “I’ll need one of you to go back to White City with the sigil. Appoint as many of our nobles and councilors as necessary to help you run the city while we’re busy here saving the friggin’ universe. The rest of you will stay with me.”

      The first ward nodded and gave the gold box to another ward, whom he appointed as Heron’s spokesperson. “You will go to the city,” he said. The other ward gave him a brief nod, then bowed before Heron and left the observation room. The first ward turned to face Heron again. “We are at your service, milord. What do you want us to do?”

      Heron put on a sly grin. Knowing him, it was a signal that he’d already made a plan, and that things were about to get interesting.

      “I need the nine of you to teach me how to amplify my mind-bending ability,” Heron said. “I know the Perfects avoided Elonora’s sentry abilities, but I think we can still give ourselves a shot here. If we manage to subdue a Perfect, we’ll be one step closer to stopping Ta’Zan.”

      “Which is great, because that means you’ll all be coming with us.” Draven’s voice cut through the room. We all turned our heads to find him standing in the doorway, accompanied by Bijarki, Shayla, an old-looking fae I quickly identified as Bogdana, and a young male fae with the makings of a royal.

      “Taeral… Is that you?” I breathed, my eyes nearly popping out of their orbits as I recognized Sherus and Nuriya’s son.

      He gave me a broad smile, his hands resting behind his back. “Long time no see, wolf girl.”

      Oh, things were definitely getting interesting now! We had wards on our side. We had Bogdana with us. And we had someone who was potentially one of the most powerful hybrids out there joining us. The son of a fire fae and a jinni was sure to be a game-changer—maybe not on a grand scale, but definitely for our extraction mission.

      We needed all the supernatural power we could get.
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      I breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of Draven, Bijarki, and Shayla. Serena quickly dashed forward and jumped into Draven’s arms, covering his face in loving kisses. Their auras shone bright and gold, a sentry’s testament to true love in its purest display. I couldn’t stop myself from grinning when Draven gently pulled my sister away but kept her close to his body as he introduced his new companions.

      “So, yes, we made it back in record time, thanks to Shayla here,” he said, giving the witch a friendly nod. “And we’ve brought some help. Everyone, meet Bogdana, the oldest fae known to us, and for those of you who’ve never met him, this is Taeral, crown prince of the fire star, son of Sherus and Nuriya. He’ll be joining us on the extraction mission.”

      We all shook hands with Bogdana. I had a hard time looking away from her. I’d never seen a fae display such dramatic signs of aging. She reminded me of the old crone illustrations from human fairytale books back on Earth.

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” I said to her.

      She gave me a polite and flat smile, measuring me from head to toe. “I’ve met your kind before, but you seem different,” she replied. “You’re not just a sentry, are you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m a vampire-sentry hybrid,” I said. “Vampirism is acquired, not inherited. I chose to turn when I was eighteen.”

      “I see, I see… Well, I guess I haven’t yet seen everything, after all.” Bogdana chuckled.

      “So, you’ll be joining the extraction mission on Strava?” Scarlett asked, frowning slightly.

      The old fae looked at her, narrowing her eyes. “You’re a vampire, too?” she replied, and Scarlett nodded. “You’re all pale. Nocturnal, I presume. Yes, I’ll be going to Strava with the Druid and the crown prince.”

      Bogdana seemed a little off. Then again, she was literally tens of thousands of years old. She’d lived through countless generations. She’d experienced many lifetimes. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that she suffered from faint moments of senility as she struggled to focus. There were so many of us in one room, each eager to get to know her a little better. She was most likely overwhelmed, and that worried me. How was she going to fare on Strava, if a bunch of us made her lose her focus?

      “Taeral, I’m still not used to seeing you like this,” Phoenix quipped as he took the crown prince in a rough bear hug. Taeral didn’t see it coming, though, and ended up laughing as Phoenix lifted him off the ground for a moment.

      “Like this, how, exactly?” Taeral said.

      Field, Aida, and Serena gathered around him, each taking turns to hug him and squeeze his shoulders, taking him all in. They’d only seen him once, last year, after the veil was lifted from Eritopia. Before that, they’d met him as a baby, gurgling and cooing in his mother’s arms when he wasn’t vanishing into thin air for minutes on end.

      “All big and grown up!” Serena exclaimed, ruffling his short black hair and making him laugh even harder. “I swear, it feels like yesterday that I first saw you. This little pale-skinned raisin in your mom’s arms, swaddled in silk.”

      “Ah, man, I remember when you first vanished!” Aida chuckled. “Scared the daylights out of me.”

      “Oh, you mean like this?” Taeral asked, then instantly disappeared and reappeared behind Aida. He put his hands on her shoulders, startling her once more.

      We all laughed this time. Needless to say, we needed it.

      I’d met Taeral before. Prior to his dispatch to a private school on a water star, we’d enjoyed several playdates together during the Eritopian time-lapse. He was one of the most powerful hybrids I’d come across, for sure. There was no other record of a half-jinni half-fae specimen anywhere else. Given the circumstances, I would’ve loved a couple thousand Taerals.

      “I take it you’re back for good this time?” I asked him.

      He nodded briefly. “Yeah. My apprenticeships and studies are over. It’s time for me to step into my role.”

      “How did you convince your mom to let you come here, then?” Serena replied, raising an eyebrow. We all knew Nuriya well enough to understand that it couldn’t have been easy for Taeral to join our team—especially since we were headed straight for the center of the enemy’s territory.

      “It wasn’t easy, but it took less time than I would’ve thought,” Taeral said, a boyish smirk stretching his lips.

      His golden eyes glimmered with devilish delight. He definitely enjoyed getting his way, and we all knew how hard that was with a fierce mother like Nuriya. Her overprotectiveness could seem difficult at times, but we all understood exactly how precious Taeral was to her and Sherus, especially after losing so many from her family before. He was their only child. They’d tried giving him a brother or a sister, but they’d yet to reproduce the little miracle. It was one of the reasons why Taeral was so valued. It wasn’t every day that a jinni and a fae could conceive offspring together.

      “I dare say we helped a little,” Bijarki chimed in, smiling.

      “You totally did!” Taeral replied. “I just didn’t see a better way to fulfill my duty toward my people, in these trying times. I’m of no use to anyone on the fire star, coddled inside the palace. I belong out here, lending a hand and making myself useful. Doing everything in my power to make sure Ta’Zan never leaves Strava with his Perfects.”

      “Well, thank you for your valor and for your assistance,” Arwen said. “We do need the help.”

      “I kindly suggest that you don’t put all your eggs in this one, admittedly handsome, basket,” Bogdana cut in, looking at Taeral. “He’s yet to discover all his powers.”

      “She’s right,” Taeral replied, wearing a sheepish smile. “I’ve got most of my fire and teleportation abilities down. Still getting the hang of flight and invisibility.”

      “At least your legs are showing,” Phoenix said with a chuckle. “There’s something about the jinni’s misty lower body that pretty much cracks me up whenever I see one.”

      “Yeah, that’s because you watched too many cartoons as a kid,” I retorted, grinning.

      Indeed, Taeral had inherited the physical fae side, with two long, muscular, and perfectly visible legs. However, he’d taken on his jinni mother’s ability to materialize in different locations, to fly without wings, and to turn himself invisible, though he stated he had more control over his fae and teleporting skills than the others.

      Something told me that wasn’t everything he could do. I had a feeling Taeral was an untapped fountain of supernatural wonder, but I understood that he couldn’t be forced to reach his full potential. Bogdana had a point. Plus, even with his abilities at full power, Taeral still wasn’t enough to take down an army of Perfects. Not even close. We were also taking a risk by bringing him with us, but this was war. We had to do whatever we could in order to save our people, and Taeral’s abilities were extremely important.

      “Listen, I know I’m not fully developed and all that, but I’ve got the will and determination to see this through,” Taeral said. “I’ve completed my military training, and my dad made sure that I had the fire thing mastered before I was sixteen. Right now, I’m exploring past those limits. I can hold my own.”

      “Enough with the pitch, dude,” Phoenix said, mildly amused. “You’re in already.”

      “Fair enough, but Bogdana has a point, as well. I just… I just hope you don’t all put your hopes in me. I’m just a prince,” he replied, grinning.

      “Taeral, it’s okay,” Draven said. “I hate to sound like a broken record, as I’ve already said it before, but we really do need all the help we can get. So, thank you for offering. It’s highly appreciated.”

      “As for Bogdana, I have to say something,” I cut in, preparing for some scowls. “But doesn’t anyone think she’s a little too… old to be on an extraction team on Strava, given how ferocious the Perfects are? And I mean no offense by that, Bogdana.”

      To my surprise, nobody seemed put off by my remark. Not even Bogdana. She stared at her boots, which were peeking out from beneath her long, dark red velvet dress. She let out a sigh, tucking a loose lock of white hair behind her ear.

      “There isn’t much I can do about my body,” Bogdana said. “I didn’t choose to be this way.”

      “What happened to you?” Lumi interjected, standing in the open double doorway of our observation room. Her white-blue eyes were fixed on Bogdana, and I could see threads of suspicion coming out of her in multiple shades of dark yellow. I’d learned to read the swamp witch rather well since we’d brought her back from Neraka.

      Bogdana frowned. “Who are you? I thought the swamp witches were extinct, thanks to Azazel.”

      “I was somewhere else when that happened,” Lumi replied, crossing her arms. She was quick to shift the conversation back to Bogdana. “What made you age so roughly?”

      “I… I don’t know. I don’t remember,” the old fae said, prompting us all to stare at her. There was definitely a backstory here, and I was dying to hear it.

      “What do you mean, you don’t remember?” Lumi asked.

      “Something happened a few centuries ago,” Bogdana explained. “I don’t have any memories of it. I’ve tried to dig deep into my own mind to find something, believe me. But I don’t, I just don’t remember. All I know is that one day I was spry and energetic, even though I was in my late 19,000s, then the next day… I woke up and my body was tired. My skin was wrinkled and saggy. My vision was blurry. My hair was white.”

      “So, you just aged overnight, even though it’s not in a fae’s nature to actually look his or her age,” Lumi concluded. She was still skeptical, but she didn’t pursue this further. Instead, she reached into the leather satchel hanging from her shoulder and pulled out several small bottles. Each was filled with a colored liquid or powder. She poured them into a larger, empty bottle, screwing the cork on and shaking it thoroughly before she handed it to Bogdana. The whole process took less than a minute, while the rest of us watched with awe. “Whisper these words before you drink the whole thing,” she added, writing an incantation down on a piece of paper, which she then gave to Bogdana.

      “What is all this?” Bogdana asked, staring at the bottle filled with a now-dark-purple liquid and the written note.

      “It’s a temporary fix,” Lumi explained. “Proprietary swamp witch magic. You’ll have to drink one of these, every twelve hours, but it’ll help you be on par with the rest of us.”

      “So it’s an elixir,” I replied, watching Bogdana as she read the incantation, then whispered it and chugged the entire bottle of dark purple stuff in one go. “Any warnings, now that she’s already downed the whole thing?”

      Lumi shrugged. “Nope. She should be fine.”

      “Should?” Bogdana retorted, somewhat alarmed.

      Lumi chuckled. “You’ll be fine, don’t worry. In fact, take a look,” she said, then walked over to the wall on her left and drew an imaginary oval shape on its stone surface. Her lips moved as she completed the invisible drawing, and that section of the stone turned into a mirrored surface.

      Bogdana’s brows furrowed as she joined Lumi by the newly created mirror. We gathered behind her just as the effects of the elixir became visible. Bogdana was almost instantly rejuvenated—her skin blossomed and stretched; the wrinkles went away; her powerful amber eyes became the focus of a beautiful, oval face with cupid’s bow lips and boldly arched, pale brown eyebrows; her hair was long and smooth, perfectly straight as it cascaded down her back in golden shades of liquid sunshine; her back straightened, her muscles regained their strength and tone, and her figure returned to its younger version.

      The Bogdana standing before us was completely different from the one that had first walked in. Caspian cleared his throat, his jade eyes fixed on her. Not that I was jealous or anything—his heart beat only for me. I could feel it in my core. But we were all entranced by how beautiful and simply arresting Bogdana was.

      “Okay… This… I can work with this,” Bogdana murmured, staring at her reflection.

      Even the dark red velvet dress clung differently to her hourglass figure. She touched her face, feeling the soft lines of her jawline and neck. She was beaming, her pearly white teeth making her smile radiate like the morning sun. Her eyes shimmered with excitement as she rediscovered herself.

      “So… this was you. The real you. Before you aged so strangely,” Arwen breathed, then gave Lumi a sly grin. “You need to give me the recipe for that thing, darling. I’ve got some fine lines I’d love to get rid of! Surely, we can adapt the elixir to a cream or something.”

      “Looking to start a cosmetic enterprise?” Scarlett chuckled.

      Lumi shook her head, stifling a laugh. “I’m fine working with GASP, thank you,” she said, then gave Arwen a wink. “I’ll gladly share the recipe with you. Just don’t make it public. The ingredients aren’t rare, but harvesting too much of them may damage their environment.”

      “I look amazing,” Bogdana exclaimed. “I… It’s like I’m seeing the real me, for the first time in centuries.”

      Lumi nodded, smiling with genuine satisfaction. “You’re not the first creature I’ve snatched from the clutches of old age,” she said. “I’ll fix you up with a week’s worth of elixir for the trip. Should you need more, we’ll have Arwen here send the ingredients via the interplanetary spell.”

      “Thank you, Lumi,” Bogdana replied, offering a warm smile in return.

      Avril clicked her teeth, demanding our attention.

      “Cool, now that that’s out of the way, how about we get a plan and a crew together for Strava, huh?” she said, looking at each of us. “My parents are still out there. Our loved ones are still missing. And we’ve finally got something to work with against the Perfects and Ta’Zan—I’m talking about knowledge here,” she added, pointing at Bogdana.

      “I will tell you everything I know once we set foot on Strava.” Bogdana sighed. “It’s part of my agreement with the Druid.”

      All eyes were on Draven.

      “Why?” Avril asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know. But I didn’t have much of a choice. We need her,” Draven replied.

      Avril thought about it for a moment, then gave Bogdana a brief scowl. “Gotta say, that sounds a little fishy, but we’re desperate enough to go ahead with it. I mean this with all due respect, of course, but I really hope you don’t screw us over once we’re out there,” she said to the old fae.

      “You have my word. Secrecy is merely my insurance policy. I need to get back to Strava,” Bogdana replied. “I’ll explain everything once we’re there. I promise.”

      “Speaking of,” Caspian interjected. “Lumi, how are the Perfects coming along?”

      Lumi exhaled. “We’re not looking at much progress here. I’ve yet to figure out what the fourth Perfect’s auxiliary ability is. Burning them alive won’t kill them. The fire dies out, at some point, before the nervous system is destroyed. It’s like the body has a built-in protection feature. It secretes a fire repellant of some kind that kills the fire. From there, the Perfect completely regenerates in six, maybe seven hours.”

      “Ugh, this isn’t good.” Serena groaned, sitting back in her chair and nervously rubbing her face. “Decapitation doesn’t work, because they grow a new friggin’ head. Burning them won’t do anything. We’ve tried drowning, electrocution, stabbing all the vital organs, right?”

      Lumi nodded again. “From what we can tell, they’re indestructible.”

      “We need to scan their bodies again,” Arwen murmured, her eyes wide as she realized something. “We need to find that memory thing!”

      “Oh, yes!” Aida blurted out. “We were talking about this earlier, before you guys came back,” she added, looking at Draven, then at Lumi. “Lumi, you need to look for some kind of… memory chip, I guess. I wouldn’t know what it looks like, but we’ve been floating this theory regarding regeneration after decapitation.”

      “You see, once the head is cut off, a new one grows,” Arwen continued. “Which, despite the fact that it’s creepy as hell, also raises a question: how are the Perfects able to remember everything that they’ve said, heard, and done prior to losing their heads? The brains are new, after all! So, we figured Ta’Zan must have implanted some kind of biotech device in them, ideally connected to the nervous system, which records, stores, and then downloads everything into the new brain.”

      Lumi’s jaw dropped. “My dear, you are absolutely correct,” she replied. “The nervous system must be the safety net for a Perfect’s body. It must preserve enough electrical energy to send regeneration signals to the body after decapitation, to facilitate the growth of a new head, or a new limb. It also stops the fire from completely consuming the Perfect’s body. It makes all the sense in the world that there could be a memory card or something connected to it.”

      “Definitely worth doing another in-depth scan,” Arwen said. “Now that we know what to look for.”

      Arwen and Lumi excused themselves, leaving the observation room.

      “We’ll be back after we finish the study,” Arwen said on her way out.

      “You’re thinking we can decapitate the Perfects and basically reprogram them, after they grow new heads, huh?” Taeral interjected.

      I shrugged. “It’s worth a shot! If we take them out like that, and if we stop Ta’Zan from indoctrinating them remotely, maybe they won’t be as aggressive. Viciousness is usually taught. Violent tendencies may be inherited along the lines of a species, but I think the Perfects need to be studied without Ta’Zan’s interference before we can deem them worthy of any kind of salvation.”

      “And if the absence of a memory card facilitates their re-education, we can apply the same method, but on a larger scale,” Caspian said, continuing my line of reasoning.

      “We can do it from the inside of Ta’Zan’s society, too,” Avril suggested. “Cut a couple of heads off, take them away, reeducate them and get them on our side. Yeah. That works. But we’ll still need to move fast.”

      “What if it doesn’t work?” Heron asked, a shadow settling between his eyebrows. “What if there’s no memory card? What if there is a memory card, but they’re still violent, even after reeducation? What then?”

      Draven let a heavy sigh out, then exchanged glances with Bastien, who gave him a brief nod in return. “Then we prepare for the worst of scenarios,” Draven said. “Getting our people off Strava before we destroy it. That, of course, is only if the Perfects cannot be persuaded or reeducated. I’m still hoping that’s not the case. For now.”

      “We have to be ready, nonetheless,” Bastien replied.

      He didn’t seem happy to say this out loud, but someone had to. We’d been tiptoeing around the idea for a while now, each of us afraid to bring it up in conversation. None of us were comfortable with the concept of such mass destruction, even though the species was a threat to the entire universe.

      We still had Ben and Rose’s crew over there, reaching out to rogue Faulties and trying to save the others. It was up to us to provide them with solid backup, for the time being.
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      We spent the next couple of hours preparing a plan to go and assist Ben and Rose’s crew, while Arwen, Lumi, and the Daughters did an in-depth scan of the Perfects, looking for something akin to a memory card that could explain why they were able to remember everything after decapitation.

      Bogdana mulled over the updated maps of Strava, sliding her fingers over the screen of the tablet as she looked for safe places to go once we touched down.

      “There are a few spots left,” she said, pointing at a small cluster of islands. “These are two hundred miles east of the most recently built diamond colosseum. I know this area well. This island, in particular,” she added, drawing my attention to a tear-shaped island with a jungle in the middle. “It’s called Merinos. Few would venture to this area because of the hostile waters. The Draenir didn’t bother to colonize and occupy these islands.”

      “The Perfects can fly,” I replied. “I doubt they’d have trouble reaching this place.”

      “Fair enough. But it’s still far enough away from the hot zones, from what I can tell,” Bogdana said. “It could serve well as a safe spot. With a half-jinni like Taeral on our side, we wouldn’t have any mobility issues. Assuming, of course, that he can take more than himself with him.”

      She looked at Taeral, her eyebrows raised questioningly. Taeral offered a nod in return. “I can do that,” he said. “I’ve taken up to ten people with me before.”

      “Did any of them get mixed up in the process? Like, I don’t know, did one fae wake up with an extra arm upon arriving at their destination?” Phoenix asked, only half-jokingly.

      Still, it was enough to make Taeral laugh. “Dude, relax! I can do this properly. No anatomical errors involved. I promise!”

      The double doors burst wide open as Lumi and Arwen returned, both smiling like devilish cats. Lumi held up a small, square piece of something that looked like plastic. It was covered in blood, but I could still see the circuits on one side. They’d gotten something out of the Perfects, after all.

      “We got lucky,” Arwen announced, then pointed at the small object, which Lumi placed on a white tissue on the main conference table.

      “Is that the memory card thingy?” Harper asked.

      Lumi nodded once. “I think so,” she replied. “It was connected to the spinal nerve through a series of extremely thin wires. It was almost impossible to see them with a naked eye.”

      “Where was it, exactly?” Harper followed up.

      “Wedged beneath the left shoulder blade,” Lumi explained. “The wires were quite long. It took us a while to figure out how to pull the thing off without breaking it. It’s extremely thin and sensitive.”

      We all gathered around the table to get a better look at the memory card. It was, indeed, tiny—about the size of my thumbnail. There were circuits only on one side, while the other was completely smooth. I couldn’t help but wonder how such a small device could hold a creature’s entire life, their memories and experiences. Then I remembered the humans’ technological advancements back on Earth. If they could do it, so could Ta’Zan. After all, he’d already cracked the genetic codes.

      “So, now that this has been removed, what is the Perfect’s state?” I asked.

      “We don’t know yet. He’s still regenerating,” Lumi said. “I think it’ll be another hour or so before he comes to.”

      “Meanwhile, we can prepare for departure,” Avril suggested. “Which of us is going, though? Heron and I are definitely coming. Not taking no for an answer here.”

      I wouldn’t even have dreamed of trying to keep Avril and Heron from the extraction mission. They both had family on Strava. Hopefully, they were all still alive. But Avril was right. It was time to pick the crew members, and we had to be smart about it.

      Serena came closer and gently squeezed my forearm. The look on her face told me everything I needed to know. On top of that, I felt her resonating deep inside me. Her soul was bound to mine, and so were her emotions. She wanted to go.

      “Serena and I will join you,” I said to Avril and Heron.

      “I’m also coming,” Bijarki added, crossing his arms. “It will take some convincing to get Vita to let me go for this, but count me in. I have to do this. For her safety, for our unborn child’s safety… for all of us.”

      Taeral raised his hand, then plopped it on Bijarki’s shoulder. “Not to worry, incubus. I’ll keep you company if you need a kick in the butt once in a while.” He chuckled. “I’m already on board.”

      “I’ll come, too,” Lumi interjected. “Someone needs to keep your asses safe. Most importantly, you’ll have an elderly fae with you, and I’ll make sure she’s in top physical shape, at all times.”

      “I feel fine, you know,” Bogdana said.

      “I know. But I’ll feel better if I tag along,” Lumi replied.

      “I’m not one to refuse the assistance of a swamp witch,” I said, “but is it wise, Lumi? After all, you’re still the last of your kind, and Kailani is already on Strava.”

      “All the more reason for me to come,” Lumi insisted. “I want my student back. And I won’t be able to sleep, knowing she’s out there trying to save this universe, while I’m here tying down Perfects. The Daughters can handle them. I’m needed on Strava.”

      “Fair enough. Thank you, Lumi,” I said, then shifted my focus to Patrik and Scarlett. “I need you two to watch over Calliope for me while I’m away.”

      “Leave it to us,” Patrik replied, giving me a reassuring smile.

      “We’ll pitch in,” Harper added, pointing a thumb at herself and Caspian. “We’ll hold down the fort here with Field, Aida, and the others. You do what you have to do.”

      Bastien then stood up from his chair and cleared his throat, demanding our full and undivided attention.

      “Arwen, Victoria, and I will help, as well,” he said. “But I need you all to be aware of all possible outcomes as you head toward Strava. You must be ready for all the scenarios, from best to worst. And yes, that includes genocide. You might end up having to make a decision in the course of a few minutes, or you might get lucky and get a few more days. The important thing is to do everything in your power to stop Ta’Zan from taking flight with his Perfects. Once they’re out in space, it’ll be almost impossible to stop them. They’ll be going out in large numbers, too.”

      “I understand. We all understand, Bastien,” I replied. “And it’s not something we’re comfortable with, but we’re all aware we might have to do it. I’m referring to the… final solution. The destruction of Strava.”

      “Good. Once you have that mindset, it’ll be easier for all of you to move forward,” Bastien said. “Arwen, I understand that Mona and Kiev are on their way back from the Sanctuary?”

      Arwen nodded. “They’ll be here by nightfall. They’re also in touch with the Sanctuary’s rulers regarding the potential destruction of Strava. They’re open to the possibility.”

      “Let’s focus on what we can do before that, though,” Bogdana suggested. “I’m sure we can stop this nightmare from unraveling further without having to obliterate the entire planet.”

      I took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly as I got my thoughts in order. Both Bastien and Bogdana were right. As much as we hated it, we had to consider all options going in. Otherwise, making a difficult decision on the spot once we got to Strava was going to be downright impossible.

      But if we got our minds and hearts prepared for it, I was positive we’d be able to push through. With our team set and our goals established, we moved to further study the maps—particularly Merinos, the island which Bogdana had suggested as our safe landing spot. We needed complete awareness of our environment and surroundings, and we had to gear up for whatever came our way.

      We were preparing to enter extremely hostile territory.

      But we had to give it everything we had if we wanted to succeed and stop Ta’Zan from destroying our worlds, our lives, and our futures.
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      With natural light coming through the glass dome, I was able to keep better track of the passage of time. Another day had slipped by, quiet and uneventful, frustrating and worrying at the same time. The other prisoners stayed close to Sofia and me but kept a reasonable personal distance, enough to give us some breathing space. I was able to register some patterns among the Faulties and Perfects that we occasionally interacted with.

      There were always guards outside the dome, patrolling its base and the ramp mounted halfway up and around the structure. The glass’s composition changed with the natural lighting—the brighter it got, the frostier the dome. Once the sun went down or hid behind the clouds, the glass became clear. From what I could tell, it was part of the mechanism that Ta’Zan employed to filter the sunlight and stop it from burning the Maras and vampires he’d captured, myself included. Sometimes, I lost myself while gazing outside. It wasn’t often that I spent so much time under the sun, without bursting into flames. Even my eyes were in need of a brief adjustment period.

      The Perfect guards changed shifts every six hours, like clockwork. Our feeding schedule had changed. At the eighth hour, Isda and Monos came in with large food carts for all of us. Once every twelve hours, Amal came in with healing medication and a variety of vitamins, the latter meant to strengthen our bodies. We were incredibly well looked after, despite the electro-shock collars around our necks, and our captivity, in general.

      That helped a lot, because we all needed a clear head for what we had to do next, given the circumstances. As the sun slowly came down over the dome, and the glass got clearer, I could once again feast my eyes on the lush jungle unraveling outside in vibrant shades of green, riddled with wildflowers and sprawling ferns.

      Had it not been for Sofia, I would’ve lost my mind in this place, for sure. Being trapped here, while Ta’Zan mass-produced Perfects to take over the world—I was constantly on edge. My emotional spectrum was quite broad, too, fluctuating from hopelessness and despair to anger and crippling fear. Through it all, I found sense in pursuing a solution. In doing something from the inside. In doing anything that would help the GASP agents that were outside.

      “I’m feeling uneasy,” Sofia confided, as we sat down with our backs against the dome’s glass wall. “Ben and Rose are somewhere out there with their crew, looking for us, and running for their lives at the same time. It kills me that we’re stuck here.”

      “I know, darling,” I replied, gently brushing my knuckles down her cheek. “But we raised strong children. In turn, they’ve become excellent leaders. I’d love to be out there with them, but we’re not. We’re here.”

      “And we’re doing our part,” Lucas interjected. He and Marion sat next to us to our right, while Vivienne, Xavier, and the others in our initial group, accompanied by Jax, Hansa, Jovi, Anjani, Heath, and Varga, were gathered in front of us in a loose semicircle.

      “We most certainly are,” I said, giving him a confident half-smile. Despite our differences, I’d come to rely on Lucas over the years. Xavier was my best friend and brother-in-arms, but Lucas had earned his place at my side, as well. My brother had a way of snapping me out of my gloomy states—though not as sweetly and softly as Sofia. Lucas was more of a sledgehammer, and I needed that, sometimes.

      “Speaking of which, there is absolutely some serious tension going on between the Faulties and the Perfects,” Hansa said. Her observation wasn’t entirely new to us, but it confirmed what we’d been suspecting since we’d first met Isda and Abaddon. “The Faulties are no longer the apple of Daddy’s eyes, huh?”

      I nodded. “It’s bad enough they were taught to be subservient, but now they’re below their own brothers and sisters,” I replied. “At least back in the day, before the stasis, it was just Ta’Zan and his Faulties. As isolated as they were, they were a family. The Faulties were at the top of the food chain, superior to the Draenir, smarter and stronger than anyone else. Then, the Perfects were created and given the top spot. It can’t sit well with all of them.”

      “I agree,” Vivienne chimed in. “Even with all the conditioning and training, all animals carry this territorial gene that makes them possessive and competitive. I doubt Ta’Zan found a way to stifle that. I’m willing to bet that if we drill hard enough, we’ll get the Faulties to admit they’re miserable in this arrangement. From there on, it’ll require additional work to get them to rebel, for them to reclaim their spots in this new society.”

      “That’s the hardest part,” I said. “Getting them to act. I see how the Faulties and Perfects look at each other. I imagine it’s only a matter of time before we get Isda or Monos to tell us they’re miserable. It’s already written on their faces, whenever they bring in our food. But to convince them to do something about it? That’s the challenge.”

      “I’m with Vivienne on this,” Jax replied. “It’s in our nature to act when our territory is threatened. Consider it a form of fight-or-flight, I suppose. The Faulties spent centuries serving Ta’Zan, worshipping him, and living as the superior lifeforms. Now, all of a sudden, they’re inferior because they’re not as powerful or physically beautiful as the Perfects? Man, I’d blow a fuse over that.”

      I glanced around the hall, noticing the expressions of our many surviving GASP friends and allies. There was a mixture of concern, fear, and anger weighing down their shoulders. It broke my heart to see them like this, pinned down by the same type of helplessness that had been eating away at me, too. But I was also happy to see they were alive. They still had a shot at this, unlike those who had perished in the fleet attack.

      “Okay, then we’re good to go with what we’ve discussed,” I concluded. “Out of the three Faulties we get to interact with, I think Monos may be easiest to break. Isda would come second, but she is more responsive to females, if you’ve noticed. Amal is the most important one, but also the most difficult nut to crack. I say we work on them in teams. I’m happy to take on Monos, and I’m sure Jovi and Varga will want to help, since they both got to meet him before being brought into the dome.”

      Jovi and Varga looked at each other, then at me, and grinned.

      “Totally on board with you on this one,” Varga replied.

      “Monos was very concerned with my wellbeing and survival as I was being wheeled in the other day,” Jovi said. “He’s quite careful and is more open than Isda, that’s for sure. He dropped a few minor comments about the Faulties during the last feeding, too. He mentioned something about the Perfects being too prissy to perform menial tasks such as his. I couldn’t help but chuckle. He liked that. I think he craves validation. It might be a good angle to use on him.”

      “Thanks, Jovi,” I said, taking it all in. “You’re right. Definitely a good approach for the next feeding.”

      “And what about Isda?” Sofia asked. “Shall I talk to her? She seemed more open with me, indeed. And with Claudia,” she added, looking at Varga’s grandmother. “Want to help?”

      Claudia’s smirk was eerily similar to Varga’s—devilish and playful, predicting nothing but mischief. That trait ran in their family. “Of course, honey,” she replied. “We’ll melt Isda in no time.”

      “What about Amal?” Lucas sighed. “Who takes her on?”

      “I think we should try to get Isda and Monos first. They know Amal well enough to give us some advice on how to rope her in,” I explained. “It might be safer this way. Ta’Zan is extremely clever. He’ll probably suspect that we’ll try the verbal approach, given the catastrophic failure of our fleet. Surely, he’s pleased to see us calm and obedient, but he’s definitely aware that we’re not done fighting yet.”

      The hall’s double doors opened, cutting our conversation short. It was time for another feeding. Isda and Monos pushed large carts into the hall, accompanied by two other Faulties. Each of the carts’ shelves was loaded with food platters and pitchers of water, as well as blood reserves for us vampires and Maras.

      Something was different, this time. Joining the Faulties inside the dome were four Perfect guards, who assumed positions on both sides of the double doors, watching Isda, Monos, and the other two like hawks as they came toward us with the food. I suspected it had something to do with what I’d said earlier. Ta’Zan was maybe trying to make sure we didn’t get too cozy and friendly with his Faulties.

      I nodded at Sofia, giving the Perfect guards a quick sideways glance. Sofia winked at me in return, then discreetly motioned for Jax, Hansa, Anjani, and the others in our crew to get up and move around, obscuring the guards’ view. Isda was headed her way.

      I kept Jovi and Varga by my side, while Xavier, Vivienne, Lucas, Kailyn, Cameron, Liana, Ibrahim, and Corrine stood up and proceeded to shield Monos from the Perfects’ line of sight. Claudia and Yuri expertly snuck into Sofia’s cluster, as we kicked our plan into motion.

      “How’ve you been?” I asked Monos, just as he offered me a bottle of fresh blood. He then filled a couple of bowls with grilled food and fruits for Jovi and Varga.

      “Just fine,” Monos replied absently as he prepared more food and blood for the other prisoners.

      They all started to gather around us, completely cutting the guards’ views off. One quick look at the Perfects, and I could tell that they were frustrated. Next time, Ta’Zan could send in more guards and maybe even reorganize the feeding process, making it more difficult for us to actually talk to Monos and Isda. This was our only shot at getting Monos and Isda closer to our side—at least for the time being.

      “Monos, what’s up with the guards?” Jovi asked. “We’ve got these dumb collars on, anyway. It’s not like we’re going to try and attack you.”

      “Not that we would, anyway,” Varga chimed in, eating some of the food in his bowl. “You’re one of the cool guys.”

      Monos looked up at Varga, then smirked and continued to serve food.

      “Thank you, I suppose,” he murmured, then lowered his voice even more. “The guards are here to stop us from fraternizing with the prisoners. Father doesn’t want us to get too close.”

      “Called it,” I replied dryly. “Doesn’t he trust you?”

      “I don’t think he trusts you,” Monos said, smiling.

      “Hm… I doubt that,” Varga intervened. “If Ta’Zan didn’t think you to be weak enough to let yourselves be influenced by us, he wouldn’t have sent the guards in to keep an eye on you.”

      Monos glanced around, noticing how we’d closed ranks around him, obstructing the guards’ view of him. “Father was right. You people are very clever.”

      “True, but so are you. Which is why I’m surprised that you’re not offended by the presence of these guards, in the first place,” I said. “I’d be furious.”

      Monos shrugged, then served Xavier a bottle of blood. “I guess. But what can I do?”

      “I didn’t say you should do anything. But you should at least be honest with yourself about how you feel. Your own father doesn’t trust you. He thinks you’re easy targets for us, the very inferior creatures he wishes to eliminate altogether. What does that say about you?” I asked.

      That hit him deep. His expression shifted from slightly amused to bewildered, as the entire concept sank in. A second later, his brow furrowed, but he continued to serve food.

      “Honestly, Monos, I don’t get why you all let the Perfects push you around like they do.” Jovi sighed, then scarfed the rest of his food down.

      Varga swiftly took the lead from him. “You’re all intelligent and powerful, fast and ridiculously strong. I mean, sure, you don’t have the pretty wings and whatever, but it doesn’t make you inferior. You have the same rights. Why do you get to be treated like idiots now, when the Perfects are obviously the ones in need of additional education?”

      Monos was fascinated, and he didn’t bother to hide his interest. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Well, look at this,” Varga replied, pointing at himself, then Monos and me, then the hundreds of supernaturals surrounding us. “The guards should have the presence of mind to stop this from happening. We’re talking right now, you and I. Technically speaking, we’re fraternizing. Pretty poor job they’re doing.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Monos sighed. “I wouldn’t be able to help you with anything, anyway. I don’t have high-level access. I’m just a servant.”

      I shook my head slowly. “Is that what you want to be your whole life? A servant for Perfects who don’t give a rat’s ass about you, Monos? Have you never experienced happiness?”

      Monos seemed confused. He blinked several times, as if wrapping his head around the concept.

      “Happiness? What’s… happiness?” he asked.

      “Monos!” One of the Perfects’ voices thundered across the dome, startling Monos. “Keep moving and finish your job!”

      Monos did as ordered, even though he couldn’t see the Perfect who had spoken. However, his voice alone had been enough to kick Monos into gear. He was practically quivering with fear as he pushed the cart away and lost himself in the crowd of prisoners.

      Varga moved to go after him, but I caught his arm. “Don’t,” I said. “He’s heard enough, for now.”

      “But we were just getting him warmed up,” Varga protested.

      “Nah, Derek’s right,” Jovi replied. “If we insist, Monos will know we’re trying to sway him. We want him to come to us next. Give him some time. He will.”

      “How do you know?” Varga asked.

      “He’s got that look in his eyes,” Jovi breathed, staring at Monos as his head moved farther away in the crowd. “He wants to know what happiness is. And we’re going to give him all the details.”

      For the time being, we had Monos right where we wanted him. The Faulty kept glancing at us over his shoulder. I could see the glimmer in his yellow eyes, too. The wonder and the curiosity. We were presenting him with thoughts he’d never had before. Soon enough, his mind would be soft and ripe enough for us to plant the first proper seeds of doubt.

      This was only the beginning.
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      The Perfect guards hadn’t expected us to gather around the Faulties so quickly. They didn’t intervene, except verbally—by berating Monos. It bought me a couple of minutes with Isda, though. I followed her through the crowd, accompanied by Claudia and the others, who obstructed the Perfects’ view of her.

      “Isda, the guards are here to make sure you don’t talk to us, aren’t they?” I asked, knowing that Derek had just had the same conversation with Monos. Isda nodded slowly, then handed me a bottle of fresh blood. “Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

      “Why would it be odd?” Isda replied. “Father doesn’t want you poisoning our minds.”

      “How could we? You’re an intelligent creature, Isda. You all are. Why do you allow Ta’Zan and the Perfects to make you feel like you’re anything less than that?” I retorted, genuinely irritated.

      She shrugged. She was going to think about this later—my instinct for predicting people’s behavior never failed me. Even though they were engineered in a lab, the Faulties were perfectly capable of emotions. And no one was immune to doubt, especially a creature like Isda, who’d been knocked from her position in this world to make room for her arrogant and more advanced brothers and sisters.

      “I’m curious, Isda, what was it like before?” Claudia asked her, then gave her a thankful nod and accepted a bottle of fresh blood.

      “Before what? Before stasis?” Isda replied, frowning slightly.

      “Yes. What was life like for the Faulties?”

      “It was good,” Isda said, the shadow of a smile fluttering across her face. “Even when the Draenir started coming around, desperate for a cure, we stayed strong. We were together, just us and Ta’Zan.”

      “And now? Is it better?” I asked.

      I caught her off guard, and she instinctively shook her head in response. Upon realizing that, her eyes widened with shock, but Claudia didn’t give her time to dwell on it or walk back on her gesture.

      “What about Amal and her sister, Amane?” she inquired. “What’s so special about them that makes them so important to Ta’Zan?”

      Isda had mentioned Amane before, though only in passing—Amal’s twin sister. We’d not had the chance to further discuss it, until now.

      “Amal and Amane have a unique bond,” Isda explained. “They’re the first and only biological twins. Their genetically modified embryo split in the artificial womb. They were a thing of wonder… Thing is, they’re incredibly smart and capable when they’re together. It’s like they operate at 100 percent capacity. Once you tear them apart, their performance is reduced. On their own, they’re dimmed. Still, even separated from her sister, Amal is a force to be reckoned with. She supports Father with some of the medical and administrative tasks. Father wants Amane back, though, so he can have his genius twins back at full capacity.”

      “His operations depend on Amal and Amane being reunited?” I asked.

      “I think so. I’m not sure,” Isda replied. “I’m not privy to such information.”

      Claudia raised an eyebrow, her gaze fixed on Isda as she offered Yuri a bottle of blood. “Amane left, didn’t she?”

      Isda nodded again. “Yes. She was an anomaly, from that point of view.”

      “How so?” I replied.

      “Well, shortly after the awakening, some of my brothers and sisters were deemed too volatile and violent to be a part of the new world that my father wanted to create,” Isda said. “They were ejected and left behind before we moved to this location. Father didn’t have the heart to kill them. He thought nature would sort things out for him. Amane, on the other hand, chose to leave. She ran away, and Father is still looking to get her back.”

      As I processed the information, I wondered if Ben, Rose, and their team had met any of the ejected Faulties along the way.

      “There’s a group of outsiders like you out there, you know,” Isda added. “I’m sure your friends here told you about them.” She nodded at Hansa and Jax.

      It was my turn to nod. “Two of them are my children,” I replied, my voice low and shaky.

      Isda couldn’t help but smile. “Then you’ve raised them well,” she said. “They’ve been giving the Perfects a run for their money out there. Father wants them all captured alive and brought here, but they keep escaping.”

      My heart swelled with pride upon hearing that. I could almost imagine Ben and Rose fighting the Perfects and leading their team closer to our location. I ached to see them again—ideally while they staged a jailbreak to get us out of here.

      “Why are you telling us all this?” Claudia asked her.

      Isda chuckled softly. “No reason whatsoever. I just think you deserve to know, since they’re your people.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Isda. Again, it puts you at odds with your Perfect siblings. How are they so cruel and vicious, when you’re so kind?” I murmured.

      “I don’t know, Sofia. I suppose it’s just not in my nature to engage in deception and secrecy,” Isda replied gently as she started passing food bowls around to the other prisoners.

      “What else do you know about the group of outsiders?” Claudia asked.

      “The Perfects send reports every six hours,” Isda said. “The latest one said that they managed to form an alliance with one or two ejected Faulties. It gave them a bit of an edge against the Perfects. But I don’t know how much longer they can keep this up. My winged siblings have greater stamina, and they’re very determined, by nature.”

      “My Elonora is on that crew,” Claudia breathed, and looked away, temporarily distracted by the thought of her grandchild in such danger.

      Isda watched her with concern glimmering in her eyes. “Your daughter?”

      “My granddaughter. Her brother is here,” Claudia replied, nodding at Varga, who was busy talking to Jovi and Derek. “Families belong together, Isda. And they all deserve to live.”

      Isda sighed, then lowered her gaze, as if already guessing where this conversation was going. We’d implanted the wisps of doubt, and it was going to take a few hours for them to set in and stretch out through her consciousness. It was time to once again address the concept of mass murder and genocide—which was exactly what Ta’Zan planned to do, once he figured out space travel and had a big enough army of Perfects.

      We could still do something about that, even as prisoners. One look at Claudia was enough for me to know that we were both on the same page. Isda could very well become our trump card, if we played the game right.
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      Isda seemed to look at me with renewed interest. I’d already noticed the warm glow in her eyes whenever we mentioned our family, but this time it was slightly different. I had a feeling that she was somehow personally invested in this, especially where Rose and Ben’s crew was concerned.

      “Ta’Zan wants to bring them all to you. That should make you happy,” Isda said. “If only they didn’t put up such a fight.”

      “My granddaughter and her friends were raised like us,” I replied. “They cherish freedom and independence more than anything, and they do their damned best to make sure everyone else gets those things as well. I’m sorry that you were never taught this… that you were never given the freedom you deserve.”

      Isda shrugged. “I like my life.”

      “But do you? Really? I mean, do you like getting smacked around by the likes of Abaddon?” I said, wishing there was a way for me to snap her out of this delusion she’d so comfortably settled into.

      “He won’t hurt me again. Father has ordered him to stop,” Isda murmured, looking away as she served more bowls of food from the cart.

      “Isda, what else can you tell us about the outsiders?” Hansa asked.

      “Well, I know Araquiel and his team are trying to hunt them down,” Isda replied. “Araquiel is one of our strongest and brightest, though not as smart as Amane and Amal put together,” she added, smirking. “He’d never be able to help Father with his genetic work, for example, but he’s a quick learner and has an impressive, strategic mind. If anyone can conquer the entire universe, it’s definitely Araquiel. His team is on his level, too. Which is why I was surprised to hear that a bunch of outsiders with clearly inferior genes were able to dodge him, more than once.”

      “You keep underestimating us, simply because we weren’t crossbred in a lab, like you.” Anjani said, crossing her arms as she refused the food that Isda offered.

      Isda pushed the bowl to Anjani’s chest, forcing her to take it. “You must eat and build your strength,” the Faulty replied. “As for your kind, well, you’re all here, and you cannot do anything against Father and the Perfects. Just because a bunch of your kind have managed to elude Araquiel doesn’t mean they won’t end up in here, with the rest of you. It’s only a matter of time. You might as well get used to the idea. You have it better with Father, anyway. At least you get to live, unlike the others.”

      “My granddaughter will burn this whole place to the ground before she lets anyone put a collar around her neck,” I retorted, then took a sip of blood. It tasted delicious—most likely taken from one of those wild animals we’d fed on during our stay at the resort on Noagh. Slightly fruity and full-bodied. My senses sharpened with each sip.

      Isda chuckled softly. “I don’t doubt your granddaughter’s ability to wreak havoc,” she said. “I suppose the same goes for the rest in her group, since the latest reports from the field state that they managed to take a Perfect prisoner.”

      “Whoa, way to save that little gem till the last minute!” I gasped. “When… How did that happen?”

      “I don’t know. I only overheard Douma’s name mentioned. I was in the room with Father and Amal when the reports came in,” she said. “They cannot kill the Perfects, anyway. They can try all they want, but they will fail. Douma will free herself, eventually. Once she gathers enough information from the inside, she will turn on them. They can’t keep her down forever.”

      My heart started racing as I thought of a Perfect in their midst, ready to slit their throats the first chance she got. While I applauded their prowess and ingeniousness, because it must’ve taken some to capture a freaking Perfect, I worried that they didn’t yet understand the danger these creatures presented. I worried about Varga, too, stuck here while his sister was out there. I feared he might try something even with the collar on.

      I took a deep breath, then gave Isda a warm smile. “Thank you for telling us all this, Isda. I truly appreciate it.”

      “It’s nothing. You deserve to know. Besides, you’ll see your granddaughter soon enough.”

      “Can you find out more about these field reports?” I asked. “I need to know more about what they’ve done so far. It’s only for my peace of mind,” I added, pointing at my collar. “I obviously can’t do anything with the information because of these nifty gadgets. But, Isda, we need to know more. Can you help us? Can you maybe find out who they’re with? Or where they were last spotted, and the distance from here?”

      Isda’s smile faded. Fear slipped into her expression, her eyes widening.

      “I don’t think so. I wouldn’t want to upset Father,” she replied. “It’s bad enough I’m talking to you like this, despite his orders. He doesn’t want us eavesdropping and leaking intel.”

      “Please, Isda. We’re not doing any harm. Like you said, we deserve to know. We can’t do anything about it, but we’re going crazy in here, cut off from the rest of the world,” I insisted.

      “Father will punish me if he catches me,” Isda mumbled. “I’m afraid I can’t risk that, and—”

      The hall’s double doors burst wide open.

      My blood froze at the sight of Abaddon. He was such a beautiful, yet terrifying creature. With one eye blue and the other green, like the other Perfect males and like Ta’Zan himself, he scanned the entire dome area, then grinned at the sight of Derek, Sofia, and the others in our group. Isda vanished from my side, pushing the cart deeper into the crowd, obviously terrified of facing him again. Not that I could blame her.

      Abaddon sauntered into the hall, accompanied by four other Perfects. They were all clad in white silken tunics with intricate gems embroidered along the sleeves and around the neckline. I moved closer to Derek and Sofia, eager to rip Abaddon’s throat out if he tried something stupid. I was ready to take one for the team, if necessary. The guy was unhinged, and there was this viciously psychopathic glimmer in his eyes that sent shivers down my spine whenever he looked at us.

      “Ah, there you are!” Abaddon said, sneering at Derek.

      “What do you want? I thought your master told you to stay away from us,” Derek retorted, keeping his chin up high and standing his ground.

      Abaddon snickered, then raised his hands in a defensive gesture. “Hey, I’m not here to stir any trouble. But I was so excited to share the news with you, I had to come here myself!” he replied. “You see, my brother Araquiel was tasked with capturing that group of yours that’s still out there, sneaking around like little mice, and he failed. So, Father decided to send me out there to get them myself. He knows I’m very good at what I do. In fact, I’m a much better hunter than Araquiel. He’s more of a command-and-conquer kind of guy, whereas I… Well, I catch prey. And it’s open season on your people.”

      Derek didn’t respond immediately. Even I could tell that Abaddon was here to taunt us, and Derek wasn’t going to play into that so easily.

      “Pretty sure you’re getting overexcited here,” Derek said. “If our people were able to evade yours for this long, chances are they’re getting better and more cunning with each hour that passes.”

      “You’re also forgetting that our people are hunters, as well. And they’ve lived longer than you. You can’t top their experience,” Xavier cut in with a confident smirk.

      Abaddon chuckled, then measured each of us from head to toe, paying extra attention to our expressions. Aware of the collar around my neck, I tried my best to keep my mind clear and focus on his words, instead. The device was able to read my brainwaves, and, if given enough time, it could identify my intentions.

      I breathed out and kept my gaze fixed on Abaddon.

      “Well, you see, the problem with Araquiel and his crew is that they’re keen on taking your people alive,” he said. “Granted, I’m pretty sure Araquiel isn’t too happy about that, but Douma was quite the stickler for the rules. If I get involved, too, I doubt capturing the outsiders alive will still be a priority.”

      “You’re supposed to take them alive,” Derek said. “Everyone was pretty clear about it, since Ta’Zan wants live specimens for his work.”

      That still sounded ridiculously creepy, but it could finally be used as an argument in securing some kind of safety for my granddaughter and her team. Abaddon laughed again, and I could feel my blood simmering. I’d gone from fear to anger in less than a second.

      “Hey, I’ll give it a shot,” Abaddon replied. “But, frankly, I doubt I’ll make too much of an effort. If they put up a fight, I won’t have much of a choice. Father can still lift some bio-samples from them and store them in a freezer. He’ll just have a limited amount to work with. Besides, there are so many of you in here already. I’m pretty sure the suckers I’m about to hunt down are not unique in their genetic makeup.”

      It was my turn to chuckle. “You think we’re all mass-produced like you, maybe?” I retorted. “Each of us is unique, not just through our genes, but also through our personalities, our educations, and our experiences. You don’t have any of that. You only have your bodies, your factory settings, and a couple of days’ worth of living. No wonder our people have been running circles around you.”

      Abaddon didn’t seem to like my intervention. A muscle ticked angrily in his jaw as he narrowed his eyes at me. “I take it you’ve got someone you love in that group?”

      My heart stopped for a second. I had to give him credit—he was very good at reading people, and that didn’t work in my favor.

      “We love everyone,” I said, my voice somewhat shaky. It betrayed me, and Abaddon caught a whiff of fear from me. “Unlike you, we don’t stomp on others just to make ourselves feel unique.”

      “Oh, you definitely have someone special to you out there,” he replied. “I’ll be able to tell. There must be a bloodline or something. I can already smell it between you two and him!” he added, pointing at Yuri and me, then at Varga.

      Elonora’s brother was fuming. It was only a matter of time before he did something that would end up hurting him.

      “Abaddon, I thought you said you weren’t here to start a fight, yet I see you’re itching for one,” Derek said, raising his voice so the Perfect guards would hear him, too.

      It got the desired effect, as the guards forgot all about keeping an eye on the Faulties feeding the rest of the prisoners, and directed their attention to Abaddon and the four Perfects standing behind him.

      “It’s not my fault you people have thin skins,” Abaddon said, then looked at Varga. “You, in particular. You’re such an easy target. It’s almost impossible for me to hold back when I see you burning up like this. I mean, how can I not say that I look forward to ripping your loved one’s spine out from their body, when I know what it will do to you, huh?”

      Varga cursed under his breath and took his first step forward. In that instant, Abaddon grinned, ready to take him on. I had to do something, and fast. I darted toward Abaddon. It only took a split second, in which I got my claws out and slashed his throat, before an electric surge blazed through me.

      I heard Derek and the others gasping. The image shifted before me, but I managed to catch a glimpse of blood spraying out of Abaddon’s throat. I landed hard on the ground, my joints and muscles stiffened. Electricity kept coursing through me.

      Everything went black. I smelled burning flesh.

      But at least I’d torn the bastard open.

      Worth it.
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      Varga and Jovi were the first to react when Claudia went down. Abaddon fell backward, spraying blood everywhere. The other four Perfects caught him as he choked and gurgled, struggling to stay alive.

      Jovi and Varga went straight for Abaddon’s partners, but the collars shocked them hard enough to bring them to their knees. Xavier, Lucas, and I pulled them back just as they tried to get up again, while Yuri, Sofia, Vivienne, and Hansa gathered around Claudia. She was out cold, but she was going to recover. I could still hear her heartbeat.

      “Let me go!” Varga shouted, squirming in my firm grip. “I’ve got some heads to rip off!”

      The Perfect guards intervened, positioning themselves between us and Abaddon. Jax and the others in our crew pushed back on the rest of the prisoners, who were now buzzing and moving closer. We needed to clear the area and cool everybody’s heels—we couldn’t afford a confrontation with the Perfects. Not at this point in time.

      “Any action you take against us is punishable through electrical shocks!” one of the Perfect guards announced, reminding us of our collars’ functionality. As if we hadn’t seen and felt it already. “Stand back and keep your distance!”

      Varga kept struggling, until I tightened my hold on him, pressing my forearm against his windpipe and cutting his air supply off. “Calm the hell down, or you’ll fry yourself like Claudia!” I hissed. “She’ll be fine. She’s just knocked out.”

      “Abaddon has it much worse,” Lucas replied, nodding at the fallen Perfect.

      His partners tore their own sleeves to press them against Abaddon’s open throat in an attempt to stop the bleeding and rush the healing process. Abaddon was still, staring at the domed glass ceiling as he took measured breaths.

      Less than a minute later, the cut was already beginning to heal. The bleeding had subsided.

      I knew it wasn’t enough to kill a Perfect, but I had to give Claudia credit. She’d managed quite a feat, even with the collar on. I wondered how she’d managed to bypass the device’s brainwave reader, in order to get that close to Abaddon.

      Varga removed himself from my hold and kneeled by Claudia’s side. Yuri had her in his arms, pressing his lips against her forehead. He’d already slipped some of his blood into her mouth, judging by the crimson smears on her chin. She was going to heal soon.

      “Well, that was interesting, to say the least,” Xavier quipped, raising an eyebrow as he stared at Claudia. “She got pretty far.”

      “I would love to know how she pulled that off,” Lucas muttered.

      I shushed him. “We’ll talk once they’re all gone,” I whispered, briefly nodding at the Perfect guards, who watched us like hawks.

      “What’s going on here?” Amal’s voice cut through the hall.

      We all turned our heads to find her walking through the open double doorway, pushing a metal cart loaded with bandages and various bottles with clear and multicolored liquids. It was already time to check on the more severely wounded among our prisoners. Heath could definitely use a change of bandages, as blood was seeping through the ones wrapped around his waist.

      Once she reached us and got a full view of the bloody scene, Amal shook her head. We’d disappointed her, it seemed. She gave me a dark and sullen frown.

      “I expected better from you,” she said.

      I offered a shrug in return, then pointed at Claudia. “I tried my best, Amal, but Abaddon kept harassing Claudia. She caved in. I thought he wasn’t allowed anywhere near us!” I replied, fueled by anger.

      “He isn’t,” she said, then glowered at the guards. “What was Abaddon doing in here?”

      “We couldn’t stop him!” one of the guards retorted.

      “You didn’t even try!” Sofia interjected, while holding Claudia’s hand.

      Amal checked each of us out, then glowered at Abaddon, who was slowly recovering on the floor, surrounded by his partners. “You know Father will punish you for this,” she said.

      Abaddon sneered. “After I deliver the outsiders,” he whispered. His vocal cords were still healing. “By the way, your sister is slumming it with those rats.”

      “What?” Amal gasped, the color drained from her face.

      Abaddon chuckled, then instantly regretted it, as he choked and coughed, spitting out blood in the process. The Perfects holding him down squirmed, visibly disgusted at the sight of their now-dirty silken tunics.

      “Amane is fraternizing with the outsiders,” Abaddon managed. “She’s so screwed.”

      “You’re to bring her back alive, you animal!” Amal burst out, pointing an angry finger at him.

      “I’ll try…” Abaddon drawled, taking great pleasure in tormenting her.

      “No. You’ll do as you’re told. Father ordered that they all be brought back here alive!” Amal spat. “Unless you want him to drag your ass back to the drawing board and turn you into garden fertilizer, you’ll do as you’re told!”

      That hit Abaddon deep. I quickly glanced around the hall and noticed Isda and Monos standing twenty yards away, settled behind the food carts and staring at Amal and Abaddon. This didn’t seem like a regular encounter to them. I had a feeling it had something to do with the fact that Amal was a Faulty and was still standing after talking to a Perfect the way she had. The last time Isda had tried to speak up, she’d been swatted away like a fly.

      “You’ll lose your head for speaking to me this way!” Abaddon hissed.

      “No, I won’t. Because I’m useful and loyal. I helped create your sorry ass. Stop making me regret it,” Amal retorted. “I may not be a Perfect, but I have my worth, and so does my sister. While I don’t condone her treachery, it’s my responsibility to punish her. You stay out of this and deliver her, like you were told!”

      Amal was downright fearless when angered. I was impressed.

      I also noticed the tremor in her voice whenever she spoke of her sister. I made a mental note to try to talk to her about it—later, once all the hostile elements were out of the dome. Abaddon’s mere presence turned my stomach upside down. It was quite a challenge to control my urge to snap him in half.

      “You’re worthless without your sister,” Abaddon replied, refusing to wipe the smirk from his face.

      “We’ll see who’s worthless when you come back emptyhanded, like your cohorts,” Varga said, mirroring his arrogant sneer.

      It didn’t sit well with Abaddon, who tried to get up so he could start another fight. Yuri instinctively gripped Varga’s arm and whispered something in his ear. It was enough to get the young vampire sentry to cool down, almost immediately.

      “Well, look at that. Yuri’s the sentry whisperer.” Lucas chuckled, noticing the exchange.

      “You’re lucky that Father has more use for you alive than dead, Amal,” Abaddon said as he finally got up, aided by his four Perfects. His throat was almost fully healed, but he’d lost a tremendous amount of blood. It was going to take a little while longer for his strength to return. “Either way, you’re all doomed to a miserable existence,” he added, narrowing his eyes with disgust as he looked at us. “You’re already weak and inferior. Your people won’t stand a chance. We’ll pick them off, one by one. We’ll burn your planets down. We’ll wipe your civilizations from the entire universe. The world will know nothing but the Perfects! As it should be!”

      “As it should be!” the four Perfects repeated after him, with pride and confidence.

      “I guess the propaganda worked,” Lucas said with a scoff, raising an eyebrow. “But, tell you what, Abaddon. Come talk to us if you manage to catch our people. I have a feeling it will be a while before we see each other again.”

      Abaddon grinned. “Your overconfidence is almost adorable.”

      “And your idiotic arrogance is downright hilarious. I’m still wondering if you are what Ta’Zan meant by ‘superior intelligence,’ because I’m starting to think Ta’Zan hasn’t gotten out much. If yours is the brightness standard he wants for his so-called Perfect army, he’s absolutely screwed,” Lucas replied.

      “Uncle Lucas, that was a very elaborate and eloquent burn. Well played,” Jovi said.

      Lucas gave him a wink. “Thank you. It flowed quite naturally, too.”

      “I noticed. You’re getting better and better, each day. Soon enough, these chicken-winged bastards will stroke out whenever you speak. They don’t respond well to creatures of superior intelligence, as you can see,” Jovi said.

      The exchange made Abaddon turn red with rage. He tried to come at us, but the Perfects held him back. The guards moved toward him, as well, reminding him of the power of their authority. Ta’Zan’s orders were specific and could not be disobeyed.

      “I’ll kill your loved ones. I’m sure there are plenty of them back on whatever planet you came from,” Abaddon replied, gritting his teeth. “I’ll tear them apart, limb by limb, and I will make sure you see it all, up close and personal. I promise.”

      Just as Jovi opened his mouth to respond, Ta’Zan’s calm and smooth voice echoed through the dome. “You shouldn’t make promises you cannot keep, Abaddon.”

      Abaddon froze.

      Chills gripped my spine and made my throat close up.

      For a moment, time stood still, as we all became aware of Ta’Zan’s presence. He had this way about him—it demanded our full attention. He was our nemesis and our captor, and yet, I couldn’t help but find myself fascinated by him.

      He stepped into the room, wearing his silvery silk tunic and keeping his hands behind his back. His gray hair was loosely braided down his back. His eyes—one blue and one green, both piercing and savage—settled on Abaddon, who lost his voice and his color in a millisecond.

      Ta’Zan terrified him, to his core.

      There had to be something about this creature, something he was capable of doing, in particular, that inspired such dread in Abaddon and his siblings. I made it my mission to find out what that was.
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      It took considerable effort not to laugh at how quickly Abaddon had gone from powerful and menacing Perfect to mewling, trembling little kitten at the sight of Ta’Zan. In all fairness, Ta’Zan creeped us all out, but none of us shivered like Abaddon.

      The Perfect had trouble controlling his own nature. His violence and arrogance seemed to run deeper than his fear of Ta’Zan and the repercussions he would suffer if he disobeyed. He simply couldn’t control himself, and that was a card I was intent on playing, over and over again, until he ended up as “garden fertilizer,” to quote Amal.

      “Father… I… I was just—” Abaddon tried to speak, but Ta’Zan didn’t have any patience left.

      “You were taunting and picking a fight with my specimens, despite my precise order not to do that.” Ta’Zan cut him off. “How many times am I going to have to reprimand you, before I take you out completely?”

      “Father, no! I was good—I didn’t fight them! They fought me! They came at me! That one over there!” Abaddon replied, pointing a nervous finger at Claudia, who was finally coming to. “Then the others!” he added, singling out Jovi and Varga, too.

      “He came in looking for trouble,” I said firmly. “He didn’t have to throw the first punch to start a fight. That wasn’t his intention, anyway. He just needed one of us to lose control first, so he’d have an excuse to strike back.”

      “Shut your mouth, you little—” Abaddon growled at me, but Ta’Zan silenced him simply by raising his hand in the air. The Perfect swallowed the rest of his words.

      “Abaddon, remove yourself from my presence at once. You have work to do. Don’t make me regret the job I gave you,” Ta’Zan said.

      Abaddon nodded once, then motioned for his four companions to join him. They stormed out of the domed hall. A couple of seconds later, I could breathe again. There was something about him—something so dark and toxic that it oozed out of him and thickened the air. As soon as he was out, the entire atmosphere changed.

      Isda, Monos, and the other two Faulties continued distributing food bowls among our people, while Amal pushed the medical cart closer to us. She nodded at Heath first.

      “Come over, please. It’s time to change your bandages,” she said.

      Heath grumbled something under his breath, but went to her nonetheless. He wasn’t happy with his circumstances, but he had no choice.

      “Don’t be upset, Heath,” Ta’Zan interjected, looking slightly amused. “A couple more of Amal’s treatments, and you’ll only need a few drops of vampire blood to complete your recovery. Your friends here will be more than happy to help.”

      “What are you doing here, Ta’Zan?” Derek asked, his brow furrowed.

      Amal took care of Heath’s wounds, while the other prisoners in need of fresh bandages lined up behind the dragon. They’d gotten used to the motions already. This was the first time that Amal’s medical care services overlapped with the feeding. To most, it didn’t say much. To me, on the other hand, especially with Ta’Zan in the room, it spoke volumes, because I had a front row seat to all the relevant expressions and stolen glances.

      “Just stopping by,” Ta’Zan said to Derek. “I need some additional samples, and Amal here will help me.”

      Amal gave him a brief nod. “Which creatures, Father?”

      Ta’Zan scanned the entire crowd, narrowing his eyes as he focused on Jax and Hansa. “Those two,” he said. “A Mara and a succubus. They’re clearly a couple, despite their opposing biology. I’d like to see if we can crossbreed them despite the blood incompatibility.”

      That troubled both Hansa and Jax. In fact, it hit them deep—I knew because they’d been talking about settling down and forming a family. Given Hansa’s silver blood, the chances that she would be able to carry a Mara’s baby to term were slim to none. Silver was, after all, toxic to the Maras. If Ta’Zan could actually create a hybrid from Hansa’s and Jax’s genes, it was going to hurt them both. They would’ve loved a child of their own, after all, but not to see it indoctrinated and turned against the entire universe by Ta’Zan.

      “Lift some more from the dragon, too,” Ta’Zan added. “I’m feeling creative today.”

      “Do you have any idea how disturbed that sounds?” Lucas sighed, shaking his head in disgust.

      Ta’Zan gave him a dry half-smile. “I’m a god, Lucas. I create life. In fact, I create some incredible forms of life, and I’m looking to elevate my game. If you think that’s disturbing, then you have no appreciation for the miracle of life itself.”

      Lucas laughed wholeheartedly. “Really, Ta’Zan? I don’t appreciate life?”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying,” Derek interjected, wearing a sad smile.

      Ta’Zan seemed confused. “Am I missing something here? Perhaps an interesting anecdote about your past experiences?”

      “And then some,” Lucas said, crossing his arms. “I died, Ta’Zan. I died, and I was brought back. I know exactly how precious and how beautiful life is. You, on the other hand, have no idea. You think you do. You’re clearly brilliant enough to understand it. But you’re too busy playing God and tooting your own horn to fully grasp the entire concept.”

      Ta’Zan exhaled sharply, then looked at Derek. “Do you feel the same way?”

      Derek replied with a nod. “You value the life that you created, in your lab. The lives you use to create are also important, but not as much as your Perfects. Everyone else is worthless, in your view, which is why you’re so hell-bent on destroying all of the existing civilizations. You claim to celebrate and cherish the value of life, but you have no qualms about wiping us all off the map, simply because you think your creations are better. No one put you in charge of the universe, Ta’Zan. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “It does if I say it does,” Ta’Zan replied dryly. “I have the knowledge and the power to change the oldest of rules. I get that it doesn’t sit well with you, Derek, but this is a new world, which I’m reshaping to my own liking. I suggest you really make an effort to integrate and enjoy living here. The life you know is gone.”

      Amal was quiet, but I noticed the frown sneaking between her eyebrows as she drew some of Heath’s blood with a small syringe. She then took out two others, motioning for Jax and Hansa to come closer. Heath grunted as he moved back, while Jax and Hansa reluctantly walked over to Amal.

      I caught a glimpse of Monos. He wasn’t happy at all. He kept scowling at the Perfects, particularly when they weren’t looking his way. Isda, on the other hand, seemed absently happy. Ta’Zan’s presence filled her with some kind of serenity, but there was also tension in her shoulders. I could tell from the way she moved. She was significantly stiffer when he was around.

      It seemed like a contradiction, but it was interesting to observe. I had a feeling that, deep down, Isda knew what kind of person Ta’Zan really was. Outwardly, she was pleased and happy to just be around him. But her subconscious betrayed her. One more avenue to explore later.

      “But enough about that,” Ta’Zan added. “How have you been, Derek? Besides this minor incident, of course,” he added, pointing at Claudia. “For which I apologize, by the way. Abaddon has a peculiar way of showing interest toward other creatures, especially those different from him.”

      “Is that how you taught him?” Derek asked.

      The rest of us listened but stayed out of the conversation. Some of the prisoners exchanged glances and whispered words, while others chose to keep their attention focused on Isda, Monos, and the other two Perfects.

      Amal finished collecting blood samples from Jax and Hansa, then joined Ta’Zan.

      “I taught him that he is superior. I taught him the very biological truth that makes him who he is,” Ta’Zan replied.

      “But you didn’t teach him compassion or acceptance. Empathy or kindness,” Derek said.

      “What good are those abstract terms in this world, Derek?” Ta’Zan sighed, the corner of his mouth twitching. “The good and gentle are always eaten alive. I’ve seen it here, on Strava, among the wild animals and among the Draenir, too. Survival and dominance are key. They’re what drive life, Derek, not soft and fluffy feelings.”

      “That is merely your interpretation of the world,” Derek replied. “It’s not a fact, or an absolute value. If it were, none of the so-called good and gentle species would survive in the long run. However, they still roam this planet, don’t they?”

      “Of course. They’re food for the predators,” Ta’Zan said, even more amused.

      “That’s not their primary purpose. Their natures may make them seem weak to predators, but to those on or below their level, they are important for more than just their flesh.”

      “I am more interested in the predator’s perspective. The predators always survive the longest. The apex predators rule the world, Derek. And I’ve created just that,” Ta’Zan said.

      “That’s very one-sided, Ta’Zan. I would’ve expected more from you,” Derek replied, shaking his head in disappointment.

      Ta’Zan smirked. “Fortunately, I am not here to meet your expectations, only mine.”

      As I watched the exchange, I couldn’t help but draw parallels between Derek and Ta’Zan, especially in how they facilitated the creation of hybrids. Ta’Zan wanted control over everything. He ruled over the genes, the embryos and the fully developed specimens. They worshipped and obeyed him because he was the only father and leader they ever knew. He shaped their minds to suit his interests. Going against him wasn’t even a thought, not to mention an option. Ta’Zan had some kind of ace up his sleeve, some in-case-of-emergency button to press if his Perfects got out of line—he had to, otherwise he would’ve been overpowered by the likes of Abaddon, who craved destruction and violence, yet disliked the orders he was given.

      In contrast, Derek followed the path of freedom, love, and tolerance. I’d been with him for many decades now. I’d seen the beauty to come out of it. The natural bonds. The timeless friendships. The years of peace and the progress of entire civilizations—once it became clear that love and kindness accomplished much more than violence and discrimination. We understood happiness. We’d experienced it, over and over, between painful trials and tribulations. We’d come to appreciate every moment we had with our loved ones, because we could all be gone in an instant.

      The Perfects didn’t have that. All they had was self-aggrandizement and a very narrow view of the world. They considered themselves “apex predators,” with sole rights to this entire universe. The rest of us didn’t matter. As much as Ta’Zan liked to use the basics of nature to justify his methods and mission, everything he was doing was completely against it.

      Derek’s and Ta’Zan’s endgames differed, where the universe was concerned. So did their motivations. But, at the end of the day, they were both loved and respected father figures in their worlds. The only thing that truly set them apart was how they’d gotten to this stage.

      Derek wanted to explore and befriend the entire universe, if possible. Ta’Zan wanted to rearrange it and weed out any creature that didn’t fit his idea of genetic perfection.

      “The samples are ready,” Amal interjected politely, breaking Derek and Ta’Zan’s intense staring competition.

      Ta’Zan looked at the syringes. Blood was glimmering silver in one of them. He smiled. “Thank you, Amal,” he replied, then placed a hand on her shoulder. “Worry not, we’ll get your sister back, and you’ll be complete again. In the meantime, we still have work to do.”

      “Father, she betrayed us,” Amal murmured. “Abaddon said she’s fraternizing with the outsiders. Helping them.”

      “She’s lost, Amal. That is all. Once she’s back here, with us, her mindset will change,” Ta’Zan comforted her.

      “I’m pretty sure she’s already seen how rotten your kingdom is, Ta’Zan. Once a creature tastes freedom and experiences love, it’s over. You can’t bring them back into the darkness. It’s not how we’re designed. The universe doesn’t create oppression. It’s people like you who perpetuate it. And it never works. Not in the long term,” Derek said.

      “We’ll see about that,” Ta’Zan replied. “I’ve never failed in anything I set out to do. I’m sure I’ll be able to bring Amane back into the fold. Especially since her sister is still here. Don’t underestimate a biological sibling’s affection.”

      There was something in the way he said that. It made my stomach tie itself up in knots. The look on Amal’s face was even more telling—albeit fleeting, the expression of genuine fear I saw was enough to make one thing clear: Ta’Zan was going to employ all means necessary to bring Amal’s sister back under his command.

      With this bigger and clearer picture in mind, I felt as though our core objective was refreshed, and more important than ever. Ta’Zan had to be stopped and taken out, no matter what, before he destroyed everything and everyone, including what Derek and I had managed to build over the years, across three dimensions.
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      A few hours had passed since Douma’s attempt to escape. Hours which we’d spent dozing off between brief discussions about what had happened in the pond. The more we talked about it, the more convinced we were that the Hermessi were stronger on Strava—and manifesting, too.

      It was quiet outside, for the most part. The occasional critter chirped here and there, over the constant murmurs and rumbles of the waterfall. The cloaking spell did a fine job of keeping our little perimeter safe, while I relished the cool air inside the cave. I understood why Amane had thought of this as a secure spot. The waterfall obscured the grotto entrance, while the pond, jagged rocks, and thick shrubbery outside made it difficult for just anyone to stumble upon it.

      I fell asleep at some point, after Ben and Rose recorded and sent out the second message for GASP. They were going to get it soon—we’d used Ben’s and Vesta’s blood again. This time, however, they recovered much faster, thanks to the little care package that Arwen had included in the crate.

      My dreams were messy and scary as hell. Perfects were hunting me nonstop. Only, they didn’t look as beautiful as the real ones we’d dealt with. They were downright grotesque, deformed hybrids with animal parts sticking out in all the wrong places. Their fangs and claws were huge, and they had bat-like wings that reminded me of the Nerakian Death Claws. They kept catching and tearing me apart. I could almost taste my blood in my mouth.

      It seemed to go on forever, too. Like an endless loop of bloodcurdling horror. As if I was being punished for something.

      I managed to escape again, though I wasn’t sure how that was even still possible, since they’d repeatedly shredded me already. But I did. I fought my way out of the darkness, then fell through a tunnel. I tumbled all the way to the bottom, hearing my bones break in the process. I didn’t feel anything.

      Once I landed on my back, I could see glimmers coming at me through the blackness.

      Perfects. More of them. Thousands of them, in fact, swarming toward me like famished bees. The buzzing drove me nuts. The closer they got, the better I could hear the flapping of their leathery wings.

      Then a whisper trickled into my ear, and everything seemed to stop for a split second.

      I need you to believe in me, Elonora.

      Who was that? It was definitely someone. Or something.

      It kept saying the same thing. I need you to believe in me, Elonora. Over and over, until I forced myself to look around. I felt the cold ground beneath me. The dirt crumbling between my fingers as I struggled to regain my senses and keep moving. The deformed Perfects were still coming, and they were getting closer.

      I need you to believe in me, Elonora.

      I glanced to my side, slowly raising a handful of black dirt in my hand. All of a sudden, my presence here made sense. At the same time, it didn’t. Because dreams are weird like that. But I was aware that I was having a dream.

      “I’m in a lucid dream,” I murmured.

      I need you to believe in me, Elonora.

      “Yeah, you keep saying that, like a broken record. But who the hell are you?” I asked.

      When no answer came, I looked at the dirt in my hand again and noticed the diamond-like shimmers. Again, it all made sense. This time, however, I held on to that thought. I didn’t let it slip away. It needed me to believe in it—whatever it was.

      “I believe,” I whispered. “I do. I believe.”

      The monsters were a couple of yards away now, cutting through the darkness like steel knives. They were headed straight for me, and they were going to tear me apart again. Even though I couldn’t feel any of it, I sure as hell wasn’t fine with experiencing the same horror on a friggin’ loop. I’d had enough.

      “I believe, okay? I believe!” I shouted.

      What do you believe in, Elonora?

      I knew this was all extremely weird, but I played along, willing to do and say anything to stop the incoming carnage. “I believe in you. Earth. Hermessi. I believe in you,” I mumbled.

      All it took was to say it out loud. As soon as the deformed beasts reached me, the ground opened up and swallowed me whole. I was suddenly weightless. The ghastly Perfects were gone. They’d lost me. And I was sinking deeper into the earth.

      

      My eyes shot open. I sucked in a breath.

      I wasn’t cold anymore. In fact, I was pleasantly warm, albeit lying on the cave’s stone floor. Something was keeping my temperature in the higher degrees. It had definitely been a dream, but as I sprawled my fingers over the stone beneath me, I felt everything—every molecule, every vibration… everything.

      Assuming I’d just had an intense dream about an earth Hermessi, and that my senses were still riled up, I exhaled and turned over onto my other side. My heart skipped a beat as I identified the source of that pleasant warmth I’d just woken up to.

      Nevis had been sleeping behind me. I was facing him now.

      I’d thought he was cold, much like vampires, given his Dhaxanian nature, but, for some reason, he wasn’t. His body had, in fact, been keeping mine warm in the chill of the cave.

      His eyes were closed. His breathing was even. His heart rate was mellow. I couldn’t help but admire him in the dark. I could see his every feature, perfectly—the pristine white hair, with rebellious strands coming out of the vertical cornrows stretching all the way to the back of his neck—a style he’d chosen to wear, shortly after we got to Strava, because of the tropical heat that took a toll on his temperature. The high and prominent cheekbones. The slim blade of his nose and the rosy flesh of his lips.

      I licked mine in response, a subconscious reaction as I wondered what kissing Nevis would feel like. The guy was a complete enigma for me. He was this gorgeous, fairytale-like prince with broad shoulders, toned muscles, and a face to die for. Yet he was cold and distant to everyone. That was definitely part of his appeal, since all the GASP girls swooned over him.

      I could totally see why they were all nuts about him. My heart practically purred in his presence. My emotional scars vanished whenever my gaze settled on his lips. Every thought of us getting together made me feel like I could actually get over those wretched high school years. A part of me wanted him. Badly. And that part was stronger than the part that wanted me to keep my distance.

      Looking at Nevis now, the only word beaming in my head was “trouble.” This diaphanous Dhaxanian creature was nothing but trouble. And I realized that I most certainly wanted to get in his kind of trouble. Repeatedly.

      But did I have the courage to take such a leap?

      One thing became clear: I was drawn to Nevis in ways I’d never experienced before. Despite his abrasive and sarcastic nature—which, by the way, was a lot of fun when it wasn’t aimed at me—Nevis was an extraordinary individual. I got all soft and sweet on the inside whenever he acknowledged my abilities and my hybrid nature. I basically craved his validation.

      That sort of worried me, because I’d stopped caring about what other people thought after I got my heart broken in the Vale. Particularly humans. Only, Nevis wasn’t human. He was different. Superior.

      And he made me feel things I’d never felt before. I didn’t have to be so physically close to him for my body temperature to rise. All it took was one glance, or a fleeting half-smile. A little compliment recognizing my very existence as a hybrid, especially when compared to the Perfects. I felt perfect around Nevis.

      Being just inches away from his lips, however… it did things to me. It made it impossible for me to focus. All I could do was stare, wondering what he would taste like. I didn’t even care about my Hermessi-related dream anymore. I was too busy envisioning his lips pressed against mine. I lingered in that thought for a while—until a short hiss made my ears prick up.

      I frowned.

      When I heard the second hiss, I looked over my shoulder at the cave entrance. Hunter was sitting there, keeping an eye on the pond and the jungle area around it. He’d seen something. He let out a third hiss, prompting me to spring to my feet and dash over to his side.

      My blood was already pumping. Once I reached him, he gave me a sly grin.

      “Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead,” he said. “Took you a while.”

      “I was sleeping. Duh,” I said.

      “No, you weren’t. I could hear your heartbeat all the way from here. You were fawning over Frosty the Ice Man.”

      “You’re probably delirious from sleep deprivation,” I mumbled, feeling my face burn.

      He chuckled softly, then pointed at a specific area on the edge of the jungle that framed our pond. “Look over there,” he said. “What do you see?”

      I glanced back to see Rose and the others getting up, one by one, all equally groggy. They were exhausted, and for good reason. We’d fought off Perfects and Faulties like crazy. We’d needed the break. Then, I followed Hunter’s gaze and caught movement on the edge of the woods.

      “Aha. I see them,” I replied, using my True Sight to get a better look. “Three Faulties. One large, two… kind of scrawny.”

      “Wanderers, for sure,” Amane murmured as she moved closer. “I felt them.”

      “Potential enemies,” Vesta said, frowning.

      “Maybe not,” Kailani whispered, then ran out of the cave.

      “Kale, no!” I tried to grab her, but it was too late.

      My heart practically stopped, then jumped into my throat. I had no idea what she was thinking, as we’d all agreed on keeping ourselves hidden in the cave. Granted, we’d also talked about getting some Faulties on our side, but this was still unexpected and certainly not agreed upon in this instance. There was no time to waste, though. She was already out of our reach and was about to intercept the three Faulties.

      “Dammit!” Rose cursed under her breath.

      We had to go after her.
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      Time wasn’t on our side, and I didn’t want us to keep running from the Faulties, too. Not when we could try to persuade them to join us, instead. Our worst-case scenario involved killing them, anyway, if they were hell-bent on capturing us. But we still had a shot at this. We could talk to them.

      I didn’t have time to explain my sudden choice to go out, though, so it must’ve shocked Elonora and the others. I’d been meditating, resting, and reconnecting with the Word over the past few hours. The bond had developed to the point where I could hear and feel it, deep in my soul. Whenever I looked at the people on my team, I knew what they were and what they wanted, in a way I’d never felt them before. It was as if the Word was telling me who was what.

      Whenever I looked at Amane, for example, the Word sort of asked me to be careful. Her intentions were good, but the Word didn’t trust her methods. The same went for Kallisto. Where Douma was concerned, the Word was practically buzzing inside my head. Danger. Danger. Danger. And yet, there was hope for her. She could still be swayed, if I knew which buttons to push. It was very difficult to explain how I knew all this. I just… knew.

      When I’d first laid eyes on the three Faulties outside, the Word had flared through me, as if telling me to befriend them. To give them a chance. Therefore, I had to try it, before the others considered killing them to keep us all safe and under the radar. After all, the Perfects could still sense Amane, and so could some of the Faulties. As secure and secluded as the cave was, it wasn’t impervious to danger.

      I rushed down the jagged rocks, just as the three Faulties that Hunter had spotted came to a sudden halt. They’d heard and seen me. Their claws and fangs came out. I stopped just twenty feet away from them, putting my hands up in a defensive gesture.

      The rest of my team stumbled out of the cave and joined me, ready to fight.

      “Let me handle this, please,” I said to Rose and Ben in particular, then gave Elonora a pleading look. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “Who… Wait, you’re the outsiders!” one of the skinnier Faulties croaked.

      The burly one was huge, covered in rhino-like shells. He looked strong enough to rip my head off with his bare hands. But his bluish eyes seemed gentle, the complete opposite of his imposing figure. The scrawny female had white bird feathers covering parts of her body—specifically the back, the chest, and the arms. Her claws were long and sharp enough to easily cut through me. Her eyes were round and owl-like, blinking strangely. The Faulty that had first spoken was a slender male with reptile scales on his arms and legs, and big, yellow eyes.

      None looked angry or aggressive, but rather scared.

      “We don’t wish to hurt you,” I said to them.

      “Yeah, the trail of dead bodies you left behind sort of contradicts that,” the reptile Faulty said, baring his viper fangs. I was willing to bet that he had a venomous bite. I just didn’t want to be on the receiving end.

      “We’re only defending ourselves,” I replied. “We’re not out to kill anyone, but we will if we’re left with no other choice. Obviously.”

      “Maybe you should’ve led with that,” the reptile Faulty said, stifling a smirk.

      The burly one grunted, taking an attack stance. “I’m not sure we want to risk it,” he said, scoffing. “You’ve killed everyone you’ve come across. There’s no one to vouch for you. We may be better off just carting you off to Ta’Zan.”

      “Mm-hm. I hear there’s a reward for you, now,” the female chimed in, sneering. “He might even take us back!”

      Kallisto then stepped forward, giving me a brief but confident sideways glance. “They don’t kill all the Faulties they come across,” she said. “As you can see, Amane and I are still standing, Samael,” she added, addressing the reptile Faulty.

      He frowned, the glimmer of recognition obvious at this point. “Kallisto. You’re still alive.”

      “You know damn well I’m not easy to kill.” She chuckled.

      “Oh, wow, and Amane!” the bird Faulty retorted. “You’re both fraternizing with the enemy now, huh? Is this how low you’ll go?”

      “Hey, at least we’ve stopped deluding ourselves with the idea that Ta’Zan will take us back,” Kallisto said, crossing her arms despite the three Faulties’ aggressive poses. She didn’t want them to feel threatened. She was actually following my lead on this. I couldn’t help but consider myself impressed.

      Despite her treachery when we’d first met, Kallisto was definitely making an effort to be different. It meant that there was plenty of hope left for her siblings, too, including the three before us. The Word kept humming in my chest, beckoning me to develop a conversation. It felt as though I had my own, invisible consultant, an ever-present entity that analyzed everything and everyone around me and advised me on the best possible course of action each time.

      I’d been kind of aimless for days now, catching ephemeral spells and doing the best that I could with them, for as long as I could remember the words. This was different. And better.

      “You’re just bitter because you made the mistake of associating yourselves with the enemy,” the Faulty identified as Samael hissed.

      “Look at us!” Kallisto snarled, pointing at herself and Amane. “Do we look stupid? Don’t you think I’ve already tried delivering them to Ta’Zan? It didn’t work! The Perfects won’t let me anywhere near him!”

      “It’s true. She tried,” I said, nodding.

      Samael’s brow furrowed. I could tell he wasn’t ready to trust us yet. Fortunately, Elonora caught up with my intentions and pitched in.

      “Kallisto first fooled us into walking right into one of those fancy diamond colosseums,” she said. “She delivered us to Araquiel and his crew, then asked to be returned to Ta’Zan. She nearly got herself killed. So did we, for that matter.”

      “How’d you escape, then? Araquiel is an astonishing fighter,” the female Faulty replied.

      “We fought too. It took a little bit of luck, plus Kallisto’s intervention,” I explained. “She was quick to realize that, no matter what she says or does, Ta’Zan will never take the rejected Faulties back. You all need to understand that. He left you behind for a reason. And chances are he won’t keep the others around for much longer. Not while he’s still building Perfects.”

      That didn’t sit well with the female Faulty. “You’re lying!” she snapped. “You just want to turn us against our father!”

      “They’re telling the truth,” Amane replied. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. None of us will ever be able to go back.”

      “You left on your own!” Samael barked. “You! You traitor! You left Father! Why the hell would we ever listen to you, huh?”

      “Because I had every reason to leave!” Amane said, her hands balled into fists at her sides. The knuckles were white. She was filled with deep anger, from what I could tell. “You don’t know what Ta’Zan was doing. What he’s still doing. He left the Faulties behind. The ones still in his service are practically slaves. The Perfects push them around. Is that what you want to go back to? Being the Perfects’ punching bags?”

      Samael sighed. “We want to be a family again.”

      “Puh-lease! You were never a family to begin with,” Ridan replied. “It was always Ta’Zan, the maker and the master. Everyone else is a tool for him. A means to an end.”

      “He’s right, Samael,” Kallisto added. “It’s why he kicked us out in the first place. He didn’t find us useful anymore. We gave him our lives, our love, and our devotion, and he left us behind. He doesn’t give a damn about us. Wait and see. It’s only a matter of time before the others get ejected, too.”

      The three Faulties looked at each other, then set their sights on Amane.

      “You know, Father is pretty desperate to get you back. If we don’t capture you, someone else will,” Samael said. “It might as well be us. Who knows, maybe he’ll be so grateful that he’ll relent and take us back.”

      “What, were you born yesterday, Samael?” Kallisto chuckled. “All you’ll do is make it easier for Ta’Zan to make Perfects. Why do you think he wants Amane back? She’s the only useful Faulty out here. The rest of us are worthless. I thought you were smarter than this.”

      Ben cleared his throat, keeping his eyes on the Faulties. “I take it you all know each other, Kallisto? Amane?”

      “Yeah. We used to be friends, actually,” Kallisto grumbled. “Especially after we were kicked out. But then the Perfects started pushing us farther out. We were forced to separate because they kept coming after us, beating us senseless.”

      “Kallisto is right, though. Samael, I remember you. I remember your intelligence, your skepticism, and your innate ability to question everything,” Amane said. “What happened to you? How can you still believe Ta’Zan will take you back, after all this?”

      “The wilderness happened!” Samael retorted. “You don’t understand! Maybe you like it out here, but we’re completely aimless, purposeless without Father. All we do is sleep, hunt, and eat, when we’re not running away from our Perfect brothers and sisters. We only know a life of comfort and service. We’re not cut out for this world.”

      “That’s ridiculous. First of all, what you call comfort is misery. We could show you comfort, if you let us help you. Ta’Zan has failed to teach you a lot of basic life lessons,” I said. “You’re incredible hybrids, more connected to nature than most of us ever will be. If anyone is to survive in Strava’s wilderness, it’s the Faulties. Your genetic makeup makes it easier for you to blend into the environment. Most importantly, you’re entitled to freedom. Not servitude.”

      Samael then put on a sad smile as he looked at me. “What makes you think we like or even understand freedom?”

      That was a troubling question, and it provided me with new insight into how the Faulties had been indoctrinated, in the first place. They were conditioned to follow Ta’Zan. Life without him didn’t make sense. I understood that, but I refused to let it be the only way of living for the Faulties—and even for the Perfects.

      They’d been taught in such a narrow-minded way, my heart nearly broke for them.

      We had to show them another way.

      The Faulties deserved better.
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      I understood Kailani’s instinct to talk to these creatures. Unlike the other Faulties we’d dealt with before, these three weren’t exactly keen on attacking us. They seemed rather scared, in fact. I had a feeling we could talk them out of doing something stupid, before it was too late.

      Now that we’d fought some of their kind, we knew what kind of creatures we were dealing with. Samael and his companions were outnumbered, especially with Kallisto and Amane on our side. Dmitri had stayed behind in the cave, with Douma, who was tied up with charmed cuffs and a wing suppressor on her back. There wasn’t anything she could do while we went out for a bit. And we were perfectly capable of handling three Faulties without Dmitri.

      “No, I think we’ll just take our chances by doing the right thing. We’ll take you back to Ta’Zan,” Samael decided.

      I smirked. “I think you and I both know you’ve got zero chance of doing that,” I replied. “There are only three of you, and, like you said, we’ve already left a trail of bodies behind. Do you really want to join them, or do you want to try and make your lives better?”

      The big Faulty seemed interested. His pale blue eyes were fixed on me. “What are you trying to say?” he asked. Samael shushed him, but he shrugged. “What? I want to know what they’re offering!”

      “Why? They’re dead meat, anyway!” the female Faulty said. “If we don’t get them, someone else will.”

      “Not necessarily,” I replied. “We’ve managed to evade capture until now, haven’t we? We must be doing something right, don’t you think?”

      Samael sighed with frustration. “You have to yield. Father will have you all, sooner or later.”

      “Listen to me, Samael!” Kallisto snarled. “You three are complete idiots if you think capturing them and dragging them back to Ta’Zan will get you any closer to being in Father’s good graces. The Perfects will beat you into a pulp, then kick you out and tell you to be grateful that you get to live another day!”

      “It’s not what it used to be,” Amane added. “From the moment he captured the first outsiders, the Faulties were basically obsolete and of no use to him. He’s always wanted to create the perfect being. The supreme creature. He’s always referred to us as Faulties for a reason. What good are we to him, if we can’t even regenerate, huh? What good are you to him, if you’re not anatomically perfect, like he wanted you to be? We all have visible traces of the animals we were made of. Scales, feathers, claws, and stone-like skin, fur and fangs that he’s often described as ‘useful yet grotesque,’” she said.

      It made Samael and the others think. They seemed to relax their aggressive stances.

      It was time to take it to the next level. “We’re not seeking to harm anyone, but we’ll do whatever we can to get our people back and to stop Ta’Zan from going after our worlds,” I replied. “We’ve got planets of our own. Laws and traditions. We love and accept one another for who and what we are. We don’t treat those weaker than us as inferior, in any way. We don’t kick them out into the cold when we don’t need them anymore. Ta’Zan will destroy all of that. Once he manages to figure out space travel, we’re all done for, Samael. All we want is peace. The way you’ve been living is… well, it’s cruel and sad. And you deserve better!”

      “And you can give us better?” Samael replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “Heck, we can try,” I said. “You just need to stop clinging to this false hope that everything will be better if you take us to Ta’Zan. It won’t. He’ll just use our genes to make more and stronger Perfects. He won’t take you back. If anything, the Perfects will wipe you all out, because they’re being taught that they’re the only ones who deserve to live. Which, by the way, is ridiculous. It goes against nature itself.”

      “We can help you,” Kailani interjected. “We can help you reclaim your place in this world. But, first, we need to stop Ta’Zan. We can’t do that if we’re imprisoned, though.”

      “I get it. You’re on your own here. You’re disenfranchised. You were left behind. Abandoned. I know. I’ve felt the same way for quite a while,” Kallisto said. “But these outsiders are different. They lift each other up. They don’t put others down. And there are many of them, but they’re no match for millions of Perfects, and you know it. If we let Ta’Zan do what he wants, he’ll destroy other worlds. He’ll kill innocent creatures. He’ll kick them out, like he did with us… and worse. No one deserves that. Not me. Not you. Not anyone.”

      I took a step forward, prompting Samael and his two companions to move back a little. “We just want to find our people first. We want to stop Ta’Zan. We… We want to help you,” I murmured, my voice slightly shaky. “You know… deep down, you know this isn’t right. You might’ve been made in a lab, but every part of you is natural. And our instincts are the same. Our feelings, too. You know this isn’t the way the world is supposed to be. You know it doesn’t feel right. Don’t you?”

      Samael blinked several times, taking deep breaths as he looked at each of us. His yellow gaze was intense, as if he was trying to see through us, down to our very souls. He also looked conflicted. We were definitely getting to him.

      “I do,” he finally whispered. “It’s not right. It’s not right that we’re out here. It’s not right that we’re treated like scum, simply because of our appearance,” he said, looking down at himself. “It’s not right, no.”

      I nodded slowly. “Okay. Well, I’m not going to ask you to join us,” I replied. “But I am asking you to stop trying to capture us. Maybe even sit down for dinner with us.”

      “I want to know how you can help us,” the burly one said firmly, ignoring Samael’s irritated look. “I’m serious. I’m tired of scrounging for food out here. We used to have it much better.”

      The female Faulty chuckled softly. “Much, much better.”

      “We’re more than happy to share our plans with you,” Ben said. “And pleased to show you a better way to live. We’ve worked hard to get to where we are today, though. It won’t be easy.”

      “Hey, it can’t be worse than this,” the female Faulty replied.

      Fair enough. For them, it had to be bad. To go from their father’s most cherished creations to simple servants and unnecessary extras—that had to hurt, especially when they’d been trained to love and worship Ta’Zan, to see him as the single most important thing in their lives.

      In his absence, they clearly needed someone else to follow. I was more than ready to lead them. Not only was it going to help us get our parents and our friends back, but it was also the beginning of a potential alliance that would effectively stop Ta’Zan from spreading out into the universe, like the pestilence he and his Perfects had become.

      If these Faulties needed guidance, I was willing. If they needed strength, I had it. Most importantly, if they needed a family, there was always room in ours.
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      We settled back inside the cave, after Kailani granted them access through the cloaking spell.

      “You need to know that I’ve got your blood samples now,” she said. “Which means that I can do all kinds of dark magic on you, if you try to play us in any way.”

      She lied, of course. She didn’t have any dark spells in her repertoire. But none of us corrected her. It was just a protection measure meant to discourage them from betraying us, like Kallisto—who, in fact, played along nicely.

      “She’s perfectly capable of it, I’ll tell you that,” she said to the three Faulties as we gathered around the small campfire that Hunter and Ridan had prepared by the cave entrance.

      Hunter and Ridan then went out to hunt. One or two deer-like animals were enough to feed the entire group, including those of us who only consumed blood.

      The rest of our crew stayed put, adding more twigs to the fire and getting to know the three Faulties a little better. They still seemed relatively uneasy in our presence, but I knew it was only a matter of time before they’d warm up to us.

      Speaking of warm, I found myself sitting next to Nevis again, who barely said a word to me. He did, however, steal glances whenever he could. Sometimes, we found each other staring, then quickly looked away, blushing like two little kids. Even with the hot mess that we were in, I had to admit it was pretty cute, and completely not what I’d expected from him.

      “I’m Samael, as you know,” the reptilian Faulty said, then nodded at his companions. “This big fella here is Rasmus, and our little birdy is Leah.”

      “And you used to be with Kallisto,” I replied.

      He nodded. “We parted ways. Too many of us in one group won’t fare well in areas where the Perfects are expanding,” he explained. “The fewer, the better. Kallisto chose to leave. She wasn’t with us for long.”

      “Everything moved incredibly fast during the first few days,” Kallisto murmured, staring at the flames. “In the morning, I was watching Amane run away. By nightfall, I was out in the wilderness, too, scrambling for warmth and companionship.”

      “We found each other then,” Rasmus said, “and by the next evening, we were separated. The Perfects spread out like a plague. Worse, actually. Even the virus that killed the Draenir took more time to wipe them all out.”

      “What did you do for Ta’Zan?” I asked.

      Rasmus smirked. “I was on the security detail. I was responsible for keeping the sick Draenir out of our compound at all costs. It was risky, because the virus was easily transmitted. Fortunately, my thick skin kept me safe until we managed to set up a wider perimeter around our safety zone,” he said, patting his own shoulders. His skin was strange, indeed—not just thick, but stone-like. I doubted it could be easily pierced with a blade, unless his opponent got lucky enough to hit him in vulnerable soft spots, like his sides and neck.

      “I was a scout,” Leah added, scratching her feathered arms. “I’m quite good up in the trees, so that made me useful. Until the Perfects were made, with their perfect eyesight and perfect… everything.”

      “I was a nurse,” Samael said. “I looked after the wounded. I know my way around the plants and minerals of these islands. I whip up a mean disinfectant.”

      “And you?” Leah asked, looking at us all, curiosity shimmering in her round black eyes.

      “I’m Elonora,” I started. “Hybrid. Vampire sentry, to be precise. Got a few tricks up my sleeve. Can’t be out without covers during the day. Blood is my only form of sustenance.”

      Leah nodded slowly, then looked at Nevis, who straightened his back and proceeded to announce himself with the full pomp of his Dhaxanian heritage.

      “I am Prince Nevis of House Carandrir, First Son of Petrias and Melina, Pure Blood of Royal Dhaxanian, Ruler of the Dhaxanian Kingdom of Neraka, King of the Frost and Protector of the Ice Crown. And, as of recently, Lieutenant Major of GASP,” he said, his tone firm and solemn.

      We all stared at him, eyebrows raised in wonder, as we had never heard such a formal presentation of himself. Heck, he’d only asked me to address him as “Your Grace” back at The Shade party! Now, he was doing the complete title.

      “Sheesh,” I murmured.

      “King of the frost?” Douma chuckled in the background, firmly tied to her rock. The device in the side of her neck continued to blink blue and green. According to Douma, if the light turned red, she could call out to her Perfect siblings on a different frequency. The last thing we wanted was for her to give away our position.

      Samael, Rasmus, and Leah nearly jumped out of the cave, startled by her voice.

      “Why are you allowing her to speak?” Samael gasped. “She could call the others!”

      “No, she can’t,” Amane replied, pointing at her neck. “Her trill is clipped.”

      Samael then breathed a sigh of relief, motioning for Rasmus and Leah to join us once again around the fire. The evening grew chilly outside, and I’d gotten accustomed to the daytime warmth of Strava. The fire, in combination with Nevis’s close proximity, was quite effective in keeping my temperature elevated.

      “I’ve never heard your full title before,” I said to Nevis.

      “I suppose I was too busy demanding that you call me ‘Your Grace,’” he replied.

      I chuckled softly. “In hindsight, ‘Your Grace’ rolls easier off the tongue than that long-ass title of yours.”

      “I’d rather you call me Nevis, still. It’s a bit more… intimate,” he muttered, but the look in his icy blue eyes burned right through me. My throat was already parched, and I wondered if I should break eye contact—even though every fiber in my body told me not to. I couldn’t get enough of those sapphire-colored pools nestled beneath long, dark eyelashes.

      “And you?” Leah asked Dmitri, who was still sitting by Douma’s rock, his soul-eater blade on the ground in front of him.

      “Me?” Dmitri replied, both eyebrows raised. “I’m Dmitri. Half-werewolf. Can’t shift, though. What you see is what you get,” he added, grinning as he pointed two thumbs at himself.

      Leah smiled. “I don’t mind getting all that,” she said.

      Dmitri’s face turned crimson, his eyes wide and his mouth reduced to a tiny little line. None of us remembered anyone hitting on him with such brazenness. I sucked in a breath, trying very hard not to laugh. Kailani snorted, then covered her mouth to stop herself from doubling over.

      “Th-Thank you. I think?” Dmitri murmured.

      “Damn right, thank you!” Zeriel interjected, laughing as he sat next to Vesta. “When’s the last time someone came on to you?”

      “When’s the last time someone came on to you?” Dmitri retorted, jokingly narrowing his eyes in a faux glare directed at Zeriel.

      “I’ll have you know I’m quite popular among my Tritone ladies,” Zeriel said, grinning.

      “Yet, here you are, with your heart beating like thunder whenever the fae looks at you,” Nevis replied, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      That was enough to make both Vesta and Zeriel turn as red as Dmitri. Douma was being deliberately ignored, but she wasn’t bored. She was checking us all out, probably listening to our heartbeats, looking for weak spots… anything that she could use against us later.

      “And what are you, exactly?” Samael asked Zeriel.

      “I’m a Tritone.”

      “What’s that?” Samael replied, slightly confused.

      Zeriel smiled with kingly confidence. “Unlike this icicle here,” he said, nodding at Nevis, “I don’t go around announcing my royal title. But, to answer your question, I’m the king of Tritones on Calliope. We’re amphibious creatures. Quite fierce, if you annoy us.”

      “Talks a big game,” Rasmus grumbled, visibly amused.

      Zeriel scoffed, hilariously exasperated. “Why doesn’t anyone take me seriously? I don’t get it. I’m a king. And a fierce one, at that. I have legs that turn into a fish tail underwater, and I’m downright lethal!”

      “You don’t look as fierce as you think.” Vesta giggled. Once they locked eyes, however, her amusement faded away and her aura burst gold—much like Zeriel’s. Man, it was such a joy to be a sentry, sometimes. “You’re cute.”

      “I’m cute?” Zeriel repeated, frowning.

      “Not threatening. Handsome, yes. Cute, yes. But not fierce,” Vesta said, trying to dig herself out of the hole that she was digging herself even deeper into. The paradox was simply spectacular. Our Nerakian fae was head over heels with the Tritone king, and the Tritone king was totally sweet on her.

      Fortunately for all of us, Leah moved on quickly, shifting her focus to Ben and Rose. “What about you two? What are you supposed to be?”

      “I’m a vampire,” Rose said. “I’m Rose. And this is my brother, Ben. He’s a fire fae.”

      “How… How are you so different if you’re siblings?” Samael asked. “The one thing we know is that biological siblings always have physical traits and abilities in common.”

      Ben smiled, putting his arm around Rose’s shoulder. “It’s a long story, but, in short, this isn’t my original body,” he said. “I died once.”

      “Yet, here you are,” Rasmus replied, then looked at Kailani. “You. You’re a witch. That, we know. And you can do blood spells, too.”

      “Think I made that pretty clear,” Kailani said with a grin.

      “But there’s something else about you,” Rasmus said, “though I’m not sure what. There’s this glow about you I can’t explain.”

      Samael nodded briefly. “Rasmus is a little special. He can sometimes see things that we cannot.”

      “What, like auras?” I asked.

      Rasmus shook his head. “Not always. It depends. Right now, Kailani, Vesta, Ben, and you are glowing, though slightly different from one another.”

      I wondered what it was that the four of us in our crew had in common. But Leah brought the introduction part to a close. “What about the other two who went outside?” she asked.

      “Hunter and Ridan,” Rose explained. “Hunter is a white werewolf, and Ridan is a dragon.”

      “And you came here looking for your people, huh? The ones that Father took from Noagh,” Samael replied.

      “Yes, and we will do whatever it takes to get them back, along with all the prisoners that Ta’Zan took when he nearly obliterated our fleet,” Rose said.

      “Ah. That was you, too.” Rasmus sighed. “I’m sorry for your losses. Many must have died up there.”

      My throat tightened. Nevis gave me a soft nudge, prompting me to look at him. His expression made me melt on the inside—there was something akin to affection glimmering in his blue eyes. It was his wordless way of comforting me.

      I gave him a weak smile in return, then focused back on the conversation.

      “We need to find out where Ta’Zan is keeping our people,” I said. “That’s our priority right now.”

      Samael’s shoulders dropped. “We don’t know where he moved,” he replied. “If we did, we’d already be there, banging on the gates.”

      “The Perfects would chase you out, anyway,” Amane muttered.

      “We’re at a disadvantage here,” Rose concluded, her brow furrowed. “We don’t know where Ta’Zan is keeping our people, and neither do the rejected Faulties, it seems. On top of that, we’re constantly being hunted. We need a break here.”

      Leah cleared her throat, giving Samael and Rasmus a sideways glance. “I know of someone who might be able to help us.”

      “Help us? Does that mean you’ll work with us?” Ben replied, his aura lighting up with hope.

      “Well, yeah. It’s not like we have any better options left,” Samael said. “Besides, I’d like to have Father look me in the eyes and tell me I’m not wanted anymore. I deserve that much.”

      “Join the club,” Kallisto muttered.

      Douma chuckled behind them. “Typical. At the first sign of trouble, you turn against your maker. That’s downright pathetic.”

      “If I were you, I’d tone it down on the judgmental crap,” Dmitri retorted. “You’re even worse, brainwashed to the point where you have the audacity to claim that yours is the only species that deserves to live. That’s pathetic. Not wanting to confront your maker about his despicable plan reeks of weakness.”

      That hit Douma hard. A muscle ticked in her jaw, but she didn’t respond. Though she didn’t take her eyes off Dmitri. Her aura was quite confusing—red and yellow, mostly, with faint threads of gold. She was angry but also afraid, yet she wasn’t immune to Dmitri’s presence. I had a feeling she was developing a bit of a soft spot for him.

      Spotting an opportunity here, I made a note to talk to him later, once he was relieved of his watch duty.

      “We’re doing what we need to do,” Kallisto said, scowling at Douma. “You people chose to banish us and treat us like dirt. Well, that ends now.”

      “Leah, you said you might know of someone who can help us find Ta’Zan,” Rose interjected, prompting Leah to smile and nod in return.

      “Raphael,” she replied. “He might know. That’s where he got kicked out from.”

      Douma exhaled. “Again, with the traitors. You guys really need to do a better job of picking your friends.”

      Kallisto shushed her, then looked at Leah. “Raphael? What about him? He’s… No, he’s practically death with wings. What happened to him?”

      “He’s the first and only Perfect to get himself kicked out of Ta’Zan’s compound,” Samael explained. “You didn’t hear about him?”

      Kallisto shook her head. “I had no idea.”

      “Me neither,” Amane added. “How did that happen?”

      What crime could a Perfect have committed to get himself thrown out of Ta’Zan’s “ideal society?” I was absolutely intrigued. Anyone ejected by Ta’Zan could basically become an ally of ours. I could only imagine what our odds would look like if we had one or two Perfects on our side.

      I didn’t dare to hope, but I couldn’t abstain from envisioning potential scenarios—including one where we found Raphael and got him on our side. It didn’t sound impossible. Just insanely difficult and potentially deadly.

      “We don’t know,” Leah said. “The only thing we know is that he was kicked out. He’s out here, somewhere, on one of the islands. And he’s probably angry. He could help us.”

      “Leah, I’m not sure that would be a good idea,” Samael replied, pursing his lips. “Raphael is, like Kallisto said, death with wings. He’s exceptionally powerful. He could probably tear Douma here apart, effortlessly.” That got a chuckle from Douma, but we all ignored her. She didn’t like that, but, after what she and her crew had put us through, she was getting off easy. “Raphael might not want to help at all. He could very well be looking for a way back, like us. If we go there, if we find him and he sees Rose and everyone here… he might flip and rip us to shreds before he drags the outsiders back to Ta’Zan.”

      Leah shook her head. “I honestly doubt it. He’s not the kind to beg for Father’s affection, if you remember. Besides, what other option do we have? Torture Douma until she tells us? You know she won’t.”

      “Mind control didn’t work on her,” I replied. “And extreme syphoning doesn’t seem to hurt her. It just knocks her out, at best. We’ve tried a few things already.”

      “Even if it did, she’d first chew her tongue off,” Leah said. “Don’t underestimate the will of a Perfect. They’re designed to withstand anything. Including torture, mind control, poison… death. Anything. They’re impossible to crack, especially when it comes to protecting Ta’Zan. Heck, even your magic won’t work on her,” she added, nodding at Kailani.

      “How do you know?” Kailani asked.

      “Ta’Zan made sure.” Amane sighed. “We had samples and resources to use. Trials. Tests. It’s how we devised them. Impervious. Douma won’t break. Unless we convince her to tell us.”

      Douma laughed, making sure we captured the mockery in her tone. “I would love to see you try.”

      “Seriously, can’t we just sew her lips shut? She’s getting on my nerves,” I murmured.

      Amane didn’t wait to be told twice, so she once again suppressed Douma’s hearing with that nifty gadget of hers. Once it was on, I could see the Perfect’s expression turn sour.

      “Listen, we can’t force it out of a Perfect.” Leah brought the main subject back into focus. “We need a willing one to tell us. The only one who might have any interest in divulging Ta’Zan’s location is Raphael. He’s definitely scorned. We can try. Worst-case scenario, we haul ass out of there if he gets murdery. It’s worth a shot.”

      I agreed. “If we can find Raphael first and plan a smart approach, that might actually work.”

      “It’s suicidal,” Samael breathed.

      “It’s all we have left to try, and you know it,” Rasmus said to him.

      Looking at them, I could tell they’d been at this for a while. They were lost, and they were beginning to cope with the idea that their creator had abandoned them. That had to hurt. It had to make them angry, too. Even if just for the sake of closure, Samael, Rasmus, and Leah wanted to confront Ta’Zan, just like Kallisto.

      They wanted him to look them in the eyes and tell them what he’d already made clear by leaving them behind. I understood that. While I found it emotionally torturous and useless, for them, for us it was a great opportunity.

      We were piggybacking on their abandonment issues at this point, but it was worth it.

      Whatever it takes to get my family and friends back, I’ll do it.
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      After Ridan and Hunter came back with two antelope-like animals, we ate and talked some more about Ta’Zan and the Perfects. There were many things that Samael, Rasmus, and Leah weren’t aware of. Amane was the one with more inside knowledge, it seemed, and she was still keeping her cards close to her chest in that respect.

      It did make sense. We’d just met these three, and there was still a risk they’d sell us out. I didn’t think my witchcraft threats were going to work for too long.

      “Kale, now that we’re all settled and getting along here,” Rose said, “maybe next time you want to befriend a Faulty, you could talk to us first?”

      I felt a little bad, and I completely agreed with her. I couldn’t tell her what had pushed me to make that decision. I’d sworn an oath of secrecy about my relationship to the Word and my development as a swamp witch.

      “It was hard to explain in that moment,” I replied. “I am sorry, but I don’t regret it. I’m afraid I can’t tell you what made me do it, but I can say that I had the universe on my side. If that makes sense.”

      Hunter sighed. “Swamp witch stuff, huh?”

      I nodded. “It’s getting better. Once I have a full grasp of all this, I promise I will be more forthcoming.”

      “What’s a swamp witch?” Samael asked.

      “Witches, in general, are born, not made,” I explained. “Swamp witches were endemic to Eritopia, though, and they were made, not born. Swamp witch magic functions on the power of the Word. Usually, with the right incantations and ingredients, one can perform spells without a single magical gene in their body. However, the swamp witches are much more powerful than that, mainly because of the connection they form with the Word. It’s a difficult and grueling process. It takes time to master the art and amplify one’s powers. I’m smack in the middle of said process now.”

      “Kailani here is both a natural-born witch and a swamp witch,” Ben added, beaming with pride. “She’s got incredible potential and an insane amount of skill.”

      Samael, Rasmus, and Leah looked genuinely impressed, as they exchanged glances before settling their attention on me again.

      “You might be able to help us against the Perfects, then,” Samael said.

      “Maybe. I’m trying,” I replied. “But they’re fast learners, too, and they’ve definitely got some magical genes in them. Most likely from my grandparents, who are currently Ta’Zan’s prisoners.” I sighed. “They managed to bypass some of my spells already.”

      Amane pinched the bridge of her nose. “The problem we have with the Perfects is that they cannot be killed. We can temporarily disable them, at best. Rose and her team have picked up a few tricks since they’ve been here, and they’ve gotten some help from their people, too. See these blades?” she asked Samael, pointing at my soul-eater. Samael nodded. “It is imbued with swamp witch magic. Every cut drains the target’s soul. Their energy, basically. The more they cut a Perfect, the weaker that Perfect gets, to the point where they can be beheaded.”

      “That’s impressive,” Leah breathed, her eyes wide with awe. “It usually takes all three of us to strike a Perfect down, and I nearly lost my leg in the process the other day.”

      “On top of that, we’ve discovered something interesting,” Rose added. “Elonora and I, being vampires, managed to drink some Perfect blood. It’s a natural amplifier to us. It instantly makes us faster, stronger, and gives us sharper reflexes. It puts us on equal footing with the Perfects. It’s not always easy to get close enough to draw blood, but we’ve done it a few times now.”

      “It works the same with Faulty blood, too,” Elonora replied.

      “Oh, wow!” Samael exclaimed, raising his eyebrows. “So, if we give you some of our blood before we get into a fight with a Perfect, it’ll jack you up?”

      “Basically, yes,” Rose said. “However, Faulty blood isn’t as strong as Perfect blood. It’s directly linked to your genetic makeup. This also doesn’t work with most other species we’ve encountered. It’s mainly applicable to Perfects and Faulties.”

      Samael finished the last of his meal, then licked his lips, throwing a look at Douma over his shoulder. Dmitri was close to her, occasionally stealing a glance at her while she stewed in her own juices, unable to hear what we were saying. She seemed to be trying to read our lips, but she couldn’t get enough out of that. I could tell that she was frustrated.

      “What are you planning to do with her?” Samael asked.

      We all looked at Rose and Ben, as we weren’t sure ourselves.

      “Well, you said she won’t respond to torture,” Rose replied, and Samael shook his head. “I’d say she’s dead weight at this point, but we can’t let her go. She’ll give away our location, and she’s caught all our scents, now. It’ll be easier for her to track us.”

      “So, what, we drag her out to Raphael with us?” Samael muttered, not pleased with the conclusion. He and the other Faulties were clearly uneasy in her presence. Kallisto and Amane weren’t comfortable, but they both had a grudge against Douma and her crew after our fights. They were driven more by anger than by fear, as opposed to Samael, Rasmus, and Leah.

      “I guess so,” Rose said. “We have no other choice. But we’ll keep an eye on her at all times. She’s not getting away. I’ll personally cut off her head every four hours if that’s what it takes.”

      A couple of moments passed in silence, while Samael pondered our situation. He frowned as he gazed at the dwindling fire, while the night settled outside. Insects chirped in the distance, most drowned out by the sounds of the waterfall.

      “Your parents and grandparents are with Father, you say?” Samael ultimately spoke up.

      “Our friends, our families. Yes.” I replied.

      “If we take you to Raphael, what then?” Samael asked. “Let’s say he shows us where Father lives now. What do we do? How do we get in? We’ve been marked. We can’t get in ourselves, not without someone helping us from the inside.”

      “That’s where my sister comes in, provided she doesn’t hate me too much and is willing to listen to what I have to say,” Amane interjected. The sad smile on her face told me she was wary of that encounter—equal parts excited and scared, too. As an only child, I had trouble empathizing with her situation, but I looked back on the squabbles I’d had with Elonora, Avril, and Scarlett while we were growing up. It had been painful at the time, but everything got better after we talked about it. I could only hope that the same would work for Amane and her sister. Besides, their blood ties were stronger than my friendships.

      “Okay. I’m with you. We get in there. Then?” Samael replied.

      Amane exhaled. “I’m not sure. We’ll need to find Rose’s people and figure out a way to release all six-hundred-plus of them without alerting the Perfects. We’ll also have to stop the mass-production of Perfects. The latter I can do myself… I think. I’ll need to take the blueprints out and delete any trace of them across all the systems. Again, this hinges on Amal being willing to help.”

      “I take it you’re not on good terms with her?” Leah smirked.

      “Remember, I left her behind,” Amane said, the sadness in her voice unmistakable. “She can’t be thrilled at this point, and she’s still loyal to Ta’Zan. But I’m holding on to the hope that I can get her to see what life would be like for all of us, if we weren’t so busy enforcing a concept of perfection that only exists in Ta’Zan’s head.”

      “Still, you make it sound so easy.” Leah chuckled.

      “It’s anything but easy,” Rose replied. “We may not all survive this. I’m aware of that. But we’ll do our damned best to stop Ta’Zan from taking over our worlds.”

      “You’re the ones who came here and made the Perfects possible in the first place,” Samael retorted.

      “We didn’t know, okay?” I said. “Had we been aware that the planet was still inhabited, we would’ve found another place for our vacations. We sent our grandparents here so they could relax and enjoy themselves, not be prisoners in Ta’Zan’s new world.”

      Awkward silence fell between us. Samael was right, though. Ta’Zan wouldn’t have made the Perfects without our GASP founders’ genes. We obviously hadn’t planned for any of this, but we still felt bad, deep down.

      Amane cleared her throat. “You should know something,” she said, looking at Rose, then at me, before she took off Douma’s hearing blocker. “I want her to hear this, too. She doesn’t have a clue. Ta’Zan has been out in space before. Short trips, here and there. Nothing too far from home. But he used Draenir technology, which pretty much died out with the Draenir themselves. You see, they kept their designs and fuel sources secret. Space travel was limited to a select few in the upper circles, back when the Draenir still ruled Strava and Ta’Zan was just a wonderful new embryo, yet to find a womb.”

      “Okay. So, what happened?” I asked.

      “Ta’Zan stole a ship from the Draenir, shortly after the virus outbreak. Mind you, we were all still young back then. Many of us weren’t aware of what he was doing or how he was doing it. It was a small cruiser powered by serium,” Amane explained.

      “The mineral,” I breathed, making some connections. “The mineral that stores electrical energy. They used it for the pod systems in the cave.”

      “That’s right. Thing is, after a while, the ship broke down, and it had nothing to do with the serium fuel,” Amane said. “It was a technical glitch, well beyond Ta’Zan’s knowledge. Like I said, the Draenir kept their engineering secrets well hidden. He could never get his hands on technical specs. And given that the Draenir combined magic and physics to make their cruisers fly, on top of the serium, well… Ta’Zan failed to crack it. He took the ship apart, piece by piece. He tried. But, in the end, he left it and focused on developing our stasis pods instead. Mind you, that’s what he told us. Amal and I used to joke that maybe he never bothered to study mechanics and engineering to begin with… His plan, at first, had been to get off Strava and find another world for us to settle on. Staying in stasis for three centuries was his last resort.”

      This little snippet of information provided us with incredibly useful insights. First, it proved that Ta’Zan did have some cognitive limitations. He wasn’t all-knowing or all-powerful, like the Faulties and Perfects believed him to be. Second, taking his people out into the world wasn’t a recent idea. Technology had held him back.

      “What if we’d never come here? What would Ta’Zan have done then?” I asked.

      “He would’ve found another way to get out there and find other specimens, other creatures for his experiments. He wasn’t done, after he made us. He always thought he could do better,” Amane said. “He would’ve caught other travelers passing through, for sure. Strava was never enough for him. We were never enough for him. So, if you’re thinking you’re to blame for any of this… don’t. This is all Ta’Zan. And it broke my heart when I realized that. It’s why I left.”

      Kallisto gasped. “That’s why you ran off? That’s what you disagreed about?”

      Amane nodded once. “He wanted to keep looking. To build an observatory and search through the stars. To tap into the radio waves and send distress signals, anything that could draw other creatures out to Strava. I wanted all of us to settle down, develop a society, be together as brothers and sisters. I begged him to help us with fertility treatments so we’d be able to conceive. He flat out refused. We were never allowed to experience peace or happiness. We were always going to be his tools. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “You can’t have children of your own,” Rose murmured.

      “There’s a gene inside me that he can activate, to stimulate the production of eggs, in my case. The males are fully functional, but the females’ reproductive functions were put on indefinite pause, so to speak,” Amane said.

      “That’s just cruel,” Ben replied. “Our children are the best decisions we’ve made in our lives.”

      “I can imagine. Ta’Zan taught us about families and blood ties through some of the Draenir’s eyes.” Amane sighed. “Many of us longed to experience the joy of having our own children. But Ta’Zan didn’t want us to settle down and form families. He needed us.”

      “You never told us that,” Leah snapped. “I would’ve left with you, right then and there! Wait, no… I would’ve stood by your side. I would’ve demanded that he do the right thing. You should’ve said something, Amane! The more of us united, the lesser his chances to go ahead with his plan.”

      Amane stilled. Judging by the look on her face, she agreed. Regret seemed to weigh down on her shoulders, her lower lip trembling. “I was afraid. I was afraid you would all side with him,” she said. “You see, Ta’Zan had a way of turning us against one another, whenever it suited him. A rumor here, a whisper there. Enough to fuel the paranoia and to make me think that I was in the wrong, that I was being watched. And that no one would stand with me if I spoke out.”

      Samael got up, stretching his arms and legs in the process. He then chuckled softly and placed a hand on Amane’s shoulder.

      “Don’t sweat it,” he replied. “We were all too busy being ignorant, anyway. We never questioned him like you did. All we knew was how to obey and only do things that helped him. Ta’Zan. Our maker. Our so-called father. Nothing but a selfish fraud. We’ve been following the wrong leader, it seems.”

      I wondered what Douma thought of all this. One look at her, and I realized she was as surprised as Leah, Samael, and Rasmus. The moment she saw me looking at her, though, she looked away, not wanting me to see her reaction. She was still trying to keep us at bay, but I had a feeling she would soon be willing to listen and to consider the possibility that Ta’Zan’s notion of perfection was just his, and not universally applicable. This was definitely the first time she was hearing about Amane’s pleas to Ta’Zan regarding their reproductive rights, and, as much as she tried to hide it, I could tell she wasn’t happy.

      “Listen, if it’s any consolation, you can always count on us, provided we live through this,” Rose said. “If you need a new home, if you want to have a family and friends, we’ll help. If we manage to stop Ta’Zan, Strava will be all yours, presumably to share with the surviving Perfects. Alternatively, any of you will be welcome to come back to Eritopia, Neraka, or The Shade, and live among our people. Your abilities and skills would be an extremely valuable addition to GASP.”

      “What’s GASP?” Samael asked.

      “It’s an organization we established some decades back, meant to protect and nurture supernaturals. It stands for “Global Agency for Supernatural Protection” because it started in our world, first, but then we expanded. First to Eritopia, then Neraka. We help broker peace between different nations. We have helped multiple planets rebuild their homes and government structures after centuries of bloody wars. We support all creatures who wish to live a free and happy life,” Rose replied.

      “Sounds like a dream,” Leah mumbled.

      “We work hard to make our dreams come true,” Ben quipped. “It’s never easy, but it’s a million times better than mindless violence and forcing our ideas on others. And I stand by what Rose just said. I’m sure our parents will agree, too. You would always be welcome in GASP. There are many of us from different species and corners of the universe, and we all get along.”

      “Again, sounds like a dream.” Leah chuckled, then grew serious. “But I’m okay with doing whatever it takes to make it real here, too.”

      “That makes three of us,” Rasmus added, smiling.

      Ta’Zan had hurt them in ways they never would’ve been able to fix. But we’d just given them something better and far more important to fight for. We had Faulty allies on our side now, because we’d managed to make them envision a better world—like our Shade, where everyone simply got along and where we stood up for what was right.

      If we succeeded in stopping Ta’Zan, they would have the opportunity to build better lives for themselves, to live freely, and to thrive like they all wanted. However, we had to take Ta’Zan out first, by any means necessary. And it was damned good to see they were with us.

      Our next step was to find Raphael, the only Perfect to have been rejected by Ta’Zan. Provided we survived that future encounter and got him on our side, we were going to finally have a decent advantage, a better chance at surviving and at stopping this nightmare from unraveling any further, without having to destroy the planet.

      The better I got to know the Faulties, the more I actually liked them.
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      Several hours passed as we were left on our own again inside the diamond dome. Nightfall covered the sky above in dark shades of indigo, while the moon cast its shimmering blue light through the hall. The diamond sheets broke the moonglow into billions of colors, offering a breathtaking visual spectacle—a way to make our capture seem less gloomy.

      Claudia was fully recovered from the shock collar and her encounter with Abaddon. However, she was extremely grumpy, which caused her to generate an average of five curse words per minute, muttered under her breath whenever she remembered what Abaddon had said. If I were in her shoes, I would’ve felt the same way. Hell, I, too, had tried to hit Ta’Zan when I saw what he’d done to our fleet. I’d paid a similar price.

      I knew the pain and the frustration brought by the inability to do anything against these creatures. But I also knew that it wasn’t enough to keep us down. We always got up. We kept going, no matter what.

      “How are you doing?” Sofia asked Claudia, after a long period of absolute silence.

      The other prisoners were slowly drifting to sleep, huddled in their beds. Some were still wiping tears, struggling to get some rest. The diamond dome’s base was lined with several rows of beds, leaving the central area clear and big enough to hold all of us without packing us up like sardines.

      Claudia offered a scoff in return, lying in her bed, which was close to ours. “Just peachy.”

      Yuri was sitting on the ground, his head close to hers, and was holding her hand in his.

      “Give her a few more hours,” he said. “Takes a while for the ego bruises to heal.”

      Claudia groaned, then turned over on her other side, pulling her hand back. The gesture made Yuri smile. Knowing them well, I wasn’t worried. This was just Claudia in a bad mood.

      “Abaddon is going after our kids,” I said. “I admit I’m scared.”

      Sofia was lying in bed, glued to my body, with her arms wrapped around my waist. She raised her head so she could look at me. “I’m scared, too,” she murmured. “But Ben and Rose are fierce, darling. You know that. Not to mention the others.”

      “Don’t let the idea of Abaddon scare you,” Lucas interjected from his bed. Marion had already fallen asleep in his arms. I could hear her slow heartbeat. “Just because he’s going after them doesn’t mean he’ll succeed in doing anything. He’s a loose cannon, and our kids out there have managed to elude the Perfects before.”

      “On top of that, you heard Isda. They’re making new friends.” Xavier chuckled softly.

      Vivienne let out a long and tortured sigh and slowly opened her eyes. Xavier frowned, holding her close as they lay in their bed—a single and narrow one, like the others, but it worked. It didn’t matter where we slept, as long as we could be close to our soulmates, after all. I did yearn for our king-size canopy bed from The Shade, though.

      “You’re awake,” Xavier whispered. “Are you okay, babe?”

      Vivienne shook her head slowly. “I think… I think I had a vision,” she replied, her voice trembling.

      Both Sofia and I got up instantly. My heart jumped, as I realized the implications of Vivienne’s statement. It had been a while since she’d had a vision. Many years, to be precise. She didn’t have much control over them before, anyway. They were never frequent or particularly clear. Most of the time, we’d had to guess their meaning.

      But, given our circumstances, a vision from Vivienne could provide precious information.

      Xavier gently pulled her long black hair back, clearing her face and neck, which were covered in a sheet of sweat. Her violet-blue eyes found mine as she took deep breaths and found her words.

      “Are you sure?” I asked her. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too high.

      She nodded. “It wasn’t a dream. It felt very different, Derek. Like in the old days… Like my brain was on fire.”

      “What?” I blurted out, then shot to my feet and reached her side, while Xavier helped her sit up. “What did you see?”

      “Destruction like nothing I’ve ever witnessed before,” she replied. I could see the fear in her eyes. It sent chills down my spine.

      “Caused by Ta’Zan and the Perfects?” I asked.

      “No. They didn’t stand a chance,” she said.

      “You saw them?”

      “I saw everyone, Derek. Each and every person we know and have ever met. Including Ta’Zan and the Perfects. You. Me. Lucas. Everyone. We were on this seemingly endless platform made of metal and plastic. The floor looked like a circuit of sorts. Lights were flashing here and there. I felt the hum in my feet.”

      “We were all there, on that one platform?” I replied.

      Vivienne nodded. “It was weird. We were just standing there, staring up at the black emptiness of the cosmos. We were floating through space, basically. Then, out of the blue, all hell broke loose. Everything warped around us, and we were… Ugh, how do I say this in a way that makes sense?” she murmured, pressing her index and middle fingers against her temples. “A planet swallowed us all, basically.”

      A moment passed in awkward silence. “Yeah, that didn’t make as much sense as you would’ve wanted, Viv,” Corrine replied. She and Ibrahim were in the bed next to Xavier and Vivienne, both sitting on the edge and watching her with renewed interest. Neither had said much since we’d been brought to the dome, but I figured it had to do with their state of mind. Corrine wasn’t the type to talk just for the sake of talking, anyway.

      “I know,” Vivienne replied. “But it’s what happened. Earth, lots of dirt and stone and minerals… Oil and water… Rivers of lava and entire oceans… Mountains and forests… Beaches and orchard hills… they all came together in dazzling layers. One after another, they wrapped over us. They crushed us. Water, earth, fire… even winds rammed into us at gale force. I felt like I was being squished, like a helpless little bug. And the worst part is that not one of us said a thing. We just stood there and took it. We accepted our demise without so much as a peep.”

      “What else did you see?” Lucas then asked, his brows pulled into a dark frown.

      “That was it,” Vivienne said. “Just destruction at the hands of… nature, I guess? Everything happened quite fast. I’ll try to remember more, but it was brutal. Like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      Lucas looked at me. “It sounds a lot like a dream I’ve been having since we got here,” he breathed. “Mind you, not a vision, like Vivienne. A dream.”

      My instincts flared. A sense of alarm gripped my muscles and pushed me into overdrive. I could feel panic and fear seeping into my bones, but I refused to give in. I took deep breaths and shifted my focus to Lucas, instead.

      “A planet swallowed you, too?” I asked.

      “Sort of,” he said. “I didn’t see as much as Vivienne, though. I only remember flailing through a constant avalanche of earth, snow, entire forests, and bedrocks. It was like the whole world was a clothes dryer, and I’d been thrown in. I kept tossing and falling, over and over, while everything came at me. I always wake up once my mouth is filled with dirt.”

      “So, yours is somewhat similar, but a dream,” Vivienne concluded.

      “Yes. But the devastation that you described? I saw it. All of it,” Lucas replied.

      “Holy moly!” Aiden croaked, then discreetly slipped out of bed, where he left Kailyn sleeping. “Kailyn had a similar experience last night. We didn’t think much of it. We blamed it on stress, given the obviously dire circumstances, but to hear you and Viv describe it… Kailyn dreamed it, too. It was like a natural apocalypse of sorts.”

      “That’s extra weird,” Claudia grumbled, sitting up and frowning. “Three of you having the same dream, that is.”

      “Mine was definitely a vision,” Vivienne replied. “It was different. It felt different.”

      “Okay, but clearly related,” Corrine interjected. She looked at Ibrahim, who gave her a faint nod, before she set her sights on me. “Derek, it has to be the Hermessi. They’re alive and well, and probably getting stronger.”

      “The elemental spirits? How’d you reach that conclusion?” I asked, slightly confused.

      “Lucas and Kailyn have only one thing in common. They’re fae. Connected to the elements,” Corrine explained. “I can’t make sense of why Vivienne is having visions related to them, but it’s connected, for sure. Nothing in this world and at this point in time is random. Nothing ever was for us, remember? It was all connected somehow.”

      “Quite the holistic approach, but I agree,” Ibrahim added. “We’ve talked about this before. After Harper came back from Neraka and talked about the Hermessi, the faith was reignited back on the fae stars. I’m thinking that the more people believe in the Hermessi, the stronger these entities become, to the point where more of them are able to reach out, albeit only through dreams and visions.”

      “The Hermessi are all over the universe. They’re pure energy, broken into their four basic categories. Fire, water, air, and earth,” Corrine said. “What Viv described in her vision, along with the dreams of our Shadian fae… it adds up! This could very well be the Hermessi sending us some kind of message, maybe. Or simply trying to reach out. Either way, it’s worth exploring!”

      Lucas groaned, rubbing the back of his neck. “Ugh. This is getting complicated. Why are we dealing with the Hermessi now? And why the gloomy dreams? I don’t get it.”

      Corrine smirked. “Lucas, remember how we kept saying that what Ta’Zan is doing is unnatural? That it goes against everything in this universe? That his desire to destroy entire civilizations to get to the top of the food chain is totally insane?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “My feelings haven’t changed.”

      “Well, think about it this way. Harper was able to defeat Shaytan because of a Hermessi. Come on, man, we talked about this. Be smart!” Corrine said, somewhat amused.

      “Oh, damn!” Lucas managed, his eyes nearly popping out. “If we establish a link with the Hermessi—”

      “We could get them to help us against Ta’Zan,” I finished his sentence, equally enlightened. “Even Ta’Zan can’t go against nature itself. But the Hermessi will need some more faith, for them to be effective. I think.”

      Corrine pointed at all the prisoners in the dome. “We can start with these guys, I suppose.”

      “Is no one worried about the catastrophic implications of these dreams and visions?” Vivienne asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I don’t think we can afford to concern ourselves with that, right now. I say we take it one disaster at a time, starting with the one we’re already neck-deep in,” I said.

      One of the double doors opened on the other side of the dome. Despite the darkness around us, I recognized Amal as she quietly snuck inside. Looking around, she was careful to stay out of the Perfects’ sight. The guards were still patrolling the dome on the outside, sticking to their usual rounds.

      Our Hermessi-related conversation suddenly took a back seat, as we all stilled, watching Amal and her cat-like moves. She was light on her feet, and she was headed toward me. Her bright orange eyes were fixed on me.

      This was completely unexpected, and a part of me dared to hope that she’d come to help us, somehow. Based on her movements, she was going to great lengths to get closer to us, undetected.

      “Everybody stay quiet,” I whispered. “We’ve got company.”
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      I didn’t say a word until Amal reached me.

      Her eyes darted around, nervously, as she tried to speak. She was having trouble finding her words, from what I could tell. Her heartrate was extremely high, her blood rushing through her veins. She’d pulled her white hair back in a bun and covered herself in a dark gray silken robe. It helped her stand out less than usual.

      “Amal,” I murmured. “What brings you here?”

      “I’m already regretting this,” she whispered. “But it’s too late. I’m here.”

      “You’re here to do what, exactly? Change a bandage?” Lucas said.

      Amal shushed him. “Keep your voice down. If I’m caught here, I’ll get in trouble.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked her.

      She sighed. “You have questions, I’m sure. And Isda is really not well-equipped to answer them. I figured you’d want to know more about what’s going on, especially where Abaddon and your people outside are concerned.”

      “Your sister is with them, right?” I replied.

      She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. It wasn’t an easy subject for her. “Amane. Yes. Or so it seems,” she said.

      “What’s going on out there, Amal?” Sofia asked. “What can you tell us?”

      “I shouldn’t tell you anything,” she replied dryly.

      “It’s not like we can do anything about it,” I retorted, mirroring her pose. “We’re stuck here. The collars keep us in check. We’re useless. But you’re right to come here. We deserve to know what’s going on, at least.”

      “Father says you shouldn’t know, since false hope will later hurt you,” Amal said. “No one knows I’m here, by the way. So I’d appreciate it if we kept this to ourselves.”

      “I promise,” I muttered.

      “I’m honestly surprised to see your people still out there,” she replied. “I’ve checked the reports. They’ve eluded four different Perfect attacks, and trust me, Araquiel alone is nearly impossible to defeat. They’ve disabled him twice now, and took Douma, one of his crew, as their prisoner. They’ve teamed up with my sister and another rogue Faulty. But we don’t know what they’re planning to do next.”

      “What about Abaddon?” I asked.

      “Oh, he’s trouble. I’m afraid your kids’ luck will run out soon. Abaddon may be evil and volatile and highly unstable, but he’s also one of the most cunning and most resourceful hunters that Father has ever created. No one tracks prey like Abaddon,” Amal explained. “Granted, he’s not the sharpest tool in the shed, but he’s effective. He gets things done, and, right now, Father wants your children and the others on their team. The only thing that works in their favor is that he wants them alive. He’s impressed by how they’ve succeeded in staying free and alive so far.”

      “If Abaddon is so good, why didn’t Ta’Zan send him out earlier?” Corrine replied.

      Amal smirked. “You’ve seen and heard Abaddon. I told you. He’s unstable. He’s feral and violent. He gives in to his primal instincts. And he’s terrible with Father’s rules. The Perfects he’s with, Araquiel included, will hold him back from killing your people. Abaddon was kind of a last resort for Father. Araquiel and his team are more than capable of getting such a menial job done. Or so we thought, anyway.”

      “And you think Araquiel and his team will manage to stop Abaddon from hurting our children?” I asked, working overtime to keep my breathing even and my mind calm.

      Amal thought about it for a while, then looked down, as if afraid to face me. “I’m not. I’m sorry. You see, the problem with Abaddon is that he’s very good at catching people, but, once his rage is set off, he’s almost impossible to control. The only one who’s able to instantly calm him down without using any extreme force is Father. But there’s a reason behind that, which I cannot divulge.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that Abaddon can and will probably catch the entire group, and, if he’s annoyed or angered, he’ll flip out and kill them?” Vivienne concluded, not bothering to hide the horror that gripped her.

      Amal nodded. “At the same time, there’s still a chance your people will escape. A slim one, but it’s still there. The more encounters they have with the Perfects, the better they get at eluding and fighting them. On top of that, they’ve got Kallisto and my sister with them—the latter being highly trained and resourceful. If she’s decided to help them, they may have a chance.”

      “You don’t sound too positive about your sister,” I replied, curious to understand the seemingly complicated dynamic of their relationship. She talked about Amane in ways that reminded me of the old days, back when Lucas and I were sworn enemies.

      “She ran away,” Amal said. “She left me here. It’s hard to forgive that. But I’m mature enough to acknowledge her capabilities. They’re well above the average Faulty.”

      I was even more curious now, remembering what Isda had told us about Amal and Amane. Two halves of a brilliant whole. Amal didn’t know I knew. Perhaps it was time she did. I wondered how she’d react if she knew we’d gotten Isda to tell us about her and her sister. The poor Faulty hadn’t meant to tell us, but Sofia had a way of getting information out of people without them realizing it. My genius wife called her tactic “mentalism.”

      “I’m told you are twins,” I replied.

      Amal froze. “Who told you?”

      “It doesn’t matter. But I do know that you two were quite the scientific miracle, and that you’re astonishing together. You’re brilliant when you’re apart, too, but the closer you are to one another, the smarter and sharper you become. I also know you’re very important to Ta’Zan, but it doesn’t take a genius to notice that.”

      “My sister and I are important, yes,” Amal admitted. “We helped Ta’Zan with his genetic work.”

      “You helped him create the Perfects?” Sofia asked.

      It was Amal’s turn to nod. “This is all I can tell you now,” she said. “I can’t stay any longer. I’ve got more rounds to make.”

      She turned to leave, but I couldn’t stop myself. I caught her wrist and held her back. “How can we kill a Perfect? Do you know?”

      She stared at my hand for a while, then scowled at me. “You’re foolishly naïve if you think I’m ever going to tell you such things,” she whispered. “Be thankful I’ve said this much, but don’t expect me to betray my father or his mission. It’s not in my nature. My sister may be different, but I won’t turn against my father.”

      Claudia chuckled. “Oh, honey. The moment you set foot in this place to tell us what you’ve just told us, you betrayed your father. I mean, you can delude yourself into thinking this is just a harmless misdemeanor, but I’ve heard Ta’Zan speak. I know how his mind works. If he finds out you were here, he’ll be furious. And you know it. This is your first step in rebelling, Amal. From here on out, you either go all the way or you confess your sins to your father. There’s no in between, sweetie. Don’t delude yourself. Your sister definitely rubbed off on you.”

      Amal was seething. She jerked out of my grip, pressing her lips into a thin line as she gave Claudia a dark and spine-tingling scowl. She certainly knew how to intimidate, if she wanted to.

      “You should stop deluding yourself first, Claudia,” Amal replied. “I know my place in this world. I know the extent of my transgressions. You, on the other hand, are still holding on to the false hope that you might be able to do something. That you might stop what’s coming. You won’t, Claudia. You’re all doomed. It’s only a matter of time before you see it, too.”

      She rushed toward the exit, then slowly opened one of the double doors and snuck out. We stood there for a while in heavy, mind-crushing silence. I wondered if all hope was lost, indeed. What if we were fooling ourselves? What if every step we took, every effort we made dragged us back to the same ending? What if Ta’Zan was going to win, after all?

      Then, I remembered the presumably Hermessi-related dreams. Corrine was right. Those weren’t random. They weren’t a coincidence. My son and my daughter were still out there, stringing the Perfects along. They’d made allies, too.

      No, there was still hope. We could still do something. I could feel it in my gut.

      “Twenty bucks she’ll be coming back again to tell us more,” Lucas said, grinning.

      Claudia laughed. “Took the words right out of my mouth. I’m telling you, she’s got the makings of a rebel. She just needs to come to terms with it.”

      “She’s already taken the path,” I whispered. “She simply needs to acknowledge it.”

      It wasn’t going to be easy, especially for someone who had been brainwashed into thinking there was nothing else besides Ta’Zan and his plan. I figured we had our work cut out for us, but Claudia and Lucas were right: Amal was trying to reach out.

      It was our duty to show her a different way of life and to bring her to our side.
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      We agreed to keep the waterfall cave as our safe return point, in case things went awry at any point during our journey to find Raphael. We packed our backpacks and geared up, leaving the cloaking spell in place inside the grotto. It could come in handy later.

      I distributed a batch of invisibility paste to everyone on my team, as well as Kallisto and Amane, before we set off.

      “You two are probably on the most-wanted list,” I said, as they examined the small plastic pouches.

      “We’re good,” Samael replied. “You all definitely need to stay under the radar, but we’re okay. Perfects usually just growl at us and swat us away like flies. Kallisto and Amane here, on the other hand, they’ve pissed off a lot of people.”

      Kallisto chuckled. “In retrospect, I feel very good about that.”

      “Okay, we’re getting close to midnight now,” Rose interjected, putting her invisibility paste supply away and taking out the map tablet. We all gathered around her so we could see the neighboring islands. “Where is the last known location of Raphael?”

      Samael checked the map carefully, then pointed at a small island approximately eighty miles north of our position. It was on the edge of the Perfect territory, a couple of miles west of the last known diamond colosseum to have been erected over the past couple of days.

      “Here,” he said. “This is where we saw him last, yesterday morning. He was moving farther to the west, though.”

      “That’s fine,” Rose replied. “We’ll go there first, then catch his scent and trace him to his new location. Provided he doesn’t put in too much effort to hide his tracks.”

      “He was ejected from Ta’Zan’s compound.” Leah sighed. “I doubt he gives a damn about anyone coming after him, and frankly, I also don’t think the Perfects would waste their time chasing him down.”

      “Or their lives, for that matter,” Samael said. “Raphael is extremely dangerous, even to his siblings. They wouldn’t put themselves at risk simply out of spite.”

      Ben raised an eyebrow. “How do we get there?” he asked. “It’s going to take some time, given how we have to stay out of sight. We can’t go through all our invisibility paste supplies in just one trip.”

      “I agree,” I replied with a nod. “I suggest we do the underwater tunnels to cover larger distances between the islands, with ten- to twenty-minute breaks in between. Nevis and Vesta will be putting all the work in for that, and they’ll need to recover after each session. I’ve seen the toll it takes on their energy.”

      “That’s cool,” Vesta replied. “Can you zap us across the smaller distances, then? We can combine teleporting with underwater tunnels, so you, me, and Nevis share equal loads.”

      “Sure. And we’ll use the invisibility paste where needed, particularly across the beaches,” I said, checking the satellite map. “I see there are some islands up north with barely any vegetation, and they’re on our route to get to Raphael’s last known location.”

      Samael grinned. “I take it this isn’t your first time sneaking around.”

      “Are you kidding me? That’s basically what the last three or so days have been like. Hiding and running. Constantly looking over our shoulders and employing every single trick in the book to avoid detection,” I replied.

      “Speaking of which,” Amane muttered, then loosened the tie around her black satchel and scattered some of the dark, shimmering dust she’d used to throw the Perfects off her tracks. “Best to be prepared.”

      With the fire out and the moon rising bold and bluish above the pond, we climbed down from the cave and went deep into the jungle, headed north as we followed Samael, Rasmus, and Leah. Kallisto and Amane stayed at the back, while our crew and one prisoner paired up in a double file to make our trek easier.

      Hunter stayed by my side, occasionally stealing glances at me. I was beginning to feel rather awkward, especially since he immediately looked away whenever I turned my head. Our eyes only met for a split second before he chose to focus on the obscure wilderness around us. My heart thumped simply from being around him, and I sometimes found myself gazing at him, admiring his broad frame and the way in which the moonlight brought out the deepest of blues in his eyes.

      “Let’s do a water pocket first,” Vesta suggested as we stepped onto the beach.

      She and Nevis took the lead, their hands moving in smooth, circular motions as they parted the turquoise ocean and opened the waters to create a frozen liquid-walled space for us to walk through. Samael, Rasmus, and Leah were impressed, but not shocked.

      We all went in, headed for the nearest island, four miles to the north, while the pocket closed behind us.

      “Some of the Perfects have this water ability, too, but they’re more focused on its brutality, rather than its functionality,” Rasmus said. “I like what you’re doing here,” he added, gazing at the plethora of little red-and-yellow fish swarming all around the tunnel. It looked as though someone had cut a slice through the entire ocean, giving us an in-depth view of its wonders.

      Somewhere in the distance, giant whales with black-and-white stripes swirled around, their magnificent forms generating new currents that rippled through the nearby banks of triangle-shaped fish. It rattled and confused them, which made it easier for the whales to then swim back and open their enormous mouths, swallowing thousands of fish at once.

      “They only feed on the small stuff,” Leah said to me, noticing my wide eyes as I stared at the whales while still moving through the tunnel. “Maybe sometimes they grab something bigger, but nothing past the four-foot mark. I think it has something to do with their digestive system. They don’t do large prey.”

      “So, we’re not on their menu,” Dmitri concluded.

      He had a chain linking his wrists to Douma, who was trying to keep up as she walked behind him. I’d carved a series of entrapment spells into three pairs of already-charmed cuffs, which I’d brought over from Calliope. Two of the pairs held her wrists, their chains interconnected, while the third pair held her ankles. The purpose of all these precautions was, of course, to stop her from trying to break free.

      Dmitri also had his soul-eater handy, and Douma had already been told what would happen if she attempted to escape. She’d rolled her eyes at us, but, in the end, she’d complied, moving quietly behind Dmitri, who occasionally glanced at her. There was a curious glimmer in his eyes that made me smile. Douma was incredibly beautiful, so it didn’t come as a surprise that Dmitri seemed attracted to her. It was written all over his face, no matter how hard he tried to hide it.

      Rose and I had also noticed that Douma was more tame and obedient in Dmitri’s care, so we agreed to let him keep an eye on her.

      “No, we’re definitely not what the pashmiri would eat,” Leah replied.

      “That’s what you call them? Pashmiri?” I asked, and Leah nodded. “I’ll definitely want to know what you call the other animals around here, but let’s save that for a zoology conversation later, after we’re done kicking Ta’Zan to the curb.”

      “They’re great animals, actually,” Samael interjected. “They may seem big and threatening, but they’re really very gentle. Even friendly. Some of the Perfects taunt them, but they just swim away.”

      “Further proof that Perfects are jerks,” I concluded.

      Once we reached the next island, we moved through its jungle to get to the other side and head farther north. Amane’s senses tingled whenever Perfects and Faulties were close—specifically less than a mile away. She helped us steer through the woods and get as far away from the hostiles as possible.

      We did a pretty good job of keeping a low profile during our journey. I teleported the entire group twice from one island to another, then let Nevis and Vesta take the lead again through underwater tunnels. Halfway through the trip, we found a splendid atoll, with dozens of small islands sprinkled along the beltway. The water in the middle was deeper than in other parts and extremely cold toward the bottom, so we had no choice but to consume some of our invisibility paste and let Nevis create an icy path directly across the top of the atoll.

      We moved fast to avoid detection, sprinting toward the next big island. A rocky cliff rose from the middle of it, its base surrounded by lush greenery.

      “That’ll be a good spot to stop and rest for a little while,” Rose suggested, pointing at the island. “Two of us can climb to the top and keep a lookout for any airborne Perfects, and Lenny can stay on the ground.”

      “Kale and I will go up,” Hunter replied.

      That made my cheeks flare, and I mentally chided myself for reacting like this. What the hell was I so excited about? I had enough on my plate as it was. We were currently the most hunted creatures on a foreign planet, the universe and our lives were on the brink of destruction, and my swamp witch apprenticeship was insanely weird and difficult to handle, given our circumstances. In retrospect, I wouldn’t have changed a single decision I’d made, specifically the one regarding my apprenticeship. As insecure and as unstable as my connection to the Word was, it was still better than nothing, and it had saved our asses a few times already. On top of that, I had to deal with my feelings for Hunter, too, while looking for my grandparents and the rest of our Shadian family. Needless to say, my hands were full.

      As we reached the cliff island, and Nevis made his icy path melt and vanish into the ocean, I made an internal decision. Of all the issues I was dealing with, the simplest one to resolve was Hunter. I had to do something. I had to see if there could be more between us or not. If I had an answer to that, maybe everything else wasn’t going to seem as dire and as difficult as it did in that instant.

      Rose and the rest of our crew settled at the base of the cliff, passing some fruits and nuts around, which we’d harvested along the way. Elonora kept her True Sight on and scanned the island’s ocean-level surroundings, while Ben checked the map and added notes from our journey so far—obstacles encountered, Perfect activity, and other details that would come in handy if we had to go that way again.

      I followed Hunter up the rock, while Samael and his Faulties set up a small fire beneath the sprawling crown of a cedar-like tree. We couldn’t see it from above, unless the wind blew and moved the branches, revealing the occasional amber flicker.

      We climbed all the way to the top, where the rock was flat and solid enough to hold the both of us in a seated position. We had to stay close to each other, with only a couple of solitary shrubs to hang on to, in case we slipped. My heart beat faster. Not because of the height or the slight balancing effort required not to fall off, but because of my close proximity to Hunter.

      We didn’t say anything for a while, spending a few minutes contemplating the vast beauty around us. We could see dozens of islands scattered across the trembling ocean. The sky looked bigger than ever, almost black, and riddled with stars. Above us, the bluish moon shone, casting its azure light on everything in its path, turning the beaches into large swaths of sapphire dust.

      “It looks so calm,” I murmured, gazing at the ocean.

      “Look over there.” He pointed somewhere to the southeast.

      In the distance, about forty, maybe fifty miles from our location, flash-bangs crisscrossed the sky above a diamond colosseum. They were tiny, and their sonic booms were faint echoes from where we stood. He then showed me another Perfect settlement, farther south. Then a third. And a fourth. The Perfects were certainly spreading fast, establishing their territories and constantly expanding the borders as they built new homes.

      “Oh, wow,” I breathed, noticing a flurry of flashes swirling around a diamond colosseum on one of the southern islands. I could see it being erected in real time, as the moonlight flickered across its stretching crystal walls. The Perfects were insanely fast, able to build such magnificent structures over short periods of time.

      “There you go. Yet another colosseum to add to the map,” Hunter said, smirking. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “You and me both,” I replied. “At this rate, they’ll be occupying a planet per day, once they triple their numbers. It’s completely terrifying.”

      “We’ll stop them,” he said, trying to reassure me.

      I did my best not to make eye contact with Hunter, but I failed in the end, and found myself sinking into those deep blue pools of his. The moonlight made them seem brighter. Or maybe it was just my perception. Either way, it was mesmerizing, and I had no idea how to get myself to look away.

      He didn’t move, and my heart crept up in my throat, making it harder to breathe. Despite the dizzying rush of blood coursing through my veins at lightning speed, I set my mind to carrying out my earlier decision. It was now or never, since I didn’t know if or when I’d get another moment alone with Hunter. Privacy was in short supply these days.

      I inched closer. Hunter was still, refusing to take his eyes off me.

      I felt my lips part, slowly. His gaze then dropped for a second, before moving back to my eyes. There were only a couple of inches left between us, and I could feel the air thicken the closer I got to him.

      This is it, Kale. If we do this, you’ll know where you stand.

      I took a deep breath, then almost felt my lips touch his. But contact never came.

      Hunter pulled back, breathing heavily.

      Oh, crap. This is awkward.

      I felt as though I’d been set on fire, and not in the good way, but rather the my-dream-of-being-naked-in-class is real kind of way. I would’ve loved for the cliff to just crack open and swallow me whole in that instant.

      “Oh-kay…” I murmured, then looked down, fixing my gaze on a lower section of the rock. I had to get away, and fast, before I died of embarrassment.

      “Kale, I’m sorry,” Hunter replied, his voice lower than usual. Blue fires burned in his eyes, but his voice felt cold. “I didn’t realize you… I didn’t know you’d want to…”

      “Hey, man, it’s cool. Don’t sweat it,” I said, doing my best impression of a cool chick and failing miserably. My entire body was shaking like a leaf in the wind.

      “No, I… I’m sorry. I just… I don’t want to do something that would hurt our friendship, Kale. We’ve known each other since we were kids, and we should really think things through before we attempt to take things further. I’m sorry.”

      I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, now. If he hasn’t, then what’s the point in “taking things further,” anyway?

      I nodded briefly, then exhaled. “I told you. No worries. Bad move. Won’t happen again. All cool.”

      I sounded like a broken ice machine, the words practically crackling and falling out of me with no emotion whatsoever. I’d put myself in a very vulnerable spot. It was a good thing that I didn’t mention my feelings, though—I was already friend-zoned. Absolutely no point in telling him I’m in love with him now.

      The train had already left, and I’d just gotten into the station. The emptiness of losing something I’d never had in the first place, but wholeheartedly wanted hit me hard.

      “Kale. You should’ve said something—”

      “Dude. It’s fine. Forget it.” I cut him off, then teleported myself the hell out of there.

      I found myself standing on a stony ledge about twenty feet above my crew’s campsite. The wind rustled through the trees and brushed my hair with its invisible fingers. I welcomed its coolness, inhaling the fresh, slightly salty air and wondering why my chest hurt so badly.

      Maybe I wasn’t good at handling rejection.

      Or maybe I’d expected a different reaction. Either way, it didn’t matter. I had to convince myself that it didn’t matter. I had an answer from Hunter, though clearly not the answer I’d been hoping for. It hurt, but I had to keep going.

      One less thing to focus on, as the mission and our survival came first.

      But still, it hurt.
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      We settled around the small campfire, after I checked the area. There were several Faulties on the northern beachside, but they were moving east, scuttling along the shoreline and nervously looking over their shoulders. They, too, were trying to keep a low profile. Other than that, we were relatively safe on a three-mile radius.

      Samael, Rasmus, and Leah warmed up by the fire, while Ben and Rose went over the map to determine the remaining part of our journey. Nevis was sitting next to me, and that made me feel nervous, in a way that made my skin tingle and my heart skip the occasional beat. It made it harder for me to concentrate, especially with Douma sitting on a rock next to Dmitri and watching us intently.

      Her aura was surprisingly calm, despite her stern look. She seemed curious and frustrated—the latter mainly because of the extra-charmed cuffs. Kailani had definitely done a number on her, and the Perfect didn’t like it.

      “We’ve got another thirty miles left,” Rose said. “So far, it’s been smooth. Better than our previous expeditions, actually.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t hold my breath for the rest of it to be equally uneventful,” Amane replied. “I can sense some Perfects. Not close enough to cause a problem, but there’s a chance we might bump into them at some point.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” I said, frowning.

      “You wouldn’t,” Amane said. “They’re still miles away, but constantly tickling my senses. They’re either going to inadvertently cross paths with us, or, worst-case scenario, they’re following us.”

      Zeriel chuckled softly. “Hey, this is as good as it gets in this place, clearly. Let’s be thankful we got this far without having to fight tooth and nail, and hope we won’t bump into them farther north.”

      “I miss the old days.” Samael sighed, poking the glowing embers with a long stick and releasing a puff of amber sparks in the air. “Before the Perfects. Before everything. It was just us and Ta’Zan, and we were enough, you know?”

      “Yeah, but, in hindsight, we were pretty limited, don’t you think?” Leah replied. “Frankly, as crappy as this nomadic lifestyle can get, I’m not sure I’d cope with life in one of those glass colosseums. Not with the Perfects breathing down our necks and kicking us in the head every other hour.”

      “So, you don’t miss it like Samael does? Living with Ta’Zan, I mean,” I asked.

      Leah put on a faint half-smile, exchanging glances with Samael and Rasmus. “I don’t think it’s real—what Samael misses, what we’ve convinced ourselves that we’re also missing. It was just an illusion. The more time I spend out here, the more certain I am that what we had before was not the best, at all. In fact, I find myself siding with Kallisto now. Being around you guys is kind of an eye-opener.”

      “That’s a good thing, I hope,” Rose replied, smiling.

      Leah nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. Absolutely. I feel as though I’m seeing the entire world with different eyes,” she explained. “You see, life before the Perfects was definitely much simpler. First and foremost, we had a home and a leader. That gave us a sense of balance and structure. Now that we’re out here, we’re tempted to miss it, but we’re forgetting that Ta’Zan was never going to teach us anything. He was never going to give us any kind of independence. He only wanted us to depend on him, for everything.”

      Samael let out a long and heavy sigh. “She has a point,” he murmured. “I spent years prior to the stasis convincing myself that what we had was everything, and that we weren’t going to get anything better. It made me feel a little empty on the inside, but I still kept going, because, like I said, there wasn’t anything else for me. Things are different now.”

      “At first, I suppose we couldn’t cope with the sudden change,” Rasmus added. “Out of nowhere, we were left behind, aimless and leaderless. Our father abandoned us, and that hurt. The more time we spent out here in the wilderness, the more difficult it felt. We lacked purpose. We didn’t have a home. Then, we did the logical thing: we tried looking for our father. We tried to get back home.”

      “Until we realized, upon meeting you, that we’d never really had a home in the first place,” Leah said. “We might’ve imagined it. We might’ve wanted it so badly from day one, that we convinced ourselves it was there, with Ta’Zan. But it wasn’t. Accepting that conclusion wasn’t easy, but you guys helped us. Right now, I’m just angry to have been under his control for so long. For calling him ‘Father’ when all he saw in us was servitude. For trusting him to teach us anything, when all he did was keep us in the dark. No wonder we were so taken aback by the Perfects. They came out so beautiful and shiny and wonderful that it made us look like worthless worms. And our ‘father’ didn’t do a damn thing to make us feel better or less threatened.”

      “He didn’t care, Leah,” Kallisto replied.

      “Yeah. I know that now,” she said, staring at the fire. “Looking back, I do miss the ignorance and simplicity of life before the stasis. Knowledge doesn’t necessarily make a person happy, that much I’m sure of. I think we all miss the ignorance, the not knowing how crappy Ta’Zan really is as an actual father,” she added, chuckling. “Had it not been for the plague, I think we’d still be in the same place.”

      Amane shook her head. “That’s nonsense. The so-called plague didn’t do much but keep Ta’Zan from moving forward faster with his plans. I told you, sooner or later he was going to figure out a way to get out and find more specimens for his experiments. He never stopped looking.”

      “What do you mean by ‘so-called plague’?” Ridan asked, frowning slightly. “Wasn’t it an actual plague?”

      Amane stilled, then cleared her throat and nodded. “Yes. It was a plague. We just never had a formal name for it, for the disease itself,” she murmured.

      Personally, I wasn’t convinced. The streaks of yellow in her aura spoke of fear, but I knew she wouldn’t tell us anything more at this point. She could easily disappear again if we poked her too hard, and we needed her on our side, now more than ever. However, I knew I couldn’t leave her like this. Sooner or later, Amane would tell us everything she’d been hiding—because no one was stupid enough to show all their cards to strangers right away, in the very first game.

      And this was a dangerous round we were playing now, where loyalties were delicate and easily broken. Nevertheless, I knew that we just had to keep going at it, had to stay strong and forge ahead until we succeeded. It was either that or death.

      I noticed Kallisto standing behind Amane with her arms crossed and her gaze fixed on the Faulty. She’d heard the entire conversation, from what I could tell, and she was definitely suspicious.

      “Hey, Kale, I thought you were keeping watch up there,” I said, giving her a faint smile.

      “I left Hunter on his own. Not enough room for the both of us up there,” she replied, then took a seat by the fire, next to Ben and Rose. She didn’t take her eyes off Amane, though. She’d definitely caught that “so-called plague” part, and she was as intrigued as I was.

      Upon a more thorough analysis of our group, I saw Kallisto’s emotions shifting as well. There was a sliver of doubt flashing through her whenever she looked at Amane. I decided to talk to Kallisto later, preferably when Amane wasn’t around. I had a feeling she suspected something, too, and, from what I could tell, it was related to the viral infection that had wiped the Draenir out completely.

      “Leah is right,” Rasmus said. “Life was simpler before the plague. We were just less informed, but still.”

      “Ignorance is bliss, huh?” Ben replied, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      Rasmus laughed lightly. “That is the perfect way to describe it, yes! It was simple, though! Until the Draenir started coming around, desperate for a cure. It was strange. They got some of our brothers and sisters sick. We couldn’t even bury them. We had to burn the bodies to stop the plague from spreading. It was highly contagious.”

      “They got so desperate at one point, they became vicious and violent. We had to kill them on sight,” Leah added. “Rasmus was on the front line there, taking them down and setting them on fire. Our little town was constantly surrounded by hastily built funeral pyres. The skies were black for days on end. I can still smell the burning flesh, sometimes.”

      “But why did they think Ta’Zan could cure them?” Rose asked.

      “Amal and I were working with Ta’Zan on a cure, but nothing we came up with seemed to help,” Amane replied. “That was before Ta’Zan took us away, though. He said there was no hope for the Draenir, and that the best we could all do was to get as far away from them as possible, so we wouldn’t get infected, too. The virus latched on to the Draenir gene, and we all had that. We were all vulnerable.”

      “So, what? The Draenir didn’t take no for an answer?” I asked.

      She nodded slowly. “Pretty much. They were convinced that Ta’Zan was keeping something from them. Every night, they banged on the gates of our new village, shouting and begging Ta’Zan to help them. They even accused him of getting them sick in the first place, but that idea didn’t have a leg to stand on. The virus could kill him and us, too. He never would’ve released something that would be lethal to him and his creations.”

      She didn’t seem convinced by the last part of that statement, but that was something I was only able to deduce from the threads of doubt in her aura. I became more and more convinced that she was holding something back, and I made it my mission to get it out of her, one way or another.

      “Even in our new home, far away from the Draenir cities, we tried to find a cure,” Amane continued. “Amal and I snuck out into the woods, our mouths and noses covered so we wouldn’t inhale anything that could have been released by the Draenir’s corpses. We collected tissue and blood samples, then brought them back to the lab and experimented with a variety of potential cures. Nothing worked. It was actually weird. We’d never come across a strain as resistant as that, ever.”

      Kallisto grunted, pursing her lips. “Definitely weird. Even I remember how the Draenir had once been the greatest scientific minds. They developed all kinds of viruses and fungal infections. I remember Father tasked me and a few other Faulties with sneaking into one of the Draenir facilities and stealing as many vials and samples as we could, because he wanted to work with them on his genetic experiments. I didn’t understand why or how he could do that, but I obeyed and retrieved all the samples he needed. Thing is, once I was inside the Draenir labs and had checked their storage freezers, I noticed that they had hundreds of different viruses, each with a cure already designed. Whatever killed the Draenir was not among the strains I saw in there, for sure.”

      Ben sucked in a breath, his eyes wide as he looked at Amane. “From your observations, did the Draenir virus behave like a naturally formed single strain, or was it some kind of hybrid?”

      “Definitely a hybrid, but I never managed to identify all the strains it had come from. You see, viruses can mix and match in order to survive,” Amane explained. “They don’t need to be tweaked in a lab to become even more powerful. In this case, Amal and I figured it had taken some years for the Draenir virus to get to that level.”

      “Anyway, they’re all gone now, other than the four he’s got stashed in his lab,” Samael concluded.

      “Whoa! Wait, what?!” I croaked. “Are you telling me there are four Draenir still living?”

      Glancing around, I noticed everyone else was as shocked as I was.

      Samael sighed. “Despite Ta’Zan’s efforts, despite the pleas and constant harassment, the species is gone. I’m not sure why they matter to you or anyone else now. He won’t even let the four he has reproduce. He sterilized them.”

      “They matter to us,” Nevis replied, the sound of his voice warming me up on the inside. “They were a brilliant people, from what we’ve learned so far. It’s always a tragedy when so many creatures are lost. Besides, it’s very important for us to understand everything that happened up to the stasis. The more insight we can get into Ta’Zan, the better we can prepare and plan to move against him.”

      Ta’Zan was different, unlike any other hostile force we’d ever dealt with. Rose was right. The more we knew about him, the better and more accurately we could anticipate his decisions and actions going forward. We were going to delve deep into enemy territory once we got to Raphael. Every little detail about Ta’Zan and his previous tactics could shed light on his future moves and could help us prepare for an infiltration and extraction mission.

      The more I thought about it, the more determined I was to save this planet. None of the living creatures of Strava, not even the arrogant and murderous Perfects, deserved to be obliterated by our GASP alliance simply because of Ta’Zan. That was, of course, provided we stopped them from taking flight and attacking nearby planets. Either way, Ta’Zan was the core of the problem, and every piece of information we could gather was going to be useful at some point.
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      The entire conversation slowly moved into the background for me, as I found myself increasingly hypnotized by Douma’s presence. I was extremely alarmed by the way she made me feel, but I couldn’t control it. It was wrong. She was the enemy, and she wouldn’t have hesitated to bag me up and deliver me to Ta’Zan if she had the chance. Still, I couldn’t get my heart to beat slower.

      The best I could do was ride it out and stay focused on what lay ahead. My brother was still missing, and my grandparents were prisoners in Ta’Zan’s compound. Douma wasn’t going to help us find any of them, and we couldn’t leave her behind. So, the only thing we could do was drag her around with us.

      For some reason, I was still stuck with guard duty, and no one was in a rush to relieve me. On one hand, I could’ve used a break to clear my head, as physically far away from her as possible. On the other hand, I couldn’t bring myself to leave her side. I was an absolute mess.

      I gave her a sideways glance, curious to see what she was focused on. I held my breath when my eyes found hers. She was watching me, quietly, with a firm and unreadable expression. I would’ve given anything to have Elonora’s sentry abilities at this point, so I could at least figure out what she was feeling. I would’ve also given more than a penny for her thoughts, but I didn’t think she was in a sharing mood.

      After all, she was shackled and under our control. That had to sting.

      “You know, if you want to ask me out on a date, just say so,” I said, putting on a sly and confident smirk. I figured I might as well joke my way out of this hot mess and maybe get her to open up a little bit. One could only hope.

      “What’s a date?” she asked.

      A few feet away from us, the group was talking about viral strains and what the Faulties remembered about the Draenir. I kept an ear on them, waiting to hear Raphael’s name mentioned, for me to shift my focus back to their conversation. Everything else didn’t really matter to me, not at this point, anyway. I only wanted us to find Raphael, so he could get us closer to Ta’Zan and our people.

      “It’s what two people who like each other do. They go on dates,” I replied. “Drinks, dinner, a romantic walk on the beach. Though I’m more of a clubbing kind of guy. Dancing until the wee hours of the morning and whatnot.”

      She nodded once. “Two people who like each other,” she murmured. “What makes you think that applies to you and me?”

      I feigned shock, placing a hand on my chest. “Oh, my! You mean to tell me you don’t like me? That’s just breaking my heart.”

      “And I’m supposed to care… why?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Good grief, girl, lighten up.” I chuckled, though deep down it did hurt a little—damn my ego. “I was kidding.”

      “Which is what I find troubling and fascinating at the same time. How can you be so jovial given the trouble you’re in?” she replied.

      I sighed. “It’s my coping mechanism. Panic and sorrow won’t help anyone, so I might as well do everything in my power to avoid those feelings.”

      Douma seemed impressed. She stared at the fire for a while, her brows furrowing whenever a particular thought seemed to linger in her mind for more than a second. Her expression had suddenly turned from annoyingly top secret to open book. Her facial muscles relaxed. Something had changed in her demeanor, but I couldn’t say what, exactly.

      “Why do you serve Ta’Zan with such devotion?” I asked her, turning the conversation toward a more serious topic. “Are you really okay with people dying just so you can declare yourselves superior?”

      She smirked. “You’re naïve to think that that’s how it’s going to happen.”

      “Then enlighten me, please.”

      “Why? You’re doing everything you can to stop it, anyway. What’s the point?”

      “It’ll make me understand you a little better,” I said.

      She looked at me, somewhat confused. “Why would you want to understand me?”

      I blinked several times, trying to find the right words. Deep down, I had a feeling she wasn’t bad at all. She’d shown signs of cooperation before, and, frankly, I didn’t think she’d tried that hard with her earlier attempt to escape. I was trying to figure out what she was really like, how she truly felt about this new world, and what her endgame was where we were concerned.

      “Because you’re interesting,” I replied, choosing the path of honesty. “And I’d like to get to know you better.”

      That seemed to hit a soft spot, because the shadow of a smile flickered across her face—so quick and faint, it was almost unnoticeable. Had I not paid such attention to her expression, I would’ve surely missed it.

      A minute passed in awkward silence, and she kept watching me. I didn’t yield either. I held her gaze. There was definitely some type of dominance that needed to be asserted here, and it had to come from me. Genetically speaking, she was perfect—hence the species name. I was a hybrid, and not a very impressive one at that. Yet I was the one who had control over the situation. She had the shackles on.

      “We won’t immediately use violence to conquer other worlds.” Douma finally spoke. “We will offer them a peaceful alternative, one of servitude and obedience. They will all be sterilized, with the exception of several specially selected pairs, whom Father will use for his genetic work. They will all die out, eventually, but they will get to live.”

      “What kind of life will that be, if their homes and their lands are taken by your kind? If they’re deprived of the right to have children and raise families? It’s an idiotic approach, sorry,” I replied, working hard to contain my outrage.

      She didn’t like my response. “It’s either that or instant annihilation. We won’t ask nicely twice,” she said. “If one planet goes down in flames, word will spread quickly. By the time we get to the next, they’ll know to think carefully before they reject our domination. Either way, we’ll win. We’d prefer the less violent approach, if you ask me. Regardless of what you saw earlier, we’re not that crazy about wars and bloodshed. But if we’re given no other choice… well, you know.”

      “It’s still insane.” I chuckled. “Do you not understand the ridiculousness of what you and your people are trying to do? We’ve been living in this universe for eons. We’ve built our worlds and our civilizations from scratch. I mean, sure, we’re not as powerful as you, but we’re capable of love and kindness, progress and curiosity. Who the hell do you think you are to stomp all over us, huh? Who gave you the keys to the universe?”

      Douma took a deep breath. She seemed confused.

      “We are superior. Ta’Zan made us so. We were designed to take over the universe. To go on and create our own worlds and civilizations, better and more advanced than anything else before us,” she said.

      “But why do you have to destroy ours in order to build yours?” I retorted. “There’s room in this universe for everybody.”

      The more I challenged her, the more difficult it got for her to respond. She’d clearly been indoctrinated by Ta’Zan, but she was definitely beginning to see things from my perspective. I was determined to plant a healthy seed of doubt in her head. She needed to question everything. If I was to get her to turn on Ta’Zan and help us, I had to get her to draw certain conclusions on her own.

      “Seriously, tell me,” I demanded. “Who told you there was no room for your world unless you destroyed ours? Ta’Zan?”

      Douma nodded. “It’s what we were taught. That there is no point in other, inferior creatures, if we exist. It would be a waste of resources. It makes sense to me.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Douma, look around you. What do you see?”

      She did as I asked, then shifted her focus back to me. “Is that a trick question?”

      “Not at all. It’s a serious one. I genuinely want to know what it is you see.”

      “Well, the jungle. Animals everywhere, hidden in the darkness. Faulties and your people, sitting around the fire,” she replied.

      “No one’s fighting, right?”

      She shook her head.

      “They’re all tolerant of each other, sharing stories and food. There’s room for everyone on this particular, tiny patch of land,” I said. “Farther out in the wild, some animals graze, others chew the bark off the trees, some gather nuts and fruits, and some hunt other animals. There’s a natural system in place. A food chain. A cruel but logical hierarchy. All animals eat. Some animals eat other animals. But they’re all living on the same planet. Sharing the same woods. The same beaches and mountains. The same skies and waters. They’re not killing each other off so they can reign supreme. What would you and your Perfects reign supreme over, if everyone else dies? What is the point of superiority, exactly? To make you feel better? I don’t get it.”

      Douma sighed deeply. At last, she was beginning to wonder the same thing. It was written all over her face. “I don’t either,” she whispered. “But I love Father. He created me. He taught me everything I know. There’s no life without him.”

      “I think I can disagree with that last one. Check out Rasmus, Leah, Samael, and Kallisto. Leave Amane out, since she left on her own. But the other four, they thought the same thing, at first. Ta’Zan kicked them out, and life sort of ended for them. Yet, here they are, Douma, making friends and getting through the day, without shriveling up and dying without purpose,” I said. “There is life without Ta’Zan. Most importantly, how sure are you that what Ta’Zan taught you is, in any way, correct? What if he lied?”

      “Father would never lie to us,” Douma said, slightly angered.

      “Oh, Douma. It’s so obvious you were born a few days ago,” I muttered, allowing a bitter smile to cross my face. “It’s in our nature to lie. We do it because we’re afraid or because we want something we wouldn’t get with honesty. We lie to keep people in the dark, to get our way—that only happens when what we intend to do is evil and wrong. We would never lie in order to do a good thing. Or the right thing. And the thing with lies, Douma, is that they have short legs. They don’t last long.”

      “Father wouldn’t lie! Stop trying to get in my head!”

      “Okay. Fair enough,” I conceded. “Let’s say Ta’Zan didn’t lie to you about anything. Not willingly, anyway. But I can tell you, for a fact, that he’s taught you some very wrong things,” I added, smirking. “Think about it. And ask yourself this one important question: what entitles you to the entire universe? You’re just a blip in the cosmos. A fleeting moment. There were billions of lives before me, and there will be billions more after I give my last breath. The same goes for you, Douma. Sure, you’re practically impossible to kill, but you still bleed. You eat. You drink. You sleep. You feel things. Just like us. A multitude of blips in an endless universe.”

      Douma had nothing to say to this. Her gaze softened as she looked at me, though, and my heart fluttered with boyish delight. The human side of me was in flames, pining to get closer to her. The wolf side was even worse, howling at the moon, inebriated by her scent and the sound of blood rushing through her veins. She was a marvelous creation. Props to Ta’Zan for making her, I guess.

      “If I tell you something, would you promise not to laugh in my face? If I were you, I would double over,” Douma whispered.

      I gave her a warm smile. “I promise.”

      “I’ve asked Father about all this. I’ve asked why it’s necessary to enslave and annihilate other people for us to establish superiority. He said… because we’re part of the new world order. Because nature has been getting it wrong, and he can do much better. We are what happens when you get to the best parts. He also said that others wouldn’t understand us. They wouldn’t accept our superiority. They would think of and maybe even find a way to destroy us.”

      “Okay, well, we’re not perfect, Douma,” I replied softly. “We make mistakes. We sometimes make horrible mistakes. But we learn from them. We get smarter. We do better. It’s all a part of life. It’s what makes us who we are. You call yourselves Perfects, but you’re not. Perfection is an abstract term, an unattainable condition, and that’s where Ta’Zan will ultimately fail. You cannot achieve perfection. You can take what you have and consider it your version of ‘perfect.’ Not mine. Not anyone else’s. Just yours. And you can do it without killing others or destroying their lives, Douma. We’ve been around for long enough to see what death and destruction bring, as opposed to… well, love and tolerance.”

      Douma took in every word, her Prussian-blue eyes glimmering with fascination. She’d never heard anyone say such things, it seemed. Which made me feel kind of proud to break such new ground.

      “As for the new world order, forgive me, Douma, but it’s a hilarious statement to make, coming from a guy who was made in a petri dish, just like you,” I added. “Not to diminish Ta’Zan’s abilities or intellect in any way, but still. He has no right to do any of this. No right whatsoever. The Perfects are free to do whatever they wish. You could build wonderful lives here. You could create your own civilization, and no one would try to stop you. Heck, Douma, we’d be happy to support you and help you. We’d love to be your friends. We could learn from one another. Not kill each other.”

      She sighed again, this time with more pathos. Her mind was suffering. She was deeply conflicted. Ta’Zan had conditioned her into thinking the exact opposite of everything I’d said to her, and she was now coming to gradually realize that what she’d been taught was… well, flat out wrong. Whether Ta’Zan did it knowingly and solely for the purpose of manipulating her and her siblings remained to be seen. Since we knew so little about the Draenir at this point, it was difficult to ascertain what influence they’d had on him, prior to his creation of the Faulties and the Perfects.

      “This doesn’t change anything, you know,” Douma said, breaking my train of thought.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You ask good questions, and I’ll think about everything you said. But, the first chance I get, I will drag your asses back to Ta’Zan. I always obey my orders, Dmitri. And Father wants you.”

      The statement sent shivers down my spine, but I smiled anyway.

      “Give it a couple more days, beautiful,” I said. “Stick with us and you’ll come out a different person. Hell, you might even ask me out on a date in the end. Provided we make it out of this alive.”

      “I’d rather chew rocks,” Douma muttered.

      I chuckled. “Never say never, Douma.”

      She shook her head again. This time, however, there was a tinge of amusement brightening her face. She chose to look away and focus on the small campfire instead. I paid attention to the main conversation between the Faulties and my crew.

      But, deep down, I held on to the hope that maybe, just maybe, I’d managed to change something in her. Maybe she was starting to see things the right way, from our perspective. It would be naïve of me to expect her to have a sudden change of heart all at once, though.

      Nevertheless, doubt had a way of creeping into one’s soul, especially when one was surrounded by so many challenging truths. Who knew? Maybe Douma was going to be swayed by us, in the end.

      Only time would tell.

      Except, time’s not really on our side.
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      Concern kept gnawing at my stomach whenever I had a minute or two to think about Mom, Dad, and the others in their group. It got even worse when my worries expanded to those who had been on the star ships during the Perfect attack. The names and faces of most had already been seared into my memory.

      Some, my brother and I had trained personally in The Shade and on Calliope. Others, we’d only met briefly, but I would always be thankful and aware of their extraordinary contributions to GASP and our missions. Many of them had a special place in my heart—Jovi, Anjani, Jax, Hansa, Varga, and Heath in particular. Hell, they were family. Some by blood, others simply by being there for us and our children when we needed help.

      Each day that went by meant twenty-four more hours that my parents and our closest friends and family spent with Ta’Zan and the Perfects. My only comfort was that Ta’Zan needed them alive. However, they were deprived of their freedom. They were miserable and probably worried about us, too. They must’ve learned who had died and who had survived during the fleet attack. I figured it would’ve been easier for Ta’Zan, from a logistical point of view, to keep all his prisoners in one place. Or, at least I hoped for it.

      “We need to get more Faulties involved in this,” I said, breaking a temporary silence.

      The fire was slowly dying out, and we’d given ourselves another twenty minutes of rest before moving again. Hunter had just come down to join us. There was no aerial activity above or anywhere near our location, which allowed us the extra time to recharge our batteries.

      “The rogues would be easier to convince,” Samael replied. “You made us join you, after all.”

      “I think they’ll be more inclined to listen to you than us.” I sighed. “We’re the outsiders. The enemy, in a way. Most, like we already know, are looking for ways to get back to Ta’Zan. Your arguments and convictions would be far more useful than our pleas.”

      “To be honest, we were lucky with you,” Kailani added. “Our first encounter could’ve gone either way. After all, we’ve fought Faulties before. We’ve had to kill some of them. I doubt others would just stop and chill with us over barbecue.”

      Samael smirked, nodding slowly. “Fair enough. I say let’s focus on getting Raphael on our side first. He’s more important than any of our brethren. He’s got inside knowledge that we, the abandoned ones, do not. He knows where Ta’Zan is, and, most importantly, he may have a bone or two to pick with him.”

      “With the right argument, we might be able to convince him to work with us,” Amane said. “I know him. He’s one of the first to come out from the Perfect batch. He always had questions, just like me. Even Douma over here had her doubts in the beginning but chose to follow the herd.”

      Douma narrowed her eyes at Amane. “Pardon me for being loyal.”

      “Well, look at what loyalty got us,” Samael said. “Not only did we get booted out, but we got newbies like yourself mocking, teasing, and bullying us for no intelligent reason whatsoever, other than your false sense of superiority.”

      Douma went silent, her gaze settling on the fading embers of the small campfire.

      “Anyway. The thing about Raphael is that all the Faulties, both rogue and those still serving Ta’Zan, will be more inclined to join us if they see him on board,” Amane explained. “I didn’t know he got kicked out, but if there’s one thing I do know about the Faulties, it’s that they can be swayed in a different direction with the right influence. Many were impressed by Raphael and followed him around like curious little kids.”

      Kallisto chuckled softly. “Yeah. I had quite a crush on him when he first plopped out of the womb. Buck-naked, gorgeous, and confused… My heart was thundering. I see your point, Amane. Raphael can also be very convincing when he wants something. So, he’s got the looks and the persuasion skills down. He’d make a good addition to this band of misfits.”

      “But you said he’s also extremely dangerous,” Ridan replied, frowning as he looked at Amane. “Which is it?”

      “Both,” Amane said, giving him a weak smile. “We don’t know what his state of mind is. Sure, he’s had disagreements with Ta’Zan—and pretty big ones, if he got himself booted out like this. But there’s no way of knowing if he’s still blindly loyal to his maker, or if he harbors any resentment. The latter would, of course, work out in our favor, but it’s not guaranteed.”

      “And if he’s in a foul mood, it’ll mean trouble for us,” Kallisto added. “Raphael is definitely one of the heavyweights from the first generation of Perfects. His wings are a perfect white, his beauty is breathtaking, and his voice sounds like a song from the sunny skies. Or the murmur of water trickling down the mountain stones. But his wrath… his wrath is devastating and destructive. Many of his brothers and sisters fear him. Including Little Miss Perfect here.” She snickered, looking at Douma.

      “It’s a risk we’ll have to take,” I said. “After all, we’re halfway through our journey already, and we need some allies in this fight. Samael is right, too. More creatures will follow if a Perfect joins us. It must mean something when one of the most powerful stands against their maker and says this isn’t right.”

      “Yeah, it’s all about the influence,” Samael agreed. “The rogue Faulties are already dealing with this aching sense of abandonment, which we can certainly understand as rejects ourselves. If they see someone like Raphael helping the outsiders, they may be tempted to think twice about going back to Ta’Zan, especially since you guys are talking about a free and better society. It sounds nice.”

      “I hope we convince him,” Leah muttered. “Otherwise, if we get the other side of the Raphael coin, we’re beyond screwed. I’d like to keep my head on, if possible.”

      A foreign chuckle made us all freeze. I didn’t immediately figure out where it was coming from, but my body was already stiff with dread.

      “The level of delusion here is downright stellar.” A male voice pierced through the darkness.

      I instantly shot to my feet, quickly joined by the others. I looked around, then stilled when I noticed Elonora staring at something behind me. One glance over my shoulder told me everything I needed to know.

      We were in spectacular trouble.

      “Abaddon,” Amane croaked, her eyes wide with horror.

      The Perfect standing about thirty feet away from us was different from the others we’d seen. There was something about him that inspired the worst of feelings. He was beautiful, as if carved from marble, with short black hair. One eye was blue and the other green, just like the other males from his species. At first sight, nothing stood out when comparing him to his siblings.

      But Abaddon felt different. His sly grin had a psychopathic vibe. The kind that made me want to run, as fast as I could. My fighting instinct was damaged in his presence. He inspired fear of the most primal kind.

      He had his arms crossed as he leaned against the trunk of a nearby tree. His white silk tunic was tightly wrapped around his muscular physique, his wings tucked behind his back but visible. He didn’t carry any weapons, but neither did the other Perfects. Their speed, their strength, and their claws were more than enough to destroy their target, whatever that was.

      Judging by his position and the look on his face, he’d been standing there for a while. I hadn’t heard him move at all. And Amane hadn’t sensed him either—the horrified look on her face told me that much.

      “In the flesh, sweetheart.” Abaddon sneered. “Nice chat you’ve all had, but I’m afraid it’s time to go.”

      Oh, he’d definitely been listening for some time, now.
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      Fear gripped my throat, almost suffocating me.

      But I couldn’t let it get the best of me. Not now, as all hell was about to break loose.

      My hand moved slowly down my side, my fingers wrapping themselves around the handle of my soul-eater. I readied myself. A storm was coming.

      “I didn’t feel you get close,” Amane murmured, not taking her eyes off Abaddon.

      He laughed. “Oh, darling! When I go hunting, I make sure my prey doesn’t sense me,” he replied, then pointed at a small device on his left wrist. “This beauty here blocks out my energy signature. Which, by the way, is how you’re able to sense us. Your deadbeat sister figured it out without you.”

      “Funny that you call her names, when she’s the one who helped you get closer without detection,” Amane spat. “You’re one ungrateful piece of trash, aren’t you?”

      Abaddon’s expression darkened, sending chills down my spine. “Careful, sweetheart. You don’t want to get me angry. You know how I tend to… let loose.”

      “I take it Ta’Zan sent you out to get us?” Rose asked, drawing his attention. Her frame was loaded with tension, her shoulders stiff and her back straight.

      “Well, given Araquiel’s incompetence, my intervention was deemed necessary,” Abaddon retorted.

      I used my True Sight to look around, especially behind him. He couldn’t have come alone. My heart stopped for a second.

      He hadn’t.

      “We’ve got company,” I said.

      Sonic booms ruptured the silence of the jungle, as shadows darted forward from the darkness. Within seconds, Abaddon was joined by Araquiel, Oriphiel, Elyon, and ten other Perfects. Given their strength and abilities, we were vastly outgunned in this scenario. However, we had no choice but to fight. They were bound to have the disruptors on them, preventing Kailani from zapping us out of here.

      Araquiel didn’t seem pleased to be around Abaddon, though. His aura flared an angry red whenever he looked at his new companion. I stole a glance at Douma and noticed her emotions: she was equally unhappy to see Abaddon, but she was also worried. Then Abaddon saw her and snorted a chuckle.

      “My oh my, Douma. You’ve really let yourself go!” he exclaimed.

      I’d been using my True Sight before, though. I should’ve spotted them. The thought refused to let me focus. I needed answers.

      “How come I didn’t spot you?” I asked. “I would’ve seen you coming from up to three miles away, but I didn’t.”

      Abaddon sneered. “Yeah, I figured one of you had better eyesight,” he replied, “based on how you were able to elude my siblings so far. So, I thought of a novel approach. We used a series of mirrors, strategically positioned through the jungle. We moved them around as needed and observed you all from afar.”

      “When we saw that our mirrors were definitely fooling you, we kept moving,” Araquiel added, his jaw tight. “They deflect the light, depending on your position and their orientation. They allowed us to move in closer without you spotting us.”

      “I don’t get it,” I murmured. “I should’ve been able to see through them.”

      “It depends on where you’re looking. This is our technology, blood sucker. It trumps your good eyes,” Abaddon replied.

      It suddenly made sense. The trick was ingenious. I had to assume that the mirrors were made of some special material that blocked my True Sight, and that they moved them around as they advanced to keep themselves hidden from me.

      I scanned the area again, and it confirmed my bloodcurdling conclusion. I saw the glimmers in the distance, placed in different spots throughout the woods. I couldn’t see through them, and I’d missed them because I hadn’t been looking for mirrors. I’d been looking for Perfects. Dammit.

      Abaddon grinned. “Bet you’re feeling dumb right now.”

      “Not dumb,” I said. “Slightly annoyed, but I think I’ll feel much better once I slice your head off.”

      Araquiel groaned, rolling his eyes. “Can you please not set him off? Surrender now and save yourselves, because Abaddon isn’t here to ask you nicely.”

      I was slightly surprised by his words. Looking at the other Perfects, I could tell that no one seemed pleased to be here with Abaddon. I couldn’t help but wonder what it was about him that made him so difficult to be around, even for his own brothers and sisters.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Abaddon said. “Put your weapons down and come willingly.”

      “Abaddon isn’t just an insanely good tracker,” Amane replied. “He’s also insane. The fact that Ta’Zan sent him out is very telling, actually. It means he’s desperate enough to let him loose, just so he can catch us. I’m willing to bet Araquiel and the others are supposed to keep him in check and stop him from going berserk and killing us, but none of them have dealt with Abaddon before. Not like I have, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” Ridan asked her.

      Amane smirked, while Abaddon seemed to reach a simmering point. “Abaddon is highly unstable. Not one of Ta’Zan’s finest moments. He wasn’t allowed outside the compound before because he’s simply too toxic and destructive. He flips out over the tiniest of issues. I mean, you’re utterly screwed if he compliments himself and you don’t agree with him. Loose cannon, this one.”

      “So, why are you so hell-bent on riling him up, you fool?” Araquiel spat. “You know damn well this isn’t a laughing matter!”

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Oriphiel added, raising her eyebrows at us.

      Amane chuckled softly. “Not at all. I just know that if we set this powder keg on fire, it’ll be fun to watch you trying to contain him,” she retorted.

      “That powder keg will be fixated on killing you,” Douma interjected. “Don’t be foolish, Amane. Surrender yourselves, now.”

      Having Douma confirm Abaddon’s insane and murderous nature didn’t feel any better. If anything, it just made things worse, much like pouring salt on the wound. We were in one hell of a mess right now, but I had a feeling that Amane was already weaving a plan to flip the odds a little bit more in our favor. Said plan just happened to include pissing Abaddon off to the point where he could no longer be controlled.

      “Douma, I thought you knew us well enough by now to realize that it’s just not how we roll,” Dmitri muttered, drawing his soul-eater.

      Rose gave him a sideways glance. “You know what to do,” she whispered, and Dmitri nodded in response. He was going to keep Douma from the Perfects. The last thing we wanted was to have her rejoin her brothers and sisters.

      I focused on Abaddon for a moment, in an attempt to syphon some energy from him. He growled at me and… blocked me out. How is this possible?

      “Listen, I’m not going to ask again,” Abaddon snapped, his breathing getting heavier and more uneven. Rage was already seeping through him, inflating his chest and swelling the veins on his neck and temples. “Stop trying to use your dumb little tricks on us. Whatever you throw at a Perfect, father fixes it.”

      “We can still bleed you dry,” I muttered.

      “It’s your head I’m ripping off first!” Abaddon shouted, an angry vein throbbing on his temple.

      Amane was right. It didn’t take much to get the guy to blow up, and all the Perfects looked wary of that exact scenario unfolding in the following minutes. I chuckled.

      “Holy crap, Amane is right, guys!” I said. “Look at the Perfects. They’re quaking in their tunics right now. They were ordered to bring us in alive, but Abaddon will make their job harder if we make him flip out.”

      “How easy is it to make Abaddon mad?” Nevis asked, smirking.

      “Ridiculously easy. Stop!” Araquiel spat.

      Abaddon glowered at him. “You make it sound like I’m a complete psychopath. What, you think you’re better than me?”

      “That’s not at all what I said,” Araquiel tried to reason with him.

      The tension loaded the air around us with a heavy type of energy, the kind that made it more difficult to breathe. It was time to turn the temperature up even more. I figured that if the Perfects got busy trying to stop Abaddon from killing us, it could work out in our favor and make it easier to escape. Having thirteen Perfects busy containing one loose cannon seemed a better option than fighting eleven highly focused killing machines.

      Of course, that was still problematic for us, since it meant that the loose cannon would be exclusively focused on killing us, but it kept the others in his crew distracted. In the end, how much damage could Abaddon do, mostly on his own?

      You’re about to find out.

      “Face it, Araquiel, you’ve really backed yourself and your siblings into a corner this time.” Amane chuckled.

      “That’s all on you and your new friends, Amane!” Araquiel shot back.

      “I take it this is my cue to kill everybody?” Abaddon cut in.

      “NO!” all the Perfects responded at the same time.

      Abaddon laughed—but it wasn’t a relaxed chortle. It was a maniacal cackle, the kind that preceded slasher film bloodbaths.

      “No? Oh, that’s too bad!” Abaddon burst out. “Because since you’re all so eager to contain me like I’m some mindless animal, I might as well be the mindless animal you’re all afraid of!”

      The Perfects were all stiff now, their worried gazes fixed on Abaddon, who was slowly but surely coming undone and spiraling out of control. Clearly, it really didn’t take much to set the guy off, and Amane knew that all too well.

      “Man, you all messed up on this one.” She giggled, then shifted her focus back to Abaddon. “Do you know why Ta’Zan kept you under his foot this whole time? Because you’re so damn easy to bait, it’s absolutely hilarious!”

      “Better to be easy to bait than easy to kill,” Abaddon hissed, his scowl burning with hatred and pure animal hunger.

      He darted toward us before the Perfects could hold him back.

      All of a sudden, the balloon filled with fire and fury had popped, and it was up to us to dodge its contents and get ourselves out of this situation alive.

      It’s on.
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      I was definitely on board with Amane’s unspoken plan to rile Abaddon up and keep the other Perfects busy trying to contain him, but, at the same time, I was genuinely terrified of the damage that Abaddon could do if he got to any of us.

      The moment he shot toward us, however, there wasn’t a second left to think—only to react.

      Ridan, Zeriel, Ben, and Vesta were the first to cut Abaddon off, giving Samael the few moments he needed to put his wrist against my lips.

      “Drink!” the Faulty said. “You need some extra juice!”

      I didn’t think twice. I immediately sank my teeth into his skin and drew blood, suckling as much as I could, while Ridan, Zeriel, Ben, and Vesta threw everything they had at Abaddon. Behind me, Douma cursed under her breath. As soon as I felt Samael’s blood rush through me like raw energy, I glanced over my shoulder and saw Elonora drinking from Douma’s neck.

      We only had seconds left, as Araquiel and Oriphiel came straight for Abaddon, while Elyon and the others surrounded us and proceeded to attack. They weren’t going to kill us, but they sure as hell weren’t going to take us down nicely.

      I got busy quickly with Elyon, while Elonora, Nevis, and the others paired up and took on the other hostiles. Leah slipped by Dmitri’s side and helped him keep two of the Perfects at bay, in a bid to hold on to Douma, who wrestled against her restraints, utterly frustrated.

      Abaddon was impossible to contain, though. Within seconds, Araquiel and Oriphiel were no longer enough to hold him back. Ben and Vesta threw fireballs at all three, but that just made Abaddon even angrier. Ridan and Zeriel moved around and tried to hit Abaddon from behind.

      They were quickly intercepted by two other Perfects.

      Amane and Kallisto fought viciously against three of them, while Elonora, Nevis, Kallisto, Hunter, Rasmus, and Samael handled the rest. Elyon was a handful already, but I knew I needed to take him down quickly, as things with Abaddon got worse, fast. Araquiel and Oriphiel kept blocking him from his attacks against Ben and Vesta, but he managed to slip through several times.

      Whenever he did, he cut deep with his claws. Ben was on the ground at one point, bleeding profusely from an open wound on his abdomen.

      Kailani muttered and cast spells left and right, temporarily crippling Perfects while Hunter swerved around them and cut them with his soul-eater. The focus of our efforts was to get close enough to slash them with our charmed swords. The more blood we drew, the slower the Perfects got.

      “Don’t be stupid!” Elyon growled. “Stop it now, before Abaddon loses it completely!”

      He came at me with his claws out, hacking and slashing with his long and sharp claws. Left, right, left, right—I dodged each hit and brought my sword out in wide arcs, cutting his forearms a couple of times. He didn’t immediately feel the effects of my soul-eater, but when I dashed to his side and sliced into his hip, he cried out in pain and dropped to one knee.

      I heard Abaddon snarl just as I managed to cut Elyon’s head off.

      Looking around, I could see the fight was getting more vicious. Blood sprayed all over, some splashing my face. Not all of it was ours, but Zeriel and Vesta were down and severely wounded. Abaddon lunged at Vesta, his fangs protruding, eager to tear through her.

      “Abaddon, stop it!” Araquiel grunted and rammed into him in an attempt to throw him off course, while Oriphiel moved toward Vesta.

      Zeriel lay on his belly, groaning from the pain, covered in what had to mostly be his own blood. He had trouble getting back up, his fingers fumbling through his satchel for healing potion. It hit me then that we’d been so wrapped up in Abaddon’s presence that we’d overlooked our invisibility paste supplies.

      I scooped some from my plastic pouch and swallowed it, then rushed toward Oriphiel. She was about to slap some kind of collar on Vesta’s neck, when she spotted me and froze. I felt my skin tingle as I vanished from her sight. She blinked several times before her eyes popped wide open, as she realized what was going on.

      Caught off guard, Oriphiel jumped up to defend herself, but didn’t see me coming. I grabbed a handful of her long black hair and pulled her head back. I tore into her throat, ripping out the skin, the flesh, and the tendons as I drank the gushing blood. I needed more than Faulty blood for what came next.

      She cried out for help, and I heard footsteps approaching, but it was too late. I’d taken enough blood to feel liquid sunshine rushing through me and somehow slowing everything down. I cut her head off, but held on to it for a second. I quickly turned around and threw it at one of the Perfects coming toward us.

      It was enough to temporarily distract him.

      Around me, Elonora, Nevis, and Hunter had also managed to swallow some of their invisibility paste. I watched them disappear and wreak havoc among the remaining Perfects. It was a damned bloodbath, and I had no time to worry about anyone. All I could do was take down as many of our enemies as possible.

      Kailani managed to latch on to the Perfect whom I’d distracted with Oriphiel’s head, using a puppetry spell. Hunter helped her finish the job. Elonora and Nevis made a fantastic team. I could see the frost spreading out, catching Perfects’ legs and arms for Elonora to chop off with her soul-eater. Being invisible, we had a tremendous advantage. The Perfects hadn’t planned for this.

      Abaddon was about to crush my brother’s throat with his bare hands. Ben was about to pass out at that point. Araquiel struggled to pull Abaddon back, but he got an elbow in the face—a blow powerful enough to throw him back. It also pissed him off to the point where he scowled at Abaddon and changed his stance into an attack pose, as he walked toward him and Ben.

      “If I can’t stop you, I will rip your head off!” Araquiel snarled.

      “Would love to see you try, pipsqueak!” Abaddon retorted, still busy with choking my brother.

      With Perfect blood coursing through me, my movements were like flash-steps. I reached Abaddon and stabbed him with my soul-eater. He roared and managed to backhand me. He couldn’t see me, but he must’ve heard my steps. I fell backward, my ears ringing and my lip split. The soul-eater became visible once I stopped touching it—that was how the invisibility spell worked. Everything I had on me upon ingestion remained invisible, until it left my touch. It would become invisible again once I got my hands on it. That, unfortunately, felt like a bit of a long shot at this point…

      Araquiel came at him from behind. My brother dropped to the ground like a limp rag doll. My blood ran cold as I darted back up and rushed to his side, checking for vital signs. Ben had suffered severe injuries, but he was still alive. I bit into my wrist and pushed it against his lips. He groaned softly but responded, slowly coming to as he drank some of my blood.

      “Rasmus! No!” Leah’s scream cut through the skirmish and brought almost everyone to a standstill.

      I looked to my left and saw the big Faulty come down with a heartbreaking thud. The Perfect that had taken him on stood proudly, sneering, his clawed hands and forearms covered in Rasmus’s blood. He’d apparently rammed both into the Faulty’s chest. Blood pooled beneath Rasmus, seeping into the dirt and coating the short grass in glistening crimson.

      My stomach churned as I realized that Rasmus was beyond saving at this point.

      Abaddon ripped at Araquiel’s chest with his bare hands, roaring like a mindless beast. He tossed his brother aside, then turned around and sniffed the air. He couldn’t see me, Elonora, Nevis, or Hunter, but he could definitely smell us. His lips, smeared with blood, stretched over his fangs.

      “See, now you’ve really pissed me off,” he muttered, then looked my way.

      My heart stopped.

      I heard my brother’s trembling voice. “Rose… Run!”

      The beautiful monster headed right for me, his claws out and eager to rip me apart.

      And I’d frozen like a deer in the headlights of an eighteen-wheeler, staring at death as it came my way.
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      There was no time.

      Abaddon was going after Rose, and I had to do something.

      Two of the five remaining Perfects were looking around, taking deep breaths and frowning with confusion. If we stood still, they couldn’t immediately trace us. If they heard a single footstep, though, it was open season on our invisible asses.

      I couldn’t let Rose take Abaddon on alone.

      “Nevis, get frosty!” I whispered. “I’ll help Rose.”

      “No, don’t go alone—” he started, in an attempt to stop me, but got busy quickly when the two Perfects heard me move and dashed in our direction. He muttered a curse, whipped out a thick wall of ice to block the hostiles from getting closer, then ran around and took them on with his soul-eater.

      I didn’t get to see the conclusion of that fight, as I moved at full speed and intercepted Abaddon just five yards away from Rose. I tackled him like a pro football player, putting all my strength into that hit. My shoulders and neck burned from the impact pain, but I kept pushing.

      Abaddon grunted as he fell to his side, with me landing on top of him. He tried to claw me, but I got him first, shredding his face. Blood sprayed out from his jugular. My sword had fallen next to us; however, I couldn’t reach it, nor could I leave myself open to an attack. Abaddon growled and wrestled beneath me, but I had the vigor of a Perfect on top of my own, making it harder for him to retaliate.

      “I’ll tear you to pieces!” Abaddon shouted, then punched me in the side.

      The hit knocked the air out of my lungs. He didn’t have to see me to know where he could hit. Our anatomies were similar, after all. He drove his fist into my ribs again, breaking two. I heard the bones snap. I coughed and fell off him.

      In an instant, I caught a glimpse of him rolling and lifting himself up, blood still dripping from his neck. The jugular wound was already healing. I hadn’t clawed him deep enough.

      Abaddon could see the leaves and grass move under my invisible form. He knew where I was and grinned with delight. His aura flared red and pink, his emotions intense, his eagerness to kill me overriding everything else.

      Hunter’s growl from behind Abaddon drew my attention, and Abaddon turned around just as Hunter lost his invisible form and shifted into the massive white werewolf. Hunter’s wolf form was ferocious enough to take on such a monster, but not strong enough to keep him down for long.

      Hunter tackled Abaddon, his jaws snapping as he went for the Perfect’s throat. They tumbled and rolled on the ground, wrestling and clawing and biting at each other like the primal predators that they were. Abaddon managed to slash Hunter’s torso with his claws. Hunter yelped as Abaddon kicked and tossed him to the side, then got back up and looked my way.

      I had to move, but my ribs were threatening to puncture my lung, making it extremely difficult for me to do anything. I’d not ingested enough Perfect blood to really speed up my recovery, so I had to make do. Besides, everything was happening too fast for any kind of healing to work—my body was constantly moving and fighting, every ounce of energy focused on survival.

      Abaddon came at me again, this time determined to finish me off. A gust of cold air brushed by my face as an invisible force hit Abaddon right in the chest. I held my faltering breath. Nevis had intervened.

      I could almost see him with my True Sight—not fully, but rather as a silhouette rippling through the air. Nevis drove his soul-eater through Abaddon multiple times, making the Perfect roar and wail with each hit, but didn’t get the right angle to cut his head off. On top of that, there was something horribly weird about Abaddon. I was pretty sure he was no longer feeling pain at this point, but rather just making noise out of pure anger.

      “Nevis, watch out!” I shouted.

      It was too late. Abaddon drove his clawed hand through Nevis’s side. The blood was visible as it gushed out from his gaping wound.

      “Nevis!” I screamed from the bottom of my already-strained lungs.

      Nevis came down, dropping to his knees, and Abaddon grinned in my direction. “You. I’m getting to you in a second, sweetie!” He sneered, then looked down, narrowing his eyes as he tried to figure out Nevis’s exact position on the ground.

      He was going for the kill, and my heart couldn’t take it.
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      The one thing that had worked in our favor so far was that the Perfects were too busy trying to capture the others while containing Abaddon. They had no resources left to come at Douma, Leah, and me.

      The Faulty and I had managed to secure Douma for a while, until Rasmus went down. It threw Leah off her game and left an opening for one of the remaining Perfects. He’d darted toward us just as Hunter had fallen in his wolf form, wounded by Abaddon.

      I didn’t get to see what happened next. I only heard the rushed footsteps across the ground as those who were left standing from our crew continued to push back against what remained of the Perfects’ ranks.

      Leah came in front of me and tried to keep the incoming Perfect at bay. She slashed her claws at him, over and over, but he dodged each hit with smooth, almost elegant moves. She grunted as she tried to get him again, but the Perfect ducked, then shot back up and delivered a crushing uppercut. It threw her back into my arms, leaving her unconscious.

      I caught a glimpse of Araquiel tackling an invisible figure farther back. By process of elimination, I concluded he was dealing with Rose, while Nevis and Elonora were stuck with Abaddon. My attention was quickly captured by the fiend that had just knocked Leah’s lights out. He was coming for me next.

      “You have to let me go!” Douma implored me.

      I didn’t get to answer that, as I suddenly found myself dodging the incoming Perfect’s claws. He was ridiculously fast and determined to disable. But then I saw a giant ball of fire headed toward us and ducked.

      Vesta was standing right behind the Perfect, who was now wrestling an extremely persistent flame. It gave me the window of opportunity I needed to swing my sword out and cut off the Perfect’s head in one, swift blow.

      Vesta was forced to tackle another Perfect in the meantime, leaving me alone with Douma and an unconscious Leah. Several yards away, Abaddon was looking down. Elonora’s scream rattled me, making my whole body shiver.

      Abaddon raised his hand, ready to kill one of my teammates. Again, by process of elimination, and given that I couldn’t see who it was, I assumed it was Nevis.

      “Abaddon, stop!” Araquiel shouted, between hits from Rose. I could hear her grunting whenever she missed her target. “Don’t kill the outsiders!”

      “Butt out!” Abaddon growled.

      Araquiel cursed under his breath again, then dashed from his position and went after Abaddon.

      “Dmitri, you have to let me go!” Douma repeated her plea. “Your team is losing!”

      Looking around once more, I saw that she wasn’t too far from the truth. Ben, Zeriel, Hunter, and Ridan were down. Vesta, Rose, Kailani and Samael were struggling, as were Amane and Kallisto. Amane, in particular, had taken some heavy hits, and she was too slow for what her Perfect opponent was delivering. Nevis was about to die at Abaddon’s hands, and Elonora wasn’t able to intervene.

      “Sounds about right,” I murmured, feeling my throat burn.

      “Let me go, and I can help you,” Douma replied, wrestling against her charmed cuffs. “I serve Ta’Zan, and Ta’Zan wants you alive. Even if you’re not captured now, you’ll be taken later. I have to make sure you live until then! If you don’t let me—”

      She swallowed her words as we both witnessed a most terrifying scene.

      Abaddon turned around just as Araquiel came at him. Roaring like nothing I’d ever heard before in my entire friggin’ life, Abaddon grabbed Araquiel by his head and wrapped his legs around his waist. He then began to pull his head off.

      I felt sick to my stomach, no longer able to watch.

      I looked away, gasping for air, as I heard the flesh tear and the neck bones break, as Abaddon left Araquiel’s body to collapse on the ground, headless.

      “Dmitri,” Douma managed, equally nauseated. “You have to let me go. If I don’t stop Abaddon now, he’ll kill you all and won’t care what happens next. He’s in full beast mode and beyond control.”

      I was shaking like a leaf at this point. Nothing in my training had ever prepared me for something as gruesome and as chilling as this. Abaddon was not a Perfect. He was a monster—the worst to ever exist.

      “How can you stop him?” I croaked. “He just ripped Araquiel’s head off, for Pete’s sake.”

      Abaddon was now headed back toward Nevis, with a severely wounded Elonora next on his list. Her invisibility spell had worn off—or she’d uttered the spell to disable it, I wasn’t sure. Abaddon was certainly delighted to see her again, which led me to believe that she’d revealed herself on purpose, just to try to draw him away from Nevis.

      “I have a special ability, but I need my hands and legs free,” Douma replied.

      I looked at her for a moment, wishing I had Elonora’s ability to read people. There was the possibility that Douma was just lying to get herself out of the cuffs, but given the bloodbath that Abaddon had so effortlessly created, I didn’t have much of a choice.

      The one thing I did find believable was Ta’Zan’s order that we be taken alive. That had to be true. With Douma loose, however, and two Perfects still standing, aside from Abaddon, it still left a fight for us to deal with—after she neutralized Abaddon. Provided she could neutralize Abaddon.

      “I’m faster than most Perfects!” Douma added, visibly frustrated. “I haven’t had the need to use that ability, and you caught me off guard during our last encounter. But I am definitely faster than Abaddon. I can stop him, Dmitri! Ta’Zan won’t be mad if I disable Abaddon and delay your capture. He’ll be mad if he loses you and your friends!”

      “How can I trust you, when I know you’ll come straight for me once you’re done with Abaddon?” I asked, my pulse quickening as I heard Nevis’s grunt. Abaddon had him by the throat. He’d followed the blood trail that Nevis had left behind in his attempt to distance himself from the Perfect.

      “Nevis…” Elonora gasped, then coughed and wheezed, holding her side. She was down on her knees, trying so hard to move. It broke my heart.

      “Would you rather die now or fight me again?” Douma asked.

      I exhaled sharply. It was time for an executive decision, and I had to think fast.

      If I let Douma go, I had to be ready to get as many of my still-standing teammates to help me restrain her again afterward as possible. In addition, there were two Perfects still standing—those two were quite busy with Kailani, Samael and Vesta at this point, though.

      I had no choice. I needed to save my friends.

      We’re going to live to fight another day. Or, so I hoped.

      I fumbled through my pockets and took out the matching key for each of the three sets of charmed cuffs that Kailani had put on Douma. I looked her in the eye as I set her free.

      “Don’t disappoint me, Douma,” I said.

      She gave me a brief nod, rubbing her freed wrists. The shadow of a smile fluttered across her beautiful face. In that instant, I was filled with a totally different kind of dread.

      Despite her role and everything that had happened, despite the constant running and fighting and the lack of trust between us… I liked her.

      I am in a whole new kind of trouble.

      Abaddon wasn’t going to be the end of me. That honor belonged to Douma.
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      I couldn’t move. I tried, but my limbs were weak, as if made of jelly.

      All the energy I’d drawn from Perfect and Faulty alike had slipped out of me during Abaddon’s vicious attacks. His strength, the impact of each of his hits—it was too much, even for the jacked-up version of me.

      Nevis was still invisible, but blood had sprayed out of him earlier. I could see where he’d fallen to his knees. Using my True Sight, I was able to spot a faint hint of his silhouette and the bloody edges of his gaping wound. But I heard him clearly, coughing and groaning from the horrific amount of pain that Abaddon had inflicted upon him. The Perfect had practically stabbed Nevis with his fist.

      Abaddon had just ripped Araquiel’s head off. It had taken a lot of self-control to stop myself from retching. The sight had been dreadful, to say the least. Abaddon was definitely stronger than the others in his crew. In hindsight, I couldn’t help but think that Ta’Zan had made a terrible mistake by letting him loose. He was impossible to control.

      Amane had had the right thought by triggering him, but, still, that had been a double-edged blade to begin with. We were now paying a heartbreaking price for our decision to create this dumpster fire of a situation.

      After he was done with Araquiel, Abaddon came back to Nevis. My stomach tightened itself into a tiny and tormenting little marble. My pulse quickened, and my heartbeat became erratic, as I watched him saunter toward Nevis, with a psychopathic smirk slitting his face. The urgency returned, making me shiver as I struggled to move again.

      My broken ribs had finally pierced holes into my lungs. Blood was pouring in. I had trouble breathing, and it would be a while before I could heal on my own. I was in desperate need of healing potions, but there was no time for me to take any.

      Abaddon was standing in front of Nevis, looking down at him.

      “Now, where were we?” he muttered.

      “You were on your way out!” I croaked, and managed to push out a flimsy barrier.

      It didn’t do much, other than give him a mild nudge. He chuckled, then pointed a finger at me. “I’ll be with you in a minute, bloodsucker. Let me finish this one off, first,” he said.

      My blood thickened, horror constricting my throat as I desperately tried to think of a way to save Nevis from a most violent death. The worst part wasn’t my fear of losing a teammate and a powerful ally. My soul ached at the thought of never seeing Nevis again, never getting a chance to maybe even feel his arms around me, or his lips against mine. He’d barely just started smiling at me, after all. We’d been making progress.

      One look around me was enough to paint a dismal picture. With two Perfects still standing and over half of our team down, the rest still struggling, it didn’t look good.

      Kailani managed to dodge one of the Perfects’ claws, then ran toward us when she saw what Abaddon was about to do.

      “Come at me first!” I snarled at Abaddon. “At least I’ve still got some fight left in me. You’re quite a coward to go after the fallen ones, don’t you think?”

      I’d taken a page out of Amane’s book on this one, but someone had to keep taunting Abaddon. Amane was lying on the ground, unconscious and bleeding out. One of the Perfects had finally gotten to her. I had to keep going, no matter what.

      “You’re broken, bloodsucker,” Abaddon said. “The only thing still keeping you together is your skin. Hold your horses. I just need to snap this guy’s head off first.”

      His voice trailed off when he spotted movement from his left. He looked up just as a pulse rippled through the air. Kailani came to a screeching halt, putting her hand up as she tried to take control over Abaddon with a puppetry spell. I’d seen her do it before, but I feared it wouldn’t be enough to hold him back.

      A thump made my heart stop for a second. I looked down and noticed the pattern of leaves and grass shifting under Nevis’s weight. He’d fallen on his back. Blood was seeping from his wounds, quietly spreading across the greenery, visible in its glistening shade of crimson. Tears stung my eyes, as my inability to do more to save him and myself crashed into me like an icy wave.

      Kailani whispered a series of words, and Abaddon grunted with his arms out to his sides. He couldn’t move!

      He tried. He struggled. He sneered at her, baring his fangs and licking his bloodied lips. “I’ll peel the skin from your face, strip by strip!”

      Kailani grinned. “I don’t think you’re in a position to do any filleting at this point in time.”

      Abaddon growled and flexed his muscles, to the point where I could see his veins throbbing along his neck and temples. He bellowed with rage. The jungle around us trembled from his roars. Then, something snapped.

      The invisible strings that had been holding him back were ripped. Kailani lost control over Abaddon. He didn’t hesitate, and headed straight for her. She tried to run, but Abaddon darted toward her, generating a loud pop in his wake—the air friction of a Perfect flashing from point A to point Kailani. He grabbed her by the throat, gripping tightly as he lifted her off the ground.

      “Kale! No!” I heard Rose screaming, somewhere nearby.

      I couldn’t see much of anything. My gaze was fixed on Kailani, and I prayed to all possible entities for help. Kailani squirmed in Abaddon’s hold, choking and gasping for air. Her feet were several inches from the ground. She wasn’t going to last much longer. Abaddon laughed, delighted to have laid his hands on her.

      Rage and glee beamed out of him like toxic rays of sunshine. Another second or two, and her neck was going to snap.

      “Kale,” I murmured, inwardly cursing as I failed to release another barrier. I was out of energy altogether.

      A second loud pop caught my attention. This one came from my left. I turned my head just in time to see Douma running so fast, I couldn’t even distinguish her figure from the environment. Abaddon glanced over his shoulder. He saw her coming and dodged her attack. Douma missed him by a couple of inches. My stomach dropped, as he proceeded to choke Kailani even harder.

      The air changed, somehow. Electric charges rubbed against my skin, giving me goosebumps.

      Abaddon stilled, frowning as he looked up at Kailani.

      Her eyes popped open, shining like two small suns. She opened her mouth, and light beamed out of it, too. It was as if she’d swallowed the sun. Her skin burned, and Abaddon hissed and quickly dropped her, his palms red and blistering.

      Kailani, however, didn’t fall. She hovered above the ground, light shining out of her with an intensity that made me squint. Her lips moved. She was saying something, but I couldn’t hear a thing. She smiled, then tilted her head back.

      Just then, a powerful, blinding white light exploded from within her body. It spread out and forced me to close my eyes for a few moments.

      I heard the rushed footsteps through the grass. Abaddon’s growl.

      The whistling sound of a blade rushing through the air, then the wetness of flesh and the crack of bone being sliced. It was swiftly followed by the thud of something hitting the ground.

      I held my breath, even though it hurt like hell. Even with my eyes shut, I could see the light. Something had happened to Kailani, but I couldn’t explain it. Off the top of my head, it must’ve been related to the Word and her swamp witch development. Everything weird was linked to that.

      When I opened my eyes, however, I witnessed a different scene.

      There was a striking difference between this and the world I’d left behind when I’d shut my eyes, in the first place.

      Abaddon wasn’t standing anymore. His body was on the ground. His head was ten feet away. A shocked expression had marred his features, his blue-and-green eyes bulging out. He hadn’t seen that one coming.

      Standing before me and holding my soul-eater was Douma, panting and covered in blood.

      A couple of yards away, Kailani was still hovering and glowing like the burning sun, but the light had dimmed substantially. I could see better. It was as if Kailani was made entirely from solid sunshine, every cell of her skin gleaming golden yellow.

      I exhaled and subsequently coughed, thanks to my punctured lung.

      “You… You did that?” I asked Douma, staring at Abaddon’s head for a moment.

      “I had no choice,” she replied, her voice low and trembling.

      Another body came down. Rose had just decapitated another Perfect. A few seconds later, Samael caught an opening and neutralized the last of our enemies. His body slumped in the grass, his head rolling away like a crooked bowling ball. This was a messy game.

      “Who set you free?” Rose managed, firmly gripping her sword and pointing it at Douma.

      “I had to,” Dmitri croaked, slowly approaching this newly developing situation.

      We didn’t even have time to breathe a sigh of relief at the sight of Abaddon’s head on the ground, nor to wonder what the hell was going on with Kailani, who was still beaming and levitating. Douma was loose, and she was holding one of our soul-eaters.

      “I was the only one who could stop Abaddon. I’m the only one faster than him,” Douma replied firmly, refusing to let go of the blade.

      “Well, thank you. Now put the weapon down,” Rose retorted, frowning.

      Douma smirked. “Afraid I’ll come after you next? You’re plenty of fighters short, now. I could pick you off, one by one.”

      I heard a twig break. I looked to my left again but couldn’t see Dmitri anymore. He’d vanished. He must’ve taken his invisibility paste. Douma seemed equally alarmed to no longer be able to see him.

      At the same time, Kailani let out a hummed sigh, as the light died out. She fell flat on her face, like a limp doll, alive but unconscious.

      “Kale!” I gasped, then froze when the soul-eater sword flew out of Douma’s hand.

      Before she could do anything, a charmed cuff was slapped against her wrist. Dmitri, in his invisible form, pulled her arm back. Douma swerved around and tried to tackle him, but Rose got to her first and sank her fangs into her neck.

      Douma yelped from the pain—caused not so much by the bite, but rather by the blade Rose had stabbed her with at the same time. The entry wound had been strategically inflicted, less than an inch from her spine. It was enough to disable her for a few minutes. Douma dropped to one knee, while Dmitri finished cuffing her once more.

      Two pairs around her wrists and one on her ankles, and Douma was our prisoner once more, unable to use any of her natural abilities. There was still a device mounted on the side of her neck, preventing her from calling out to other Perfects on their special frequency, and another that kept her wings folded, stuck between her shoulder blades.

      Only then, when she was finally subdued, when Abaddon was finally beheaded and the other Perfects were down… Only then could I let myself collapse. My wounds were severe. My arms and legs were numb. My breathing was heavy and broken.

      But we’d made it. Somehow.

      We’d faced a most vicious opponent, a harbinger of bloody death and doom. And we’d resisted. We’d walked out of it alive. For the most part.

      I felt a smile stretching my lips.

      “Hold on, Lenny. I’ll be with you in a second, honey,” Rose murmured somewhere in the background.

      I heard zippers and buttons popping. The rustling and crinkling of plastic. The moans and grunts of my friends. One by one, they were being taken care of by Rose. I knew she was handling the critical cases first.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’m okay.”

      Everything darkened around me. I felt relieved.

      I was milliseconds away from passing out, but I felt relieved.
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      By the time I came to, Rose had managed to get most of our crew back to full consciousness. My heart immediately started racing at the sight of Nevis, who was still lying on the ground. He was visible now, and healing paste covered most of his wounds. The gaping hole in his abdomen made my stomach churn.

      Kailani was back on her feet and clearly dazed, as she went from Hunter to Zeriel and then to Vesta, treating their wounds with healing paste and temporary bandages. Douma was cuffed again, with Dmitri keeping watch over her. Kallisto, Amane, Samael, and Leah had also made it. Rasmus wasn’t that lucky. Leah wept by his side, while Samael glanced around, analyzing the eleven Perfects, with their heads scattered around. Blood covered large portions of the grass, gradually drying up.

      “Nevis,” I murmured, then scrambled to get to his side.

      “He’s too weak to move,” Rose said to me, as she held Ben in her arms and dripped some of her blood into his mouth.

      I bit into my wrist and pressed the open wound against Nevis’s lips. He moaned softly, then opened his eyes and saw me. Our eyes locked, and I didn’t need to tell him what to do. He drank from my wrist. It had a relatively quick effect on him, and the color returned to his cheeks.

      “You’re incredibly reckless. Do you know that?” I croaked, frowning at him.

      He gently gripped my bleeding wrist and pulled me closer. Our faces were inches apart from each other, and he gave me a half-smile. “You’re just as bad, Elonora.”

      “You nearly got yourself killed!” I said, my pulse racing.

      “Well, someone had to make sure you didn’t get yourself killed,” he replied.

      “Why would you ever endanger yourself like that over someone like me?” I asked, genuinely baffled.

      He sighed, then looked down at his abdominal wound, which was finally beginning to heal. “I’ll be fine, Elonora. It’s just a flesh wound.”

      “Dude, Abaddon stabbed you with his fist!” Dmitri retorted, slightly amused.

      I was angry at Nevis. Fuming, actually. Not only because he’d almost died, but also because I’d almost lost him. Yes, lost him. He made me feel things I’d never experienced before, and I didn’t want him leaving this world without the possibility of the two of us exploring unsaid possibilities. Oh, I was definitely falling for Nevis, and it was such a bad idea, given the circumstances. But, then again, whenever I looked in his icy blue eyes, I melted on the inside.

      “And, as you can see, I’m still here,” Nevis replied.

      I couldn’t stop myself from caressing his face with my knuckles. He stilled under my touch, his pupils dilated. Time seemed to stand still for a moment. His bloodied lips stretched into a lazy smile.

      The tough side of me quickly reared its head, prompting me to smack him over the shoulder, as I did my best to project my anger. “Don’t ever do that again, okay?”

      Nevis didn’t stop smiling, though. I was under his spell, and there wasn’t much I could do about it. He exhaled, then shrugged. “I’m afraid I can’t make such a promise, Elonora. I won’t be able to stand by if someone tries to hurt you. Or anyone on our team.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Deep down, I knew he’d added that last part just to keep himself on more neutral ground. Something was growing between us, but this wasn’t the time or the place to better understand what it was. For the time being, I was just relieved to see him alive.

      I looked up at Kailani, who’d stopped by Abaddon’s side, staring at him. “Kale, what happened back there?” I asked.

      “I honestly have no idea,” she answered. “I think I blacked out after he grabbed me by the throat. I was suffocating, then everything went dark.”

      “Oh, honey, everything went bright out here,” Rose replied, raising an eyebrow. “Something happened to you, Kale. My first guess is that it had something to do with your swamp witch abilities.”

      “Hey, whatever it was, thank the stars it happened!” Vesta interjected, wiping the blood from her face with a piece of cloth. “Abaddon would’ve torn us all to shreds.”

      “So, who stopped him? Me?” Kailani replied, visibly confused.

      I shook my head. “You lit up like the sun. It was awesome, frankly. Incredible to watch. But you didn’t take Abaddon out. You distracted him. Douma neutralized him.”

      “Speaking of which, Dmitri—” Rose started to say, but Dmitri cut her off.

      “Sorry, Aunt Rose, it was an executive decision, and I know I took a big risk, but I really didn’t see any other option at the time,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” Rose replied. “I was only going to say… Good job, Dmitri,” she added with a grin.

      Dmitri sighed with relief, awkwardly scratching the back of his neck. He briefly stole a glance at Douma, who rolled her eyes and looked away, evidently displeased by her restraints.

      “You’re welcome,” she said.

      “Oh, we are definitely thankful for your help,” Ben replied, pushing himself into a sitting position. His wounds were healing, but the movements were still painful, making him groan. “But let’s not forget what you would do to us if we let you loose.”

      Douma smirked. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not happy to be tied up again,” she said, “but it’s not the end of the world. I did my job and kept you alive. My next task is to deliver you all in one piece to my father. But you’re already headed that way, anyway. Come to think of it, I should be thanking you for doing my job for me.” She chuckled.

      “Okay. So, how are we looking so far?” Zeriel asked, pleased to be able to stand on his own again. He reached a hand out to Vesta, then gently pulled her to her feet. He didn’t let go immediately, instead watching her with a mixture of warmth and concern. His aura glowed gold, just like hers.

      I stifled a grin, then shifted my focus to Leah, who was wiping her tears and looking for the courage to leave Rasmus’s side. “I’m sorry, Leah, Samael,” I said. “Rasmus was a good fighter. We’ll always keep him in our thoughts. He’s part of the reason why we’re still breathing.”

      Leah nodded slowly, struggling not to cry again. “Yeah. Rasmus was… Well, he was a bit of a gentle giant. I mean, sure, he could crush your head with his bare hands, but deep down, he was a big softie,” she said, smiling. “He loved keeping small animals as pets, you know?”

      Samael laughed lightly. “Ah, yes. We had our work cut out for us whenever we came across an orphaned doe,” he added. “Rasmus had to take care of it. It didn’t even matter that his size alone was enough to scare the creature away. He would simply chase it down, catch it, and hold it tight in his arms, until the animal relaxed and had no choice but to accept Rasmus’s care.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rose murmured, tearing up. “It’s never easy to say goodbye to a friend.”

      “Hey, he gave these bastards plenty to work with!” Leah replied, willing herself to smile more. “He put up a good fight, given the caliber of the Perfects we just dealt with.”

      “Speaking of which, nicely done,” Samael said. “Abaddon is… Ugh, he’s a damn nightmare. I’m amazed we pulled this off.”

      “Injury-wise, we’re going to be okay,” Kailani interjected, helping Hunter back to his feet. She lowered her voice as he frowned at her. “Thank you, Hunter.”

      “For what?” he replied with a shrug.

      “You saved my ass back there.”

      “And you saved mine. We’re even,” he grumbled, then gently pulled himself back, putting some distance between them. It didn’t sit well with her, but there wasn’t much she could say or do at this point. Something else must’ve happened prior to the Perfects’ attack, though. Her nerves had seemed frayed as soon as I laid eyes on her after she came down from the peak.

      “Abaddon is nothing like Araquiel and the others,” Ridan said, then looked at Amane. “Did you know he would turn out so unstable?”

      Amane shook her head, her orange eyes glimmering with tears. “I had no idea. He was one of the first Perfects to come out from our blueprint. We assumed there had to be some kind of genetic aberration behind his short fuse. All the others came out with better self-control. We simply thought that Abaddon was a fluke.”

      “He’s a deadly fluke,” Kallisto replied, crossing her arms. “We need to move and get as far away from here as possible, before they regenerate. Abaddon will be twice as vicious when we see him again. We won’t stand a chance if we haven’t fully healed by then.”

      “More Perfects could be coming around, too,” Ben said.

      “We should chop these ones up and scatter them around,” I replied. “Slow down their healing time. Maybe kill them permanently?”

      “If these guys are tracked by their boss, they might be getting backup soon. We don’t want to risk it and still be here if they do show up. We have injured team members, too. Our goal is to find Raphael and survive, not experiment with permanently killing Perfects.”

      Amane nodded, then checked all the Perfects’ bodies. She removed several devices from them, tossing them in a small pile at Ben’s feet. “Please destroy these,” she said. “One of them blocks me from sensing Abaddon’s approach.”

      “It’ll be harder for me to use my True Sight to watch out for them,” I said. “That whole mirror gimmick was annoyingly confusing. What kind of technology is strong enough to block my True Sight?”

      “Remember, Nerakian meranium blocked Harper’s True Sight, too. Charmed meranium, to be specific,” Nevis replied. “It shouldn’t come as a surprise that the Perfects figured something out, too.”

      Ben used one of his lighters to envelop the devices in a blazing ball of amber fire. Black smoke twirled out from the melting pile. The smell of searing plastic filled my nostrils. I covered my mouth, then moved back so I could breathe better. Coughing was still painful for me. My ribs were only partially fused.

      “We’ll have to do whatever we can, going forward,” Amane replied. “We’ll just have to be aware that they might find a way around our methods. Sooner or later, they will catch up.”

      “Hopefully, by the time they do, we’ll have Raphael on our side.” I sighed.

      I had a hard time getting over what Douma had said earlier, about us going to Ta’Zan and doing her job for her. It chilled me to the bone to think that she might actually be right. But my brother, my grandparents, and our closest friends and family were out there. They needed us now more than ever.

      We knew we could be walking into a trap, but we wouldn’t have done anything different, despite Douma’s statements. Nevertheless, my mind prepared for that scenario. As we all got up and prepared to flee the area, I began to think of ways in which our plans could go sideways in the future, and what could be done to prevent utter failure.

      Our lives depended on it.
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      About an hour later, we were about two islands away from the site of our first encounter with Abaddon. Soon enough, we were going to hear the sonic booms echoing across the night sky. Until then, however, we kept moving.

      We took advantage of the deep and dark woods of these northern isles, as they kept us out of sight for longer periods of time. We didn’t have time to bury Rasmus and had no choice but to leave him there with the Perfects.

      I stayed at the back of the group, trying to remember something, anything, from my blackout. I really couldn’t remember anything, and I didn’t like the way my own teammates were looking at me. There was so much about me and my developing swamp witch abilities that I couldn’t explain, that I actually felt guilty. I would’ve given anything to tell Rose, Hunter, Elonora, and the others about my first contact with the Word, the spells whose words I didn’t understand but which I could pronounce perfectly, and the way in which I failed to remember said words the second time around.

      It was as if the Word was keeping me on some kind of a short leash, giving me what I needed only during the direst circumstances, when nothing else worked. In hindsight, even the magic that Shaytan had adapted and practiced on Neraka was basically child’s play, stuff I could do with my eyes closed. What the Word was giving me, however, was far more intense and powerful, with the potential to do irreparable damage and create irreversible changes.

      In a way, I did understand why the Word was so reserved around me. After all, I was the first new swamp witch in centuries. Besides me, there was only one swamp witch left in the entire universe. Historically speaking, our odds of survival were relatively reduced. In my case, however, I had the benefit of a magical lineage. The blood of white witches and warlocks flowed through my veins. There was already a supernatural foundation in me.

      The Word had plenty to work with.

      Still, given how erratic and inconsistent my development seemed to be, I was a little embarrassed and insecure. I would’ve done anything to be more dependable for my teammates and my friends, but it was out of my control. All I could do was go with the flow and be thankful whenever a spell slipped into my mind for me to use.

      The upside was that every spell that did come in was perfect for those specific circumstances. Most importantly, the Word seemed to have inserted itself in my instincts, telling me whom to trust and whom to watch out for. So I stayed back, not only for a little bit of privacy, but also to keep an eye on Amane and Kallisto. The Word seemed conflicted about them. Whether they were going to deliberately or unwillingly betray us, it wasn’t clear yet. I just knew I needed to watch them.

      Going back to my blackout, no memory came up. I really couldn’t remember anything. In the end, all I could do was breathe a sigh of relief and be thankful it had happened—whatever that was. Maybe the Word had decided to take over the wheel for a while, manifesting itself in the true form of the purest light. Who knew? I certainly didn’t, but I did make it my top priority to find an hour or two during our next resting session to meditate and commune with the Word.

      Maybe the Word would talk back again.

      I briefly scanned the group walking ahead of me. Ben, Rose, Kallisto, and Amane were deep in conversation, leading the team forward through the woods. Samael and Leah flanked both their sides, while Elonora, Nevis, and Ridan were behind them. Zeriel, Vesta, Dmitri, and Douma followed quietly. I didn’t even realize that Hunter was walking by my side until that moment.

      He didn’t say a word as he stared ahead. A muscle pumped in his jaw. His blue eyes seemed made of steel, the moonlight making his blond hair glimmer white at the tips. His injuries were almost fully healed, with just deep scratches left—drawn along the side of his neck and bare shoulders. He’d packed some extra shirts and pants for the trip, knowing he may have to shift once in a while, just like Ridan.

      I wanted to say something, but none of the phrases coming to mind made much sense. I didn’t want to talk just for the sake of talking. And yet, I couldn’t take the silence anymore. It was getting awkward, and for no good reason.

      I was still hung up on Hunter. That much I knew. He’d saved my ass back there, and I’d saved his. We’d both nearly been torn to shreds by Abaddon. And now, we couldn’t even look at each other. His behavior confused me, and this wasn’t the right time to pull Elonora aside to talk about his emotions.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I gave Hunter a brief glance. “You okay?” I asked him.

      He didn’t reply. He didn’t even look at me. He kept staring ahead, glowering at some invisible point. I began to feel even more out of place. Ignored, even. That kind of hurt, actually. It also irritated me. Why was I still hung up on him? We’d almost kissed, and he’d pulled back. Clearly, he didn’t feel the same way about me. I needed to take my feelings and cram them to the very bottom of my consciousness.

      Hunter didn’t love me. And I was still head over heels with him, even after he’d subtly rejected me. I’d thought I’d get over it, but the moment I saw Abaddon ready to tear him a new one, I fell apart. My heart sank as I remembered his breath gently brushing against my lips, right before he moved back. My cheeks burned.

      And now, quiet as a tomb! That just made me mad.

      “What’s your problem?” I asked him.

      He stopped walking, then looked at me. I came to a grinding halt, frozen in place by his blue eyes, while the rest of our team kept moving. Still, he didn’t respond. He just stood there, glowering at me.

      I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I sighed, utterly baffled by his reaction.

      There was something different about Hunter, though. A darkness lingered in his eyes. Tension gathered in his broad frame. The air seemed electrically charged and incredibly dense between us. My sassy nature popped out, as I rolled my eyes and shook my head.

      “Jeez, stop with that brooding scowl already, and tell me what your problem is,” I snapped. “You’re starting to get on my nerves.”

      Without so much as a warning, he cupped my face and pulled me into a kiss.

      My heart exploded. My breath escaped.

      His lips were soft, pressed against mine. I didn’t… I couldn’t even think. But my body reacted for me, without my consent. I gasped and parted my lips as his tongue slipped through and captured my mouth in a deeper and downright fiery kiss.

      He tasted like the midnight ocean breeze, sweet and salty at the same time. Hunter could easily become addictive, I realized, as my entire being surrendered almost instantly. I was putty in his hands.

      I was completely lost, my eyes closed, my mouth fused with his. My ribcage felt small, as I struggled to breathe. This had to be the closest I would ever get to heaven. This was beautiful and terrifying at the same time—why was Hunter kissing me? He’d turned me down earlier. I’d spent my whole life thinking he wasn’t interested. I’d met his girlfriends. Granted, I’d hated most of them, but still. There had never been anything to indicate that there could be something between us.

      However, as we kissed in the heart of a foreign jungle in the middle of the Stravian nowhere, I began to suspect that maybe I’d gotten certain things about him wrong.

      I didn’t even realize when Hunter stopped kissing me. I still felt his palms firmly against my cheeks, his fingers splayed and partially lost in my curly brown hair. My eyes peeled open. I was immediately submerged in the deep blue pools of his gaze. The intensity continued to squeeze the breath out of my lungs.

      My heart, on the other hand, was almost hysterical.

      “Don’t ever scare me like that again, Kale. Okay?” he said, his voice low and raspy.

      My entire body hummed at the sound of it.

      I blinked several times. “What… Um, what do—”

      He cut me off. “I’m not here to bury you. Am I making myself clear?”

      Looking back, I had been a little reckless back there with Abaddon. But I couldn’t let him kill Hunter. Nevertheless, this didn’t seem like the kind of moment that would’ve been served well with a debate. If anything, Hunter’s words came across as an order of sorts. A firm demand. Something that I couldn’t object to.

      Even though my knees were ridiculously weak, I managed to nod once.

      As if content with my response, Hunter then let go and continued walking. He dashed through the woods to catch up with the rest of our group. I rushed after him but found myself speechless as we resumed walking side by side behind the others.

      We stole glances at one another, but our eyes didn’t meet.

      My heart was jammed in my throat, throbbing petulantly just to remind me what Hunter was capable of doing to me. Still, nothing like this had ever happened before. That was our… first kiss. I hadn’t even registered that.

      Holy crap. Hunter kissed me.

      Thousands of questions flooded my mind, then. One was more persistent—what happens next? I didn’t have an answer, but I was getting more frustrated now. I’d thought I’d gotten this whole Hunter issue out of the way earlier, so I could focus on the highly confusing mess that was my swamp witch apprenticeship, and on saving my grandparents and the other GASP founders.

      Tough luck, I figured. Because Hunter was back on my radar, and I was more confused than ever.
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      I was still reeling from the earlier horror. Our confrontation with Abaddon had been so intense, so violent and so painful, it had taken its toll on me. Physically, we were all doing better. I was almost fully recovered, although my ribs still felt sore. Vesta, Zeriel, and Ben were back at full strength, but Ridan and Nevis, in particular, weren’t there yet.

      I could see it in their sluggish movements, as well as in the way in which Nevis flinched whenever he raised a hand to tuck one of his white braided locks behind his ear. Ridan moved closer to the front, to talk to Amane, leaving me with Nevis.

      We were surrounded by our crew but it still felt a little weird.

      My pulse quickened, and my heart began its peculiar somersaults, as I struggled to keep my cool composure around Nevis. A few minutes went by in absolute silence between us. I tried to listen to Rose’s conversation with Amane and Kallisto, but my mind kept wandering back to Nevis.

      Whenever I turned my head, I found him watching me. I immediately looked away, blushing like a little girl, as if I’d been caught snooping or something. I felt ridiculous but saw no way of fixing my behavior. I had to face the facts: Nevis was slowly but surely finding his place in my heart, and I was equal parts excited and terrified by the prospect of falling in love with him.

      I cleared my throat, trying to find the right words to say to finally break the damn silence. It was bordering on awkward.

      “I guess I don’t say this enough, but thanks again for earlier,” I croaked. “You pretty much saved my life. I know, I sound like a broken record. Sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for. And nothing to thank me for. I did my job, and so did you. We protect one another here. Otherwise we all die,” Nevis replied.

      There was a certain neutrality in his tone that pretty much deflated me. The butterflies I’d felt earlier in my stomach turned into heavy, jagged rocks. My heart stopped pounding and sank altogether. I was actually a little disappointed. I would’ve expected him to say something else. Perhaps a more personal statement, a hint that maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t the only one falling here. Clearly, that wasn’t in Nevis’s vocabulary. What if it wasn’t in his heart?

      I breathed out, then froze when his hand took mine and held it tight.

      The feel of his skin against mine made my spine tingle, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up to attention. Either Nevis was charged with enough electricity to supply power to the entire Chrysler building, or my very being was simply hypersensitive to his touch. The latter was more probable.

      “I would do it again if I had to, Elonora,” he muttered, keeping his icy gaze fixed on me.

      His aura was as confusing as always, a myriad of emotions swirling out of him across the entire color spectrum. I couldn’t take my eyes off the golden threads—those I’d already learned to interpret as expressions of love and affection. Was he really feeling that toward me?

      The side of me that still remembered how Connor broke my heart back in college tried to warn me, painfully tugging at my stomach to tell me that I shouldn’t let my hopes get too high. Nevis was royalty, the prince of Dhaxanians. Technically speaking, I was royalty, too, since my parents ruled Nevertide. But I still considered myself just a vampire sentry from Nevertide who’d tried to make The Shade her home and wound up here, on Strava, running for her life with half of her family missing. What the hell was I doing, falling in love with him?

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “Just don’t get yourself killed on my account.”

      Something was definitely shifting between us, and I had no idea what to do with that. I liked the warmer and friendlier side of Nevis. It made my heart beat faster, but I worried that it was just an illusion. That he was simply being nice. That I had some potentially disastrous and unrealistic expectations from our rapport.

      “If I die, it will be for a good reason,” he replied. “I cannot control every circumstance, nor can I prevent my end from coming if it’s meant to be. There is only so much we can do, as living beings. In the end, what matters is what we do with the time we are given.”

      As he said that, he squeezed my hand gently. The firmness of his hold sent shivers through my arm, and I fought hard to resist the urge to simply embrace him. I wanted to feel his body against mine. I wondered what his kiss would feel like. Again with these thoughts.

      I couldn’t control my rampant imagination, though. The more time I spent near him, the stronger the pull. He drew me to him almost effortlessly. I felt like the moon that orbited Strava—always close, fearing that if there was ever going to be contact, it would result in an absolute disaster.

      “Nevertheless, I’d much rather we all walk out of this place alive and in one piece,” I said.

      Nevis smirked. “Are you afraid you’ll lose me, Elonora?”

      The way he said that, combined with his hand still holding mine—it had a strange effect on me. I lost my words altogether. He watched me carefully as I blanked out, unable to speak, unable to do anything other than stare at him, my eyes wide and my lips slightly parted.

      His gaze dropped, settling on them. I stopped breathing.

      It maybe lasted for a few seconds, before my defenses kicked in almost violently, forcing me to pull my hand back and focus on the road ahead. I took deep breaths, feeling horrible all of a sudden. I already missed his touch. I had done a stupid, stupid thing.

      Nevis didn’t say anything, though. He kept walking, but I felt the temperature drop.

      His Dhaxanian nature was making its presence known, and I had a feeling that it was some kind of message aimed at me. It wasn’t often that Nevis let his frost come out like that. It was usually when he wanted to emphasize that he was around. This time, however, it was different.

      The chill was sharp, cutting through my bones.

      I realized that it was his way of amplifying the distance between us. After all, I’d practically just pushed him away.

      “I wonder how much longer till we find Raphael,” I murmured, changing the subject.

      “I think we’ll know when we find him,” Nevis replied, but his tone was flat and cold.

      Oh, I had definitely brought this emotional winter upon myself. I felt bad about it, too. I shouldn’t have reacted this way. I should’ve held on to his hand. But my emotional scars were still deep. There was a lot of pain left after Connor—pain I’d thought I’d gotten over, until I started considering the prospect of falling in love again, of opening myself up once more.

      I wanted to, from the bottom of my heart. But that same heart had only just been put back together, its cracks filled with the hope that the future may yield another, healthier, more fulfilling kind of love.

      What if that was Nevis, though? What if I’d just missed an incredible opportunity?

      I exhaled, running my fingers through my hair. “I’m sorry,” I said to him.

      Nevis looked at me, somewhat confused. “What for?”

      “For being me. I’m sorry,” I replied, then moved over to the side to be closer to Leah.

      I didn’t even have the courage to look Nevis in the eye anymore. I chose to focus on Leah, instead. She looked miserable, her aura blaring with deep reds. Rasmus’s death had taken its toll on her. Let us be miserable together, then.
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      My mind wandered in dozens of different directions.

      The general silence of the jungle and the darkness of night had a soothing effect, though, giving me the calmness I needed to follow each thread of reasoning that tugged at my consciousness. If it weren’t for Ben, I may have had more trouble holding on to my sanity.

      My heart ached as I thought about Caleb, the kids, and everyone else who had stayed behind in The Shade and on Calliope. I had a pretty good idea as to how they were feeling—the rage and the grief, the helplessness and despair were all too common in such circumstances. I missed my husband. My soulmate. The one thing that kept me going was the thought that I’d see him again. That we’d get back to our usual lives, and that we’d take some time for ourselves. Maybe a vacation somewhere.

      Nowhere new and exotic, though. Strava’s been a hard lesson. Let’s stick with Peru or Mexico or something.

      Ben was just as ruffled. He barely mentioned River’s name, but I could tell from the look on his face that he missed her, terribly. It had only been a few days, but this wasn’t the longing caused by the passage of time. It was mostly the fear that we’d never see our loved ones again that made us miss them.

      “You know, I noticed a couple of patterns in our earlier Perfect encounter,” Ben said as we walked through the thick jungle. “They’re definitely learning some new techniques.”

      “I know,” I replied. “They already had the speed and strength down, but they lacked the structure. They didn’t quite know what to do with their abilities in the beginning. Their movements were scary fast, but raw. They’ve changed, if I’m not mistaken. They’re more calculated, relying less on the insane speed at all times, and bringing in more of the strength.”

      “They’re developing attack strategies, isolating their opponents,” Ben concluded. “Once one of us is left on their own, the Perfects gang up on them until they take them down. Then, they spread out again and pick the rest of us off, one by one.”

      “They go for the weaker elements first, too,” I said. “That is, weaker than they are. They left Elonora and me, for example, and focused on Ridan and the others. And you,” I added with a sigh.

      Ben smiled. “That’s because they’re somewhat afraid of you and of what happens when you drink their blood. They haven’t figured out a way to stop that, yet. And I think that’s really important, Sis. I don’t care if they kick my ass six ways from Sunday, over and over. What matters is that they don’t rush into attacking you or Elonora.”

      I nodded slowly. “There was something different this time,” I muttered. “Amane did the right thing by pissing Abaddon off. Had he not been so enraged and unhinged, the other Perfects would’ve been more focused on capturing us. Because they were partially distracted, we were able to take more of them down. But Abaddon was terrifying, Ben. I never want to deal with someone like him, ever again.”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have that option yet. Unless we figure out a way to kill the Perfects. Permanently,” Ben replied, staring at the greenery unraveling before us.

      Giant trees twisted upward, their branches spiraling toward the sky. The crowns were rich and green, each leaf wearing a waxy shimmer. Red-and-yellow fruit hung from the tip of every branch, coming down in succulent clusters. They looked delicious, and I would’ve loved to be a human again, if only just for a minute or two, so I could enjoy the exotic tastes of this place.

      Bluish moonlight cut through the darkness around us, bringing out the silhouette of the occasional solitary rock or fern shrub. Sometimes, it unmasked one of our quiet followers—small and medium-sized deer with hides the color of sand and long, arched antlers, black felines, and black-and-white monkeys with big blue eyes. They were just curious, watching us, the strangers, as we made our way through their world. Little did they know that we were just as scared as they were, only it wasn’t them we feared.

      No, we were fearful of the Perfects, the creatures that had suddenly come to life and staked their claim to this planet and the rest of this universe, as if it was all theirs for the taking.

      “I find it hard to believe that Ta’Zan would create something like the Perfects without a lever he can pull, in case of emergency,” I said.

      Amane sighed. “He’s got something, for sure. I’ve said this before,” she replied. “But we won’t know unless I get in there. I have a feeling Amal might have a clue. After all, she’s still working with him. Surely, she must have access.”

      “Amane, you mentioned earlier that you had yet to try shredding a Perfect to little pieces,” I said. “Do you think that might yield more permanent results?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. I’m inclined to think so. Even with a regenerative ability, there is only so much that a body can do to retain its physical integrity.”

      “You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you, but, given all this running and fighting, I haven’t had a chance yet,” Ben said. “After you cut off a Perfect’s head and it grows back, how can their memories still exist? How come the Perfect already knows who he or she is, what they can do and so on?”

      “Oh, that’s Ta’Zan’s doing,” Amane explained. “He devised a small mnemonic chip, which is implanted in the spine of each Perfect. It’s all linked to the nervous system, basically. The information gets copied and stored on the chip. It’s an automated process, so once the new head is fully developed, the chip connects to the brain and copies back all the lost information.”

      “What the hell?” I croaked. “You didn’t think to tell us about this earlier?”

      “We could’ve done something with that!” Ben replied, equally angered. “If the Perfects lose their memories and don’t know what they’re doing wherever we left them, it will keep them off our tracks for longer!”

      Amane shook her head. “No, it won’t. I mean, it would buy you a day, tops. But all the data from their brains, including memories, thoughts, and experiences, is downloaded wirelessly into a server system back in Ta’Zan’s compound. Once the head is cut off and, say, the mnemonic chip is removed and destroyed, they still have the info backup in the compound. If it’s urgent, the data can be retransferred wirelessly back into the Perfect’s new head, using the neurons as connection points instead of a memory chip. It’s difficult and extremely painful, but it can be done. Alternatively, it could get stored on a new mnemonic chip, which will then be implanted into their spines. There’s no way around the Perfects on this one.”

      “What if we block the wireless connection between the Perfect’s new brain and the backup in Ta’Zan’s compound?” I asked. “Can we do that?”

      Amane thought about it for a while, frowning as she processed the idea. “I can try something, but I need a lot of serium crystals for that. At least ten pounds.”

      “What for?” Ben replied.

      “To compress them into a blocking device, which I can then insert into a Perfect’s ear. That would block the connection with Ta’Zan’s database,” Amane said, then glanced over her shoulder. “We’ve got a Perfect to try that on, already.”

      Douma stilled, visibly shaken. “I will rip your face off,” she murmured, her blue eyes as cold as death. “I will, Amane. Don’t think I’m above that.”

      “I doubt you’ll be able to do that.” Amane chuckled, then looked at me, while Dmitri continued to keep an eye on Douma as we resumed our walk. “When it comes to Perfects, there are three things to first consider. One, the memory chip in their spine. It’s biomaterial and almost impossible to spot, even with our scanners back in Ta’Zan’s compound. I can help you find Douma’s, especially since Elonora can literally see right through her.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Okay, we can do that,” I replied. “What else?”

      “Two, the wireless connection. That, I can also try to block with serium. Emphasis on try, because I haven’t had the chance to do this before, so I’m only going on theory here,” Amane said. “Third, the wireless connection. I know, it sounds like I’m repeating myself. I’m not. I’m pointing out an issue. How does the database find the right Perfect to send the backup information to?”

      I blinked several times, until a possible answer came up, chilling me to the bone. “The Perfects are tracked?”

      Of course, that would mean that Douma was being tracked, too. We would never get far with her in our group, then.

      “Not exactly. It’s the consciousnesses. The souls, if you will,” Amane replied. “The database detects them. Each consciousness has its own individual print, which is automatically identified and registered into the database. The regenerated ones get numbers at the end. Like Araquiel, Araquiel2, Araquiel3 and so on.”

      “Can the database track a Perfect’s location?” I asked, not sure I’d understood how it all worked.

      Amane shook her head. “Not currently. That would require serious alterations to the database system, and we’re not that advanced yet. Think of the consciousnesses as being here and on a parallel plane, all at once. They’re connected to the database through that parallel plane. That’s how the information gets passed around, through an ethereal network of sorts. And the serium device can block that, too. It can separate a consciousness from the database altogether. So, if you’re looking to get yourself a brand new Perfect with a fresh mind to shape to your needs, this is how you do it. Remove the memory chip, cut off the head, and, as soon as the very first breath is taken, install the serium device. From there on, the Perfect is yours. So to speak.”

      I was stunned. It sounded complicated as hell, and, given what we’d gone through already, it didn’t come as a surprise that Amane had not suggested it earlier. It didn’t seem easy, and we were pressed for time, constantly on the run.

      “I recommend doing this to Douma once we find Raphael,” Amane said. “He may be able to help us stay put in one place long enough for us to find the mnemonic chip and enough serium crystals to work with. Right now, we’re moving targets. If Raphael agrees to help us, however, we can definitely try to wipe Douma clean.”

      “This will be our chance to confirm what we’ve talked about until now… That the Perfects were, in fact, taught to be like this,” Dmitri replied from behind. I looked back at him and noticed the conflicted look on Douma’s face. She seemed horrified, but there was a gleam of curiosity lingering in her eyes, as if she was wondering whether that would be a better option for her, maybe. Or, at least, that was my impression.

      “Even so, there are too many of them,” Ben groaned, rubbing the back of his neck. “We can’t do that with millions of Perfects, obviously. We’re struggling to find time to try it with just one. There has to be another way. Something on a larger scale.”

      “Persuasion?” Amane offered, making both Ben and I chuckle softly.

      “No offense, Amane, but you know them better than we do. Do you really think we can persuade the likes of Araquiel, or worse, Abaddon, to turn against their maker? For Pete’s sake, we’ve had Douma for a day now, and she’s still looking forward to dragging our asses back to Ta’Zan, if given the chance.”

      “I don’t know about Douma,” Amane murmured. “She didn’t exactly put up a serious fight when Dmitri moved to slap the cuffs on her again, after she killed Abaddon.”

      “You’re talking nonsense,” Douma said, making Amane chuckle again.

      “There’s still time for her to change her mind. I’m sure she would’ve tried other methods to free herself, if she really wanted to,” Amane said, then looked at Kallisto, who walked by my side, on the left. “I mean, seriously, how long did it take for you to turn against Ta’Zan, Kallisto?”

      I thought about it for a minute, and it made sense.

      “Once I truly realized that Ta’Zan wanted nothing to do with me, that he didn’t give a damn whether I lived or died, something clicked in me,” Kallisto replied. “If we can get the Perfects to understand, to see for themselves just how self-serving and untrustworthy their creator is, who knows? We might even stage a revolution.”

      Ben let out a long and tired sigh. “Whatever it is, it has to work. Because our worst-case scenario right now is getting the white witches involved, and the entire Supernatural Dimension, and destroying everything. Planet included.”

      Silence fell heavily over our group. It pulled my shoulders down, and I watched Amane’s expression shift. Concern turned into silent horror, as she most likely envisioned what the destruction of Strava would look like.

      We were ready to do whatever it took to stop the Perfects from going out into the universe. It didn’t mean we wanted to. Other options were desperately needed. All of a sudden, I had two new objectives, on top of getting my parents and the rest of my friends and family back: wipe Douma clean to get her on our side and figure out an en-masse solution to shred thousands of Perfects at once in a way that would render their regenerative genes completely useless.

      We had our work cut out for us, for sure.
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      I didn’t mind being the “babysitter” in our group. Being so close to Douma gave me more insight into what the hell was going on with me. I definitely liked her, and I had to get my feelings under control. She was the enemy. However, if Amane, Rose, and Elonora could wipe her clean, maybe Douma would become our ally and friend. Maybe then I won’t feel so guilty for liking her.

      I held on to the chain connected to her handcuffs and patiently walked by her side. The ankle cuffs made it slightly more difficult for her to walk, but that was fine. I didn’t feel like running around after her—not after the monstrous fight we’d just survived. This was the only sort of downtime I was going to get on this planet, clearly.

      Whenever I looked at Douma, I found her watching me. That confused me even more, and, at the same time, it made my heart jump around like a maniac. Damn my body!

      Amane had made an excellent point, though. Douma would’ve put up more of a fight earlier. After all, most of our crew had been down at the time. She could’ve just dashed out of there—she couldn’t fly, but she could still run. Heck, the only reason I’d let her loose in the first place was that she was faster than Abaddon. She could’ve just darted away. One of her Perfects could’ve removed the devices mounted on her back and neck afterward.

      So, what was Douma’s endgame? Was she really coming around? Or was she just staying close and making sure we went straight to the gallows—that is, Ta’Zan’s compound? Looking at her, I couldn’t really tell. But I could always have a quick chat with Elonora, somewhere more private.

      I glanced around and noticed Elonora had moved back by Nevis’s side, both of them walking quietly behind Douma and me. Nevis was persistently eyeing me. That might explain the chills I’ve been getting.

      “Hey, Nevis, want to trade places for a while?” I asked him. “I could use a break from Douma.”

      “Why? Am I talking too much?” Douma muttered, bitterly amused.

      “It’s the fact that you’re not talking at all,” I said with a smirk. “The silence is exhausting,” I added, then glanced back at Nevis and Elonora. “Besides, Lenny and I need to have a chat.”

      Nevis narrowed his eyes at me, then took a deep breath and looked at Leah, who was walking on our right. “Leah, would you be so kind as to take Dmitri’s place for a while?”

      “Sure. I’ll keep an eye on her,” Leah replied with a shrug.

      The change and shuffle happened so swiftly, I didn’t even realize what was going on until I found myself walking by Nevis’s side, with Elonora, Douma, and Leah more than ten feet away.

      “Wait, what just happened?” I managed, before Hunter accidentally bumped into me. Nevis gripped my wrist and held me back.

      “Sorry, buddy,” Hunter said, then kept moving, with Kailani by his side.

      All of a sudden, I was at the back of the group, with more than twenty feet of distance between us, and Nevis right next to me. Needless to say, I was a tad confused. Nevis, on the other hand, seemed to know exactly what he was doing.

      “I need to talk to you,” he declared solemnly.

      I couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at him. “That’s what that confusing shift was all about? How did you even get me back here?”

      He smiled. “I took advantage of your soft spot for the Perfect. It makes you more… malleable,” he retorted.

      My face caught fire, and I looked away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “It’s written all over your mug,” Nevis said. “Just make sure it doesn’t put the rest of us in any danger. The team and the mission come first.”

      Holy crap, was I really that transparent? I’d thought I’d learned to wear a decent poker face! I cleared my throat and took a deep breath, then scowled at Nevis.

      “I would never do anything to jeopardize the crew or the mission,” I replied, gritting my teeth. “Like I said, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just keeping an eye on Douma. It’s my duty. That’s all.”

      “Okay, keep telling yourself that, if it helps,” Nevis said, stifling a smirk. “I’ve been around long enough to recognize the soft eyes and the awkward stolen glances, but, anyway, that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Oh. So, the embarrassment was not on the menu, huh?” I groaned, rolling my eyes.

      “I consider it a bonus. You’re an easy target,” Nevis said.

      Sometimes I wondered if he was this blunt on purpose, or if it was just his nature to be such a frosty bull in a china shop. Because it took an incredible amount of skill to make words cut so deeply. It took a lot to get me riled up, but Nevis seemed to have no trouble when it came to eliciting reactions from me. Looking back on the previous times we’d met, I had a similar picture of Nevis in mind: cold and sarcastic, painfully blunt and unafraid, the latter mostly because of his royal heritage.

      But out here, we were equals. He didn’t fuss about me not addressing him as “Your Grace,” for example. We fought side by side, and we watched each other’s backs. We broke bread together. But there was still a part of him that simply couldn’t resist the temptation—and, in his words, I was an easy target. In all fairness, he’d definitely spotted the truth here. After all, I did have the hots for Douma, as troubling as that was.

      “What do you want?” I grumbled, eager to change the subject before my face practically melted off. I kept my eyes on the group ahead, watching Leah and Elonora as they talked to one another and occasionally to Douma, who didn’t say much in return.

      So, I wasn’t the only one getting the silent treatment from her.

      “What’s going on between you and Elonora?” he asked.

      That caught me off guard, as I didn’t immediately catch his meaning. My brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you two romantically involved in any way?” Nevis replied.

      I was even more confused. “Where the hell did you get that idea from?”

      “An answer would be much appreciated.”

      “No. There’s nothing like that going on between Lenny and me,” I said. “We’re good friends and sparring partners. We went to college together, too, after she moved to The Shade, but nothing else. Why do you ask?”

      “You’ve never had the impression she might want something more?” he pressed.

      I was missing some information here, for sure. I briefly glanced ahead and noticed Elonora looking at us over her shoulder, a look of sheer terror settled on her face. She really didn’t like Nevis and me talking. It hit me then that she might’ve said something to Nevis about me, but it couldn’t be true. Elonora and I were buddies. We’d specifically made it clear from our first class in college that nothing was ever going to happen between us.

      I’d tried. But Elonora’s heart had already been captured by Connor. After that debacle, however, I didn’t even consider trying again. Varga was practically bent on murdering anyone who dared to so much as look at his sister. I just didn’t want to risk it.

      “No, never,” I replied. “Why? Did she say something?”

      Nevis stared at me for a while but didn’t respond. It didn’t take much to put two and two together. I saw the looks that Elonora gave him. I also noticed the glances he stole at her. And who could forget the devastation on Elonora’s face when Abaddon was seconds away from killing Nevis?

      These two were definitely crushing on each another, but Elonora must’ve done or said something stupid. I knew her well enough to understand how easily she could back herself into a corner, if pushed. She liked Nevis. And he had a thing for her, too. But she’d probably lied to him. She might’ve even dragged my name into this, as a means to get herself out of that aforementioned corner. I can see it, yeah.

      Then again, Nevis may have gotten to this conclusion all by himself. Which was even more hilarious. But still, I had to clear the air, and, given our dire circumstances, honesty and truth were the only viable options.

      “Dude, if she said something, ignore it,” I said slowly.

      Nevis looked at me, both eyebrows raised in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “Lenny and I are just friends. Nothing more, trust me. We’ve known each other for years. After she moved to The Shade from Nevertide, I was one of those closest to her. Well, me, Avril, Harper, and Kailani, for the most part. Her brother, Varga, was mostly busy with GASP, and when he was around, he got ridiculously protective of her. Sometimes, the brotherly duty fell back on me. Lenny and I don’t look at each other the way you might think. It’s strictly platonic.”

      Nevis nodded slowly, then frowned. “Why would she say otherwise?”

      I chuckled. “She did, didn’t she? She hid behind me.”

      That seemed to befuddle him even more. “It’s something she does often?”

      “Well, the main question is why she does it. Lenny’s trying to protect herself. She had a rough few years after she moved to The Shade. Got her heart broken. Badly,” I said.

      “How? What happened? Who hurt her?” Nevis asked.

      I almost physically froze, as his Dhaxanian nature seemed to get out of control. I exhaled sharply and noticed the steam coming out of my mouth. “Dude. Tone it down!” I managed, my teeth chattering.

      Nevis blinked several times, then took a deep breath, and the temperature around us went back to normal. “My apologies,” he mumbled. “So, what happened to her?”

      “Oh, this guy, Connor. A human. They were in the same classes. He was handsome, dashing and funny, a star athlete, frequent debate winner. Kinda perfect. But not really,” I explained briefly. “He asked her out, she fell in love. It was all cute for a while, but some of the humans could be jerks, sometimes. They did something stupid, Connor included…” My voice trailed off, as I realized that this wasn’t my story to tell. “Maybe you should ask Lenny, instead. It’s not my business—”

      “No, no, keep going.” Nevis cut me off, his face straight and his eyes extra frosty.

      I got the chills. “Nah. It’s not my place. Listen, thanks for the break and all, but I should get back to my guard duty,” I said, then tried to catch up with the group.

      Nevis caught my wrist and encased my entire arm in ice. My skin burned, and my muscles stiffened. Soon enough, I was cold all over.

      “Tell me,” Nevis insisted.

      He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy whom I could get away from. Besides, he’d already caught on where my feelings for Douma were concerned. I couldn’t risk him telling the entire group and getting me in trouble. I knew Douma was more inclined to listen to me and be compliant if I was around—though, if I were to be honest with myself, I didn’t want to leave her side. I wasn’t jeopardizing my team in any way, at this point, and I wanted to avoid any embarrassment.

      Judging by the look on Nevis’s face, he was thinking more or less the same thing.

      “It’ll stay between us,” I murmured.

      “All of it. Douma included. I promise,” Nevis replied dryly.

      I broke into a cold sweat. “Man, Lenny’s going to kill me if she finds out I told you.”

      “She won’t find out unless you tell her.”

      I sighed, shaking my head. “Dammit. Okay. Basically, Connor and his college buddies pranked Lenny. But it wasn’t a good or funny kind of prank. They scared the crap out of her. During a weekend trip with the entire class, they snatched Lenny from her bedroom and tied her to a stake, outside. They untied her and covered her as soon as the sun began to rise, so she didn’t get hurt, but they did keep her there for hours before that,” I recalled. “It was cruel and stupid, and Connor nearly got himself murdered by Varga. Because it was Connor’s first offense, he was ‘cordially’ invited to find a career and a life outside The Shade. On top of that, he cheated on Lenny with some other girl, who was also behind the prank. I mean, think about it. You’re born a sentry. No one understands feelings, emotions better than you. You fall in love, and the guy who’s got your heart, the guy whom you want to bond your soul with cheats on you and puts you through a damn nightmare, forcing you to face death, just so he and his buddies can have a laugh. That did something to her.”

      “As a sentry… What do you mean by that?” Nevis asked.

      “Sentries are special creatures. They bond for life once they find a partner. That bond never breaks. It transcends time and space, so you want to make sure you do it with the right person, you know? Sometimes, I think they feel everything more intensely, too. I think their emotional spectrum is much broader and has a more powerful effect on them and their decision. You see, after Lenny found out that it was Connor who’d organized the prank, and after she caught him making out with another girl, something changed. Lenny was different all of a sudden. She spoke up on his behalf during the college’s investigation. She did her best to get the minimum punishment for his sorry ass, after Varga nearly ripped his head off. She didn’t forgive him or anything, don’t get me wrong, but she rose above, then isolated herself, completely.”

      Nevis was quiet, listening intently without taking his eyes off Elonora.

      “Lenny has a heart the size of a mountain,” I added. “And she loves people, in general. She used to be more trusting and open, but after what happened with Connor, it took us a few months just to get her out of the treehouse again. She was a mess, even though she didn’t show it. Deep down, she’s still hurting, I guess. She puts a wall up to protect herself. If anyone tries to get close, she tends to politely push them away. Sometimes, she’s so focused on doing just that, that she ends up lying her way out of a potential date or relationship.” I chuckled. “You wouldn’t be the first guy she’s pushed away. Though most usually run off when she toys with their minds. She didn’t get her revenge on Connor after what happened, but the others involved in the prank paid a heavy price.”

      “What did she do to them?” Nevis replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “Oh, she picked them off, one by one, months later. She made them do the most embarrassing things. Half of them moved out of The Shade altogether. The other half still have trouble getting out of the Vale,” I laughed. “Trust me, you don’t want to get on Lenny’s bad side.”

      “What about Connor? Does she still… I don’t know, have feelings for him?”

      “After what he did to her? No way. No. It took her a while to get over him, though. But I think she’s okay, now. She will always be okay, and she will never be alone. She’s got an incredible family. They’ll always have her back. Plus, she’s got us and GASP, too.”

      Nevis kept his eyes on Elonora. The shadow of a smile flickered across his face. “What can you tell me about her family?”

      Only then did I notice he’d let go of my arm, and that the ice was gone. There was definitely something special about Dhaxanian frost. Nevis had the power to make it painful and capable of inflicting great damage on the flesh, if he wanted to. I had to admit, his species fascinated me. It was only a shame that his remarkable abilities weren’t enough to destroy the Perfects.

      “Lenny is royalty,” I said.

      That immediately drew Nevis’s full attention. His head snapped as he looked at me. “Say what, now?” he breathed.

      “Her parents are the king and queen of Nevertide. It’s a realm in the Supernatural Dimension, where most sentries come from. Her brother will one day rule that entire kingdom. Sometimes, I doubt he will, though. He loves GASP and traveling too much. Then again, sentries live for a ridiculously long time. He might get bored with GASP by the time his mom and dad decide to retire. If he refuses, it’ll be up to Lenny to ascend the throne. Lenny’s a princess, I suppose.” I chortled. “Though you wouldn’t think that, just by looking at her.”

      “No. No, you wouldn’t,” Nevis whispered, shifting his gaze back to her. “She has quite an aversion toward royal titles, doesn’t she?”

      “Mm-hm. Part of her ethos,” I replied. “She’s more laid back. To be fair, her parents are equally chill. They’re not too nuts on the etiquette part. Of course, the Lenny of Nevertide is definitely different from the Lenny of The Shade. Her demeanor changes a bit when she’s back home. I suppose it has to do with her upbringing.”

      Nevis nodded slowly again, then gave me a brief sideways glance. “Thank you, Dmitri.”

      “I’m serious. Don’t tell her I said anything,” I said. “She’s already suspecting something, judging by the looks she’s been giving us.”

      “You should be more afraid of me than of her,” Nevis said.

      I laughed hard this time. “Yeah, you definitely don’t know Lenny at all.”

      I knew it was Elonora’s story to tell, and I felt bad about taking that away from her. But knowing her as well as I did, I was also aware of how scared she was to fall in love again. Based on how she behaved around Nevis, there was no doubt in my mind: she liked him. A lot. However, Elonora could be self-destructive, sometimes.

      And, given that we were out here on Strava, fighting and running for our lives on a daily basis, the least she could do was finally open up and fall in love again. We didn’t know what tomorrow had in store for us. It could be a cage, or victory, or death. There was no certainty.

      I figured that Nevis could have a better shot at Elonora’s heart, equipped with all the information I’d just given him. He struck me as quite the strategist. And if anyone deserved to truly love and be loved, to be cherished and protected, it was Elonora Goode. She’d earned it.
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      We always ended up in the same pairs somehow during these trips. I was always stuck with Zeriel. And I didn’t hate it one bit, but I was a little angry at myself. My focus was supposed to be exclusively on the mission and on saving our people, yet I spent every moment I had to myself thinking about Zeriel and stealing glances at him.

      I couldn’t lie to myself anymore, though. I had feelings for the Tritone king, and that just came with a giant bucket of “complicated” attached. First and foremost, I’d never been with anyone before. I’d spent my adolescence running for my life and protecting my Imen tribe. I still couldn’t remember parts of my childhood, but the ones I could recall were all related to keeping a low profile and always looking over my shoulder, fearful that Shaytan or the Exiled Maras would capture me and drain the life out of me.

      Now, I was back in a dangerous scenario. This time, the stakes were even higher.

      And yet, Zeriel’s presence made it hard for me to concentrate, sometimes. During the fights we’d had so far, I found myself worrying about him, especially when the Perfects were seconds away from killing him. On one hand, he did distract me from the sometimes-troubling fluctuations of my elemental abilities. Focusing on the dinosaurs roaming around in my stomach whenever he looked at me was better than worrying about letting too much fire loose or losing control over my water skills altogether.

      In fact, the spikes in my abilities had actually toned down a little. It made me think that I was, in fact, still growing into my nature as a fae, and that my body was simply catching up with my mind. I’d been forced to mature too soon, anyway.

      The one thing left for me to do at this point was tell Zeriel about how I felt. I’d seen a different side of him already. He could be gentle and patient, kind and sweet enough to make my knees melt. The problem was that he rarely showed that facet. Most of the time, Zeriel was the Tritone, the playful and flirtatious pixie who didn’t take anyone or anything seriously—until it was time for combat. Then, he turned into quite the killing machine, focused exclusively on getting himself and the rest of his team out alive.

      During our last encounter, he’d almost gotten himself killed. He’d taken a hit in the chest, just to protect me. I’d lost control over a fireball, and the Perfect had managed to take advantage of the temporary opening. Zeriel had saved my ass, more than once, and that just made my feelings for him flourish into something even stronger and brighter.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, as we walked together.

      Our group had loosened a bit, with gaps of twenty to thirty feet between us, while we continued our trek through the dark jungle. Elonora, Douma, and Leah were behind us, followed by Hunter and Kailani, then Dmitri and Nevis. The last pair was a weird sight, but I didn’t think too much of it. I was too busy keeping my breathing under control, with Zeriel just inches away from me.

      In front of us, Rose, Ben, Kallisto, Amane, Ridan, and Samael kept talking about the Perfects and Raphael. I occasionally glanced over my shoulder to look at Douma, as I captured snippets of the stories she told about Araquiel and Abaddon. She didn’t say much, but everything she described about her fellow Perfects made my stomach tighten and my heart hurt. They were capable of such horrific acts of violence. Such a contradiction to their physical beauty and grace. It was such a shame, in my opinion. Such a waste of bodies and minds.

      “For what?” Zeriel asked me, smirking.

      I shrugged. “You helped me earlier, with the Perfects. You risked your life. Thank you.”

      “Hey, it’s part of the job. I knew what I was getting myself into,” he replied, chuckling softly.

      “Still, thanks,” I mumbled. “I appreciate it.”

      He fixed his gaze on me. That made my skin tingle, my breath getting stuck in my throat again. My cheeks were on fire, and I prayed to all the possible gods that he couldn’t see what I was really going through. At the same time, I was still working up the courage to talk to him about my feelings, about us, but I didn’t seem to find enough words to string a coherent sentence together.

      “You appreciate it,” Zeriel repeated after me.

      I nodded. “I do, yes.”

      “Okay.” He sighed. “So, you kind of owe me one, right?”

      Uh-oh.

      “I… guess?” I managed, frowning slightly as I looked at him. I wasn’t sure what he meant, exactly, but judging by the grin slitting his face ear to ear, I was pretty sure I was about to find out.

      “You know, back home in my lagoon, saving your life counts as a favor. So, you owe me a favor,” he said.

      “I remodeled your lagoon. I think we’re even,” I replied.

      “Well, you can’t compare saving a life to a home improvement project,” Zeriel retorted. “You still owe me.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Knowing his playboy nature, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was about to say something inappropriate or, worse, infuriating. The foot-in-mouth syndrome seemed strong among certain males of Calliope and The Shade, from what I’d seen so far.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked, my tone flat, hoping he’d catch it and understand not to say something he might later regret.

      “Nothing in particular,” Zeriel replied, then smiled at me. “Why? Did you have something in mind?”

      I instantly looked away. “Nope. Nothing.”

      “If I make a suggestion, will you consider it?”

      “It depends,” I said.

      “On what?”

      I breathed deeply, though I could already feel my blood simmering. Zeriel was definitely poking the bear. He’d done it before. Only this time, it felt different, mainly because I was willing to consider whatever he was about to suggest. That hadn’t happened before.

      “On how ridiculous or idiotic it is,” I replied.

      “I like to consider myself more on the creative side,” Zeriel said, then discreetly moved closer to my side.

      The back of his hand gently brushed against mine, in passing. It sent an electric jolt through my entire body. My heart jumped into my throat, and my muscles stiffened from the shock. The effect that his touch had on me was simply mindboggling.

      “I’m now afraid to ask what it is you have in mind,” I murmured.

      I didn’t even realize how close his lips were to my ear, until he whispered his reply, and I felt his hot breath against my skin. “You shouldn’t be. I think you’d actually love it.”

      At that point, I should’ve kept my cool and changed the subject, or maybe dug even deeper and found out what he had in mind. But I lost it. For no apparent reason, I lost control.

      “Nah, I’m cool with not knowing!” I blurted out, and raised my hand to wave him away.

      My fingertips vibrated. Something happened, as the winds howled through the trees, making their crowns shiver and rattle. A sudden gust smacked Zeriel so hard, he basically flew away. He yelped as he was tossed through the air, then grunted when he hit a nearby tree.

      The group came to a screeching halt. I froze, covering my mouth with both hands to stop myself from shrieking. I’d done that! I’d swatted Zeriel away like a rag doll, without any intention in the first place. My powers were definitely off, and surely connected to my emotions. There was no doubt about that anymore.

      It scared me, but at the same time, I felt a sliver of relief, as I’d managed to at least identify one of the factors that influenced these strange fluctuations in my elemental abilities. In the meantime, however, I had something more important to worry about. I’d just thrown the Tritone king up in the air. Again.

      He lay on his side, groaning from the pain. He’d hit his back against the burly tree. I was petrified and unable to move, just staring at him.

      “What happened?” Rose asked, genuinely baffled.

      Amane and Kallisto giggled, then rushed over to the side and helped Zeriel get up.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” I croaked, my voice trembling.

      Zeriel looked at me, both eyebrows arched upward in surprise. “I don’t know what happened. Did you just slap me?”

      Elonora laughed. “Nah. The wind threw you away.”

      “Oh,” Zeriel replied, then cocked his head to the side. “Seriously? After saving you earlier?”

      “I… I don’t know what happened,” I said. “I didn’t mean to, I swear. It was an accident.”

      “Oh, Vesta,” Rose groaned, shaking her head and feigning some kind of disappointment. “Honey, we ask the boys we like out for dinner and a movie. We don’t throw them into the bushes.”

      Everybody laughed, except me and Zeriel. The Tritone king was still befuddled by what had just happened, and I was seriously tempted to split the ground open, so it could swallow me whole. I was so embarrassed, even my ears burned.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated, my voice barely a whisper.

      Did everybody know? Was everyone able to see that I liked him? Was I really that transparent?

      “It’s okay,” Zeriel ultimately replied, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, noticing that he was more amused than offended or angry. Rose put her arm around my shoulders and pulled me closer, and we all continued to move through the jungle. Zeriel came back to walk next to me. This time, however, he kept a few feet’s worth of distance between us, probably in case I lost it again.

      What the heck is going on with my abilities, though?

      It wasn’t just the control issue anymore. Dreaming of the Hermessi had certainly taken its toll on me, as well. Watching those pondwaters drag Douma back had also had an impact. All of this amounted to some kind of shift regarding my elemental abilities. It had to be connected, somehow. Or at least, that was what I was beginning to suspect.

      “Don’t worry about it, darling,” Rose said to me. “Sometimes your emotions take over. They can say and do more than you ever would.”

      “I… I didn’t… It won’t happen again,” I replied, shaking like a leaf.

      I briefly looked at Zeriel. He smiled in return, but I could tell that he was wary. Internally, I was screaming. I’d wanted to get closer to him and figure out whether he felt something about me, too, not to scare him away!

      “Deep breaths,” Rose whispered, keeping her gaze fixed on my face. “If you like him, just tell him. Better out than in, I say.”

      That blocked me altogether. I blinked rapidly, desperately looking for a way out of this suddenly awkward conversation. It made Rose chuckle.

      “Honey, I’m not blind,” she added. “Just tell him. Our circumstances considered, you might not get another chance.”

      I nodded slowly, then watched Rose let go and get back to the front of our group, with Ben, Kallisto, Amane, Ridan, and Samael. I was left with Zeriel again, my body burning from the inside and my breath broken.

      Rose was right, though. After all, I’d been thinking it, too. Sooner or later, these feelings of mine were going to come out, maybe even more aggressively, given my elemental fluctuations. Perhaps it would all go back to normal if I told Zeriel how I felt.

      Better out than in, right?
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      At some point during our trip, I wound up walking with Kailani and Hunter, while Leah kept an eye on Douma and Nevis held Dmitri back. I was dying to know what they were talking about, but they maintained a reasonable distance from the rest of our group and whispered to one another. They were both making efforts to make sure I didn’t hear them, and that just made me all kinds of uneasy.

      I’d broken into a cold sweat when I remembered I hadn’t had the chance to tell Dmitri about the little white lie I’d told back at the Shade party. In all fairness, it was, by far, the least important issue that I was faced with. Hell, it didn’t even matter at this point. Not only because of our hostile environment and rescue mission, but also because I was clearly developing feelings for Nevis. Clinging on to the notion of me liking Dmitri just to keep Nevis away seemed… useless and downright infantile.

      My biggest challenge was to gather enough courage to tell Nevis how I felt. There was none for me to scrape together. Not even a bit. However, Nevis and Dmitri had been talking for quite a while now. It couldn’t all be about my faux feelings for Dmitri, I figured. Besides, the half-wolf was smart enough to pick up on things and maybe even back me up, if Nevis told him about what I’d said back at the party.

      I shook my head slowly, trying to get those thoughts out of my mind and simply not care. We had bigger fish to fry, and I’d already pushed Nevis away earlier. In hindsight, that last move was still ridiculously dumb, but my knee-jerk reactions were simply the result of wounds that had yet to fully heal. Part of me was still terrified of letting someone in. My heart wanted it, but my pragmatic little brain seemed to think I wasn’t ready yet.

      Shifting my focus back to Kailani and Hunter, I noticed the stolen glances and the golden threads in their auras. These two definitely had something going on between them, though I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, exactly. Something was budding, and it had a whiff of love to it.

      I couldn’t help but smile. Hunter and Kailani had practically grown up together. They’d spent most of their time in each other’s company. When Kailani wasn’t at home or visiting the Witches Sanctuary, she was at Hunter’s. I knew that, deep down, she had feelings for him. She’d had those since she was a kid, but she’d never pursued them.

      Hunter, on the other hand, had always eluded my “emotional scanner” over the years. To be honest, I was still confusing affection with love—they weren’t always the same thing, and, as a sentry, I’d yet to identify all the color shades for each feeling. A thread of gold, for me, could be love or affection or even pure joy, depending on the circumstances. The tones varied a little, but they were too subtle for me to properly grasp. Yet.

      In this case, however, the way Hunter and Kailani looked at each other had changed. Something had definitely shifted between them, and I knew she would tell me all about it, once we were alone.

      “Lenny, how is the group looking, on the emotional spectrum?” she asked me, keeping her voice low.

      I looked around, checking everyone’s aura, especially the Faulties. “What do you want to know?” I replied.

      “Have you spotted anything interesting or, I don’t know, abnormal in the Faulties?” she whispered.

      She seemed to have the same suspicions as I did. It didn’t come as a surprise. Kallisto’s initial betrayal had scarred us all, and, given how desperate the rejected Faulties were to get back to Ta’Zan, even Leah and Samael could still be playing us. They’d given us no reason to think that, of course, but neither had Kallisto when we’d first met her.

      We had a hard time trusting anyone fully, but for good reason. Strava was a hostile world, where dog ate dog, then moved on to eat everybody else, too. Even after all the fighting we’d done together, I couldn’t overlook the potential threats—specifically, any personal interests that Kallisto, Samael, Leah, and even Amane might have been keeping to themselves. Amane had a habit of withholding information. That much we knew.

      Upon a careful scan of the Faulties, I noticed doubt, among other things.

      “Leah is grieving,” I muttered. “Her aura is bright red. She’s in a lot of pain. Samael, too, but not as bad as Leah. They’re both suffering over Rasmus’s death, for sure.”

      “Well, I believe it’s safe to assume they formed some pretty strong bonds in order to survive out here in the wild,” Hunter replied. “They’ve stuck together and trusted each other in an environment where Faulties will stomp other Faulties if it gets them closer to Ta’Zan. Especially with us parading around as the perfect way to a potential reward.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. Besides, the three of them seem like they really didn’t want to cause much trouble, even back at the waterfall,” I said.

      Kailani chuckled softly. “Mm-hm. They definitely didn’t want to start a fight. It’s one of the reasons why I went out to talk to them. Do you think they can still be trusted, Lenny?”

      “I think so,” I said. “There’s no fear directed at us. They’re wary and concerned, but never when they look at one of us. It’s only when they check their surroundings and when they see Douma. Their emotions are pretty specific. I like that about them, because it makes it easier to identify their attitude toward any other person.”

      “Good.” Kailani sighed, nodding slowly. “It means my instincts weren’t glitching earlier when I first approached them.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” I said, then looked at Kallisto. “She’s harboring some kind of suspicion toward Amane.”

      “Kallisto?” Hunter asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, she and Amane seem to be getting along better than before, but there is still a lack of trust lingering between them. Kallisto’s is more pronounced. Amane exhibits fear, too, when Ta’Zan’s and her sister’s names are brought up,” I explained.

      “Do you have any idea why Kallisto is suspicious of Amane, though?” Kailani asked.

      I shrugged in response. “Not really, no. Not now, anyway. I will find out, though. Or figure it out. We’ll see. I always do,” I whispered, then gave Kailani a confident smirk.

      “Kallisto never kept her distrust of Amane a secret,” Hunter said. “Maybe she knows that Amane isn’t telling us something. Either way, the two need to be monitored.”

      “Oh, rest assured, I’m on it,” I replied. “Not letting either of them out of my sight until we figure out their endgame. Personally, I’m inclined to believe Kallisto, in that she’s really coming around. She fights by our side like she’s got nothing left to lose. That says something, for her to put her life at risk like that. Amane, on the other hand, knows that Ta’Zan wants her alive, and she might still have an agenda where we’re concerned.”

      “Think it’s got something to do with her sister, Amal?” Kailani asked.

      I gave her a brief nod. “It has to. Ta’Zan could use her as leverage against Amane if he wants to. We should keep that in mind, going forward.”

      Loud bangs erupted in the distance, at least three or four miles behind us. They echoed across the night sky, like faraway thunder. We all stopped for a moment. I looked back, using my True Sight to see if we’d been tailed. There was nothing there, not even glimmers of mirrors—I was well aware that the Perfects could try that trick again, if they wanted to, especially since it had already worked the first time around.

      “They’re up and at it again,” Amane said, frowning as she stared at a distant, yet undetermined point deep in the jungle. “They’re looking for us.”

      “We need to keep going,” Rose replied. “They won’t track us so easily, since Kale’s already teleported us twice to different islands just to confuse them.”

      Kailani took a deep breath, then narrowed her eyes as she looked ahead. “I can see the beach from here,” she said, then took several steps forward.

      I followed her gaze and, with my True Sight, was able to see the neighboring island. It was extremely close and was a great opportunity to further conceal our tracks. “Can you see the island?” I asked Kailani.

      “No, I’ll need to get closer. Once I see it, I’ll zap us out of here,” she said.

      Amane took out a fistful of shimmering black dust from her leather pouch, then scattered it all behind us. It was the same gimmick she’d used before, to throw the Perfects off her trail.

      “Remind me again, how does this work?” Ben asked her.

      “It’s a combination of powdered charcoal and some cave crystals,” Amane explained. “They absorb liquids and smells from the air and from the ground. It’ll make it harder for the Perfects to catch our scent.”

      “Okay, we need to move,” Rose interjected. “We still need to find Raphael, and the Perfects are looking for us again.”

      “Ugh, including Abaddon,” I mumbled, feeling slightly queasy. “Of course, provided they didn’t already take him back to Ta’Zan for flipping out like that.”

      “Ta’Zan is well aware of what monster he let loose,” Amane replied. “I doubt he’ll care until we’re brought back to him.”

      That encounter with him had scarred me for life. I had never met anyone as vicious or as violent as Abaddon. Not even among the daemons and the Maras.

      We followed Rose through the jungle, putting more distance between us and the Perfects. Once our feet touched the white sand, we linked hands. Kailani could see the small island less than a mile away from our location. We disintegrated into a trillion little particles, unrestrained by the limits of time and space for just a moment.

      We reappeared on the neighboring island. The night sky lit up in the distance, where Perfects flew around, flashing like falling stars as they searched the area for us. Knowing Abaddon, it was only a matter of time before they’d find us again.

      With him tailing us, we had to get to Raphael before a second encounter with the Perfects that had been assigned to hunt us down. It was safe to assume that, at this point, fully regenerated and with his memories back, Abaddon was already pissed off. After all, we’d cut his head off and run away. I doubted that Araquiel and the others in their crew had any kind of control left over him.

      He was coming for us, and he wasn’t going to let anything get in his way.

      In the meantime, I was equally determined not to let him or any other Perfect hold us back from our mission. My grandparents, my brother, my friends and elders… they all needed me to push through and save them. Heck, my team needed me.

      So let him come after us again. I’ll find a way to cut his head off. Over and over, until it stays off.
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      One of the few aspects of our situation that helped me retain my sanity was the view of the sky, especially at night. During the day, the diamond glass panels were slightly blurry, filtering the sunlight so as not to burn the Maras and vampires in captivity, myself included. As nightfall settled over the land, however, the panels cleared up and gave us an ample and rich panorama of the sky.

      I spent hours counting the stars, wondering whether there was any life on the planets that orbited around some of them. Were they peaceful creatures, or were they bloodthirsty warmongers like the Perfects? Were they curious and kind, like the fae, or cultured and gentle, like the Imen? Did they venture out into the great unknown to discover other worlds, like the Druids? Or were they lonely and fearful of alien visitors, like the humans?

      Such thoughts made the passage of time feel smoother between Isda and Monos’s visits. Sofia was my balance, though. I looked to her whenever I felt lost. Whenever I got the urge to claw at the diamond glass walls. Despair was a heavy emotion to deal with.

      I was still mulling over Vivienne’s description of her vision. She hadn’t had one in years, even decades. It matched Lucas’s and Kailyn’s dreams. Given what we’d previously learned about the Hermessi from Harper, I had to wonder if the dreams and Viv’s vision were connected to these forces of nature. Then again, it didn’t make much sense. If the Hermessi were reaching out, I understood why they’d done so through Lucas and Kailyn, as they were fae. But had they also affected Vivienne’s vision, or had she simply tapped into that stream of their consciousness, without their influence?

      Until I understood how my sister played into this, I couldn’t determine a pattern of behavior from the Hermessi. If they were, in fact, trying to establish contact, then we were on to something. But only time would tell, and I wasn’t sure how much of that we had left, given how quickly Ta’Zan moved forward with his projects and mass production of Perfects.

      Sofia found me by the wall, looking up at the starry sky. She sat next to me, without saying a word, and put her arms around me. I held her close, pressing my lips against her forehead, thankful to feel her skin against mine.

      “I know we’re usually out and about at this hour,” I murmured, then looked around the dome. Most of the prisoners were asleep, with the exception of Maras, vampires, and our founders’ club. Jax and Hansa, Jovi and Anjani, and Varga were up, too. Poor Heath, still in recovery, was in bed, lying on his back and snoring like an old sailor. I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m not used to being trapped and unable to get out, obviously. Just trying to pass the time.”

      “You and me both, babe,” Sofia replied gently. “I understand the concept of ‘stir crazy’ now better than ever.”

      “Yeah, you’re not prison material.” Claudia chuckled from her bed, where she was resting in Yuri’s arms.

      “How are you feeling?” Sofia asked her.

      “I’m okay. My ego’s still bruised, but I doubt that’ll ever heal,” Claudia replied, then looked at Varga. “We need to find a way to get you out of here.”

      Varga exhaled. “We need to find a way to get all of us out of here.”

      “Fair enough, but if you vanish first, it won’t stir this place too much. You could find your sister and her team, maybe even help them!” Claudia insisted.

      “Grandma, you’re forgetting something,” Varga replied, pointing at his collar. “This thing won’t let me go anywhere. Besides, I wouldn’t even know where to look for Lenny, no matter how badly I need to see her again.”

      The young vampire sentry was clearly preoccupied. I couldn’t blame him, though. His sister was out there, probably worried about him, maybe even thinking he was dead. Claudia wasn’t talking gibberish, though. Ta’Zan had a connection to us, the founders’ group. He would notice one of us missing right away. But Varga, considering the presence of the other prisoners, could actually pull it off. Of course, the collar had to go, first.

      “What if we convince Amal to help us with the collar?” I asked. “It doesn’t sound like such a crazy idea. After all, Varga and the others came here to help Lenny and her group. I certainly trust him to make it out in the wilderness and find the crew,” I added, then gently squeezed Sofia’s shoulder. “Our son and daughter are out there, too. They could use all the help they can get, and we might as well try and see what happens around here if they lose a prisoner.”

      “Heck, you know what?” Lucas interjected. “Now I’m curious, too. You’re right, though—it can’t be any of us,” he said, then looked at Varga. “What do you think, kiddo? If we manage to get that collar off you, would you get out there and help Ben, Rose, Lenny, and the others?”

      Varga nodded enthusiastically. “Hell yes, I would!” he declared. “But I can’t think about it too much,” he added, frowning. “I can already feel the collar heating up.”

      He had a point. I could feel it, too. The circuit inside our collars was linked to our brainwaves, after all. It could read and interpret the signals quite accurately. Once it was alerted to a potentially hostile action, it electrocuted its wearer—as so eloquently proven earlier by Claudia, who’d managed to slit Abaddon’s throat before the collar took her down.

      As if remembering that sensation, Claudia squirmed in Yuri’s embrace, then fixed her gaze on the domed, diamond glass ceiling. “I’m gonna go ahead and think about puppies, and kittens, and baby elephants, and baby rhinos. Those are cute, too. Oh, and geckos. Geckos are funny. And raccoons, with their grubby little paws,” she said, giggling.

      “Gosh, if anyone listened to this without any context, they’d fit Claudia with a classy straightjacket,” Lucas muttered.

      “Hey, man, I’m happier to fawn over ducklings and whatever than to get my ass fried again!” Claudia retorted.

      That made us all chuckle. It was good to see Claudia still keeping her spirits up, despite everything that had happened. I also knew it wasn’t easy for her to let Varga go, but she understood the importance of giving Lenny and her team a better fighting chance, since they were on the outside. We couldn’t do much from in here, except maybe gather information and eventually get the Faulties in our corner. The latter was proving more difficult than I’d thought, but Amal was already showing some goodwill, and Jovi was close to cracking Monos, too. Isda was harder to convince.

      The dome’s double doors opened, making us all freeze. I slowly turned my head to see who had come in. My heart jumped into my throat at the sight of Ta’Zan standing in the doorway in the company of two Perfect guards.

      “Derek, what does he want?” Sofia whispered, holding me tighter.

      I gave her a reassuring smile, then gently removed myself from her embrace and stood up. “It’ll be okay, baby,” I said to her. I looked at Lucas, Xavier, and Vivienne, then the others who were still awake. “I’ll go. It’s probably me he wants, anyway.”

      Ta’Zan didn’t move from the doorway, and his gaze was fixed on me. It didn’t take a scientist to figure that one out. I took a deep breath and walked over to him, leaving my people behind. My pulse quickened, but I kept my cool and calm demeanor. I’d learned enough about Ta’Zan to understand that he appreciated a composed companion, rather than an emotional or hysterical one.

      This could be a good opportunity to gain some more intel from him, and I wasn’t going to let it slip by. Ta’Zan smiled at me. However, it was reserved and somewhat flat. It didn’t seem to come naturally for him. It sometimes felt as though he was simply mimicking our expressions to establish some conversational dynamic and empathy from us. We did tend to be more responsive with creatures who mirrored our expressions. It was in our nature.

      “I trust you’re well rested,” Ta’Zan said.

      I nodded once. “And well fed, too. Thank you,” I replied.

      “Good. Would you like to go out for a little bit? Perhaps join me on a walk?” he asked.

      It came as a surprise. I’d thought that, after my previous outburst at the sight of our ravaged fleet, Ta’Zan would’ve abandoned any idea of taking me out for walks again. I certainly wanted to get out, but, at the same time, I was worried I’d find out something else along the way—something that would make me angry enough to want to attack him again. It wasn’t going to end well for me. It never did.

      “Why?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      “Derek, I believe you’ve learned your lesson already. The collar around your neck protects me from you, but it also protects you from yourself,” Ta’Zan said. “Besides, you strike me as the kind of creature who would go crazy in an enclosure, without getting out once in a while. The more obedient you are, the greater my pleasure to take you on such walks. You could use some fresh air, I think.”

      “Why me, though? Why not the others in my group, too?” I asked.

      Ta’Zan raised an eyebrow, and I instinctively felt silly for asking such a question. “Derek, I find you more trustworthy than, say, your brother, who would love nothing more than to scalp me. I’m trying to show you the wonderful world I’m creating here. You’re more likely to understand and appreciate my work than anyone else. Then again, you’re always free to stay here, in the dome, with your wife, your siblings, and your friends. I’m fine either way,” he replied, then smiled again. This time, it made him look more playful, even mischievous, like a devilish little boy. Like Phoenix, when he figured out he could use mind control, and started pranking the humans in the Vale. “Besides, I doubt you’d miss out on an opportunity to gather some intel from your enemy.”

      I laughed lightly, relaxing my arms by my sides. Body language seemed important to Ta’Zan, too, as he carefully noticed each of my gestures and expressions. They were his cues to say and do things that would either keep me in check or anger me. My reactions mattered, from what I could tell, and he also relaxed when my arms came down to my sides.

      He motioned for me to follow him. “Come, Derek,” he said. “It’s a beautiful night outside. You should feel the air on your skin.”

      It wasn’t the air I was interested in. It was what he wanted to show me. Ta’Zan wouldn’t have bothered to come down here unless he was interested in chipping away at my morale. That usually worked when he forced me to face some unpleasant truth. Our last encounter had made me aware that an entire fleet of over eight hundred supernaturals, dragons included, was not enough to defeat his Perfects.

      Underneath the politeness and faux friendliness, Ta’Zan was asserting himself as the dominant male. He was the one with the power, the skills, the resources, and the mind to create a whole new world. As the so-called father of The Shade and leader of my crew, I was the one who was supposed to be in awe of him and his creations. This was going to be another display of greatness from Ta’Zan.

      I could feel it in my bones. I could almost taste the excitement on the tip of my tongue. A creature’s ego could be his downfall, if I played the cards right.

      Ta’Zan may have been a genius and a fearsome, godlike creature here, on Strava, but to me he was still as predictable as a simple human. He had needs and desires, fears and dreams. He was simply acting on them. Everything around me, every Perfect and Faulty and inch of diamond glass, every tool and screen and artificial womb—it was all a manifestation of Ta’Zan’s wildest dreams.

      And he wanted to impress me. Or frighten me. Or both.

      Either way, he was right. I was dying to get some intel.
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      We walked in silence for a while as we made our way through a diamond glass passageway that connected the dome to the gigantic colosseum. I took my time to take in the surroundings—the dark, lush vegetation outside, the Perfects patrolling the dome, and the movement ahead, visible through the crystal walls.

      The bluish moon cast its peculiar light over this strange world, breaking into millions of colorful shards as it pierced through every diamond sheet. Ta’Zan watched me, quietly, as I made mental notes of Perfect guards’ positions and movements.

      “You know, Derek, I’m genuinely impressed by your people,” Ta’Zan finally said, prompting me to shift my attention back to him.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The group that is currently evading my Perfects out there,” he replied. “Judging by your reaction just now, I’m inclined to assume that at least one of them is close to you. Perhaps a blood relative?”

      “I thought you had everything figured out by now,” I breathed, internally pleased to realize that Amal hadn’t told Ta’Zan about Ben and Rose. That said a lot about her, as well.

      “Not everything. But it never takes long. For now, however, I’ll give you this little win. You’ve trained your people well. They’re getting help from my banished children, it seems, but still. I must offer credit where it’s due.”

      “Thank you, I guess?” I replied with a shrug.

      Ta’Zan grinned. “You like playing the fool, don’t you? You know exactly who’s in that group. They’ve been here since before the fleet came down, so chances are that any one of the new prisoners was aware of them, as well. You’ve already been briefed.”

      I nodded. “You know I’m not telling you anything.”

      “I don’t expect you to. Sooner or later, they’ll all join you, anyway. My Perfects are very good at what they do, Derek. I may not know your people’s names, but I know what they are and what they can do.”

      I looked at him again, frowning. “I take it you’re given field reports?”

      “Precisely. And, with all the specimens I’ve gathered in the dome and studied so far, I was able to identify each and every one in that group you’re so protective of, and so worried about,” he said. He had a way of getting to me, but I’d made a promise to myself to at least not let him see it. “A vampire, a vampire-sentry hybrid, a fire dragon, a Dhaxanian, a werewolf, a half-wolf hybrid, a witch, two fire fae, and a Tritone. I have similar specimens in the dome already. Except for that specific witch. According to my Perfects, this one is special. She’s using a different kind of magic, which I’ve only been partially able to counteract. Without one like her in my laboratory, I’m unable to do further testing. Don’t think that doesn’t annoy me.”

      He was talking about Kailani and her swamp witch abilities. Her presence was suddenly far more valuable than I would’ve imagined, even with the Perfects’ powers. Ta’Zan had crossed witch genes with mine and others in order to create them, yet he’d failed to figure out a way to neutralize the swamp witch magic. His words left room for interpretation, though. He was being vague on purpose.

      “But rest assured, I’m working on it. Your people won’t stay out there for too long,” he added.

      “I wouldn’t underestimate them, if I were you. I think they’ve still got a few tricks up their sleeves,” I said.

      Ta’Zan sighed. “I’m aware of that. And having Amal’s sister with them doesn’t hurt. Though that might become a double-edged blade, in the end.”

      “What do you mean? Amal has a sister?” I asked, playing the ignorant fool.

      He stared at me for a while, the corner of his mouth twitching. I instantly regretted asking him that. He’d gotten to me already, the cold bastard.

      We reached the top of the colosseum, from where we could see everything for miles and miles. Hundreds of islands stretched out across the ocean, moonlight reflections trembling on its surface. Diamond colosseums shimmered in the distance. Lights flickered inside each of these magnificent constructions. Unlike the last time I’d seen them, though, they were all quiet. The Perfects definitely weren’t nocturnal by nature. Most of them were probably resting.

      That, I figured, gave my kids a slight advantage. Hunters were much better during their natural time of the day to be awake. Rose and most of the others in her group were used to The Shade’s nocturnal atmosphere. The Perfects were more active in the daytime.

      “Aren’t you wondering what I’m going to do with the genetic samples I lifted today from your friends? You haven’t asked about it,” Ta’Zan said, changing the subject.

      Again, that was on purpose. I was now stuck doubting Amane and her intentions. The last thing my son and daughter needed was a traitor in their midst. Then again, this could all be Ta’Zan playing mind tricks. I wasn’t going to get much else from him on the topic, anyway.

      But he did ask a good question. “I assume you’ll tell me,” I replied.

      “I’ll do you one better. I’ll show you.”

      “You’re being far too kind, Ta’Zan. What’s going on?” I retorted.

      He cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes at me. “I think I’m finally able to fully comprehend sarcasm, as a behavioral tool,” he said. “You use it to sting or to defend yourself in conversation, most of the time. It’s usually a mask that covers your fears and insecurities. I find the whole concept… interesting. Anyway, follow me.”

      He went back down the diamond stairs, and I followed. I regretted leaving all that natural beauty behind. Despite my circumstances, I could still enjoy five minutes of that stunning view. I deserved that much, and my psyche needed it. Nevertheless, I took a quick mental picture and joined Ta’Zan on one of the upper floors of the colosseum.

      Several Perfects in white silk tunics moved up and down the grand hallway. They all looked at me with a mixture of disdain and curiosity. They’d been taught to see me as inferior, but they were also aware of the fact that, if it hadn’t been for me, they wouldn’t be alive. Or at least, that was how I pictured Ta’Zan teaching them about us, anyway.

      My stomach churned as we approached a large pair of double doors. The diamond walls were quite thick, distorting the image of its interior, but I could still make out the shapes and colors. It was a lab of some kind, with large metal equipment and instruments, white tables, and creatures moving around something placed in the middle of the room.

      “I was able to study the data that my Perfects sent back from their encounters with your people. I’ve seen them move and fight already,” Ta’Zan said, stopping in front of the doors. “I’ve collected genetic materials from some of the same species today, on top of what I already have. It’s been a long journey for me to get to this point, but I think I’ve cracked another step in the evolutionary stage.”

      I blinked several times, trying to wrap my head around what Ta’Zan was trying to say.

      I stilled when Amal’s voice reached my ears. “Father didn’t feel confident that Abaddon might succeed in his mission,” she said as she joined us. “He was right to be doubtful, it seems. Abaddon failed.”

      “It was a close call, too,” Ta’Zan replied. “You won’t hear me say this often, because it never happens, but I’m reasonable enough to admit that I’ve made a mistake with Abaddon.”

      “Wait, what happened?” I asked, my throat closing up.

      “Your people escaped,” Amal said. “Abaddon lost control. He became a liability. Araquiel and the others tried to contain him, but, in the end, the targets ended up taking him down.”

      Ta’Zan didn’t seem happy about this, not that I could blame him. But I had a feeling he and Amal were holding something back. They weren’t telling the whole story.

      “So you’ve called Abaddon back?” I asked.

      “Not yet. I’m merciful by nature. I’ve given him one last chance before I recall him.” Ta’Zan sighed. “If I do have to recall him, however, chances are the others will have to subdue him and drag him back before he tries to kill your people again. I want them alive, now more than ever.”

      “But you let that psychopath loose!” I retorted, doing my best to keep my cool.

      My collar was beginning to heat up—the first sign that it had identified a hostile attitude on my part. There were no intentions shaping up in my head, but the collar technology seemed to work on a predictive model. The temperature change was meant as a subtle warning, and I was glad we had finally begun to notice it.

      “Like I said, that was a mistake,” Ta’Zan said. “I thought Abaddon would fear me enough to obey me and do his job. He’s the best tracker I’ve ever created, and I’m not sure I would ever be able to duplicate him.”

      “You would need Amane for that, Father,” Amal murmured.

      “Well, she isn’t here, is she?” Ta’Zan said, slightly irritated.

      Amal lowered her head for a moment, as Ta’Zan glowered at her.

      “Okay. You made a mistake. Now what? How do you fix it? How do you stop that monster from killing my… people?” I asked, then bit my lower lip, thankful to have stopped myself from mentioning my kids. The last thing I wanted was for Ta’Zan to learn about Ben and Rose.

      “Abaddon is volatile. If he fails again, I will order the others to bring him back. Chances are he’ll become unhinged. He’s like a raging animal now. If he’s allowed to continue, he will destroy everything in his path. If he’s contained, however, and, if necessary, neutralized, then your people will live to fight another day. That would also be a problem, so I’ve decided to kill two birds with one stone,” Ta’Zan replied, then pursed his lips. “Well, maybe kill one bird and capture the others alive, with one stone.”

      I began to fear the worst. My instincts were already telling me to brace myself.

      One look at Amal, and I knew I had every reason to feel dread seeping through my veins and freezing my blood. Ta’Zan opened the double doors and went in. Amal and I followed quietly.

      It was definitely a lab, and I’d correctly identified some of the objects inside, including the tables and the equipment. Computerized panels covered one of the walls, and dozens of glowing blue cables connected them to the equipment and the large, semi-transparent pouch hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the room.

      I held my breath, as I recognized a humanoid figure inside the pouch, which was filled with liquid—amniotic fluid, or something similar. The glowing cables fed the creature inside and monitored its vitals on the screens. It was a Perfect!

      Four other Faulties were present, two of them analyzing data on slim, handheld glass tablet displays, while the other two took notes as they observed the developed Perfect inside the artificial womb. The creature moved slowly, turning around. Its eyes were closed.

      Ta’Zan smiled, noticing my astonishment. “That’s right, you’ve never seen one right before birth,” he said, then pointed at the artificial womb. “See the umbilical cord?”

      I did. It was slim and glowing blue, linking the cables to the creature’s abdomen. That was how Ta’Zan fed the creature all the fluids and nutrients it needed for optimal development. Shivers ran down my spine. This was so strange. So unnatural.

      “Knowing what the creatures in your group are, I was able to devise a new, experimental Perfect model,” Ta’Zan continued.

      Amal stayed by my side but kept quiet. She didn’t seem too happy about this development, but she wasn’t surprised. After all, she’d been the one to collect samples from the prisoners earlier.

      “You used genes collected today to create… that?” I managed, staring at the Perfect.

      Ta’Zan nodded, a glimmer of pride present in his blue-and-green eyes. “Eight hours. I’m getting better at this, I admit,” he replied. “This is a new prototype. It has Dhaxanian, fae, witch, werewolf, and sentry genes, on top of the base makeup of a Perfect. I’ve also had Amal tweak any genes that may induce behavioral problems. Of course, that’s always a possible hit and miss, given that Amal isn’t operating at full capacity without her sister. We’ll have to wait and see.”

      Horror crippled me, making it impossible for me to move. I knew that I was looking at a new apex predator, a killing machine specifically designed to capture Ben, Rose, and their crew. This Perfect had at least some of the abilities linked to the genes which Ta’Zan had used to create him. And that scared the life out of me, because it diminished Ben and Rose’s chances.

      Ta’Zan didn’t seem to dwell on ways of defeating his enemy. Instead, he copied his foe and used the creatures’ skills against them. That was devious, to say the least.

      Ta’Zan nodded at one of the Faulties, who reached up and pressed a button at the top of the stem connecting the womb to the ceiling. A device clicked, then hummed as it lowered the artificial womb onto the floor.

      The other Faulty pressed another button on the other side of the stem. It generated a series of flashing blue lights inside the womb. The Perfect began to squirm and kick, until he tore through the translucent membrane and came out. Amniotic fluid spread over the floor, in a space delineated by a line of raised diamond bricks meant to stop it from spilling all over. There was a drain in the middle, and in a matter of seconds, the liquid was gone.

      The Perfect took his first breath, wheezing as his lungs filled with air for the very first time. The Faulties covered him in silk sheets, wiping him down and checking his vital signs. The creature coughed and struggled to breathe evenly, adjusting to his new environment.

      He was fully grown into an adult form, with a splendid, muscular physiognomy, long legs, and black hair. His eyes, one blue and one green, found Ta’Zan first, who crouched before him and gave him a warm smile.

      “Welcome to the world, my son,” Ta’Zan said. The creature blinked rapidly, confused but also fascinated. “You’re the first of your kind. And if you perform well, you certainly won’t be the last.”

      The new Perfect didn’t understand him. His brow furrowed, and he stared at Ta’Zan for a while. A minute later, he smiled. I figured it was the initial sense of familiarity that tied the Perfects to their maker.

      “Father is the first thing they see when they’re born,” Amal said. “If he cannot be present himself, holograms and videos of him are played, to create an instant emotional connection.”

      So if Ta’Zan was the first thing they saw when they became conscious, from there on, they were putty in his hands, his to mold and shape as he wished.

      The Faulties helped the Perfect get up, while I gave Amal a questioning sideways glance. She responded with a shrug. She looked so sad, it nearly broke my heart.

      “Did you know?” I whispered, taking advantage of Ta’Zan’s temporary fascination with his new creature.

      Amal nodded once. “He’s determined to catch your people. He’s fascinated by their abilities. He’s convinced he can cross them and create something even better than the Perfects,” she breathed.

      I knew I couldn’t continue such a conversation with her now, but I gave her a weak, thankful smile nonetheless. She definitely wasn’t on board with all this, and she had every reason to be worried. Ta’Zan was highly ambitious, but he was playing God. That never ended well for anyone.

      “So, what, you’re going to send him out to capture my people?” I asked Ta’Zan.

      My voice trembled slightly, loaded with dread and anger. Ta’Zan got up and turned to face me.

      “He has a set of new skills that will come in handy out there,” Ta’Zan replied. “Cassiel will serve me well, and I believe he’ll play well with others.”

      “What about Abaddon? Won’t he be a problem?” I asked.

      “I doubt it. Cassiel was designed as a superior specimen. Technically speaking, he is well above all the existing Perfects, Abaddon included,” Ta’Zan explained. “In fact, Abaddon might meet his end with Cassiel… I’m not happy about that, but I cannot continue nursing and sheltering a liability. Cassiel will go out, keep an eye on Abaddon for now. If there’s a risk that he may kill my specimens, Cassiel will intervene. Otherwise, he will stand back. I will instruct him to hold off and observe. He will get me what I want, eventually, and sooner, rather than later. That is, your people, Derek. They, too, will be my prisoners, like you. I hope you’re at least trying to get used to the idea.”

      Deep down, I would’ve loved nothing more than to punch his lights out and tear him apart. But I couldn’t. In fact, I drove the thought away, as my collar got hot once more.

      I looked at Cassiel instead. He seemed so young and confused. His brain was a sponge, ready to absorb everything that Ta’Zan was about to teach him. How could we get to him before that happened? How could we shape a Perfect’s mind, protecting him from Ta’Zan’s toxic worldview? How could we stop their maker from poisoning them against the entire universe?

      I had no concrete answer, but I knew I would try to get Amal to clarify some things, as far as how the Perfects were controlled. She’d come to me once before. Surely, I could get her to do it again. I had to.

      Now, more than ever, getting Varga out of here mattered. Lenny, Ben, Rose, and the others needed someone like him on their crew. Not only had he seen the inside of the colosseum and the dome, but he was also going to be able to pass on all this new information to them.

      Before all this, however, I had to sway Amal. Judging by the look on her face, it didn’t seem like an impossible mission anymore. There was no other way. Ta’Zan was sending an upgraded monster to capture my children.

      I couldn’t let him do that. I couldn’t let him win.
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      We gathered in the observation room on Mount Zur once more, the backup crew geared up and ready to go to Strava. Serena, Draven, Avril, Heron, Bijarki, Taeral, Lumi, Bogdana and Heron’s nine wards were present and fully equipped with soul-eater blades, special shields, and a variety of swamp witch spells, including the upgraded invisibility paste.

      My heart was constricted and clogged with fear, but I knew we had no choice at this point. We had to do this. Ben, Rose, and their crew needed our support, now more than ever.

      Arwen, Shayla, and the Daughters continued studying the Perfects, after they’d successfully removed all their memory chips. One of them had woken up, and they were actively monitoring him. I had hope that this was a new beginning for him. That he wasn’t born hostile, and that we could talk to him. I wondered if we had a chance to bring him and his fellow Perfects to our side, once we told them the whole story.

      Phoenix was busy analyzing the memory chips, looking for some way to connect those slim wires to any of our computers, in the hope that we could extract the data and convert it into video files. That was another challenge, but extremely necessary, as it could give us crucial inside knowledge.

      In the meantime, however, we kept an eye on Ben and Rose’s crew and continued scanning Strava for new diamond colosseums. The Perfects were constantly growing in numbers and expanding, as expected.

      “Rose’s crew had another encounter with Perfects a couple of hours ago,” Field said, handing out computer tablets to all the crew members. “These will have all the video files and maps, along with all the data we’ve gathered so far. They’re also linked to Bowie, so as soon as you get to Strava, they may pinpoint Rose’s location.”

      “If not, I’ve got some personal items of Rose’s with me,” Lumi replied. “I can do a tracking spell, if needed.”

      “How did they do?” Draven asked Field. “With the Perfects, I mean.”

      Field let out a weary sigh. “It was tough, but they made it. They had a vicious one on their hands, this time around. Far worse than their previous encounters.”

      “Okay, but did you spot any new patterns?” Bastien interjected.

      None of us besides Field and Aida had been here. We still had GASP and Shade operations to oversee. We were, in fact, slightly overwhelmed—which was normal, since our founders were still missing and two of our deputy leaders, Ben and Rose, were also on Strava, fighting for their lives. We were stretched a little thin, especially after the fleet we’d lost. We were only starting to see the effects now.

      “Not really. The vicious one was quite erratic. We couldn’t see much through the tree crowns. But they all made it out in one piece,” Field replied. “They’re headed north now, though I don’t know why.”

      “That’s actually good,” Bogdana said. “Merinos is to the east of the last diamond colosseum built, which means we’ll be able to head north without bumping into Perfects as we look for Ben and Rose’s team.”

      “Once we find them, we’ll figure out the next steps,” Lumi added, then looked at Bogdana. “How are you feeling?”

      “Great, actually. Like I’m twenty again,” Bogdana replied with a confident smirk. “I’m good to go, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “Oh, no, I’m not worried about that,” Lumi retorted, mirroring Bogdana’s expression. “I was just hoping that maybe you’d changed your mind and decided to be a little bit more forthcoming with us. You know, regarding why you’re so keen to visit Strava again.”

      Lumi didn’t mince words. It was one of my favorite things about her. She seemed to like Bogdana, and they got along well, but Lumi didn’t shy away from pointing out that Bogdana wasn’t telling us everything. I was aware of Bogdana’s secrecy, too, and I worried about Serena and their crew because of it, but, at the same time, I also understood that the information she had could be a gamechanger.

      Besides, with Lumi watching her every move, I doubted Bogdana could so much as sneeze without the swamp witch knowing about it.

      “I told you,” Bogdana replied, “I’ll tell you everything I know once we get there. I promised. I keep my promises.”

      “You seem like a nice gal, Bogdana, but I’m an old hag, and I’ve met a lot of people who have told me to trust them. The last one I actually did trust put me in a four-by-four room for thousands of years, darling. So, when you say you keep your promises, I reserve the right to doubt that,” Lumi said.

      She’d certainly been burned before. The Exiled Maras had given her a false sense of security, prior to gagging her, blindfolding her, and tying her up. Lumi had reasonable trust issues, and they actually came in handy this time.

      Bogdana exhaled. “You can always leave me behind, but you won’t make it ten feet off Merinos before they catch you.”

      “You talk as though you know what the Perfects are like,” I said, crossing my arms. “I thought you were last on Strava before Ta’Zan was even created.”

      “I know that world. I know the islands. And I know what kind of creatures the Draenir were. Even though they’re gone now, they left quite a heritage behind, and, based on what I’ve seen so far from your telescope feeds, Ta’Zan and his creatures haven’t discovered any of it yet,” Bogdana replied.

      Draven frowned. “Wait, what are you talking about?”

      Bogdana chuckled softly, resting her hands behind her back. I was still wrapping my head around how beautiful she was, completely different from the old lady who had first walked through our doors. Taeral rolled his eyes, unafraid to display his disdain for her mild theatricals.

      “Ugh, she’s not going to tell us anything until we get to Strava, anyway,” Taeral groaned. “Let’s just finish this briefing and head out. I don’t plan on groveling before the old fae, anyway.”

      “Manners, Taeral!” Serena reprimanded him, stifling a chuckle.

      “What? She is old. Don’t let her looks fool you,” Taeral said.

      “The prince has a point,” Bogdana muttered. “But I will say it again, if I have to. I’ll tell you what you need to know once we set foot on Strava. Yes, I have personal reasons to be there, reasons that do not involve the Perfects and your people, but the mission does come first. Besides, if I’m there, I may be able to establish contact with the Hermessi.”

      “The Stravian Hermessi, you mean?” I asked. Bogdana nodded in response. “How would you do that?”

      “Well, how did you contact Ramin?” she replied.

      My stomach churned as I remembered my experiences on Neraka. “I never contacted the fire Hermessi of Neraka myself. He was disguised as an Ekar bird. I didn’t even know what he was until I almost died. Do you plan to almost die, as well?”

      Bogdana gave me a disappointed look. “Dear, you didn’t almost die to reach out to him. You simply opened yourself up to the possibility that the Hermessi existed in the first place, long before you even realized it. When Ramin reached out to you, you believed. I know the stories you told, Harper. I read every word. I have a better understanding of the Hermessi than you might think. They’re there, on Strava.”

      “And you think you can get them involved,” Taeral said, his tone flat.

      “Well, yes. Don’t you think it’s at least worth a shot?” Bogdana replied.

      Taeral didn’t say anything, but his expression didn’t contradict the old fae. We were all hoping the Hermessi would be able to intervene, anyway. That’s what desperate people do. They hope. It was all we had left at this point.

      The hope that the Hermessi would answer and help us. The hope that removing the memory chips would help us reshape the minds of the four Perfects we’d captured. The hope that all was not lost, just yet.
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      My nerves were stretched to impressive limits.

      I’d last faced a deadly foe in Azazel. That had been personal and years in the making. In hindsight, the Destroyer seemed like child’s play, compared to Ta’Zan and his Perfects. Those creatures weren’t driven by fear or dark curses. They believed him. They were trained to perpetuate this ludicrous idea that the universe was theirs for the taking, and that only strong individuals such as themselves were entitled to live.

      It was so wrong, so evil… it pained me.

      I’d lost plenty of my Druids on that fleet—granted, most could still be alive, but I didn’t know which of them. The grief made me choke up, sometimes. I’d been so grateful, so happy to pluck them out of the dark holes they’d hidden in during Azazel’s reign of terror. I’d given them hope, only to send them to their deaths on Strava.

      This was personal to me. I had to do everything I could to stop Ta’Zan.

      “You all need to be aware of something,” Lumi said. “Once we leave Calliope, we will have to become different creatures altogether.”

      I was slightly confused, and, after glancing at the rest of our crew, I knew I wasn’t the only one.

      “What do you mean?” Taeral asked.

      “I know that GASP’s main mission is always to achieve peace. I’m completely behind that. But this isn’t about peace anymore. It stopped being about peace when they shot our ships down,” Lumi replied. “This is war, now. A highly tactical and secretive war, but a war nonetheless. Do not expect mercy from the Perfects. Do not expect to convince them to join us. Do not think we’ll have time to capture them, one by one, and take their memory chips out. Time isn’t on our side. And neither is Strava.”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      “I’m not sure you do, actually,” Lumi said. “This isn’t your run-of-the-mill villain, Druid. This isn’t Azazel. This isn’t Shaytan. This is a dense and fast-growing population of carefully designed killing machines who worship and adore their maker. Once we set foot on Strava, it’ll be open season on our asses. I am ready to do whatever it takes, no matter how hard, difficult, or ugly, to make sure we survive and get our people back. I am ready to burn that entire planet down if I have to. And I need you all to be with me on this one. Otherwise, we will fail.”

      Her words hit me deep. I knew she was right.

      Despite her often-unconventional methods, Lumi meant well. In this case, her ruthlessness could eventually save us all.

      “The time to play nice is over,” Lumi added, as we all looked at each other. Serena could feel my pain, and I felt hers. Despite our peaceful natures, we both knew that the swamp witch was about to take us to a very dark place, and, in order to save ourselves and our worlds, we had no choice but to follow her. “We must be ready to do whatever it takes. I know, you’re all thinking maybe it won’t come to that. But it might. And I need you all to be there when it does. You can’t hesitate when the time comes. If you do, we all die.”

      Good grief, that sounded so grim.

      Then again, I’d once nearly sacrificed myself to destroy Azazel and to save my people. If I searched deep down inside myself, I was willing to bet that I could do a lot worse, if push came to shove. That’s the thing about the survival instinct: it makes you do things you never thought were possible.

      Bastien cleared his throat, demanding our attention. “I agree with Lumi. I think all the elders do,” he said. “This isn’t a regular mission. You must be ready to torture and kill anyone who stands in your way, friend or foe. This… This is the one moment in time that will determine whether the universe gets to go forward or not. I know, it’s hard to think of it that way, but you have to. Even… Even if it means leaving loved ones—” He choked up, closing his eyes for a moment. He took a deep breath, then continued his most painful thoughts. “Even if it means leaving loved ones behind. As long as it secures the survival of this entire world, do it. Okay?”

      Looking at Bastien, I knew exactly what he meant.

      We were going to Strava to save our people. Including his parents-in-law and two of his sons. If the worst-case scenario were to come true, if we were to fail to get them back before Ta’Zan’s Perfects mastered space flight technology… we had to be ready to pull back and leave them all behind.

      We had to be ready to let GASP and their supernaturals’ alliance do the unthinkable and destroy the planet completely. The clock was ticking. And this was about more than just our loved ones. This was bigger than all of us together. Hell, if needed, we all had to be ready to give our lives, if it meant stopping the Perfects from spreading out into the In-Between. I wasn’t going to let any of that happen. Not while I was still breathing, but I had to have that thought in the back of my head, just in case the worst did come to happen. At least then I wouldn’t be utterly shocked if the scenario came up.

      “On a lighter note,” Bogdana chimed in, “we have something that Ta’Zan doesn’t.”

      We all looked at her. She smiled, then nodded at Lumi, who nodded in return.

      “You have a swamp witch,” Lumi said. “With no swamp witch in his possession, with no access to my craft, Ta’Zan is at a disadvantage, and I intend to make full use of that.”

      “Of course, that doesn’t cancel anything you said earlier, does it?” I replied.

      Lumi shook her head. “No. On the contrary, I, too, will have to do some pretty horrible things to make sure we win this. Whatever it takes.”

      I found myself agreeing. “We may not even recognize one another or ourselves, when all this is over. Whatever it takes.”

      “I’m ready,” Serena said. “Whatever it takes.”

      It was becoming our motto, it seemed, as Taeral, Bijarki, Bogdana, Avril, and Heron stepped forward and said the same line at once.

      “Whatever it takes.”

      With that in mind, we bid our farewells to Harper, Caspian, Bastien, Field, Aida, and the others still at the base on Mount Zur, then climbed to the top of the building, where Lumi prepared an interplanetary spell around a medium-sized shuttle that could carry up to fifty people. We figured it might come in handy later.

      Our hearts were heavy and our minds were filled with worry, but in the end, our objective was clear. With more boots on the ground, we had a better shot at saving all our people and stopping Ta’Zan from destroying the world as we knew it. We had to do it.

      Whatever it takes.
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