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      We’d sent Derek, Sofia, my grandparents and the other founders here on a much-deserved vacation. We’d scouted and scanned the planet, making sure it was uninhabited before we even built the resort on Noagh, a small island just south of the Prekk Archipelago.

      All our initial findings had come up negative. Other than the superb flora and wildlife, there was nothing. Strava was perfect, with two seasons, the predominant one being hot and comfortably dry. It was a gorgeous planet in the distant galaxy of Meahiri, with thousands of islands sprinkled across the seemingly never-ending turquoise ocean. The moon cast its bluish hue over the white sand. The jungles chirped and growled. The palm trees’ crowns were heavy with delicious fruit, and the wild animals’ blood tasted amazing. We’d had no reason to worry, whatsoever, until Derek and his group failed to return from their vacation.

      After upgrading the telescope lenses, we realized that we’d been watching large predators hanging around the resort, not our family and friends.

      We came here looking for them, thinking they’d just gotten lost, or maybe they’d gone on a lengthier exploration and had forgotten to let us know. Anything was better than our worst-case scenario—that the planet was, in fact, inhabited, and that our people were in grave peril. We started the search without considering that possibility, since it didn’t fit what we’d already established about Strava.

      We’d seen the open pods in the cave, first. That had been a crucial clue for us. When Derek and his group had come upon them, they had still been sealed. Something happened in that 24-hour window, between the time of the last footage we had of our group and the moment Ben and Rose first landed on Strava and realized that something had gone wrong.

      We’d followed a trail to the northeast and found an island with a lighthouse and small port. The vessel we’d seen anchored there in photos from Cameron’s phone was gone.

      Unfortunately, our worst-case scenario was starting to look more and more like what had really happened. Derek and the others were missing, and we had been attacked by creatures we didn’t even get a chance to look at. We’d seen flashes of light cutting across the sky. We’d heard the deafening bangs of the sound barrier being broken, over and over. We’d defended ourselves from devastating hits and fireballs that even melted Nevis’s Dhaxanian frost—ice we knew could never melt or be broken by anyone other than Nevis himself.

      All hell had broken loose. We’d barely made it out of there alive. Kailani had managed to teleport us out of there by applying a swamp witch spell to her natural abilities. She’d transported us to a nearby island, where we waited for the flashes to go away.

      They spent some time looking for us, though. We stayed beneath the cover of palm trees for hours, trying to understand what those creatures were. The one thing we’d all agreed on was that they were connected to the pods. Grandma Claudia’s accidental cable-pull may very well have let them out. With all this, I couldn’t help but think about my brother—Varga was currently on Neraka on a mission, but he probably would’ve given anything to be here with me, based on these new developments.

      “The coast is clear now,” Rose said as she looked up at the night sky. “And we’ve only got a few hours till sunrise. Lenny, what do you see?”

      I used my True Sight, ignoring the pangs in my stomach and my growing concerns about my grandparents and the others in their group.

      “I can confirm they’re gone,” I said. “Nowhere near us on a three-, maybe four-mile radius.”

      “Okay, we need to get back to Noagh and get the shuttles and the rest of our supplies,” Ben replied. “We need to find a safe place, and I doubt the resort is clear of danger at this point.”

      “Agreed.” Rose sighed. “We’ll go straight there, no stopping for the boats. We can get those later. They may still come in handy.”

      Nevis walked over to the edge of the water. We followed, quietly looking around, ready for pretty much anything. We’d nearly gotten fried once, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let that happen again. Those flashes moved fast, so even if I didn’t see anything five seconds ago on a four-mile radius, that could easily change in a split second.

      “I can put together a vessel of sorts,” Nevis said. “We need the fae’s water ability to push it and increase its speed.”

      “Consider it done,” Vesta replied with a firm nod.

      Nevis then breathed out and wiggled his fingers. Frost spread out from underneath his bare feet and into the water. An ice boat emerged from the ocean with a splash—a long and aerodynamic type of vessel, big enough to hold us all.

      We followed the frost path across the low waves and got in. It was cold, but comfortable. Vesta stayed at the back of the boat, coaxing the ocean water to push us smoothly toward Noagh, which was about seven miles to the south.

      I continued using my True Sight during the trip, which did chip away at my energy reserves. It was worth it, though, as it allowed me to help keep my team safe. About two miles in, Vesta increased the speed of our ice boat.

      “I’m going to need to syphon some energy later,” I said. “Those barriers took their toll on me, and I’m using my True Sight a lot as well.”

      Zeriel smiled. “I can give you some of mine, if you want. I’m pretty strong.”

      “You don’t look it,” Nevis replied, then gave me a brief, dark glance over the shoulder. “How often do you need to… syphon energy from people?”

      I shrugged. “It depends. Normally, once every couple of days, but if I use my abilities frequently or heavily, once every eighteen to twenty-four hours. The more I put into a barrier or mind control, the quicker I need to replenish my energy,” I said, then looked at Zeriel. “Thank you for offering.”

      “Ignore the Tritone,” Nevis cut in, just as Zeriel opened his mouth to respond. “I have enough energy to keep you sated, Miss Goode.”

      I didn’t know whether to be thankful or irritated by the way he inserted himself into my “sentry menu.” I wasn’t even sure how I felt about feeding off him. I worried it might throw my senses for a loop, since everything about him was just so… intense and strange. I could easily compare syphoning from Nevis to trying a new, exotic dish.

      Dmitri chuckled. “Let’s not forget there’s a dragon on board, too,” he said, pointing at Ridan, who gave me a half-smile and a nod. “Lenny’s not lacking in terms of energy sources here.”

      “I assume having your energy drained takes its toll on you,” Nevis replied. “We need our dragon in tip-top shape. My frost was proven useless back there, so there’s no point in me preserving my energy for much.”

      “Nevis, that’s not true,” Rose said to him. “You’re beating yourself up over something that was out of your control. Out of our control, for that matter.”

      It hit me then that Nevis, in all his might and frosty coolness, was disappointed with himself. He’d experienced the kind of failure he’d never thought possible. His whole life, he’d thought that his Dhaxanian frost was unbreakable, downright indestructible. Five minutes against those murderous flashes, however, and he’d been rendered helpless, much like the rest of us.

      “And your frost did help,” I added, prompting him to look at me. “Even if they melted it, it still kept their attacks at bay for a while, long enough for Kale to get us out of there. If you think you’re useless just because those things can break your ice, then you’ve misunderstood your overall value on this mission. I expected more from a creature of your caliber.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me, then shifted his focus back to what lay ahead. His aura was confusing as always, multicolored and seemingly undecided, but there were threads of dark blue and gold emerging. As a sentry, I’d yet to learn what they all meant. The size of an aura and the quantity of colors within it left room for endless possibilities. Reading an aura was never an exact science, and I could easily get it wrong. It was even harder with Nevis, whose emotions were displayed in a very confusing jumble.

      I couldn’t read vampires, Maras, or daemons, but I’d learned to follow their body language instead. I figured I’d do the same with Nevis, if his aura didn’t give me anything concrete or even reliable.

      “Oh, no…” Rose murmured, staring ahead.

      I followed her gaze and stilled. “Crap,” I croaked.

      A giant fire blazed on Noagh’s beach. The entire resort had been swallowed by large amber flames that licked at the night sky, spewing clouds of black smoke that spread out into the night. The escape pod we’d initially left for Derek and the others had also burned. My stomach dropped. Cold sweat burst into tiny droplets over my forehead as the harsh reality set in.

      The resort was completely destroyed, burning like a midsummer bonfire.

      “No one’s around,” I said, using my True Sight. “Whoever did this is gone.”

      As the ice boat reached the shore, both Dmitri and Hunter sniffed the air.

      “I’m getting that lemony whiff again, stronger than last time. Fresh scent trail,” Hunter replied.

      Vesta pushed the boat all the way onto the sand. We all jumped out and rushed to see if there was anything we could salvage. Nevis’s arm came up right in front of me, forcing me to stay back.

      “What kind of survival instinct do you have, if you feel compelled to run toward the flames like that?” he asked, his tone clipped.

      “We have a fae and a witch with us!” I shot back. “I’m not suicidal. Duh.”

      He shook his head slowly, then sent his frost out across the white sand. The ice blossomed in a thick layer, spreading all over the burning resort. Within minutes, the entire property was frosted, and the flames suffocated beneath the ice.

      “Do you think the flashes did this?” Kailani asked Rose.

      “If they did, then their fire will only destroy my frost if they aim directly at it,” Nevis replied, frowning. “If it sets something else ablaze, I can still take it out.”

      “Well, then, let’s consider that good news,” Rose said, then motioned toward the back of the resort, her face paler than usual. “The shuttles?”

      “It’s okay, I put them under a cloaking spell,” Kailani reassured her.

      Nevertheless, we all felt the urgency to check. As soon as we reached the back of the resort, however, our previous plans came crashing down like a house of cards during a massive earthquake.

      “Oh. Wow…” Ben managed, staring at the four piles of molten metal and burnt debris that had once been our shuttles.

      Somehow, the hostiles had gotten past the swamp witch cloaking spell and had destroyed our escape pods. Those were our last resort for long-distance travel, including getting off the planet, without the use of swamp witch magic. The benefit of using the shuttles was that we had more flexibility in deciding and changing the course, even at the last minute, since we could steer them.

      “Most of our swamp witch and Druid magic supplies were in there,” I said quietly, suddenly feeling the weight of it all pressing down upon my shoulders.

      “They broke my cloaking spell,” Kailani breathed. “What the hell are these creatures, to be able to do such a thing?”

      “They might’ve bumped into them and figured out there was something worthy of their attention,” Dmitri offered. “I mean, your cloaking spell hides objects from sight, but one can still touch and feel opposition from their force field.”

      We stared at one another for a while. Whenever I glanced at the shuttles, my stomach churned, and my blood ran cold. This was so much worse than what we’d originally anticipated. Not only had we nearly gotten our asses handed to us at the lighthouse, but we were pretty much defenseless against those flashes. Having the ability to disrupt a swamp witch spell gave them a devastating advantage.

      “I think we’re dealing with a whole new type of enemy here,” I said, my voice trembling.

      “But are they truly enemies?” Zeriel replied with a shrug.

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked him, frowning.

      Zeriel sighed. “Well, think about it. Say they’ve just woken up out of those cave pods,” he said. “This is their home. They were obviously here before us. So, they’re back out, and they find these creatures—Derek and the others—lounging by the beach. Then, they see us coming in, snooping around. We don’t know anything about these creatures. What if they’re just really defensive? What if we can actually engage them in conversation? Maybe it’s just their self-preservation instinct kicking in after waking and finding interlopers in their home.”

      “Assuming that is what happened, and that’s where those flash creatures came from, their lighthouse attack was still unjustified. We didn’t have any weapons drawn. We’re a small team, definitely not invaders. They had no reason to blast us the way they did, without even talking to us first,” Ben replied.

      “What if they don’t know how to communicate? What if all they have is this feral aerial display of speed and strength as a warning sign?” I asked. “What if the flashes we saw before we got to the lighthouse were their way of warning us?”

      A minute passed as we all mulled this over, but it didn’t lead us anywhere new. We still had loads of questions and no answers. Most importantly, our grandparents, parents, and friends were still missing.

      “I only have enough ingredients for one interplanetary spell,” Kailani said. “We’ll have to use it wisely.”

      Rose stared at her for a few moments, then nodded slowly.

      “There are two things that are clear here,” she said. “One, whatever those flash creatures are, they don’t want us to leave. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have touched the shuttles. For a civilization able to preserve itself in those high-tech pods, it’s safe to assume they knew what our shuttles were for. Two,” she added, looking at me with a furrowed brow, “they don’t want us to feel safe.”

      Dmitri sighed, then cleared his throat.

      “Rose is right,” he said. “They torched the resort for a reason. They’re sending us a message. They know where we came from, and they will come after us again.”

      My entire body was shaking with rage. I had no control over the muscle ticking in my jaw. I felt insulted, wrongfully in the crosshairs of those creatures and desperate to get my grandparents and their crew out of here before it got worse.

      “Then we’d better figure out what they are, what they can do, and what weaknesses they have,” I replied. “Because the next time they come after us, I want to hit them where it hurts.”

      We all nodded. We were definitely on the same page here.

      No one messes with GASP without paying the price. No one.
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      My blood simmered.

      After I’d established a connection with the Word inside that sensory-deprivation pod back on Calliope, all my emotional reactions had become somewhat extreme. It required more self-control than usual to keep my cool. I’d kickstarted an irreversible process in that pod, and it was starting to take its toll on me.

      The one thing I knew for sure was that I needed to meditate a few hours every day and commune with the Word during that time, in order to keep my emotional responses in check. I was undergoing a transformation process of sorts—nothing visible on the outside, but its intensity burned through me.

      I could tell from the glances that Elonora stole at me that she’d noticed something different about me. We’d yet to talk about it, but she wasn’t going to get much out of me when that conversation happened, either. I’d been sworn to secrecy about my apprenticeship. Given the circumstances, my next meditation session was still far away. That made everything more difficult.

      “What do we do now?” Vesta asked, crossing her arms, while Elonora kept looking around with her True Sight.

      “We can’t stay here, obviously,” Dmitri muttered.

      “With just one interplanetary spell left, and given what we’ve experienced so far, our only choice remains the same,” Ben said. “We gather more data first. We need to find out what those creatures are, and what their endgame is. Once we have enough information, we’ll use the interplanetary spell to send a message to GASP. They’ll send us more resources, maybe even reinforcements.”

      “Do you think that’s wise, though?” Rose replied. “The reinforcements part, I mean. You’ve seen what those flashes did to us, and it’s not like we’re newbies or amateurs.”

      “We have more strength in numbers,” Ben replied. “Besides, GASP may very well be on their way already, since they have eyes on us via the telescope. Remember we’re bound to it via a blood spell. They see everything.”

      Rose nodded slowly. “I do agree with gathering more data,” she said. “We’ve followed some of the clues, but I think it’s time we check the biggest clues we have: the diamond structures.”

      “The colosseum, yes,” Elonora replied.

      She’d spotted a strange, colosseum-shaped structure about two miles east of the lighthouse, just before the flashes attacked us. It hadn’t been there before—we would’ve flagged and checked it during our initial scans of the planet.

      “We need to get a better understanding of what happened, especially where our friends and family are concerned,” Rose said. “We need to know how that diamond colosseum just appeared and who’s behind all this. We don’t have all the pieces of the puzzle now, so it’s nearly impossible to do anything else, for the time being. I honestly think it would be irresponsible to call for backup now, since we don’t know what sort of creatures we’re dealing with.”

      “I agree,” Ben replied. “The best we can do is keep digging now.”

      “We’ll have to keep our eyes on the sky, then,” Ridan said.

      Rose nodded again. “We will. But we can’t sit and wait in the meantime. We have to find out more about those flashes and the colosseum. I think time is of the essence here.”

      “I’d definitely like to find out more about those flashes. I thoroughly dislike what they were able to do, and I suspect that was just a warm-up session,” Nevis muttered, still sullen over the lighthouse incident. I figured it was going to take a while for him to get over that, despite Rose and Elonora’s encouragements. The guy had spent his whole life thinking he was pretty much indestructible. No one liked feeling vulnerable, especially those who had been brought up like Nevis.

      Vesta drew large quantities of sand from the beach and threw it over the burning shuttles, using it to smother the fires until they died out. After it was done, she summoned a wind to brush the sand away, so we could investigate. There was nothing to be rescued from the wreckage. Everything had been burned to a crisp.

      “Holy crap, this fire burned at much higher temperatures than usual,” Elonora breathed as she analyzed the shuttles. She pointed at the molten chunks of metal that had fused with the plastic and wiring of the electrical circuits. “The shuttle skeletons were made from meranium,” she added. “Lumi had them charmed. They weren’t supposed to melt like this.”

      “Okay, so we’re dealing with creatures that move around like flashes of light, faster than the speed of sound, basically,” I concluded. “Their fire attacks can melt Nevis’s Dhaxanian frost and charmed meranium. They were able to break through my cloaking spell, too. I have to ask again, and I know no one has the answer, but still: what the hell are they?!”

      I could relate to what Nevis was feeling. We’d all come here thinking we were pretty high up on the food chain and not easy to take down. My magic, both natural and Word-provided, didn’t seem to stand a chance against those things. I briefly glanced at Ridan, wondering if he was the only one left with all his defenses up in this scenario. His dragon hide was practically impenetrable. His fire was devastating on any scale. Maybe he was our strongest weapon.

      Deep down, I fought back a hint of helplessness. But, like Rose had said, we didn’t have all the data needed for an informed decision. All we could do was investigate. Those flashing creatures had to have a weakness. No one was really indestructible.

      “I wonder what Grandma Corrine and Grandpa Ibrahim are doing,” I said, after a minute’s worth of silence.

      The raw concern on the faces of Rose and Ben told me something I already knew. They were worried that our people had been harmed somehow.

      “What if those flashing creatures got them? What if they’re hurt?” Dmitri asked.

      We all instantly scowled at him, though we knew he was within his rights to raise that possibility.

      “We’re all thinking it,” Nevis replied, looking at us. “At least he’s voicing it.”

      “Honestly, it’s not something I want to consider right now,” Rose said. “I’d rather believe they’re out there, maybe hiding from them.”

      “We should consider it now, though,” Nevis insisted. “If we don’t, how will we react if it turns out to be exactly what happened? Can we really afford to be surprised in that moment?”

      Nevis didn’t mince words, and for that, he deserved some credit. He wasn’t personally invested in this search mission like us. For that matter, neither were Vesta or Zeriel, but the Tritone had a bit more tact and seemed to know not to stir us up at a time like this. Vesta was mostly quiet, but visibly impacted by what we were seeing.

      But the Dhaxanian prince was right. On the other hand, so was Rose.

      “The reason we’re not rushing to take that scenario into consideration is that none of us can even fathom that… that those flashes might have killed our people,” I said, my voice shaky already. “We’re holding on to the hope that they’re out there, somewhere, and hopefully safe because, in a way, it drives us to do more in order to find them.”

      Rose inhaled, then rubbed her face with her palms.

      “Enough,” she said. “Let’s focus on what’s right in front of us, so to speak. The colosseum. Let’s check it out. Mom, Dad, and the others could be there. Or, if what Lenny saw is real, there could be someone there who might be able to tell us where they are.”

      Nevis sighed. “Fair enough,” he replied. “How do we do this, then?”

      Now, that was a challenge. We’d gotten away with an ice boat once, but chances were we wouldn’t pull it off the second time around without being spotted. All our invisibility spell supplies had burned up with the shuttles. None of us had thought we’d even need them when we first went out looking for Derek and the others. We hadn’t known there were creatures we’d have to hide from.

      Those flashes were still out there, probably looking for us. They’d stopped by the resort to send us a message. They knew we’d come back here, eventually. That told me that they were smart, and that they knew what they were doing. So, we had to be smarter.
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      “If those creatures are still out there looking for us, we will need to find another way to move between islands,” Ben said. “The boats are no longer a good option. That includes the ice one,” he added, then gave Nevis an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Given the current circumstances, I agree,” the Dhaxanian prince replied.

      Vesta lit up, her bright blue eyes signaling the birth of a good idea. The young fae didn’t have much to say in general, but where action and initiative were concerned, she was a star.

      “I think I know how to move around undetected,” she said. “And Nevis can help.”

      She walked back to the beach, dipping her toes in the cool water. We came out after her and stilled at the sight of the ocean opening up before her. She took a couple of steps forward, and a tunnel formed through the water in front of her.

      “Okay, I see where you’re going with this,” I replied.

      Nevis joined her quickly, and they both moved deeper into the underwater tunnel. Vesta manipulated the water into a passageway, and Nevis froze it so she wouldn’t have to put that much effort into holding it together. The tunnel closed behind us, and we ended up walking through a frozen pocket of air, which Nevis and Vesta controlled as we moved underwater.

      “Come on,” Nevis said, motioning for us to join them.

      We rushed across the beach and entered the tunnel, with Vesta leading the way. As we walked, I looked back and held my breath, watching the frosted passageway close behind us. It was a constant effort on the part of both Vesta and Nevis, but, since they were working together, they had no trouble keeping it up.

      “This is brilliant,” Elonora exclaimed, looking around as we went deeper underwater, following the descent of the seabed. “Fat chance they’ll spot us from above.”

      “Further proof that the Dhaxanian prince is good for something, after all.” Zeriel chuckled.

      Nevis shot him a glare. “I’d normally have a sharp comeback for that, but in this case, I find myself agreeing with you. Let’s not make it a regular occurrence, going forward.”

      We journeyed through the icy moving pocket for miles, going around the islands as we headed east, where Elonora had seen the diamond-like colosseum. The ocean waters were mostly turquoise and relatively clear, but only at low depths. We were deeply submerged in the pocket, and mostly out of sight.

      Not only was it a safer way around Strava, but it also gave us a bit of breathing and thinking space as we admired the marine life around us. I felt as though we were in an aquarium, with the entire ocean sprawling beyond the layer of ice. The seabed was also covered in white sand, with plenty of rocky black ridges and an enormous barrier reef that seemed to go on for hundreds of miles.

      Billions of fish in all sizes and colors swam around. The smaller fish were dull-colored, gray, black, and ivory white, staying in big groups and moving around together. There were turtle-like reptiles on the bottom, scouring the seabed for live food—the Stravian equivalent of shrimp and other similar creatures, from what I could tell.

      “Whoa, would you look at that!” Elonora exclaimed, pointing to the left.

      Several large animals swam about a hundred feet above us. They reminded me of the whales back in Earth’s oceans—big creatures with giant tails and small black eyes. But what was really fascinating was the color of their hides. The heavier predators here were mainly coated in pale blue, turquoise, and ivory white, mostly to help them blend in and go unnoticed until it was time to strike. These whales were no exception, and they were simply stunning.

      They swam gracefully despite their considerable size, and the sounds they made echoed all the way to us.

      “Does anybody else feel that?” Vesta asked.

      “Feel what?” I replied.

      “There’s this warmth in my stomach. It’s kind of hard to describe, but I know it’s not coming from me, if that makes sense,” she said.

      Dmitri grinned. “Yeah, I feel it.”

      “Me too,” Hunter confirmed, then looked at me. The whale song got louder, until I, too, felt the pleasant heat spreading through me like liquid sunshine. I nodded.

      “Yeah,” I said thoughtfully. “I think it’s the whales.”

      “Do you think it’s their way of communicating?” Kailani replied. “Maybe their way of saying they’re peaceful and that we shouldn’t be afraid? Because I’d love to hear that right about now.”

      “I know you were being sarcastic just then, but you might actually be on to something,” Zeriel said. “Back on Calliope, we often communicate with the sea life. We use sounds, though. Only sounds. We don’t project physical feelings.”

      I took a deep breath, realizing that I was smiling as I stared at the whales, who were busy looping underwater and sending their songs our way. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s coming from them,” I murmured.

      Ben put his arm around my shoulders, and I responded by resting my arm around his waist. He looked at me and smiled.

      “You know, I’ve noticed something about the animals here, on Strava,” he said. “It’s like their bodies are perfectly adapted to help them blend in with their environment. These creatures can hide as the perfect predator. For instance, those big turquoise cats back on the island and our singing whales over there. While some creatures can perfectly hide from predators—the little fish here, for example,” he added, pointing to our right. “Strava’s nature is prone to creating intelligent life, it seems, in one form or another.”

      “It also seems poised to create survivors and fighters,” I replied, then exhaled. “Like those flashing creatures.”

      He nodded. “Yes. But nothing is indestructible or undefeatable. We just need to find their weak spots. All creatures have weak spots,” he said, then pointed at the whales again. “Look at them. They’re so big and slow. It would be easy for the likes of us to capture them, if we wanted to.” He directed my focus to a large group of small fish. “Imagine netting those little things. Easy breezy.”

      “Okay, and how do you think we can stop those flashing bastards?” Dmitri asked, smirking.

      “That’s what we need to find out, through observation,” Ben replied, brimming with confidence. “We’ve had a few minutes down here to observe the fish and the whales to posit some scenarios, haven’t we?”

      We all nodded, which prompted Ben to cock his head to one side.

      “And we can all agree that we were too busy surviving to properly observe those flashing creatures, right?” he added.

      Again, we all nodded, like kids in a classroom interacting with our teacher. I had to admit, bringing Ben with us was, by far, the best decision I’d made regarding this mission. Not only were his fae abilities needed, but his experience was crucial. What Vesta put forward through sheer monstrous talent and her versatility in manipulating all four elements, Ben made up for through his raw firepower and the things he’d seen and lived through over the years. Though I wouldn’t have said it out loud, Vesta was more talented as a fae than my brother. However, she lacked his wisdom. Only time and living could give her that.

      In this case, I agreed with Ben completely. We hadn’t had the time to properly observe the hostiles. We’d been too busy not getting our asses fried, after all. Keeping a stealthy position and investigating that colosseum seemed like a good way to start. There were clues everywhere. We just needed to recognize them.

      “Ben is right,” Ridan said.

      “And that’s something I do enjoy hearing more often than not,” Ben quipped, making me chuckle.

      “Thing is, because we don’t know anything about the enemy, it’s easy for one or more of us to get discouraged, especially when the enemy seems to be more powerful than anything we’ve encountered so far,” Ridan replied, walking alongside Ben and me as we advanced underwater. Behind us, Nevis released the ice, maintaining our air pocket.

      A plethora of fish swam with us, on both sides. Their round little eyes seemed fixed on us. I couldn’t really blame them. We were the strangers poking through their oceanic home. Somewhere farther to our right and above, by one of the islands, turquoise felines jumped into the water, going deep as they searched for fish. That bluish coat of fur definitely came in handy, as they swiped at a nearby bank, then went back to the surface with mouthfuls of fresh fish struggling against their enormous fangs. We were lucky that the ocean bed wasn’t too deep, since there were so many underground mountains whose tips formed thousands of islands, close to one another, on the surface. I was particularly fortunate, just like Elonora, to be a vampire—my predator sight allowed me the pleasure of seeing those felines as they tried to blend in.

      “But we cannot allow ourselves any kind of dismay. Not at this point in time,” Ridan added. “Yes, they tore through Nevis’s Dhaxanian frost, even though we thought they couldn’t. And yes, they broke down Kale’s swamp witch charms like they were chalk scribbles. But that doesn’t mean we’re done and over with here. Not at all.”

      “It just means we need to dig a little deeper until we find their weak spots,” Elonora interjected, staring ahead. Ridan nodded, giving her a friendly smile. “I agree. It’s easy to succumb to despair. We shouldn’t. It’s too early to give up.”

      “I don’t think any of us are giving up,” Dmitri chimed in. “It’s just that we’ve never dealt with a situation like this. I guess we’re not used to having our asses handed to us anymore.”

      “And that’s not a good thing,” I replied, finally seeing where Ridan, Ben, and Elonora were going with this. “We need to sharpen our skills and improve our approach, that’s all.”

      “Remember when Harper first described the daemons to us?” Elonora asked, giving me a sideways glance. “They all thought the daemons were practically death itself, impossible to defeat. Until they figured out that they were using modified swamp witch spells to keep themselves invisible. Once they got that out of the way, the rules of the game changed.”

      I found myself nodding, remembering all the anecdotes that Harper and her team had brought back from Neraka. They’d experienced a form of hell out there. Their lessons were ours to learn, too.

      “The daemons can bleed and die, like the rest of us,” I said.

      “It’s all in the weak spot. We all have one. For some of us, it’s physical. For others, it might be magical. And for many, it’s an emotional link to someone or something,” Ben said. “But we all have something that could take us down. It’s how all the universes work. I think it’s an absolute law of nature and the cosmos.”

      We were starting to ascend, and the ocean waters turned lighter. I instinctively pulled my hood and mask on, then readied my goggles. Based on how bright it was up on the surface, dawn had already broken. Elonora covered herself up as well, then exhaled.

      “There’s still so much we don’t know,” she said, her voice low.

      “We do know there’s a weird friggin’ structure up there!” Dmitri replied. “And we also know there’s someone in there. I mean, that’s what you saw, right, Lenny?”

      Elonora nodded. Dmitri grinned and put his arm around her shoulder. They’d played together since they were kids. Had Elonora not been born out of Ash and Ruby’s love, she would’ve certainly worked as a Blackhall, too.

      “Yup,” Elonora muttered. “There was definitely someone up there.”

      “Gah, what I wouldn’t give to have eyesight as good as yours.” Dmitri sighed.

      “Hey, you’re half wolf. Your eyesight is on point!” Elonora retorted.

      “Yeah, but I can’t see through stuff like you.”

      Nevis gave them a brief sideways glance. I noticed the muscle ticking in his jaw, but he quickly turned his head and settled his focus back on what lay ahead.

      Just then, the ice above Dmitri’s head cracked, and water shot through in a thin jet, hissing as it nearly drilled through his head.

      “What the hell, man?” Elonora burst out, while Dmitri wiped the water from his face and ruffled hair.

      “Pardon me,” Nevis replied flatly, without looking at either of them. He then lifted his right hand, wiggling his fingers until the crack was fully sealed. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “It’s okay.” Dmitri chuckled. “The water pressure was fantastic. I’m thinking of upgrading my shower to those levels!”

      Vesta cleared her throat, stifling a grin. “We’re almost there,” she said.

      As our tunnel under the water opened onto the beach, Elonora scanned the surrounding area with her True Sight. I watched her expression as she moved her head around, paying attention to the slightest change.

      “The waters are clear,” she murmured. “The sky above, too.”

      “The whole four-mile radius?” I asked.

      She nodded slowly, then frowned as she looked straight ahead. “Something’s moving in the jungle beyond the beach,” she replied. “I can see the colosseum from here. But I don’t think we’re alone.”

      As soon as our feet touched the dry sand and Nevis melted his Dhaxanian ice away, my instincts went on high alert. Judging by the looks on the others’ faces, they were equally amped up with adrenaline.

      “Can you see what they are?” Ben asked Elonora.

      She shook her head. “They’re moving fast, though not as fast as the flashes in the sky. Plus, they’re on the ground, not flying. They’re in the woods, darting around.”

      “How many?” I replied.

      “Um… Maybe a dozen, from what I can see now,” she said. “Could be more. They’re humanoids, for sure, covered in fur and leaves. I’ll need to get closer to get a better look.”

      Kailani gasped. “What if it’s Derek and the others? If they, too, have encountered the flashes, they could be using natural camouflage to hide themselves.”

      The suggestion alone was enough to send my heart racing. The thought of seeing my parents now was all the fire I needed to take down anything that stood in my way. As much as I’d tried to keep my cool, the simple mention of my parents maybe being nearby was enough to make me unravel. It took a lot of self-control to keep my head clear and calculate our next steps.

      Given our previous experience with the newly discovered locals, we had to tread carefully. Our lives pretty much depended on it.
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      We left the beach and entered the deep jungle unraveling toward the diamond colosseum. We had to stay away from clear spaces in general, since the last thing we wanted at this point was to be seen. Elonora took five minutes to syphon some energy off Ridan, completely ignoring Nevis’s previous offer. Something was sparking between her and the Dhaxanian prince, but this was neither the time nor the place to delve into it.

      Elonora stayed at the front with Nevis, Ben, and Rose, leading the way through the thick jungle. Vesta, Zeriel, and Ridan were at the back, doing their best to make sure we weren’t followed. Dmitri, Hunter, and I were in the middle. I watched the sides, while Dmitri and Hunter sniffed the air.

      The jungle was beautiful, much like the one on Noagh, with heavy tree crowns and a plethora of colorful flowers blossoming all over. Animals roamed through it in all shapes and sizes, from bright green insects to large turquoise feline predators. Multicolored primates hung out in the trees, and sand-colored deer grazed in the small clearings nearby, their ears moving whenever there was a sound—an insect chirping, a branch breaking, or a small rodent squeaking.

      Strava’s wildlife was superb. I would’ve loved nothing more than to spend some time studying and documenting every species around here, but we were pressed for more than just time.

      “The jungle itself is about two, maybe three miles wide, and circular,” Elonora said quietly, looking around. There was tension in her shoulders, noticeable from her stiffened frame. “And there are definitely more than just animals in here.”

      “Can you see the humanoids any better?” Rose asked.

      Elonora shook her head. “They’re either moving too fast, or they’re really well camouflaged. They’re doing their damned best to stay out of sight.”

      “Well, in their defense, if my planet were suddenly the subject of interest for a bunch of strangers from outer space, I’d be wary of letting myself be seen, too,” Dmitri replied, his nostrils flaring. “That lemony scent we caught before is present, but stronger.”

      “There’s that hint of ammonia, too, but it’s fading fast,” Hunter added.

      “So the pod creatures are here,” I concluded. “Maybe they’re the same ones that Elonora is seeing in the jungle?”

      “Could be,” Ben replied. “But then that leaves us with a troubling question.”

      “What are those flashing creatures, if they’re not from the pods?” Rose murmured.

      Elonora came to a sudden halt, putting her arms out to stop Ben, Rose, and Nevis from going ahead. Her gaze was fixed on the ground, which was covered in moss and fallen leaves.

      “Stand back,” she whispered, then crouched to get a better look at whatever she’d seen.

      “What is it?” Rose asked.

      “Not sure yet,” Elonora replied, then slowly lifted a leaf, then another, tossing them aside until she revealed a strange contraption made of weirdly elastic wood and leather strings. “Ah. Looks familiar, in a way. Not that I’ve seen it before, but I think I know what it does.”

      She grabbed a stick off the ground and used it to poke the center of the device. She jumped back as two arches lined with sharp wooden teeth suddenly came out from both sides and snapped shut in front of her.

      “A trap,” Dmitri said. “A friggin’ trap!”

      Elonora nodded, then moved around the closed trap, analyzing its every part and feature. “It’s relatively complex, too. It’s meant for big animals. These teeth are big and sharp enough to maim. Whatever gets caught in this will not survive, even if nobody comes to retrieve it. One can easily bleed out in this thing.”

      “Are we being hunted?” I found myself asking.

      Elonora looked at me, then scanned our surroundings again. The color drained from her face. “I don’t think so,” she breathed. “They’re stopping. They’re watching us. They heard the snap, but they’re not making a move.”

      “What do you see?” Ben replied.

      “Six of them. About our height, on average, though a couple of them are taller. Males and females. They’re definitely humanoids,” Elonora said. “Two legs and arms, the whole package. Plus some weird features, though they do their best to hide them under their cloaks of fur or leaves.”

      “What do you mean by weird features?” I muttered, then took out my binoculars and followed her stunned gaze. “Oh. That’s what you mean.”

      I understood her awe then. Two of the creatures had large swaths of reptilian skin, much like the Lamias back on Calliope, but the scales were bigger and were metallic blue. Three of them had animal horns growing out of their shoulders, and, despite their headcovers, I could see one coming out of each forehead, longer and curved upward.

      “See the one in turquoise fur?” I added, keeping my voice low and focusing on the sixth creature.

      “Yeah,” Elonora said quietly, while the others took out their binoculars to look.

      “That’s not a cover,” I replied. “It’s growing on her skin.”

      Rose gasped as she laid eyes on them through the binocular lenses. “They’re watching us.”

      “Well, we’re watching them. I think they’re curious,” Dmitri said.

      “Would it be wise to approach them?” Rose replied.

      I frowned, my heart skipping several beats. My instincts were telling me to be extra cautious. In fact, every fiber in my body was stiff, and all I could think of was what spell to use to defend myself and my group. This encounter was only going to go one of two ways—it would either be peaceful or bloody. Based on previous experience with the locals, the latter was more of a possibility than the former.

      “I don’t think so,” Elonora said. “I can’t see their expressions. They’re wearing something, I think coconut shells of some kind, to partially or fully cover their faces.”

      “Yeah, you don’t do that unless you don’t want anyone recognizing you,” I muttered.

      “So, what the hell do we do?” Dmitri whispered.

      Elonora pointed ahead, though she kept her eyes on the six creatures. They were about two hundred yards away to our right. “We keep moving,” she said. “And we watch out for them and others. They’re not the only ones around.”

      We did just that. We advanced carefully through the jungle, while Elonora continued to scan our surroundings. We watched our backs as well, and when the creatures were too far away we used our binoculars to track them.

      “They’re keeping their distance, but they’re following us,” Hunter said.

      “Three more to the left. Sixty yards,” Dmitri announced.

      I could see them clearly between the trees. They walked and watched us at the same time, keeping up with our moderate speed. Elonora stopped again, prompting us all to come to a halt, once more.

      “Look down,” she said.

      We did. A thin string stretched just five inches off the ground. Another trap.

      “It’s a trigger,” Rose whispered, following the string. It connected two trees on both sides of the path. Up above, a large tree trunk with thick spikes had been settled horizontally, ready to come down and crush us if the string was pushed. “I can’t help but wonder if all this is for us or for the wild animals.”

      “Don’t you think they would’ve attacked by the first trap, if they were out to get us?” Hunter replied.

      “Maybe they’re testing us,” Nevis offered. “Looking to see how clever and cautious we are, before they attack us.”

      “Your optimism is a breath of fresh air, I swear,” Zeriel muttered.

      “They could be gauging our reactions and behavior. Maybe they’re trying to figure out what we are and what we want from them,” Rose replied.

      “The lemony scent is getting stronger, by the way,” Dmitri chimed in.

      Rose sighed. “Yeah, even I can smell it. They’re getting closer.”

      “The ones we’re seeing are keeping their distance,” Elonora said. “So, there must be others nearby; I just can’t see them. They’re probably well cloaked, blending in with the jungle and standing still whenever I look around. I must be confusing them with the trees or the bushes.”

      “Yeah, that’s not a good thing,” Dmitri replied. “It means they’re highly evolved and extremely good at stalking their prey before they pounce.”

      “Let’s keep moving,” Elonora said, then carefully stepped over the wire. “The colosseum is still about two miles away. I’d like to make it there in one piece, ideally before they decide to attack.”

      We followed, careful and quiet.

      About five hundred yards later, we all heard branches breaking in the distance. We looked around again through our binoculars. Our range wasn’t as long as Elonora’s, but we’d been able to see some of the creatures before.

      Now, however, there were more of them, all darting away in different directions, vanishing behind and up the thick trees. They were all gone in under five seconds.

      “What the hell?” Ben muttered, his hand resting on his sheathed sword.

      We were all on high alert at this point, and for good reason. Our followers had just vanished. Somehow, I’d felt more at peace knowing where they were. According to Elonora and Dmitri, they were excellent at blending in, which made them difficult, if not impossible to spot if they didn’t want to be seen.

      “They wanted us to see them,” Elonora replied, taking a deep breath and exhaling.

      She was on edge, and I couldn’t blame her. We didn’t know what we were dealing with, specifically. The creatures didn’t even have much in common with each other, besides their humanoid forms and their exquisite hunting skills. Physically, they differed to a dramatic extent. I, for one, had never seen horns and scales like theirs—not to mention that turquoise fur on the petite female.

      “Has anyone noticed how they seem to share certain physical features with the animals we’ve seen in these parts?” I asked.

      Dmitri was the first to scoff. “Oh, crap. You’re right. I knew I’d seen those blue scales before on serpents hiding in the bushes. Same size and arrangement along the skin, in fact.”

      “And the horns. Thick, long, and slightly curved toward the tips. Those sand-colored antelopes and male deer have something almost identical,” Elonora added.

      “And the turquoise fur,” I replied. “We’ve all seen it up close, in fact.”

      “The big cats,” Hunter breathed, then nodded slowly. “So, what are we thinking? Cross-species? Hybrids of some sort?”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t exclude the possibility. Maybe nature blends species’ features across the board here to give them all an equal fighting chance.”

      “But the scent is definitely the same I picked up from the cave pods,” Hunter said. “I’m 100 percent sure they came from there.”

      “So, what? Derek and the others accidentally woke them up, and now they’re reclaiming their land?” Rose asked.

      “It makes sense, if you think about it. Maybe they saw Derek and his group, and then they saw us and thought we were here to take their lands away,” Zeriel suggested. “They must be dazed after coming out of those pods.”

      “The upside so far is that they’re not attacking,” Ridan chimed in. “They’re fast, obviously, but they’re not like those weird flashes. They might be completely unrelated and simply curious about us.”

      Elonora cleared her throat, then shook her head slowly. “Is anyone else tired of floating all these theories around with zero facts on our side, or is it just me?”

      Rose chuckled softly. “It’s not just you, Lenny, trust me.”

      A loud crack made us all freeze. It was swiftly followed by heavy thumps—the kind a sturdy creature makes when it lands on the ground. We immediately turned around. My heart jumped into my throat. My blood rushed, heating my entire body up in an instant.

      The six creatures we’d seen first had reached us. They’d come down from the trees, and they were joined by the other three that Dmitri had spotted afterward. Nine in total, each one stranger than the last.

      They were well built, wearing leaves and animal furs to cover their own natural features. They were definitely a mix of humanoid and endemic fauna. I recognized the three males with horns coming out of their shoulders and foreheads, the couple with metallic blue snakeskin, and the smaller female with turquoise fur. The other three were equally weird, with a combination of tanned, normal skin, and large swaths of thick, almost stone-like hide in shades of black and dark green.

      Their eyes were the only facial features we could see through their coconut-shell masks. However, their intentions became clear when they all revealed their long, sharp claws, five for each hand.

      They were out for blood.
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      “We need to keep a low profile,” Rose hissed, just as one of the creatures lunged at her.

      They were horrifyingly fast, dashing around and past us like lightning. They hadn’t shown us all of their cards earlier, for sure.

      “Yeah, we can’t make too much noise while fighting for our lives!” Dmitri scoffed.

      Our swords left their sheaths with metallic screeches. I flicked my lighter open and launched the first fireball at the turquoise-furred female. She dodged it, then came around and tried to slash me with her claws. I fired another shot. The flames missed her by inches, but it gave me the split second I needed to swerve to her side and cut her with my long knife.

      I drew blood. Crimson and thick, just like ours.

      “If they can bleed, they can die,” I muttered, then went in for the final blow.

      She had no intention of sparing me, so why should I be mindful of her right to live?

      I moved around and threw a third fireball at her. She yelped from the pain as the flames swallowed her left side. However, she was relentless. Even with a burning arm and her skin sizzling, she still came at me again, her long claws extended and eager to rip my throat out.

      Zeriel cut in, moving impressively fast—just not as fast as her. Still, his intervention took her by surprise, and so did his sword. A large gash opened up on her furry abdomen. Zeriel didn’t give her the chance to hit back, though. He cut her down with a diagonal hit. Her body hit the ground with a thump, and blood pooled beneath her.

      “If they can bleed, they can die,” Zeriel repeated after me, grinning as he took on another creature, this time one of the reptilians.

      I quickly glanced around and observed the carnage. These creatures nearly flashed by us, causing drafts to brush against our faces as they moved. They didn’t carry weapons, but their claws were deadly enough on their own.

      The fellows with the horns were twice as dangerous, as they chose our strongest males to fight with and repeatedly tried to ram into them, head and shoulders first. Ridan, Dmitri, and Hunter had their work cut out for them, while Rose and Elonora battled the reptilians. Nevis, Kailani, and I were left with the thick-skinned trio, while Ben and Zeriel moved to assist the team wherever needed. Technically speaking, we outnumbered them, but they were too fast and vicious for that to matter in any way. The thick-skins didn’t shy away from close combat, either.

      We had to dodge their claws and shift left and right, trying to find a weak spot—at first glance, there weren’t any!

      But I did catch some of their moves. They went in for a vicious attack, then quickly withdrew on the defensive, darted around, and attacked again. They never hit from the same angle twice in a row. It made them difficult to follow, but not impossible.

      Dmitri growled from the pain as one of the horned creatures took him head on. His forehead horn pierced Dmitri’s shoulder, but the young wolf did the unthinkable and grabbed the guy’s shoulder horns in the process. He then snapped them clean off. Blood spurted out as the creature wailed and quickly withdrew, dazed by what sounded like agonizing pain.

      Hunter cut the horned guy’s head off, leaving Ridan with the other two for a couple of seconds while he checked on Dmitri, who’d fallen to one knee and was holding his injured shoulder.

      “I’m fine! Get the others!” Dmitri snapped.

      Hunter nodded, then dove back in to assist Ridan with the two remaining horned males. Another thump made me turn my head. Elonora and Rose had managed to take down one of the reptilians in the first group, and the other was itching to pay them back in kind.

      “Man, I would love to just dragon the crap out of these guys!” Ridan muttered as he dodged another ram attack, then spat a thin, well-targeted column of fire. The horned creatures moved too fast, though. Barely any of our elemental attacks had an effect on them.

      “We don’t want to hurt you!” Rose shouted at one of the thick-skins. “Stop it, please! We mean you no harm!”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure we’re making the case for that!” Ben quipped, then used his sword to block another attack.

      We were gradually pushed into a tight circle, back to back, as the remaining creatures ganged up and rushed around us, viciously clawing at us. Nevis’s frost finally managed to swallow one of the thick-skins whole, bringing him to a grinding halt for a second, until one of the horned males crashed into him and obliterated the ice, releasing the creature.

      “What the hell are these things?!” Nevis snapped, visibly and genuinely exasperated.

      Just then, a sharp pain burned through my side. It cut my breath off, and I collapsed. I’d been hit, and I didn’t even see it coming. Kailani tried to grab us all and zap us out of there, but a dart got lodged in her neck. More projectiles followed, and Kailani dropped, completely paralyzed.

      Elonora cursed under her breath and put out a barrier, doing her best to protect us. I wanted to help, but my entire body burned from the inside. Only then did I notice the ashen color of Dmitri’s skin. He wasn’t just bleeding out. He’d been poisoned. I glanced down at myself and noticed the same effect, my veins darkening to a creepy shade of dark blue. Kailani had blacked out completely.

      “There are more of them in the trees!” Elonora said. “Three of them, shooting these darts!”

      Another round of projectiles came in. This time, however, Nevis growled with raw anger and raised a thick wall of Dhaxanian ice around us. My throat burned, and my vision started to blur. I heard Ridan’s spine-tingling roar as he spat fire. I saw the flash of light.

      But then, the strangest thing happened. As the remaining horned creatures and thick-skins kept hacking and slashing at the ice wall around us, soon to break through it, and as a third wave of poisoned darts came through, something rushed through the woods, not far from us.

      Branches snapped. A creature screamed, then gurgled. Then, a heavy body landed on the ground. It was swiftly followed by two more.

      “Something’s out here,” Rose muttered, looking around as she tried to spot the newcomer. “The shooters are down.”

      One of the thick-skins was thrown against the ice wall, completely shattering it in the process. It all came down around us, just in time for us to see the thick-skin drop dead, his body mangled and unnaturally twisted.

      The other five remaining hostiles stilled, their eyes darting around. I blinked several times, raising my head as I struggled to stay conscious for long enough to see what was happening. Rose was already down on her knees, administering vampire blood and healing paste to Dmitri and Kailani, who were completely out of it.

      “I’ll be with you in a second, sweetie,” Rose said to me, her voice trembling.

      I looked behind her and froze. A dark shadow shot from behind a tree and rammed into one of the horned creatures. Whatever it was, it growled and tore the fiend apart—in a most literal sense. One of his limbs flew past my head. Blood sprayed all over us, dousing us in dark scarlet.

      The other four creatures scrambled backward as the shadow vanished behind the trees to our left, breaking more branches in the process. They ran off, hot-heeled and desperate to get out of the shadow’s reach, from what I could tell.

      “I know we ask this a lot these days, but what the hell was that?” Hunter muttered, his eyes wide with shock.

      Rose cursed under her breath, then started shaking Dmitri, who didn’t look any better. In fact, he was getting bluer with every second that passed. It didn’t make me feel safe, either. Whatever had poisoned him was definitely in my system, too, albeit in a smaller quantity, since I was still conscious.

      “Something is wrong,” Rose said, then started applying pressure to Dmitri’s chest. She was trying to resuscitate him. “The vampire blood isn’t working. The healing potion isn’t working. I’m losing him!”

      Ben dropped to his knees next to Kailani, who looked just as bad, if not worse. He checked her pulse and went pale. “I can’t…” he murmured, then lowered his head to listen to her breath. “She’s not breathing.”

      Elonora was stunned and holding her side. She, too, was losing her natural color.

      “Poison,” I mumbled, drawing their attention. “I think… I think their claws… their horns… I think they’re poisoned.”

      Hunter was livid, kneeling next to Kailani. Nevis caught Elonora in his arms, just as her knees gave out. The look of despair and helplessness on Rose’s and Ben’s faces tore my heart out. But there wasn’t anything I could do. The image before me was getting darker.

      I was going to pass out soon enough. Then, blackness would swallow me whole.

      I heard footsteps. Something came at us. I heard Hunter growl and Zeriel’s sword come out again.

      “Put your weapons down!” a female said. I didn’t recognize her voice.

      “Who are you?” Rose shot back, her tone sharp and firm.

      “I’m the one who’s going to stop your friends from dying, if you put your weapons away and let me do my thing!” the female replied.

      A couple of seconds passed in silence, until Rose relented. “Let her through,” she said.

      I felt a sting in my neck.

      “Ouch,” I mumbled, then felt a chill run through my veins.

      My eyes peeled open. I could see the tree crowns above me. My breathing was normal again. My consciousness was gradually returning in full. I’d definitely been poisoned, but, whatever it was that had been injected into my bloodstream, it did a good job of counteracting the effect.

      I managed to get up and actually see the female I’d heard and whom I assumed had injected me. She was about my height, slender, and clad in a skirt and top made of woven weeds. Her skin was light brown, her eyes were big and yellow, serpent-like, and her hair was long and black. She looked strange. Patches of pale green scales covered her arms and shoulders, and her fangs were long and sharp, making her speech sound a little different.

      She used a metal syringe to draw a blue liquid from a tin flask, then injected Dmitri with it. The effects were almost immediate, as the rest of us watched in awe. She moved on to Kailani, repeating the procedure, then Elonora, who was still breathing—but barely.

      I could feel the strength returning to my limbs. My knees were no longer shaky, and my heart rate was even and moderate. The female creature looked around, measuring each of us from head to toe.

      “Did anyone else get cut or stabbed just now?” she asked.

      Rose, Ben, Zeriel, Nevis, Hunter, and Ridan checked themselves. Hunter frowned, showing her a gash on his right shoulder. She nodded, then filled her syringe again and moved to inject him. Hunter instantly stepped back and gave her a warning growl.

      “What’s in that syringe?” he asked.

      Dmitri wheezed as he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. Kailani followed shortly after him, coughing. Rose turned her onto one side to make it easier if she needed to retch—which she did, as did Dmitri. I got queasy, too, but nowhere near as badly as those two.

      Elonora sat up, with Nevis sitting next to her and looking almost sick with worry.

      “It’ll stop you from dying,” the female replied.

      “Hunter, let her treat you,” Rose advised him. “It’s helped them, for sure,” she added, nodding at Dmitri, Kailani, Elonora, and me.

      Hunter grumbled something, then motioned for the female to inject him. She stuck the needle deep in his arm. He hissed from the pain, but she didn’t even squirm. Whatever she was, we didn’t scare her at all. I noticed the pale green fin on her bare lower back, as well as the smaller ones on her calves and forearms. That’s new.

      “There. Now you all get to live another day,” the creature said, giving us a faint smirk.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “What are you?”

      “Kallisto,” she replied bluntly. “What are you?”

      Dmitri groaned, finally done throwing up. Rose gave him water from a flask, then used some of it to wet a cloth from her supply bag and wipe his face with it.

      “Not sure if you noticed, but we’re not from around here,” the young wolf managed.

      I stifled a grin, thankful to see his high-spirited mood was back, as well. Kallisto cocked her head to the side, narrowing her eyes at him.

      “Yes, it didn’t take a genius to figure that one out,” she said. “But what are you? What are you doing here?”

      “I think we asked you first,” Rose retorted, her brow furrowed.

      Kallisto raised an eyebrow in response, somewhat irritated. “This is my home.”

      “What, the jungle?” Ben asked.

      “Sort of,” Kallisto replied. Her vagueness was starting to get on my nerves. We had enough unanswered questions already, and I was in no mood for guessing.

      “Listen, sister,” I shot back, pointing a finger at her. “Thanks for helping us out and whatnot, but we’ve been dealing with enough crap over the past twenty-four hours already. None of us are in the mood for any cryptic crap or half-truths, so do us a favor and tell us what you are and what you’re doing here.”

      Kallisto was surprised by my response, but she didn’t seem angered.

      Elonora was staring at her, until Nevis gently squeezed her shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” he murmured, giving her a concerned look.

      Elonora nodded softly, then stilled and turned to the other side to retch. “Oh, man… It’s like my insides are burning,” she groaned between coughs.

      “It’s the venom leaving your body,” Kallisto replied. “It’s never a pleasant experience.”

      “You know what those creatures are?” I asked.

      Kallisto shifted her focus back to me, while Nevis borrowed a cloth from Rose’s supplies and used it to clean Elonora’s face.

      “They’re my brothers and sisters,” Kallisto said, her tone flat.

      It took us a couple of seconds to register that snippet of information.

      “You tore one of your brothers up, quite literally,” Hunter pointed out, putting his sword away and crossing his arms.

      “We’re not a happy family,” Kallisto said. “As for you, I’m not surprised they found you so quickly. You’re all so loud and careless.”

      Zeriel came next to me and offered me some of his water. I gave him a thankful nod, then gulped down half the bladder. My mouth felt like a desert in late summer. I couldn’t help but groan with pleasure as the cool liquid poured down my throat and instantly chilled my stomach. It was like drinking pure happiness.

      “We’ve been careful,” Elonora replied, slightly insulted.

      “I’ve been following you since you set foot in the woods,” Kallisto replied. “Trust me, compared to me and my people, you’re sloppy as hell. No wonder they tried to kill you.”

      Rose got up, as Dmitri and Kailani had made a full recovery. Whatever that blue stuff was, it worked incredibly fast. Given our circumstances, it was basically a blessing. None of us could afford to be down for too long.

      “You’ve been following us,” Rose murmured. “You know how to keep a low profile, then, since we didn’t spot you.”

      “Where do you come from, Kallisto?” Ben asked.

      “My father made me,” the creature replied. “And I’m trying to get back to him. I heard you were going to see the… What did you call it? The colosseum,” she added, pointing ahead. “My father might be there, so I thought we could go together. You obviously need all the help you can get here.”

      Normally, I would’ve felt slightly offended, but this was the second time we’d nearly gotten ourselves killed by the locals. I didn’t like the pattern, and I knew we needed to improve and do more in order to survive.

      Clearly, Strava wasn’t the planet we’d thought it was. All our data was now either obsolete or incomplete. There were creatures living here that had most likely come out of those cave pods, and most of them seemed to want us dead.

      If we were going to survive, we had to consider allowing someone like Kallisto on our team.
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      The blue stuff worked like a charm. Within five minutes, I was standing on my own, with no support from Nevis—that kind of disappointed me, as I actually liked being so close to him. Though I would’ve rather swallowed a bucket full of nails than tell him that. Besides, I’d just thrown up in front of him. My cheeks were flaring.

      “You don’t look so good,” Nevis observed, carefully measuring me from head to toe.

      “I’m fine,” I shot back, having a hard time looking him in the eyes.

      “She needs blood,” Rose replied. “And I imagine some energy, too. The poison took its toll on her.”

      Kallisto smirked. “It most certainly did. We’re designed to inflict maximum damage and weaken our prey before we take them out,” she said.

      “That’s what we are to you people? Prey?” I scoffed.

      “I’ll be right back,” Nevis whispered, then vanished from my side and between the trees. I could still hear him. He wasn’t far away, but I had no idea what he was up to.

      I would’ve spent more than two seconds worrying about where he’d gone, but Kallisto had my full attention. Her self-confidence didn’t irk me. It crippled my morale, because it confirmed what we’d already experienced twice now: whatever these creatures were, they could kill us with greater ease and speed than anything we’d ever dealt with before.

      “You said your father made you, and that you’re looking for him,” Rose said to Kallisto. “What did you mean by that?”

      “I’ve been separated from my father, and I don’t know where he went,” Kallisto replied. “He kept us safe for over a hundred years, but after we woke up, we lost each other.”

      “Hold on,” Ben muttered, frowning as he tried to piece everything together. “Were you and your father in those cave pods?”

      Kallisto’s expression lit up like the morning sun. “You know about our pods?”

      “Yeah. We were there. We saw them,” Ben replied. “How long were you in them, exactly, and why?”

      “There was a terrible plague a long time ago. It killed many people,” Kallisto explained. “Millions died. Father put us in those pods and kept us asleep until the plague faded away, since it only affected our kind.”

      “How did you wake up?” I asked.

      Kallisto shrugged. “I don’t know. I think the pod system was tampered with. We all woke up at the same time. There was great confusion until we found the others. Me and the wildlings you dealt with just now were in one of the smaller chambers.”

      “Oh! So you got separated from the ones in the main chamber, the big one, right?” Dmitri chimed in as he started piecing it all together.

      “Yes. We were supposed to be asleep for three hundred years, but we woke up early,” Kallisto replied. “Fortunately, the plague is gone already. So we could roam freely.”

      Ben took a step forward, narrowing his eyes at her. “As you can see, Kallisto, you share certain physical features with us,” he said. “But you have scales and claws and fangs like we’ve never seen before. Your brothers and sisters were noticeably different, too, with horns and fur and whatnot. Is your entire species so diverse, so different from one individual to another?”

      Kallisto nodded. “Father made each of us, one at a time,” she replied. “Ta’Zan Marduk is his name, and he created us. He gave us our abilities. Our bodies. Our strengths. He gave us life,” she added, her smile fading quickly. “Which is why it’s important for me to get back to him.”

      We looked at each other for a while without saying anything. We were definitely getting some answers, and it was more than we could’ve hoped for.

      “So, your entire species was made by Ta’Zan,” Ben concluded, and Kallisto nodded again. “What about Ta’Zan? Who made him?”

      “The Draenir. They used to live here before us, but the plague killed them all,” she said.

      “And what does Ta’Zan call your species, then? What are you?” Rose asked, moving closer to her brother.

      Kallisto chuckled softly. “We’re not perfect,” she said. “Father says that all the time. So he calls us Faulty. We’re the Faulty, but he loves us, and we love him.”

      I had more questions than before, but I had a feeling this wasn’t the time or the place. Those other Faulties might’ve run off, but there were plenty still out there in the jungle. It was only a matter of time before more came after us.

      “You move incredibly fast,” I said, staring at Kallisto. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “And what’s that blue stuff you gave us? How’d you make it? What ingredients did you use?” Vesta added, sounding curious.

      “What abilities do you have, Kallisto?” Rose interjected.

      Kallisto seemed a tad overwhelmed by the plethora of questions. She didn’t strike me as a patient kind of creature.

      “I can kill any of you if I want, and that is all you need to know,” she replied dryly. “I’m no fool. I don’t know you well enough to tell you what I can or cannot do.”

      Dmitri smirked. “We could try and find out.”

      “If you’re okay with losing your head, sure,” Kallisto shot back. “I’m not here to be friends with you. I simply took pity when my brothers and sisters attacked you. That is all.”

      Rose exhaled, then brought her hands up in a peaceful gesture. “Okay, that’s enough,” she said. “Thank you, Kallisto, for helping us. Forgive us for having so many questions, though. It’s just that we’ve never met anyone like you before, and, well, frankly, we are fascinated. I mean that in a most positive sense. You’re stronger and faster than almost any other creature we’ve ever crossed paths with, and we’d simply like to know more about you.”

      Kallisto took a moment to mull over what Rose had just said, once again measuring each of us from head to toe. Her black pupils dilated whenever she made eye contact, before they turned back into the small serpentine slits cutting across the yellow irises.

      Nevis came back, holding a medium-sized animal in his arms. It was a warm-blooded creature, most likely a mammal, and he’d just hunted it. I frowned at him as he handed the creature over to me with a serious look on his face.

      “Rose said you need blood,” he muttered.

      Dmitri chuckled. “Aw. He brought you breakfast!”

      My face burned. My heart skipped a beat. My body was so quick to betray me as I tried to keep my cool in front of Nevis—the one person who made me flare up like a solar storm. I gave him a weak nod and mumbled a “Thank you,” then took the animal from him and moved a couple of yards back to feed. I kept my eyes and ears on my group’s conversation with Kallisto, though.

      “Kallisto, what started the plague?” Rose asked.

      “I don’t know. People just started dying,” she replied. “My father said that if we deprived the disease of its biological environment, which was us, it would die out, as well. We just didn’t know how fast.”

      “Well, turns out it’s gone already,” Kailani said. “When we first scanned the planet and took samples, everything came back clean and negative.”

      “Which is good, because that way we can resettle and rebuild in this world,” Kallisto replied. “But we need our father to do that. He’s the one who teaches us, who guides us.”

      Rose nodded slowly. “I have to say, you’re different from your… brothers and sisters,” she said. “Why is that? Why didn’t you try to attack us, as well?”

      Kallisto smiled. “I see more value in life than I do in death. Not all of us think the same, though,” she replied. “My brothers and sisters are mostly savages, with primal instincts. I’d much rather help you find what you’re looking for and gain an ally, than make an enemy. By the way, what business do you have with the… colosseum? What are you looking for?”

      Ben and Rose looked at each other, then sighed and shifted their focus back to Kallisto.

      “Our parents and their friends,” Ben said. “We think they may have been the ones to accidentally wake you all from your slumber, but we can’t find them anywhere. Maybe you know something about them? They were here on vacation, minding their own business and meaning no one any harm, when they found your cave. We’re worried about them. It’s why we’re here. We’ve come for them.”

      Kallisto blinked several times. “Then the rumors I’ve heard must be true,” she said quietly.

      “What rumors?” I asked, licking my lips as I disposed of the drained animal carcass.

      “My people, they’re scattered all over the islands, but we still meet once in a while, in our search for Father. Some of them have seen him but lost him again. But they all say the same thing: there are strangers with him. He takes care of them. My father is a good soul. He looks after those who help us,” Kallisto replied.

      I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief when I heard that. “So they’re alive.”

      “They must be, yes,” Kallisto said. “My father doesn’t kill unless his life or our lives are at risk.”

      “And I doubt Derek or anyone else in that group would take the aggressive route first,” Nevis said, giving me a sideways glance.

      “The only thing is that I cannot guarantee that what I know is more than a rumor.” Kallisto sighed. “We have such a hard time communicating or staying together without my father that it is practically impossible for me to take anything I hear at face value.”

      “Then let’s go find out,” Rose replied. “You’re looking for your father; I’m looking for my parents. We seem to have similar missions here.”

      Kallisto smirked, then nodded and pointed ahead.

      “My siblings and I just got to this island,” she said. “We saw the diamond building from a treetop on K’challa, the small patch of woods just north of here. We’re trying to get closer, but we’re being cautious. I advise you to be the same.”

      “Why is that?” I asked, not sure whether I liked Kallisto or not.

      Her emotional aura was a jumble of dark ribbons, most of them red and blue. There was murkiness that didn’t inspire much confidence about her, but I couldn’t accuse her of anything, either—at least not yet, not so soon after she’d just literally saved my life, along with the lives of my friends.

      “There are creatures out there, faster, stronger, and deadlier than all of us put together,” Kallisto replied, scowling as she looked up, catching a glimpse of the sky between the tree crowns.

      My blood ran cold. “You mean the ones that can fly faster than the speed of sound and can shoot fireballs at us?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      Her yellow eyes widened as she looked at me. “You’ve met them, huh?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Well, it’s why we’re careful ourselves,” Kallisto said. “They’re deadly even to us.”

      “But what are they?” Rose asked.

      Kallisto shook her head. “I just know to stay away,” she murmured, but the yellowish flare in her aura caught my eye for a second. She was fearful. Probably afraid of the flashes, just like the rest of us. “We should go now,” she added. “It’s not good to stay in one place for too long. Not in these parts, anyway.”

      Ben then motioned for her to go first. “Please, Kallisto, lead the way. We’ll follow.”

      She took the lead, as asked, while the rest of us moved in a tight group behind her. The sun barely pierced through the tree crowns above, and silence settled around us, barring the occasional chirp or animal growl.

      Something didn’t feel right, though.

      Whether it was just my instincts, still on high alert, or the yellowish streak in Kallisto’s emotional aura, something just didn’t sit well with me. As we followed her through the jungle, I still wondered if we could really trust her.
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      I was quiet for about five minutes, until I decided to bring up what I’d seen on her emotional spectrum. It was better to cast the doubt aside now, than to regret not doing it later.

      “Kallisto, there’s a lot of anger, fear, and frustration in you,” I said. “I can see it all, quite literally. It’s intense and precisely targeted. Care to tell us what’s on your mind?”

      She gave me a scowl over her shoulder, while Rose observed her reaction.

      “Elonora is a sentry. She can read most of our emotions quite easily. You can’t hide them from her,” Rose added.

      Kallisto’s gaze softened, and it was swiftly followed by a long and tired sigh. “I miss Ta’Zan,” she muttered. “I want to be a part of the family again. I guess I just don’t understand how they could leave us behind like this. That makes me angry. The fact that I can’t find my father is probably where my frustration stems from. As for the fear, well, I suppose it’s the fear of never getting back to my family.”

      I nodded slowly, then caught a glimpse of Nevis watching me as he walked by my side. His icy blue eyes were drilling holes through my soul again, making me feel weirdly naked and vulnerable.

      “Is there something you wish to say?” I muttered to him.

      He shrugged, then went back to watching our surroundings as we advanced through the jungle. There were still Faulties out there—dozens of them. But, this time, they kept their distance. We avoided the clearings and open spaces as best as we could, fearing another attack.

      “Did you have a good relationship with your father, Kallisto?” Ben asked. The rest of us exchanged curious glances.

      “For the most part, yes,” she replied. “Sometimes, I was too hard-headed. But all I did and all I will ever do will be to make him happy and proud. Right now, however, I want answers, just like you. I want to understand why we were left behind. After all, my father knew how many of us were in the cave pods. I assume he did an initial count and came up short by at least a hundred. So I’m trying to find him and understand why he didn’t take us with him.”

      The diamond colosseum grew larger ahead, beyond another mile’s worth of jungle. I could see snippets of it through the tree crowns. The closer we got, the more I understood its titanic size and architectural complexity. As wary as I was of another attack from either the flashes or the Faulties, I had to admit, I was really curious about the colosseum and what it looked like on the inside.

      “Kallisto, you said something earlier,” Rose then said. “About Ta’Zan creating you all. Can you tell us more about that? How did he… make you?”

      That was a good question to ask. My interest was piqued.

      “Ta’Zan is the most brilliant of creatures. His intelligence knows no bounds,” Kallisto explained. “The Draenir themselves were aiming to create the perfect being, and they got Ta’Zan Marduk. He is perfect. But the Draenir were starting to die out, long before the plague. Low fertility issues. Many chose not to marry and have children of their own, focused more on their work and worried about overpopulating the planet. By the time the disease hit, they were doomed. So Ta’Zan went away to a safe and isolated place, and he realized he could do better. He created us. One by one, he picked out the genes he wanted to use—from the Draenir, from the animals, and even from himself.”

      “He made you from scratch, basically,” I murmured.

      Kallisto nodded. “Each of us is different in one way or another because my father experimented a lot. He tried various genes from all kinds of creatures, including some interstellar travelers who came through,” she said. “Lifting genetic material is a minor procedure, with no long-term effects. For Ta’Zan, it’s easy. So, yes, he made me from scratch.”

      “What genes do you carry, then?” Rose asked.

      “Well, all the Faulties have a Draenir base,” Kallisto replied, then tucked her hair behind her long, pointy ears. “We all have these, for example. Our figures, with two arms and two legs, our biological systems, mostly stem from the Draenir. Just like Ta’Zan, for that matter. But we also have some animal or insect features and abilities embedded in our systems. You must’ve spotted the differences during the scuffle with my siblings.”

      “Yes, but what are your abilities? Your eyes and fangs remind me of a serpent,” Rose said, narrowing her eyes at Kallisto, who gave her a half-smile in return.

      “We all have a serpent gene. Ta’Zan chose the most poisonous specimens and combined them to create the gland that produces our venom,” she explained. “You know, the toxin that nearly killed you. It’s unique to us Faulties. But yes, I have more serpent in me than most. I have five different species of reptile in me, to be precise. And fish. I fare well both on dry land and in water,” she added, then lifted her hair to show us the gills on the back of her head.

      “Oh, wow,” Dmitri breathed. “You’re what we call an amphibian.”

      Kallisto smirked. “And a deadly one, too,” she replied.

      “What about the blue serum you gave us? Where did you get that?” I asked, well aware of the fact that we had to get our own, and fast, so as not to go through that toxic inferno again. My stomach still burned a little.

      “I made it myself,” she said. “It’s based on my venom and combined with certain plant and fruit extracts. The ingredients are not easy to come across, but they’re the only ones I’ve seen that do the job.”

      “Why did you need to make an antivenom?” Rose asked. “If you’re all poisonous, wouldn’t you be immune?”

      “Not really.” Kallisto sighed. “Some of us have stronger toxins. Not all of us developed an immunity. When the infighting started, right after we got out of the cave pods, I had to do something to stop us from poisoning each other like this.”

      “I’m guessing that’s why Ta’Zan calls you all Faulties?” Hunter cut in, frowning. “Because not all of you took to the serpent genes properly?”

      Kallisto shook her head slowly. “It’s not just that. To Ta’Zan, perfection means looking like him but having all these animal abilities. We don’t look like him. We carry the features of the animals he used to create us. The genes didn’t properly blend in with the Draenir base,” she said.

      “So let me get this straight,” I replied. “Your father collects genetic materials from all over the place and uses them to make you.”

      “Yes,” Kallisto murmured, staring ahead. More of the colosseum could be seen between the trees. It was a lot bigger from up close.

      “It sounds unnatural,” I said. “Were you carried by surrogate mothers, or—”

      “Artificial wombs,” Kallisto corrected me.

      “So you were never given any motherly affection?” Rose asked, wearing a sad expression as she looked at Kallisto. She seemed like she pitied the Faulty girl.

      “We have a father who made us. Isn’t that enough?” Kallisto replied, looking somewhat confused.

      “Sometimes, yes,” Nevis interjected. “But most of the time, it takes a mother and a father to raise and nurture a creature who’s healthy, both physically and emotionally. It’s the natural way of the world. However, given your origins, I doubt you would understand that.”

      I was genuinely freaked out by this idea of making people from scratch and developing them in artificial wombs. It sounded so clinical and cold. I was positive it didn’t create emotionally healthy specimens, as Nevis had just said. Looking at Kallisto, in fact, nothing seemed natural or sane, from a biological point of view.

      She and her siblings were basically anomalies. Five hundred of them.

      I kept it to myself, though. I had no intention of offending Kallisto. We needed her, and, most importantly, I needed to know what ingredients she used for that antivenom. Whatever came next, we had to tread carefully. Kallisto could prove to be a valuable ally in our fight for survival and our search for Derek and the others.

      My True Sight didn’t detect any movement ahead, though my range had shrunk. I needed to syphon some energy soon. The Faulty venom had definitely taken its toll on me.

      We all stilled once we reached the colosseum and looked up at it.

      “It’s unbelievable,” I whispered, then caught Nevis stealing another glance at me.

      “I’ve seen better,” he muttered.

      “Mount Athelathan is famous for its icy architecture,” Rose replied, acknowledging his Dhaxanian heritage. He seemed to respond well to compliments, and yet, he stayed close to me—the only one in the group who was comfortable poking, prodding, and snapping at him like it was nothing.

      The colosseum was superb. Its outer wall was made of pure diamond, with ample arches and elegant decorative details, most of them impossible to see from afar. Gazing upon this colosseum was a feat of discovery. The closer you got, the more you could see.

      The sun bathed the entire structure in a warm, golden light, which split into trillions of fractal colors as it hit the diamond surfaces. It looked ethereal. I was breathless. But somewhere, in the back of my head, a warning voice reminded me that we were not safe. That our people were missing.

      That we desperately needed answers.

      It took some of the colosseum’s beauty away, as I suddenly started looking at it as if it were a giant clue.
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      There was an entrance straight ahead, twenty feet from where we’d stopped. Elonora’s True Sight didn’t reveal any hostiles on a two-hundred-yard radius, which made it easier for us to just go in and explore the place.

      “Kallisto, you’ve never seen this kind of building before, right?” I asked her, watching as she stared at it, awe imprinted on her beautiful face.

      She shook her head slowly.

      “I don’t think so,” she murmured.

      “It wasn’t here before,” Rose replied. “Whoever built it, they moved ridiculously fast. Within days.”

      “We don’t build. Not like this, anyway,” Kallisto said. “This… I don’t even know how it was made. Diamond is not easy to cut through. I didn’t even know we had so much of this resource on the planet.”

      “There are thousands of tons involved,” I said. “It can’t be a breeze to dig out such enormous slabs and craft them into walls, panels, support beams, pillars, arches. It boggles the mind.”

      Dmitri scoffed. “Frankly, there’s a lot on Strava that boggles the mind right about now.”

      “Let’s go in,” Ben said. “Have your weapons ready, just in case.”

      Ben, Rose, and Kallisto took the lead, while we stayed close behind. We went in and followed a narrow corridor. It was incredibly weird—we could see through the walls, but it was all distorted, skewed by how each slab of diamond had been cut.

      It was eerily quiet, but for the sound of the wind whistling through nearby hallways.

      “We can go up there,” Kallisto suggested, pointing at a set of stairs leading up to the first floor. “We’ll start a search from the first floor and work our way around, then up again.”

      “Makes sense,” Rose agreed, looking around.

      We went up and reached the first floor, where a plethora of large chambers unraveled both ahead of us and behind us. They were separated by a wide hallway. We walked through, slowly and carefully. Elonora groaned softly, prompting us all to turn our heads and look at her.

      “My True Sight isn’t working properly,” she muttered.

      We stopped, and Nevis gripped her wrist and nodded.

      “Time to syphon, Miss Goode,” he said, his tone firm.

      She sighed and closed her eyes. I could almost see the energy flowing from the Dhaxanian prince into Elonora. Her skin lit up—a discreet, barely noticeable glow, in fact. She took several deep breaths, then gently pulled her wrist away. Nevis wasn’t aware that syphoning didn’t require touching, but Elonora didn’t seem to mind the physical contact. On the contrary…

      She looked around again and frowned. “What the hell?” she croaked, clearly confused. “I still can’t see anything. I mean, not like I usually see things.”

      “Don’t tell me your True Sight is glitching,” Dmitri replied.

      Elonora shrugged. “I don’t know. I can see like everyone else in here, but I can’t… I don’t have my usual clarity.”

      “Maybe Nevis’s energy is no good,” Zeriel shot back, the shadow of a smile fluttering across his face. It quickly drew Nevis’s ire.

      “I doubt that’s the problem,” Nevis retorted, crossing his arms.

      “It might be the diamond walls,” I suggested, remembering earlier studies about crystals and how they could be used to clarify or distort a visual. “The way they’re cut, their fractal properties. They could be influencing your True Sight.”

      “That would make a whole lot of sense, if I hadn’t used my True Sight on this place before,” Elonora replied. “I could see clearly last night. I saw someone in here, but I was too far away to get a better look. But I know for a fact that I could see differently. Even before we came in, I had no trouble using my True Sight on this place.”

      “From the outside, looking in,” Ben said. Elonora nodded. “Maybe daylight affects one’s view, particularly from the inside. Maybe, as soon as you go out and use your True Sight, it’s back to normal.”

      “Ugh, that is just so twisted,” Elonora complained.

      “It could be just physics,” Dmitri said. “The way the diamond surfaces are placed and angled here, combined with the sunlight. It could be skewing your True Sight. I mean, this wouldn’t be the first time that Strava found a way to trump our otherwise flawless abilities, right?”

      That particular remark brought back memories of our earlier scuffle with the Faulties. It had nearly killed me. Dmitri was right. There was something about this planet and its newly awakened people that messed with our training and abilities.

      “We should assume that not everything on Strava will work well with what we are,” I said. “Nevis’s frost can be broken or melted. Faulty venom could possibly kill us. There are creatures here that are stronger and much faster than we are. So, yeah, Lenny, it just may be the case that this diamond place is skewing your True Sight.”

      Elonora grumbled, pursing her lips. “Well, awesome,” she muttered. “That’s the last thing we need right about now.”

      “We’ll have to make do with what we can see, that’s all,” Rose replied, giving her an encouraging half-smile.

      Knowing Elonora, she felt at a disadvantage. As a vampire-sentry hybrid, she was one of our most powerful weapons, just like Harper. Learning to read emotions was something they had to figure out on their own, in order to hone the skill to perfection, by comparing situations, facial expressions, vital signs and vocal tones with the colors they saw. Other than that, however, both had been trained and educated to the highest of GASP standards. Being unable to do something she’d done flawlessly her entire life had to hurt. But she wasn’t alone here. We were a team, and where one of us faltered, the others came through and compensated.

      We kept walking down the hallway, marveling at how incredible it all was. There were hundreds of rooms stacked around a wide, open-air circular arena in the middle. The diamond fractured the light in every direction, casting endless flickers of color all over the place.

      It seemed otherworldly, and, I had to admit, it moved me to the point where tears were threatening to come up. The architecture itself was relatively simple, even with the ornate details around the archways.

      “This is incredible,” Kallisto murmured, gazing around with fascination. “I didn’t think they’d be able to create something like this.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” Nevis asked.

      Kallisto waited a couple of seconds before responding. “I don’t know. Whoever built this,” she replied. “This isn’t of natural origin.”

      “Look at that. Even the doors are made of diamond.” Dmitri pointed at a set of double doors at the end of the hallway.

      From what I’d seen so far, this corridor should’ve gone all the way around the arena. Seeing it stop at a closed hall didn’t fit what I’d learned about colosseum architecture. But, then again, this was Strava, not Earth. The Romans had built theirs differently, thousands of years ago. This thing was a couple of days old, at most.

      Kallisto stopped, raising her arms to prevent Ben and Rose from going ahead, as well. “Hold on,” she said, then nodded at the double doors in front of us. “There’s someone in there.”

      My instincts flared. She was right. There were four figures inside, tall and dressed in white, from what I could tell. The diamond walls and furniture pieces weren’t making it easy for us to recognize what sort of creatures we were dealing with.

      “That’s odd,” Elonora muttered, gripping her sheathed sword. “But they do remind me of what I saw last night. I think.”

      “Can you see them clearly?” Rose asked.

      Elonora shook her head. “No, but I guess we can all tell they’re wearing white,” she replied.

      Kallisto looked at us, the excitement in her eyes impossible to hide.

      “Maybe they know where my father is,” she said, then smiled at Rose and Ben. “Maybe they know where your parents are, too!”

      Rose hesitated. “Kallisto, I’m not sure it’s a good idea to—”

      She didn’t get to finish her sentence, as Kallisto darted toward the double doors. She pushed them open, leaving us frozen, just ten feet away, as she rushed inside to greet the four stunning creatures now in full view.

      No longer obscured or skewed by the diamond doors, they were clearly visible.

      Two males and two females—beautiful, like nothing I’d ever seen before. They were tall and well-proportioned, with balanced muscle mass and sinuous curves. The males looked strong and dashing, with short platinum-blond hair. The females were like visuals of poetry in motion, with long, luscious black hair cascading down their backs in splendid and generous curls.

      They were all dressed in tight silken robes, which were wrapped around their bodies and legs, making them look like strangely stylish mummies. I was unable to think of a better comparison at moment. The white silk covered most of their pale, iridescent skin, except their bare feet and hands. On top of that, they wore beautifully crafted gold plates on their chests, forearms, and calves. Large gold discs were mounted on thin chains around their waists.

      They had their backs to us for long enough for me to notice the slits on their backs, long and narrow, revealing more iridescent skin. They’d gathered in front of an altar of sorts, a large diamond statue of a male deity, I presumed, its base adorned with exotic flowers and piles of fresh fruit.

      As soon as they turned around, however, my heart stopped.

      The males’ eyes were peculiar—one bright green, the other sky blue. The females, however, both had deep, Prussian blue eyes. And they all looked at us with furrowed brows. I found myself both fascinated and terrified by their presence, though I didn’t have an explanation for the latter just yet.

      Kallisto ran toward them, crossing the hall and sounding way too excited for my comfort. The most shocking part was that… she knew their names. How could that be? A few days ago, we didn't even know they existed. I was horribly confused.

      “Araquiel! Douma! Oriphiel! Elyon!” she called out. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

      We all went in, driven by a sudden burst of consternation and befuddlement, but we stopped about twenty feet in. The vibe in there wasn’t all that pleasant.

      “Whoa, you know them?” Ben gasped.

      Looking at the rest of my team, I knew we were all shocked and didn’t understand what was going on. If Kallisto knew them, why hadn’t she told us? Then, a darker thought hit me. How much hadn’t she told us prior to our arrival in the colosseum?

      The four ethereal creatures looked at her with a mixture of contempt and disgust. It didn’t match their visible golden auras, which gradually faded. I figured they could control it… They were so beautiful, I was sure to cry at some point. My heart sang and skipped beats at the same time. Even my body and instincts were confused.

      “What are you doing here?” the taller male and apparent leader of the group muttered.

      “Oh, they definitely know her,” I murmured.

      Slowly, but surely, dread crept up my spine and spread out in chilly waves through my limbs and chest, as I tried to make sense of what was going on.

      “What’s happening here?” Dmitri breathed.

      Kallisto stopped in front of the four creatures, then pointed back at us. The smirk she wore as she looked at us confirmed what I’d been suspecting for the past couple of seconds. We weren’t here by accident.

      “I brought new creatures for Father’s creations!” Kallisto said.

      The creatures then stared at us for a while, measuring each member of our team from head to toe. The slightly shorter female cocked her head to the side.

      “Where’d you find them?” she asked.

      “In the jungle outside,” Kallisto replied. “They were trying to get closer to the building. I brought them here! So, you know…”

      We were officially stunned and temporarily unable to respond as we watched the exchange. Nothing in our training had prepared us for this kind of twist. With so many unknowns and lives at risk, this was all new and undoubtedly scary, even for those more seasoned in our team.

      “Know what?” the first male retorted, visibly displeased with her presence.

      Kallisto shrugged. “Well, now you can help me get back to Father. He needs me! I brought him new samples, see?” she said, pointing at us again. “They’re a gift for Father!”

      It didn’t take a scientist to figure out that Kallisto had been lying to us. She obviously knew what the colosseum was, and she knew who had built it, too. She was somehow familiar with the four creatures, and they clearly were well acquainted with her—though not that happy to see her.

      Kallisto had brought us here on purpose.

      The joke was on us.
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      It was hard to keep track of time inside these glass boxes, since we had no contact with the outside world, no sense of dawn and dusk. Our watches, bracelets, and other pieces of jewelry had been removed sometime during our blackout.

      We were all tired and worried. That much was obvious from our expressions.

      I, like the others, had tried pretty much everything to break out of my glass box. Corrine had even wound up with minor burns in one of her attempts. There was no way out for us, not in these circumstances.

      Ta’Zan had come and introduced himself, without giving us any crucial information. We still had no idea who he was or what he was doing here. We only suspected that he’d come from one of those cave pods, and knew that he had enough power and knowledge to keep us locked up against our will.

      “What the hell did he mean by ‘I look forward to working with you’?” Lucas wondered, sitting on his bed and staring at the little stream passing through the floor of his cell.

      “I doubt it bodes well for us,” Vivienne replied. “He was way too cool and clinical about this.”

      “He creeped me out,” Liana murmured, resting her head on the glass wall that separated her from Cameron, who quietly drew invisible lines of her profile on his side.

      Sofia sat on the floor, close to me. Despite the sheet of glass between us, we were virtually inseparable. I didn’t need to touch her or ask her to know how she was feeling. Her eyes, her delicate facial expressions, and her breathing patterns told me everything I needed to know: she was worried and scared, much like the rest of us, but she kept it all tucked away behind a faint smile.

      Her gaze wandered around the cave, as she analyzed every single detail in sight.

      “Okay, I know we don’t have a lot to go on, but let’s try to do a little recap,” I said. “Maybe there’s something we missed. Some detail that slipped through the cracks, and that could tell us more about Ta’Zan.”

      Xavier cleared his throat, then straightened his back and leaned against one of the glass walls of his box. He ran his fingers through his hair, looking at me.

      “Well, let’s start with what is now quite clear, though you can correct me if I’m wrong,” he said. “He was in one of those cave pods. Frankly, he strikes me as the mastermind here, the leader of whatever else was in there with him. We know that we may have, albeit accidentally, woken him and his people up. I think it’s fair to assume that Strava is their home, and it has been their home since long before we got here. Which would also explain these boxes, the clothes on his back and so on. This was all here already. The infrastructure, the resources, the protocols…”

      I nodded, while wracking my brain and its fuzzy memories for more relevant information.

      “We also know that he’s using this very weird combination of magic and technology,” Corrine added. “I have never seen anything so powerful and so absolute. Not on Earth, not in Eritopia, not on Neraka… Hell, not even in the Supernatural dimension. This is well beyond my knowledge.”

      “However, it may not be beyond our capabilities,” Ibrahim said. “It stands to reason that, once we acquire the knowledge, we may very well be able to combine magic and technology the same way.”

      “Honestly, just by looking at the symbols,” Corrine replied, narrowing her eyes at the nearest section of symbols engraved in her glass box, “I’m pretty confident that this is a different type of magic. I don’t recognize any of it. Our crafts are pretty straightforward, where charms and invocations and language used are concerned. My magic comes naturally. Druid magic comes from their synergy with nature, and they use a variety of drawn elements to perform it. Swamp witch magic, on the other hand, uses the written or spoken word. This stuff, from what I can see, is none of the above.”

      That got me curious, so I looked up at a string of symbols etched into the glass, using the tip of my finger to follow the entire line. The symbols themselves were somewhat familiar, mainly because some of them were stylized depictions of natural elements, while the others were combinations of lines and circles. All together, they created a language that activated this strange type of magic, and it seemed to work seamlessly with the technology used to keep us trapped yet oxygenated.

      “You’re right,” I said. “This is a different language altogether, and it has a specific effect on these boxes, for example. Whatever magic this is, it’s strong enough to override anything else we throw at it.”

      “Exactly. Now, think about this: whoever Ta’Zan is, he didn’t learn this stuff yesterday,” Corrine replied. “It must’ve taken some time and considerable knowledge to be able to put it all together. I think it’s safe to assume that Ta’Zan is highly intelligent and advanced, well beyond what we saw in the two minutes he spent with us. It’s also reasonable to say that he’s not alone. The creatures in the other pods could be his underlings; his workers, craftsmen, tech people, whatever.”

      “Therefore, we shouldn’t consider him to be just another hostile, or some mad king or overlord or whatever,” Sofia chimed in. “I think we’ll need a very careful and well-thought-out approach with this guy.”

      Cameron shot to his feet, then banged his fist against the glass wall, startling Liana along with the rest of us. He was angry, and for good reason.

      “Honestly, I am more worried about the others who will be coming here to look for us,” Cameron said. “If they’re not here already. They don’t know where we are. They have no way of reaching us. What if they can’t even track us? What if they walk into a trap? What if they get ambushed and abducted, then end up in glass boxes down here, like the rest of us?”

      “You know that GASP will send an entire fleet to Strava if they have to,” Xavier replied. “Whatever Ta’Zan is planning, he’s highly underestimating us, our people, and our resources.”

      A dark thought crossed my mind in that instant—the kind I didn’t want to voice, yet had to.

      “I know you’re not going to like me saying this out loud, but what if he knows exactly what he’s doing? I mean, look at this combination of unknown magic and technology,” I said. “What if he has what it takes to do it on a larger scale, enough to counteract the assault of an entire GASP fleet?”

      Xavier scoffed. “Your optimism is refreshing.”

      “Consider it realism,” I replied. “We have to take the possibility into consideration. I think we’ve all seen enough over the years to accept the possibility that we, even as a massive group, even as an interstellar organization with hundreds of powerful supernaturals in our ranks, may not have everything it takes to bring Ta’Zan to his knees.”

      Vivienne shook her head slowly. “I think we lack substantial information at this point in time, Brother,” she said to me. “We need to find out more about what this guy can do and what he wants from us.”

      “On top of that, as far as we know, there are only five hundred of them,” Lucas interjected. “We need to understand what they are, and what they’re planning to do.”

      Claudia chuckled, though we could all sense the bitterness in her voice. “You guys are really good at keeping it together. All I can think of is clawing my way out of here. I think I’m starting to get a little bit claustrophobic, and it’s only a matter of time before I go postal.”

      “Babe, we are all feeling helpless right now,” Yuri said, placing his palm on the glass in front of her. She sighed, then put her hand against his. It was as close as they could get to touching one another. “We need to focus on what we can do, rather than on what we cannot. Otherwise, we will all go postal, and it won’t do anyone any good.”

      She gave him a weak but soft smile. “You’re my voice of reason, as always.”

      The door opened with a clang across the hall. A large rectangle of orange light appeared in the darkness on that side of the cave. A slim, feminine figure walked in, pushing what looked like a metal service cart. We all stilled, watching her as she came toward us.

      As soon as she came into the light, my breath got cut off.

      She was beautiful, but in a very strange way. Her long hair was the color of fire, and her pale skin was almost completely covered in metallic dark blue scales. Her eyes were big and yellow, with black slits for pupils, much like a snake’s. She wasn’t wearing any clothes, but that didn’t seem to bother her, or us, since the scales did a good job of covering up anything that might’ve made some of us blush.

      I noticed her long black claws as she pushed the cart forward. She looked at me first and smiled. It was then that I saw her long fangs—two canines that once again reminded me of a snake. Her reptilian features were impossible to ignore.

      “Hello, I am Isda,” she said. Her voice was sweet and soft, much like honey, in contradiction with her predatory appearance. “I’ve brought you food.”

      A quick glance at the service cart made me realize that Ta’Zan knew everything about our unusual dietary requirements, at least where the vampires were concerned. On the bottom shelf were half-liter bottles of fresh blood, which I could smell from inside my glass box. I understood then how hungry I actually was. Stress had a way of making me forget about nourishment. Sofia had once said that it would be the end of me, which was fitting, in a way, since I had spent so much time battling my vampire nature.

      The top shelf was loaded with a combination of grilled vegetables and fresh fruit, along with four large pitchers of water. They’d thought of everything.

      Isda took one of the blood bottles and brought it over to my glass box.

      “Do you serve Ta’Zan?” I asked her. She nodded with the passion of a child about to go on a fieldtrip to the zoo. “Where is he?”

      She touched the glass with her index finger. The surface split open as if it were made of clear liquid. She slipped her hand through to give me the blood bottle. I was stunned. With mechanical gestures, I took the bottle from her hand and spent some time staring at the bottle, at the glass opening, and at Isda.

      “I am not at liberty to say,” Isda replied. She pressed her index finger on the glass again, and the opening closed. Once again, the surface was hard and flawless. This was some crazy powerful type of sorcery. “Your meals have been portioned according to your size, your weight, and your biological structure. That blood is enough to keep you sated for at least twenty-four hours.”

      I unscrewed the metal lid of the bottle, then sniffed its contents.

      “What kind of blood is this?” I asked.

      “We have plenty of deer and other medium-to-large sized animals on this planet,” she said, then moved the cart over to Sofia’s box and repeated the service process with another bottle of blood. Needless to say, Sofia was as shocked as I was. “We know that warm blood is what you need, and, therefore, we hunt your food for you.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Claudia retorted.

      I quietly watched her as she continued to dispense blood and food through the strange openings she created in the glass walls of our boxes. One by one, we were all given portioned food and water.

      “You people have definitely done your homework regarding our dietary restrictions, I see,” I said.

      “Well, I suppose that is true.” She sighed, then stopped in front of Lucas’s box.

      Both Vivienne and I knew our brother well enough to anticipate an extreme reaction on his part. Lucas’s gaze was fixed on Isda’s hand as it came through the glass. His posture warned me that he was about to make a move and do something that might get us all in trouble.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Lucas,” Vivienne said, watching him like a hawk.

      He gave her a brief sideways glance, then rolled his eyes and took the plate and glass of water that he was given by Isda. He scowled at the serpentine creature, then cursed under his breath.

      Isda withdrew her hand suddenly, giving him a fearful look. She’d just realized what he’d almost done, and it seemed to scare her.

      “You should all be nice to me and my father,” she said, her voice trembling. “If you behave, he may let you live with the others. I doubt you will fare well in these boxes over the years.”

      Claudia exhaled as Isda gave her a bottle of fresh blood. “Sister, I doubt we will be here for so long.”

      “You will be here for as long as you live,” the creature replied. “Whatever Father says, it is done. There is no way of stopping what’s coming.”

      My nerves were stretched close to their breaking point. Her vague statements weren’t helping, either. I needed to find out more, and I had a feeling that, with the right words, I could get Isda to open up a little bit more.

      “What exactly is coming?” I asked her.

      She pushed the service cart back to my box, as she was finished with our food rations. She moved closer to the glass wall standing between us, then smiled.

      “A new world is coming, Derek,” she said.

      Whatever that meant, I had a feeling it wasn’t going to work out in our favor. I was becoming more and more convinced that something dangerous, if not deadly, was headed our way. The way she said it made me worry about more than myself, Sofia, my brother, my sister, and the others in our group.

      The way she said it made me fear for the safety and lives of everyone back home in The Shade, on Earth, as well as in the other dimensions. Our captivity was no longer our biggest problem.
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      Like Vivienne had said, there was still a lot of information missing, making it almost impossible for us to ascertain any risk or imminent danger. We had to get Isda to tell us more, without giving her the impression that she was betraying her father in any way.

      What she had just said, however, sent shivers down my spine and amplified the urgency I’d been grappling with for hours. If something was coming, whatever it was, we had to know. On top of that, we still had to figure out a way to escape, before our people came looking for us and inadvertently got into similar, if not worse, trouble.

      “Isda, please, tell us what is happening here,” I said gently. “If it involves us in any way, it’s only fair that we know what we’re in for. It’s bad enough we are stuck in these glass boxes; the least you could do is tell us what this new world is, exactly, that’s coming.”

      She looked at me, seemingly fascinated in her strange, reptilian way. Her eyes fluttered black several times. She then moved closer to my box and inched forward, as if to get a better look at me. I didn’t mind, since her curiosity gave me the opportunity to study her physical appearance in greater detail.

      “It will be a new age, Sofia,” she replied. “But you don’t have to worry. None of you have to worry. You did us a great service when you woke us up,” she added, smiling. “It took us a while to figure out what happened, until my father checked the awakening protocols and saw the loose cable. We realized that someone had been there. We caught your scent.”

      “So you just came after us and kidnapped us,” I snapped, unable to hide my frustration anymore. She talked as if we had done them this huge favor, but it was a mistake that had gotten us stuffed inside glass boxes.

      “Father said you are precious,” Isda murmured. “He said you will help him bring about a better future. A perfect future.”

      Claudia groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Ah, this vagueness is seriously getting on my nerves. Could you please, pretty please, stop talking in riddles and get to the damn point already?”

      “And what point is that, Claudia?” Isda asked.

      “Why are we here?” I replied. “Besides bringing on a new and perfect future, whatever that might mean, what is our purpose here?”

      Isda thought about it for a while. Judging by the look on her face and the way her gaze darted from one glass box to another, she was nervous and most likely pondering whether she should tell us more or hold her tongue.

      “It’s okay,” I said softly. “We just want to know. We deserve that much, since our freedom has already been taken from us.”

      “Also, you should know that I’m the one who pulled that cable and woke you all up,” Claudia added. “So, maybe just in return for my gesture, you could tell us what’s going on here. Or, even better, let us go.”

      Isda shook her head vehemently, then took a couple of steps back. We were losing her.

      “I can’t do that,” she said. “Father will be furious, and nobody wants that. Besides, he has great plans for you. No matter what comes next, you will all be safe and, eventually, happy.”

      “You need to understand that once our people come looking for us, no one will be safe. Not you, not your father, not anyone else who is actively helping him keep us locked in here,” Derek said. “If you want to keep your newly awakened people safe, you need to let us go.”

      “Isda, I’m asking you again because you refuse to answer, and it’s completely unfair to us. But what is coming? What’s going to happen?” I asked.

      Before she opened her mouth to reply, the door opened again—this time louder and more abruptly. The tall figure standing in the doorway caused goosebumps to spread all over my skin. He stalked into the large room, stepping into the light and revealing himself to us.

      I found myself holding my breath, but I was nowhere near as intimidated and as scared as Isda. He was beautiful, yet also frightening. His physical features would’ve made any Renaissance sculptor green with envy, for he was anatomically perfect. His skin carried an iridescent hue as it stretched over his toned muscles. His body was wrapped in white silk, more or less like a mummy, with gold plates covering his chest, his forearms, and his calves. Large gold discs, each with a diameter of approximately fifteen centimeters, were hung in two rows on thin chains around his waist.

      His hair was short and black, though there were several curls that were longer and dangled over his forehead. His eyes were superb, albeit strange, as one was a deep emerald green, and the other was an ultramarine blue, framed by long eyelashes. His lips were soft, stretching into a lazy grin as he got closer to our glass boxes and took a better look at us.

      He seemed intrigued, but dangerously confident and aware of his advantage, as he was out of our reach. With every step that he took, Isda cautiously moved back, her soft reptilian features crippled by fear.

      “Abaddon, you’re not supposed to be here,” Isda croaked.

      “Shut up, Faulty,” he replied dryly. “I’m here to see my parents.”

      That just made everything even more confusing for us. Derek and I looked at each other, then checked the others. They were all equally baffled.

      “Who are you? And what are you talking about?” Derek asked him.

      Abaddon stepped forward, smirking as he measured my husband from head to toe, then nodded slowly. “I thought you’d be more impressive,” he said through a sneer.

      “Abaddon, please, you shouldn’t be here. If Father finds you here in his absence you’ll be—" Isda tried to speak, but Abaddon backhanded her with such strength that the hit threw her backward by at least twenty feet. She landed with a hard thud on her side. She yelped and moaned from the pain as she tried to move.

      Derek was the first to punch the glass, reacting directly to Abaddon’s violent behavior.

      “What the hell is the matter with you?” he spat. “What kind of animal are you?”

      Abaddon seemed unimpressed and certainly not intimidated by Derek’s reaction. He crossed his arms and continued grinning, looking down at my husband and the rest of us as if we were inferior, unworthy of his attention.

      “I’m no animal,” he replied. “I’m a Perfect. One of many.”

      “You’re a psychopath, that’s what you are,” Lucas muttered.

      Claudia rushed to the front of her box, then crouched so she could get a better look at Isda, who was still limp and lying on the floor.

      “I am the result of four of you,” Abaddon shot back. He narrowed his eyes as he checked each of us out once again, then pointed at Derek, Ibrahim, Lucas, and Corrine. “You, you, you, and you!”

      I cleared my throat, as I suddenly felt a bunch of tumbleweeds stuck in it. “What are you talking about?”

      Abaddon started walking around our cluster of glass boxes, keeping his hands behind his back as he threw us the occasional sideways glance. We followed him, turning so we could keep our eyes on him at all times. He made me nervous, and, even more noticeably, he angered me.

      “My father, Ta’Zan, spent years trying to create the perfect hybrids,” Abaddon replied. “Before he and his first five hundred specimens went to sleep, that is. However, what he created was not perfect. I mean, look at her, right?” He chuckled, pointing at Isda.

      “Whoa, are you talking about genetic engineering?” I gasped. Suddenly, some of the things that Isda and Ta’Zan had said started to make sense, and not in a way that made me feel any better. In fact, dread was starting to stiffen my muscles.

      “Yes. Father made these pitiful creatures from scratch,” Abaddon said, his mouth crooked with contempt. “But he didn’t have the materials he needed to create someone like me. That is, until you people came along and woke him up. Then, a world of opportunities opened up to him. Father found you and used you to make me and my siblings. To create perfection.”

      My throat was no longer scratchy. It was actually starting to close up, as the troubling realization sank in. Looking at Abaddon, I began to recognize some of Derek’s features, as well as tiny bits and pieces that reminded me of Lucas, Corrine, and even Ibrahim.

      I heard heartbeats skipping around me. I looked at Derek, and he was just as shocked. One brief glance at Corinne, and I recognized the sheer horror imprinted on her face.

      “Are you telling me that Ta’Zan harvested genetic material from us, then used it to make you, in a matter of days?” Corrine managed.

      Abaddon chuckled. “In a matter of hours, actually. Isn’t he great? I am the much better version of this pitiful talking snake here,” he said, nodding at Isda again. “I am progress. I am far stronger than all the other Faulties put together. I am the undefeated. The most powerful and advanced living being in all of creation.”

      It was going to take me a while to wrap my head around what Abaddon had just said. First, I had to get out of this state of shock, as it crippled me, making it impossible for me to even react. Second, I had to overcome the rage sizzling through my veins, brought on by Ta’Zan’s shameless theft of our genes. And third, I had to find out more from his creator, directly, to better understand why he made creatures like Abaddon, and what he intended to do with them.

      By adding the whole “something is coming” narrative that Isda had been vaguely pushing around on top of this appalling mess, the picture was starting to become clearer. It still didn’t mean anything good for us. On the contrary, our genes were being used to create what seemed to be the perfect soldiers. We were all screwed.
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      We’d already set up communication systems on all twenty of Eritopia’s galaxies. Jovi, Phoenix, Arwen, and Caleb had been working with the Druids to build and launch satellites to make it easier for us to reach out to one another. With a combination of technology and swamp witch and Druid magic, we’d been able to establish solid communication lines between Eritopia’s planets.

      It had taken months to plan and implement everything, but we were now on our third day of using these systems. It was all working—flawlessly, in fact. If only we could obtain the same results across larger distances. With Strava we were still behind, relying solely on the telescope feeds. All the Bowie upgrades in the world didn’t fix our problem. However, it had been hours since we’d had eyes on Ben, Rose, and their team, after the telescope lens mysteriously broke. My anxiety was reaching new and uncomfortable levels.

      Avril, Heron, Ryker, and Laughlan were currently investigating the Druid murders on Persea. Avril had made it a habit to check in with us on Mount Zur every twelve hours. I was seated in front of the monitors in one of our observation halls, watching the black screens as I listened to Avril’s updates via the satellite phone.

      To my left, by the large square window opening out to the fields between Mount Zur and Luceria, were Arwen, Jovi, and Phoenix, who were working relentlessly to fix the telescope and get the image back online.

      “So, right now, we don’t have much to go on,” Avril said over the phone. “Four bodies and only a handful of leads. Ryker thinks it’s an inside job, despite the cryptic messages written in blood around the victims.”

      “What do you think?” I asked her, watching Jovi, Phoenix, and Arwen as they took the telescope apart, piece by piece, and checked every part in great detail.

      “I tend to agree,” Avril replied. “The Druids all knew each other. They all work at the Grand Temple. Laughlan and the others in there think it’s a cult, and that it might involve the local incubi. But, frankly, we’ve spoken to the locals, and most of them are as freaked out as the Druids themselves.”

      “So, what, someone’s trying to maybe settle a personal score with the Druids while placing blame on the incubi living around the Grand Temple?” I said.

      Arwen pulled the broken lens out, then held it up to the overhead light to get a better look. Caspian stood on the side, sullen, his arms crossed. He’d been beating himself up over it, though I doubted he’d had anything to do with the breakage. I had a feeling the telescope’s physical integrity just wasn’t strong enough for such a long-distance observation spell.

      Avril sighed. “Pretty much, yeah,” she said. “We’re about to interview some of the Grand Temple Druids tonight, after the evening classes. We’ll have a word with the younglings, too. Unfortunately, there aren’t that many Druids to begin with, after Azazel’s reign. It’s a tragedy to lose four of them like this. Which is why calling these cult murders makes little to no sense to me, especially here, on Persea, where everybody is so happy to have the Druids back!”

      I nodded slowly. “Well, you’re doing a great job out there, Cuz. Keep at it! If you need anything, let me know, and I’ll do my best to facilitate it.”

      “Thanks. How’s it going over there? Any news from Mom, Dad, and the others?” she asked, her voice somewhat shaky. She was as ill with worry as the rest of us, and I couldn’t blame her.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as I composed my reply in my head first. “Not at this point, no,” I replied. “But there were no signs of a struggle at the resort. No traces of blood or violence. Ben, Rose, and their team are investigating as we speak. I promise, if we learn anything, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Okay. That’s good, though, right? No signs of struggle or blood,” Avril said.

      Just like the rest of us, she was looking for the bright side in all of this.

      “That’s what we’re thinking,” I said. “We’ll find them, Avril. It’s only a matter of time. We’ve got the best trackers on Strava. Besides you, of course.”

      She sighed. “You know, in hindsight, I’m thinking it’s better that I didn’t go,” she replied. “I think I’d be too invested, personally speaking. It would probably cloud my judgment. I know myself, Harper. I would do something rash. Or stupid. Or reckless.”

      “It’s okay, Avril. You focus on finding the person responsible for those Druid murders. We’ll handle the search ops on Strava and get everybody back in one piece.”

      She chuckled softly. “This time around, it’s different. I mean, our elders are the ones missing, and we’re looking for them, not the other way around.”

      “This isn’t Neraka all over again, babe,” I said. “Strava isn’t inhabited. We know we’re not dealing with anything like what we found there. Whatever is going on out there, we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      “I swear, if Mom, Dad, and the others are just lost, or out there exploring while forgetting to get in touch, I will end them!” Avril groaned. “Anyway, keep me posted!”

      “Will do,” I replied, then hung up.

      I shifted my focus to Jovi, Phoenix, and Arwen, who’d managed to take the entire telescope apart. Arwen had laid five different lenses on the floor, all of them cracked and blackened. Caspian watched quietly, a muscle nervously ticking in his jaw.

      “How’s it looking?” I asked.

      Arwen looked up, then smiled at Caspian and me. “It’s not Caspian’s fault, if that’s what you want to know,” she said.

      I heard Caspian’s sigh of relief and saw the tension slip out of his shoulders. I walked up to him and gave him a gentle shoulder squeeze.

      “See? Told you,” I murmured.

      “Then what happened?” Caspian replied, frowning at Arwen.

      “Well, each of these lenses was preemptively charmed and guarded against tampering of any kind,” Arwen explained, pointing at the cracked lenses. “And yet, they broke down. I don’t know how that happened or what made them fail, but they did.”

      “What do we do, then?” I asked, crouching to get a better look at the telescope parts.

      Jovi scratched the back of his head. “We can try replacing them, maybe?”

      Arwen nodded, then pulled out a dozen new lenses from her satchel. She used a thin metal tool to carve new swamp witch charms onto their edges, while Jovi and Phoenix reassembled the telescope.

      “These are identical to the ones that broke,” Arwen replied. “Technically speaking, the telescope should work once they’re all in.”

      “But can we prevent it from breaking down again?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, honey,” Arwen said. “I think this is about as much as we’ll get out of this tool, given the considerable distance that it has to cover.”

      Phoenix cleared his throat, politely demanding our attention. “You know, I know a couple of people involved with the space station back on Earth,” he said. “I could get in touch and see what they can tell me about the technology they use. They’ve come a long way over the past sixty years, if you think about it.”

      I smiled. “It’s strange, isn’t it?”

      Both Phoenix and Jovi chuckled softly, as they, too, were accustomed to the humans’ natural limitations and technological feats, which were often placed in dramatic contrast with each other.

      “With all our magic and biological advantages, they’re still ahead of us in technology,” Jovi replied, voicing my thoughts.

      “Hey, that’s how they make up for their short lifespans and weaker bodies, I guess,” Phoenix chimed in.

      Arwen nodded as she slipped the last lens in place, while Jovi screwed in the last mechanisms, and Phoenix wiped down the newly rebuilt telescope with a dry cloth.

      “We all have a limited amount of time to be alive and to do something,” she said. “Those of us who live longer are fortunate. We get to make more mistakes and learn from them. We get to take our time and do things right. We even get the luxury of being bored. Humans, on the other hand, are lucky if they live past a century. They’ve got a small window to leave a mark on the universe, so, yeah. Technology is definitely their strong point.”

      “Okay, it’s good to go!” Phoenix declared.

      We all stepped back, and Arwen whispered an incantation to activate the lenses. White light flashed through the telescope’s mechanical innards, glowing for a few seconds before it faded away. Jovi plugged the screen cable in to a socket at the bottom.

      The image came back on the large screen, making me grin.

      “Yes! We’re back!” Jovi exclaimed.

      Caspian came to stand by my side as we watched the aerial view on the screen. Arwen fiddled with the knobs on the telescope, carefully zooming in while keeping her eyes on the image.

      “What is that?” Phoenix asked, frowning as he pointed at the diamond-like structure in the middle of a jungle on Strava.

      “It’s… Wait, I know this,” I muttered. “It wasn’t there before. It’s one of those new buildings that popped up since our last mapping.”

      “Is the telescope still connected to Ben and the others through the blood spell?” Caspian replied. Arwen nodded. “That means our team is inside that thing?”

      “It’s beautiful from up close,” I breathed.

      The sunlight broke into millions of flakes of color, spreading across the entire diamond colosseum. That was as close as we were going to get with the telescope, but it was enough to spot the figures inside. They were dark and distorted, most likely by the layers of crystal above them, but they were moving.

      “Hold on, what are those?” Jovi asked, then rushed to the screen and pointed to a cluster of figures in a nearby clearing.

      Arwen carefully moved the telescope to focus on what Jovi had spotted, then zoomed in using the knobs. “This is the maximum that I can zoom in,” she said, “without putting pressure on the lens. Do they look humanoid to you?”

      “For the most part, yes,” I replied, narrowing my eyes as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      There were six of them, moving around a small campfire. They wore covers made of leaves and animal furs, but I caught glimpses of legs and arms as they searched for more wood to throw into the fire.

      “Do you think they’re ours?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “I doubt it,” Arwen replied. “Ours are in there,” she added, then shifted the telescope’s focus back to the figures beneath the diamond roof.

      “There are ten people on Ben and Rose’s team,” Phoenix said. “I’m counting ten there, tracked by the blood spell. Yeah, accurate. That’s our search crew.”

      My temperature dropped as I noticed the other figures, apparently in the same room. I couldn’t help but point at them.

      “Okay. So who are the other five?” I managed.

      We all stared at the screen for a while, watching the new development from afar. Whether it was a good or a bad one, we didn’t know. The only thing that was crystal clear was that our people were not alone in there.

      “Whoa,” Jovi gasped, his jaw close to dropping.

      “Where is this place?” Phoenix asked.

      I checked the Strava maps on my tablet, flipping through the surrounding regions of Noagh. “This one’s about five miles northeast of the resort,” I said. “It’s two miles from the lighthouse, where the telescope failed earlier.”

      “Okay, so we know our search crew is in that diamond colosseum, and that they’re not alone,” Phoenix replied. “We need to let Caleb and River know, as soon as possible.”

      “You do that. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the place,” I said.

      Now that we had eyes on our team again, the last thing I wanted was to let them out of my sight, especially since they seemed to be in the company of five others. Furthermore, there were other humanoid creatures outside in the jungle. Whether they were Sofia and Derek’s group was unclear. I hoped they were. But my instincts told me otherwise.
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      I couldn’t even move.

      Realizing that Kallisto had played us was more than my brain could take, given the twists and turns we’d already been through. My stomach churned, and I wasn’t sure whether it was an after effect of the poison that had nearly killed me or just the stress of betrayal.

      On top of that, I wasn’t sure what kind of betrayal we were dealing with here. We’d learned from Kallisto that she was one of the five hundred so-called Faulties that had come out of the cave pods, along with Ta’Zan, their “father” and creator. They were the result of cross-species genetic engineering. We also knew that Claudia had accidentally triggered the awakening protocols in that cave system when she accidentally pulled one of the glowing blue cables out, and that some of the Faulties, including Kallisto, had gotten separated from the rest of their group.

      But we still didn’t know who had built the diamond colosseum, where Derek, Sofia, and the rest of their group were—including my grandparents—or who these four superb creatures were. The latter issue was the worst part, in my opinion, given how they were all scowling at us.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked, secretly surprised by the calm tone of my voice. I was practically boiling on the inside.

      Kallisto gave me a half-smile. “I guess I should feel sorry for having deceived you, but I will do anything to get back to my father,” she replied.

      “Who are you people?” Rose shot back, raising her voice. She was just as angry.

      The tallest of the males looked at her, then exhaled sharply.

      “I’m Araquiel,” he said, then pointed at the other male. “This is Elyon.”

      “I’m Douma,” the taller female added.

      “Oriphiel,” the second female said shortly. “Who are you?”

      Kallisto turned to face them. “They’re looking for the others. The ones who woke us up!”

      Araquiel rolled his eyes, visibly displeased with her presence. His arm shot out with lightning speed. He grabbed her by the throat, squeezing with enough strength to make her choke as she struggled to release herself, then tossed her aside like she was a ragdoll.

      Kallisto landed on the ground with a painful thud, rolling several times before she stopped, limp, on her side, coughing and wheezing as she tried to regain her composure.

      We all froze at that cruel display of strength. I caught a glimpse of Nevis standing next to me—everything about his expression told me to be cautious and not do anything rash. It was weird how I was able to understand him so easily, despite his confusing aura.

      “What did you do that for?” Dmitri demanded, his brow furrowed as he watched Kallisto take deep breaths to recover.

      “She’s a Faulty,” Araquiel replied dryly. “An abomination. A bad experiment. She’s one of the rejected.”

      “On top of that, she’s delusional,” Oriphiel added. “She and the others were rejected. Ta’Zan doesn’t want her or her siblings near him. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be wandering the jungles, looking for him.”

      Rose scoffed, shaking her head in confusion.

      “I don’t understand. What’s happening here? Who are you?” she asked.

      Douma took a step forward, her expression firm and dark. “You’re on our land, now. I believe we deserve an answer first. Who are you?”

      “We’re looking for our people,” Rose replied, her hands balled into fists. “My parents. My uncles. Their friends. They were on Noagh, on vacation, minding their own business—”

      “Not sure they were minding their own business, since they woke Father up,” Araquiel shot back with a smirk. “Though they do deserve our thanks for that. Had they not messed with the cave pods, we never would’ve come to happen in the first place.”

      I blinked several times, even more confused. “Wait, what?”

      “We’re here because of your parents,” Araquiel said, sneering at Rose. “For that, I imagine they’ll have a good life on Strava. You, on the other hand, won’t be so lucky. Unless you come with us willingly.”

      Kallisto managed to get up, panting.

      “This isn’t fair!” she cried. “I brought them to you! I demand to see Father!”

      Araquiel scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous, vermin!” he hissed. “You’re useless and inferior. It’s why you and the others were left behind. Once father made us, you were of no use to him. The only reason why he’s kept the other Faulties around is because they’re useful and fast in their chores. You and the rest of your rejects didn’t like servitude, so, it was time to kick you out. No matter what you bring him, you will never have your seat in the new kingdom.”

      “You should be thankful that you’ve been allowed to even live,” Douma added, narrowing her eyes at Kallisto.

      “Hold on… So, the four of you were made when? A few days ago?” Dmitri asked, as baffled as the rest of us.

      Araquiel nodded, smiling proudly. “Our father is brilliant. And it’s not just four of us.”

      “Where are my parents?” Ben cut in, his shoulders tense. His thumb flicked over the lighter in his hand, ready to unleash a fiery hell.

      I instinctively reached for my sword, slowly and discreetly. The others on my team did the same, preparing for what seemed like an imminent and unavoidable confrontation.

      “Your parents are being well looked after,” Araquiel replied. “They’re valuable to Ta’Zan, since it’s their genes that helped create us.”

      My stomach dropped. My blood ran cold.

      “Our people went missing a few days ago,” I said. “You’re full-grown… whatever you are. How can that be?”

      Araquiel grinned. “You obviously know very little about our father’s methods,” he said. “But that’s fine. Just come with us, and you’ll find the answers to all your questions. I promise.”

      “Why do I get the feeling we’re about to get royally screwed here?” Hunter groaned.

      “Because everything about them screams ‘Danger!’, I guess,” Dmitri replied.

      Douma took another step forward. She seemed calm and reserved. The other three had aggressive stances and looked at us as if we were lunch. “We will not harm you unless we have to,” she said. “Father will want to meet you.”

      “Will we get to take our people out of here, afterward?” I asked.

      “Absolutely not. You’re going to live with them and help Ta’Zan make more of us. There’s a new era coming, and it has no room for the likes of you or these rejects,” Araquiel retorted, nodding at Kallisto.

      Ridan sighed. “See, it’s exactly this kind of language that makes me want to torch the four of you,” he shot back.

      Araquiel grinned. “I would love to see you try. Thing is, none of you can take us on. You’ll be dead in seconds—”

      “Father will want them alive,” Douma interjected, keeping her blue gaze on Dmitri, for some reason.

      “Well, if they don’t come willingly, what can I do?” Araquiel replied with a shrug. “It’s not like he really needs them alive to make more of us. We have excellent storage facilities, don’t we?”

      “Wow, I’m officially creeped out,” Kailani murmured.

      “You think because you’re Perfects you’re better than me?!” Kallisto screamed. She was boiling with rage, her aura flaring bright and red. “What, just because you’re a little faster and you don’t have traces of the animals that helped make you? You’re just like me, only prettier! Who do you think you are to tell me whether I can see Father or not?!”

      “Don’t you think you’d be with Father already, if he actually wanted to see you?” Elyon retorted. “Don’t be an idiot, Kallisto. If you claim to be as smart as us, you should at least know your place on the food chain. It’s miles beneath us.”

      “I want Father to tell me that himself!” Kallisto growled, then lunged at Elyon.

      He dodged to the right with such speed, I didn’t even notice the movement. He basically vanished and reappeared ten feet away. Kallisto tried to stop before she fell forward, but Elyon came around and kicked her in the back.

      He vanished again and reappeared in the opposite corner of the hall. He smirked, then shot toward her so freaking fast that he literally flashed past the others. The move caused a loud pop—a most familiar and spine-tingling sound. He rammed into Kallisto and threw her into the diamond wall. It was such a powerful hit, I heard her ribs break like twigs.

      She grunted from the pain, then collapsed on the floor.

      Elyon stepped back and turned around to face us. The grin stretching his lips set my instincts ablaze. Suddenly, I had a face to put to the flashes that had attacked us by the lighthouse. I remembered the speed with which they moved. The fireballs. The thundering booms in the sky. Granted, from up-close their sudden speeds caused loud pops, leading me to assume the aerial booms were the result of ridiculously fast flight. But then more questions came up, one bugging me more than the others—where were their wings? Hidden beneath their shoulder blades, maybe? How fast could they go?

      “Father is too busy to trouble himself with the likes of you,” Elyon said dismissively.

      “Now, if you’ll all just come with us, we’ll take you to see your people,” Araquiel said to us.

      The look on his face didn’t seem as nice as his words. As much as I wanted to see my grandparents, I was of no use to anyone if I was trapped with them—I had to assume they were trapped. I didn’t even have the luxury to breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that Derek and the others were actually okay.

      “How about you lead the way to our people, and we’ll follow?” Rose replied, clutching her sheathed sword’s handle.

      Araquiel smirked. “I doubt you’re as stupid as Kallisto. You have to know what’s going to happen next, if you don’t surrender.”

      “So, you’re just a few days old, huh?” Ben asked, surprisingly calm.

      Araquiel nodded. “I’m taught everything I need to know in minutes,” he said. “I know your kind, for example. Fae. You’re attuned to the natural elements. Fire, water, air, and earth. Which one are you?”

      Ben raised his lighter and flicked it open. Araquiel grinned at the sight of the small flame.

      “Ah... You’re fire,” he replied. “Good. I can match that.”

      Araquiel opened his right palm, bending his fingers as if he were holding an invisible ball. Sparks flew from the middle of his palm as a fireball blossomed, burning bright and orange. And that was one of the blazing projectiles that had come down at the lighthouse, capable of melting Nevis’s Dhaxanian frost.

      Dread stiffened my muscles. I immediately tried to think of a way out.

      As much as I hated to agree with Araquiel, chances were we’d all die if we didn’t escape. These creatures were too fast and downright destructive, and they were out to get us—dead or alive, it seemed.

      We’re so screwed.
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      “Ta’Zan will be pleased to get new specimens,” Araquiel said.

      Elonora was the first to draw her sword, pointing it at the so-called Perfects.

      “So, basically, your creator thinks he’s some kind of god, and he’s using our people to design what, exactly? The perfect soldiers?” she demanded.

      Douma snorted. “The perfect beings,” she replied.

      “And you think being so advanced gives you the right to debase those beneath you, like Kallisto and her siblings, huh?” I shot back.

      Their attitude reminded me too much of the daemons and Exiled Maras back on Neraka. They, too, had considered themselves superior to me and the Imen. They, too, had sought to belittle and eradicate those they deemed unworthy. This kind of arrogance made my blood simmer.

      “Of course,” Oriphiel replied, taking a menacing step forward. “We are better than you and any other species out there. Ta’Zan has made sure of it.”

      Kailani scoffed. “And you think we’re just going to let you and your ‘father’ harvest our genes and use them to create more arrogant pricks like you? Seriously?” She gave me a brief sideways glance. “We need to get out of here,” she whispered.

      I nodded, then looked at the others in our group. We were on the same page, as we’d all realized that these could very well be the flashing creatures that had attacked us at the lighthouse. There were too many similarities, too many warning signs.

      Araquiel rolled his eyes. “Okay, enough already. Come peacefully or we’ll drag you back to Ta’Zan. Your choice,” he said.

      I flicked my lighters open and spawned two large fireballs in my palms. Metal screeches echoed through the diamond hall, as the rest of my team drew their swords.

      “By all means, give it a shot,” Ridan said confidently.

      All hell broke loose—too fast for my taste, not to mention my reflexes. The four Perfects shot through the hall like flashing bullets. The air rippled around them, smacking at their heels as they broke the sound barrier in ridiculously short distances.

      Ben and I threw out fireballs, but missed them, over and over. They moved around us, circling in and laughing, as if they were playing with us. Ridan growled, then opened his mouth and released a column of fire.

      We all ducked as he turned around, spitting flames and trying to hit any of the four hostiles. They were too fast.

      They retaliated with fireballs. Elonora threw out a barrier to block some of them, while Kailani released a defensive spell of her own to stop the others. Several made it through, forcing Jovi and Hunter to drop on their bellies in order not to get torched.

      Elonora, Ben, and Rose focused their efforts on Araquiel. It took less of a toll on us as a group if we split and concentrated our resources accordingly. Ridan and Zeriel tackled Elyon, while Dmitri, Nevis, and Kailani fought Douma. Hunter and I were stuck with Oriphiel.

      No matter what we threw at her, though, she was practically untouchable. Hunter lunged at her, baring his fangs and whipping out his claws without having to go full wolf. She grinned and dodged his slashing attacks. She punched him once in the chest, hard enough to push him back by a dozen feet. He coughed and wheezed, trying to catch his breath.

      I threw a fireball at her. My heart jumped in my throat when she caught it with her bare hands, then threw it back at me. I raised a flaming shield in front of me to stop it, while Zeriel broke from his and Ridan’s fight with Elyon for a moment, and darted toward her. He tried to cut her down with his sword.

      She ducked and served him with a crippling uppercut. I watched Zeriel get thrown up in the air. I rushed to catch him. I managed to break his fall, as he landed on top of me. We were both down when Hunter went back in to try another attack on Oriphiel. I felt horrible, because Zeriel had tried to help me, leaving Ridan to deal with Elyon on his own, too. The odds weren’t in our favor.

      She giggled and teased him as he tried to slash her with his claws. Hunter was fast, but she was lightning incarnate.

      As Zeriel groaned and gradually regained his consciousness, I looked around and briefly observed the amount of trouble that we were in. Nevis’s ice walls came crumbling down, over and over, as Douma rammed her fist through them.

      Araquiel’s devastating fireballs nearly swallowed Elonora whole. Ben jumped in and put up a blazing shield of his own at the very last second. It stopped the flames from burning her, but the heatwave was still so powerful that it pushed them both backward.

      Rose went after Araquiel, but he smacked her down with terrifying agility and strength. She rolled on the ground, and Araquiel moved in for the kill.

      Dmitri was the second to fall, followed by Nevis. Douma had caught an opening and had punched him so hard in the ribs that he’d collapsed almost instantly, unable to catch his breath.

      These weren’t just advanced creatures. They were killing machines, far beyond anything we’d handled before—and I’d gone against daemon generals, pit wolves, and Death Claws!

      I heard Kailani mutter a spell. She threw something on the ground, and it exploded in a puff of black smoke, which quickly spread out and made it impossible to see anything other than a few silhouettes.

      “Quickly, grab my hand!” she called out.

      I managed to get up and dragged Zeriel with me. Ridan pulled Dmitri and Nevis in, while Elonora and Ben pulled Rose closer. We all grasped at each other’s hands. Elonora and I caught Kailani’s, as she muttered the incantation she needed to zap us out of here.

      We only had seconds before Araquiel, Douma, Oriphiel, and Elyon caught us inside the black cloud. Kailani had teleported us out of death’s way before, and she was our quickest and safest way out. I mentally prepared for the physical process of complete disintegration and reconstruction in another place—ideally as far from the colosseum as possible.

      But the moment never came.

      “What’s going on?” Elonora croaked.

      Kailani’s eyes popped wide open. The color drained from her face.

      “It’s not working,” she murmured. “Crap, it’s not working!”

      “What do you mean it’s not working?” Rose croaked, finally able to stand on her own. She couldn’t stand up straight, though, keeping one arm wrapped around her ribcage. Araquiel had done quite the number on her, and if we didn’t get out of here, he was definitely going to finish the job.

      “I—I don’t know. I can’t get us out of here,” Kailani replied, completely baffled.

      Kallisto’s broken voice seeped through the black smoke like an echo. “The Perfects won’t let you leave,” she managed.

      “We saw you vanish at the lighthouse.” Araquiel chuckled through the smoke. “It didn’t take much to figure out your ability to teleport. You can’t run from us.”

      I was stunned, wondering what device or spell they were using to keep Kailani grounded. We didn’t have time to ask for more details, though. What mattered, for the time being, was that Kailani couldn’t teleport us out of here. Not while the Perfects were around, anyway.

      We were at an obvious disadvantage, not just because of the Perfects’ physical prowess, but also because of the gaps in our knowledge regarding Ta’Zan and his people’s abilities and resources. The only thing we all knew for a fact was that we needed to scram.

      Araquiel’s voice emerged from the black smoke. “Ta’Zan has been around for a long time. He’s travelled a lot. He knows every kind of magic there is,” he said. “You don’t stand a chance. Give up now, and we’ll let you live.”

      Kailani groaned. “We need to make a run for it.”

      I looked around, trying to make sense of everything. The smoke was beginning to scatter. Within seconds, the Perfects were going to come after us again. Whatever spell Kailani had used, it wasn’t an ordinary smoke. It kept Araquiel and the others temporarily at bay.

      I finally spotted the wide-open doors behind us.

      With my hand still firmly gripping Zeriel’s hand, I called out to the others. “This way!”

      I darted toward the doors. Unsurprisingly, Zeriel managed to keep up, even though he- was still quite dazed from Oriphiel’s uppercut. I heard the others’ footsteps right behind us as we ran out.

      This is it. Our two seconds to make it out alive.
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      As soon as we made it out of the hall, it became painfully and undeniably clear that these four Perfects were, in fact, the ones responsible for the lighthouse attack. We’d caught a glimpse of their fast movements inside, but once we were out in the spacious hallway and running as fast as we could, they really let themselves loose.

      I heard wings flapping behind us.

      Glancing over my shoulder as we made a run for it, I saw beautiful white wings coming out of Araquiel’s, Douma’s, Oriphiel’s, and Elyon’s backs. Each wing spanned about ten feet in length, with a soft white plumage that put swans and even angel illustrations to shame.

      They flew after us, keeping themselves about four feet off the ground.

      Araquiel was the first to dart toward us with a loud bang that echoed through the entire colosseum. In a split second, he was but a flash shooting toward us. Elonora was the first and only one capable of a reaction. She pushed out a barrier strong enough to knock him to the side and break his supersonic flight.

      Vesta and Ben covered our tracks with curtains of fire as we reached the first flight of stairs and glided down to the ground floor. I moved to guide our group back into the jungle, but the Perfects caught up and blasted through the corridor like lightning, forcing me to pull back and take the opposite exit.

      They were ruthless and arrogant beyond belief, like cats toying with their food. Judging by the indelible smirk on Araquiel’s face, they were wholeheartedly enjoying this chase.

      I muttered a swamp witch spell under my breath and released another cloud of black smoke—not as big as the first one, but dense enough to make them stop as we reached the open-air arena. Diamond steps led us to the bottom, from where we only had two options: stay and fight or find another way out and get lost in the jungle.

      We reached the middle of the arena, while the Perfects’ sonic booms thundered through the colosseum and reverberated outward. I grabbed Vesta’s wrist. “Everybody, hold hands. I’m going to try again!” I said.

      My heart was beating frantically as I focused and tried to teleport us out of there. I cursed under my breath when I realized that nothing was happening.

      “It must have something to do with the Perfects,” Elonora replied.

      “I’ve got a feeling that, as long as they’re close by, I won’t be able to zap us out of here,” I said. “I think they’ve figured out a way to block me somehow.”

      Just then, Araquiel and his crew made it out. They jumped up and spread their wings. They shot toward us in a wide arch, coming at us from both sides. Ridan huffed.

      “That’s it! Time to roast these chickens!” he snapped.

      “By all means,” Dmitri muttered, motioning for him to go ahead. “The floor is yours, sir!”

      Ridan smirked, then dropped his backpack and burst out of his clothes and into his dragon form. This was the first time I was seeing him—and he was both fearsome and beautiful as a specimen. His scales were black all over, and his big silvery eyes sent shivers down the spine of anyone who dared look at him. He shuddered, then stretched his wings outward and roared, spraying a veritable inferno toward the four incoming Perfects.

      I mentally calculated our odds, hoping Ridan had enough strength and energy in him to hold them off long enough for us to figure another way out of this hot mess. My calculations went right out the window when the Perfects pierced through his fire, seemingly unaffected, and proceeded to attack us.

      It was virtually impossible to predict their moves, given their speed and ability to suddenly change course. Nevertheless, we tried our best.

      Araquiel, Douma, Oriphiel, and Elyon flew overhead, flashing back and forth with thunderous booms in a masterful display of their incredible abilities. They were basically our worst nightmare come true—creatures that were so fast and strong and resistant to our key abilities that they didn’t even need weapons to fight us.

      Fireballs rained down on us as the Perfects coordinated a first attack.

      Vesta and Ben spread a fiery shield above us, and we got closer to each other in an attempt to make it easier for the fae to protect us. Every other second, Elonora came out and pushed a barrier toward the Perfects. They effortlessly dodged each one, then retaliated with another blazing attack.

      Ridan growled and flew upward. He rammed into Araquiel first, while the other three pulled back but didn’t intervene. I watched them stop and hover in midair, as they observed Ridan’s attacks on Araquiel. I had to give the dragon credit. He was beyond ferocious, his jaws almost crushing Araquiel twice.

      But the Perfect wasn’t even trying all that hard to defend himself. I understood then that they were all observing Ridan, figuring out his physical features and registering his movements, overall. They were studying him—and they were going to react soon.

      “Ridan, watch out!” I screamed, just as Elyon darted toward him at high speed.

      My warning prompted Ridan to turn his head in time to spot Elyon coming in fast. He spat fire, but Elyon was unaffected. He pierced through the blaze and through Ridan’s wing, tearing a three-foot hole.

      My heart stopped as the dreadful new reality settled in. Not even dragon hide was immune to the Perfects’ attacks.

      Ridan roared from the pain but was nowhere near ready to capitulate. He was barely able to stay in the air at that point, struggling with the hole in his wing—which was relatively small, compared to the size of his wing. Nevertheless, the damage was done, and his flight was severely hindered. Araquiel took him head on, going in to deliver a solid punch, then quickly withdrawing and picking another attack angle. Ridan wasn’t fast enough to prevent all of Araquiel’s hits, but the constant fire that he spewed did help him slow the Perfect down. While Araquiel wasn’t easily burned, he wasn’t immune to fire, either. That much I could tell from how his wings began to blacken whenever he passed through one of Ridan’s flames.

      The others watched the scuffle, while we were stuck on the ground, frozen and terrified.

      “We need to get out of here,” Ben murmured, staring at Ridan and Araquiel as they fought. “Any second now, the others will come after us.”

      “What about Ridan?” Dmitri croaked. “We can’t leave him here!”

      “We don’t have a choice!” Ben shot back. “Once we’re out of here, he won’t have a reason to stick around and take such a beating, anyway! Besides, I don’t know how much longer he’ll last with a busted wing. He’s struggling up there because we’re still here!”

      “Ben is right. We need to go,” Rose replied. “Now! We’ll regroup with Ridan later. We cannot let ourselves get captured today. Under any circumstances!”

      I nodded, then pointed to our right and up the arena stairs. “There could be another exit there,” I said. “Once we’re out of the colosseum, I should be able to zap us anywhere.”

      We moved toward the stairs. Lightning struck the ground in front of us.

      The bang nearly ripped through my eardrums. The shockwave nudged us back by a couple of feet. The smoke cleared out quickly, revealing Douma. She scowled at us, then cocked her head to the side.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, rhetorically.

      Above us, Oriphiel and Elyon flapped their wings, watching us with contempt.

      I looked around, but, deep down, I knew we’d come to a moment we’d all been dreading. We were going to have to fight them. We were going to give it our best shot, and use every weapon, spell, and trick in our arsenal in order to get ourselves out of there in one piece.

      With enemies like these, I dreaded to think what captivity under Ta’Zan could be like. At least out here we were fighting for our freedom, so we could get another shot at finding our parents and warning GASP about the horrors unfolding on Strava.

      My entire body hummed as I mentally prepared myself for what came next. I could feel the Word surging through me like electricity, crackling through my joints and begging for release.

      At least I had that working for me.
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      Douma was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.

      She was also my most probable cause of death in the near future. My survival instincts had kicked in, and I was ready to claw my way out of the arena, if that’s what it took. But, before it got to that, I had to try something.

      “You don’t want to do this,” I said to her. “We’ve come in peace, and we mean no harm to anyone. We just want our family and friends back, that’s all.”

      Douma looked at me, keeping a straight face despite the blue fires burning in her eyes.

      “You don’t understand, do you?” she replied. “Your fate was sealed the moment you set foot here. I’m going to ask you one last time to surrender peacefully. Otherwise, my brothers and sisters will take you by force, and Father doesn’t need you alive for his work.”

      Elyon and Oriphiel landed with spine-tingling thuds, on both sides, forcing us to split our efforts in three. I had Nevis and Elonora with me. Ben, Rose, and Hunter turned to face Oriphiel, while Zeriel, Vesta, and Kailani focused on Elyon.

      Elonora’s eyes glimmered gold as she looked at Douma.

      “You have to let us go,” she said, her voice lower than usual. I realized then that Elonora was trying her luck with sentry mind control, but, judging by Douma’s calm expression, it wasn’t working.

      “You know, I can feel you trying to poke around in here,” Douma shot back, pointing at her own temple, “but it’s not going to work, little girl. I’m far above your measly mental abilities.”

      Elonora scoffed. “Funny you’re calling me a little girl. You’re three days old at most!”

      “And yet, perfectly capable of tearing you apart, piece by piece,” Douma replied dryly.

      A crackling sound drew my attention to Nevis, who was fashioning a heavy sword from Dhaxanian frost. He gripped its handle with both hands, then charged at Douma. She effortlessly dodged the first and second hits. She brought her fist out at the third.

      Her knuckles broke through the ice.

      Nevis stilled, watching in horror as his sword crumbled into thousands of icy shards.

      Douma smirked, then punched him right in the chest. The hit was so powerful, it sent him flying backward at least twenty feet. He landed on his back, coughing and holding his chest. I’d heard the bones crack.

      Elonora brought her sword down, but all Douma did was gently shift to the side. Elonora stumbled forward, then turned around and tried to hit her again. They moved like that for a while, and I waited for Douma to turn her back on me.

      All I needed was a second and the right angle.

      Behind me, the others were fighting Oriphiel and Elyon. I heard some of my teammates falling. I heard the winds howling as Vesta summoned them in an attempt to distract the Perfects. I heard Hunter growling as he clawed and snapped his fangs, eager to tear into the hostiles’ flesh. But it wasn’t looking good for any of us.

      Up in the air, Araquiel was taking his sweet time with Ridan, tiring the dragon out and confusing the hell out of him with multiple attack angles.

      I refused to let despair take over, though. I hadn’t come to Strava to get buried here.

      “I don’t get it,” I said, prompting Douma to look at me right after she avoided another attack from Elonora. “Why are you doing this?”

      Douma scoffed, then flashed around Elonora and punched her in the back. It cut off my cousin’s breath, forcing her to drop to her knees.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to do something.

      I brought my sword up and launched my first attack against Douma, despite the painful knot that had settled in my stomach. She smirked and slapped the blade away, making my arms jerk to one side.

      “Our race will grow and spread,” she replied.

      Nevis managed to get back up. He made another ice sword and came running, raising the ice blade as he approached Douma. I knew I couldn’t let him go in alone, so I delivered my attack from her left.

      We both reached her at the same time, but Douma was gone in the blink of an eye. The sonic boom almost deafened us. She reappeared behind Nevis and punched him again, this time harder, right in the ribs.

      She broke something, for sure. Nevis collapsed, wheezing as he struggled to catch his breath again. Elonora roared. She shot to her feet and swung her sword toward Douma, who simply tapped the blade with her index and middle fingers, sending powerful vibrations all the way down to the handle.

      The effect was so fast and unexpected, it jolted Elonora, forcing her to drop the sword.

      I lunged at Douma once more, before she could punch Elonora, but she backhanded me so hard, I wound up lying on my back, seeing white. I heard Elonora’s grunt as she fell, then Douma’s footsteps as she came closer to me.

      “Soon enough,” Douma said, “we will be the most perfect—the only lifeform in the entire universe.”

      “That is absurd,” I groaned, blinking several times until I could see Douma towering over me, her wings stretching behind her. “You can’t just wipe out every other creature because you think you’re the best. It goes against everything that makes this world function!”

      Douma smiled.

      Part of me was transfixed by her beauty. But it wasn’t enough to override the sheer dread that had swallowed me whole, gripping my throat and clutching my heart, warning me of what would come next.

      “Everything that has existed so far is weak, inferior,” Douma replied. “It doesn’t belong in this world. The old rules are gone. The Perfects are coming.”

      That last part of her statement made my blood curdle.

      I’d seen enough during my GASP training and early missions to recognize imminent danger. Douma and her people were far worse than anything I’d ever experienced or even heard of. She, alone, made Azazel, the Druid megalomaniac that had nearly destroyed Eritopia, sound like a walk in the park. Hell, she made Shaytan and the Mara Lords of Azure Heights sound like nothing more than an extra-sweaty gym session.

      One quick glance at the sky, and I knew Ridan was in big trouble.

      These Perfects were impervious to pretty much everything we threw at them. The technology used to create them was a complete mystery to me. They were even capable of keeping Kailani from teleporting us out of here.

      Deep down, what hurt me the most was the fact that my grandparents were out there, somewhere, captured by Ta’Zan. If these Perfects could basically obliterate us, I didn’t even want to imagine what Ta’Zan could do to my family. I couldn’t give up. I refused to give up.
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      Oriphiel knocked me down with a left hook that made my ears ring.

      I spat blood, lying on my belly. My arms were weak, my joints trembling as I struggled to pick myself back up and fight again. I heard the fire roar as Ben tried to burn her. I heard the punch she delivered, then Ben falling a couple of feet away from me.

      My heart broke. Defeat seemed imminent, yet I couldn’t bring myself to give up. I just couldn’t. We had too much riding on this. My parents needed me, and I was no good to them dead or in some cage.

      I knew we had to find a way to get far enough away from the Perfects that Kailani could teleport us out of here, but, for the life of me, I couldn’t see an exit.

      “You people are blinded by hubris.” Oriphiel chuckled. “Can’t you see? You can’t even touch us!”

      I managed to look up at her, baring my fangs. “You know, as much as I’ve trained myself not to feed on anything other than animals, I have to admit, I look forward to tearing your throat out.”

      She smirked. “Please, do try,” she replied, raising her arms to her sides as she mocked me.

      Hunter was on the ground behind her. One look at me, and he knew exactly what he had to do. He darted upward and jumped on Oriphiel. It caught her by surprise, but it wasn’t going to last long. I only had a second to do the craziest thing in my entire freaking life.

      I shot to my feet as Hunter wrapped his arms around Oriphiel, temporarily restricting some of her movements. I rushed toward her and sank my fangs into the side of her neck. I tore through the skin and drew blood.

      She gasped and whimpered from the pain as I suckled at her wound.

      I managed to drink maybe a quarter of a liter before she elbowed Hunter in the ribs and pushed me away. One look around us, and I knew I’d done something none of the Perfects had thought was possible. Both Douma and Elyon were stunned.

      Oriphiel was downright outraged, her mouth gaping and her eyes nearly popping out of their orbits as she pressed a palm against her neck wound to stop the bleeding.

      That wasn’t even the most surprising twist. The blood I’d taken from her not only tasted amazing, kind of like honey and mild spices, but it had an immediate effect on me. I felt a peculiar heat spreading through my chest and limbs, giving me the kind of energy I’d never experienced before. Something surged through me, boosting my senses to incredible new levels.

      Oriphiel darted toward me with her unnatural speed, but everything seemed to move in slow motion. There was definitely something different about me. I could see her coming. I had time to anticipate her move. I dodged her punch and clawed at her stomach. She yelped, then slid past me and came to a grinding halt, panting.

      She turned around to look at me, utterly shocked.

      “How did you do that?” she hissed.

      I was confused. “Do what?”

      “You were as fast as her,” Hunter muttered, staring at me.

      He was equally stunned. Twenty feet away from me, Elonora had seen what had just happened. It took me a second for things to click and fall into place. I’d drunk a Perfect’s blood. I now was as fast as a Perfect. Elonora was quick to pick up on that.

      “Nevis, I need Perfect blood,” Elonora said.

      The Dhaxanian prince nodded, then managed to get back on his feet, pulling Dmitri up with him in the process. By the time Oriphiel tried to attack me, and failed a second time, Nevis had successfully trapped Douma in ice, using Dmitri as a distraction. Elonora bit into Douma’s forearm and drew some of her blood before the Perfect burst free from the frosty trap and smacked her away.

      The third time Oriphiel came at me, I was ready. Confidence burned through me. I ducked and avoided her punch, then rammed my clawed hand through her stomach. She froze, while my hand went right in. I could feel her warm entrails rubbing against my fingers.

      “Oriphiel!” Elyon shouted, visibly distraught.

      The Perfect blood had a quick effect on Elonora, who was now able to engage Douma on equal footing. They darted around like sudden bursts of light, kicking and punching at each other. At some point during their fight, Elonora managed to pick up her sword, making her attacks even more dangerous.

      Oriphiel coughed, staring down at my hand. I pulled back and punched her right in the nose, then picked up my sword and moved in for the kill, while the others on my team got up and intensified their attacks.

      With one Perfect down and another currently struggling with Elonora, Elyon was pretty much on his own. As fast and as powerful as he was, even he couldn’t keep up with seven supernaturals at once.

      A stomach-churning growl tore through the sky.

      Everything came to a painful halt. I looked up and saw Araquiel as he smashed into Ridan with such strength that the force of the impact sent the dragon flying like a limp ragdoll. My eyes burned as I watched Ridan shoot out, unable to react or even move. Within seconds, he was out of sight. Blood drops fell in his wake, splattering across the ground.

      We didn’t even have time to worry if Ridan would survive.

      I had just moved to take Oriphiel out, when Kallisto’s scream pierced our ears, quite literally. I managed to look over my shoulder and found her standing on the edge, screaming so loudly that it defied the basic notions of physics.

      I couldn’t even stand anymore. I dropped to my knees and abandoned my sword, desperate to cover my ears. That was one hell of a pair of lungs that Kallisto had. The shriek was so powerful that it brought Araquiel down in a painful crash. Douma couldn’t take it either. Oriphiel, already injured, had gone into a full seizure.

      I felt blood trickling out of my ears as Kallisto kept screaming. I couldn’t hear her anymore, but I could still read her lips.

      “We need to move,” Kailani said.

      The diamond stairs around the arena began to crackle. Another minute under that kind of sonic torture, and my brain would certainly turn to mush. Ben helped me up. We made a run for it, practically doubling over in the process. It was hard to stand when I felt the equivalent of thousands of sharp knives slicing through my brain. We left the injured Perfects behind and climbed the arena stairs toward the nearest exit.

      The farther we got from Kallisto, the less it hurt. We weren’t anywhere near the safe zone, though. I could see the others’ ears bleeding, as well. Nevertheless, we kept moving. I had some of that Perfect juice still blaring through me. It came in handy, as Ben and Zeriel were the first to collapse, no longer able to put up with that terrible scream.

      I pulled them both up, and we slipped through the exit and stumbled into a ground-floor hallway. I could see the archway just fifty feet away.

      “Come on! Just a little bit more!” I encouraged them.

      Kailani was the first to pass through the archway. Elonora, Nevis, and Hunter followed. Dmitri, Vesta, Zeriel, Ben, and I were the last, and just in time, too, as Kallisto’s scream finally came to an end. We looked at each other, utterly shocked by what had just happened.

      “They’ll be coming after us,” I breathed, then looked at Kailani.

      She nodded and took my hand. We all touched each other, making sure we were all connected. Dmitri grunted from his excruciating headache.

      “Provided their brains haven’t melted by now,” he muttered.

      My heart stopped for a second, as we all heard the wings flapping from far away. We’d managed to put about five hundred feet between us and the Perfects, but if they were already flying out after us, that distance was shrinking by the second.

      Kailani muttered a spell under her breath, her lips moving fast as she moved against the clock. I exhaled sharply, then disintegrated, enveloped in absolute darkness. It worked.
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      I peeled my eyes open, then instantly breathed a sigh of relief and fell down on my butt. My entire body was hurting, and I tasted blood in my mouth. I had at least six broken ribs, which made it difficult to inhale properly, but, with some healing potions and time, I was going to recover.

      The others were just as bad, if not worse. I still had all that crazy energy burning through me, thanks to the Perfect blood.

      We were back in the jungle on Noagh, right outside the cave from what I could tell. It was quiet. Rose was as stunned as I was, down on her knees and staring at her bloodied, trembling hands. Nevis had trouble breathing, curled up in a ball on his side. Kailani was right next to him, fumbling through her backpack for healing potions. We’d been fortunate with Corrine and Arwen, who had designed the bags for us—slim and light, smoothly strapped to our backs and rarely an inconvenience, even during combat. Waterproof and with a metallic inner layer, they were our trusted companions during all kinds of missions and expeditions. We used them mostly to store our healing potions, first-aid kits, spell ingredients and various devices and gadgets.

      Vesta and Hunter seemed to have fewer injuries than the rest of us. And there was no sign of Ridan anywhere. A multitude of emotions crashed into me, all at once, to the point where tears stung my eyes. I was shocked, angry, and terrified, at the same time.

      “What in the ever-living hell was that?!” Dmitri gasped, rubbing his face with his palms.

      “Faulties and Perfects,” Ben muttered, as he took out healing paste rations and handed them around. He gave me a double portion, which I swallowed in one gulp.

      “Ridan. What happened to him?” I asked, my voice still shaky.

      Rose sighed, chewing on her healing paste. “I don’t know. I hope he’s still alive,” she replied. “Araquiel didn’t have time to go after him, since Kallisto came in and… screamed. She screamed, right? I didn’t just imagine it?”

      “No, no, she definitely screamed,” Zeriel said, touching his ears, then showing her the blood on his fingertips.

      “I didn’t know Faulties could do that,” I managed.

      “There’s a lot about them that we still don’t know,” Ben said, his brow furrowed. His split lip and facial bruises were already beginning to heal, courtesy of our Druid magic healing packs. “But Kallisto clearly has the ability to emit such a sound that it cripples any creature near her.”

      “She even took down the Perfects,” Rose replied.

      A smile tugged at the corner of Dmitri’s mouth. “Yeah, turns out she’s not as ‘inferior’ as they made her out to be.”

      “It doesn’t change what she did,” I shot back. “She betrayed us. She sold us out and nearly got us killed. In my book, that makes her a hostile, and I don’t intend to spare her life if we cross paths again.”

      “Provided you get close enough to kill her,” Nevis retorted, still holding his side as he leaned against a tree. “Which brings us to the next big issue. The blood.”

      Rose and I looked at each other, equally baffled. She shrugged. “I only wanted to weaken Oriphiel. Hunter was quick to realize what I wanted to do. It was my ‘Hail Mary’ hit, I guess,” she said. “Until she pushed me away. It only took seconds for me to feel the effects. From there, I just went with the flow, to be honest.”

      “And I saw what Rose did, and, well, figured it was worth a shot,” I added. “The Perfects were so stunned by Rose’s move on Oriphiel. It gave me the window I needed,” I said, then gave Nevis a nod. “Thank you for your quick response, by the way. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      Nevis gave me a slight half-smile, his icy blue gaze fixed on my face. “Can you still feel it? The Perfect blood, I mean.”

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah, but it’s starting to fade away. I don’t think I drank as much as Rose did, and the effects are definitely temporary.”

      “Well, the blood was a game-changer, anyway,” Hunter replied. “You two were moving as fast as the Perfects. Like lightning. It was incredible.”

      “They didn’t see it coming, either,” Rose said. “They were as shocked as we were, but, given how quickly they learned to prevent Kailani from teleporting, they’re bound to figure out a way to maybe protect themselves from any attempts to drink their blood in the future.”

      “They’re ridiculously fast learners,” Ben agreed. “Imagine… They’re only a few days old, yet they’re eminent killing machines. Highly advanced and intelligent, strong and fast beyond the capabilities of our most fearsome fighters. Ta’Zan genetically engineered them to the highest of standards, with few to no weaknesses. We’re in deep trouble here.”

      A couple of minutes passed in absolute silence, as everything sank in. I processed all the data we’d inadvertently gathered from our snippets of conversation with the Perfects and Kallisto, as well as the bloody fights. We were definitely the weaker creatures in this picture, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to take that as an invitation to give up. My grandparents and our friends and founders were still out there—and they needed us now more than ever.

      “I’m a little confused,” Vesta said. “So, Ta’Zan and the Faulties were in those cave pods for a long time. They’re natives, sort of. Kallisto said the Draenir made Ta’Zan, which means an entire civilization. Resources, rules and protocols, production lines and hierarchies must have been in place before the pod sleep, right?”

      We all nodded slowly, following her line of reasoning.

      “Araquiel said the Faulties they did keep around were submissive and fast in their… chores. And the Perfects themselves are incredibly strong and fast. Wouldn’t it be fair to assume that they built their colosseums and weaved their clothes and crafted their weapons, tools and so on, in a similar, supersonic speed?” Vesta asked.

      Again, we nodded. It made sense.

      “There was already an infrastructure here,” I said. “They knew where to get their materials from, how to work them and so on. The Perfects may be new and, according to Araquiel, made in hours, which is already mind-boggling and speaks of an incredible technological and probably even magical feat. But the Faulties and Ta’Zan were around since long before. So, yes, it explains the world building. I would love to understand how they can be so fast in working their materials, because, hell, diamond is a hard one to work with, for example. But everything we’ve seen points to what we’re saying here. Highly advanced creatures woke up from deep sleep, then made even more advanced creatures using our captured family and friends’ genes. In hours. Jeez…”

      “Douma said something earlier,” Dmitri murmured. “She said their species is growing and spreading. That everything else in the universe is inferior to them. She said, and I quote, ‘The Perfects are coming.’ Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but that’s incredibly dark and ominous, isn’t it?”

      Ben and Rose responded with a simultaneous sigh.

      “If Ta’Zan was able to produce such specimens in days and have them ready to fight already,” Ben said, “then it’s safe to assume he’s making more Perfects as we speak. I mean, you all heard them. They have our parents, they have the whole crew, and they’re using their genes to build Perfects.”

      “Oh, dear,” Rose said. “Vampires. Fae. A witch and a warlock. They have quite the palette to work with, genetically speaking, don’t they? I mean, on top of what was already used to create the Faulties, which are a combination of their local animals and—what did Kallisto call them? Draenir.”

      “Yeah, but they’re supposed to be extinct,” I replied.

      “Sure, but Ta’Zan can still fish out the Draenir gene from the Faulties he’s already created,” Ben said. “We have every right to be worried, though. As we’ve already established, the Perfects only came to happen after Ta’Zan captured our people. Which means that our parents, grandparents, and friends’ genes helped create the very creatures that just tried to kill us.”

      Kailani groaned, then pinched the bridge of her nose, genuinely frustrated. “I swear, this was supposed to be a simple search-and-rescue mission,” she muttered. “We were going to find my grandparents and the rest of their crew lost in some jungle, fifty miles from here, stargazing or whatever. I already had my reprimanding speech ready. I’ve been waiting for a long time to hold one over my grandmother’s head, if you know what I mean.”

      I chuckled softly, able to breathe properly again, as my ribs were beginning to fuse.

      “At least we know who has our people,” I said.

      “We need to find Ridan first,” Hunter replied. “He’s out there, somewhere. He could still be alive,” he added, then looked at Kailani. “Can we trace him in any way?”

      Kailani thought about it, then frowned. “Maybe. I’ll have to think about what method I can use, given that most of our spell ingredients burned along with the shuttles.”

      “We’ll have to move without getting detected this time—not by Perfects or Faulties,” Ben said. “The upside is that at least now we know what sort of creatures we’re dealing with. Sure, they’re planning to take us down and probably conquer the entire universe, and their ‘father’ pops them out like cookies on a daily basis, but yeah, at least we know what we’re dealing with.”

      He didn’t sound optimistic. Not that he could be blamed. We were all pretty bummed out. Most importantly, we were all worried about Ridan and Derek’s group. Strava was much more dangerous now than back when we’d come down to build that stupid resort.

      “They have weaknesses,” Rose murmured. “I was able to injure Oriphiel. They can bleed. If they can bleed—”

      “They can die,” I finished her sentence again. It was becoming our motto, the one thing we could tell ourselves, repeatedly, in order to sanely navigate this new and hostile landscape. She gave me a warm smile and nodded. “Yeah, well, they have the audacity to call themselves Perfects for some pretty obvious reasons.”

      “Either way, you still managed to get on equal footing with them, even if just for a couple of minutes,” Nevis replied. “That’s a good starting point, in my opinion. It’s better than what we had six hours ago, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Absolutely!” Rose exclaimed. “Now. We definitely have to send a message out to GASP, first and foremost,” she added, then took out Sofia’s cell phone and held it up for us to look at. “I’ll record it on this nifty little thing, and Kailani will use the only interplanetary spell we have to send it back to Calliope.”

      “We have to tell them everything,” I replied. “Every damn detail. All of it.”

      Ben nodded, then stood up and straightened his back. “One thing is for sure,” he said. “We can’t do this on our own. Not anymore. We need help.”

      We needed all the help we could get, in fact.

      Even if we did find Ridan and got him back, we still had to find a way to get past the Faulties and Perfects, not to mention this Ta’Zan guy, and rescue our people. We needed all the firepower that GASP had—dragons, Druids, daemons, werewolves, all the witches and warlocks of The Shade. I was ready to suggest having GASP reach out to the Witches’ Sanctuary in the Supernatural dimension, if needed.

      The Perfects brought a whole new level of danger. They required a proper response from our global organization. We had to show them that the universe wasn’t simply theirs for the taking, no matter how much of a megalomaniac Ta’Zan was.

      I respected everyone’s right to live, as long as it didn’t infringe on mine, or my loved ones’. The Perfects had just started a fire that could only be put out with blood. Specifically, theirs.
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      I was in the air. Not flying, but rather hurled at great speed, unable to move and not knowing where I’d land.

      The last blow that Araquiel delivered was more than I could take and certainly more than I’d expected. These Perfects were stronger than anything I’d ever encountered. I’d spent my whole life thinking I was the biggest and scariest thing out there. Whenever a supernatural enlisted my services, I knew I was going to be the oversized ace up their sleeve.

      Nobody dared piss off a dragon. I could breathe fire, and I was the size of an 18-wheeler in full form, for heaven’s sake. How could anyone compete with that?

      Well, then Araquiel happened.

      He was faster. He moved like freakin’ lightning. His hits broke several of my bones, even through my thick dragon hide—which, by the way, was rendered useless. Araquiel’s fingers extended into claws. He tore at me like I was nothing but a piece of canvas. He’d broken the skin of my right wing with his body. I’d never experienced that much pain in combat before.

      I’d sparred with other dragons, some bigger than me, but I’d barely come out with a scratch or two. This time, however, I’d been sent flying through the sky. I’d done my best to keep Araquiel busy and to give my team the window they needed to escape, given that Kailani needed to put some distance between her and the Perfects in order for her teleportation ability to work. These bastards were quick learners; they’d already figured out a way to stop her from zapping herself and the others out of there so easily.

      As I soared over several islands, a slave to the basic laws of physics at this point, I managed to look back. I would’ve expected to see Araquiel coming after me, eager to deliver the deadly final blow. But he never came. Instead, flashes crisscrossed the area above the colosseum, then started spreading out with nervous sonic booms whenever they darted in one direction or another. They were looking for something.

      Or someone.

      I understood then that my people had managed to escape. Otherwise the fight would’ve kept going on the ground. I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. That didn’t work out too well for me, as I started wheezing and coughing. Araquiel had broken a rib, and it was poking one of my lungs. It didn’t pierce through, but it wasn’t going to take much to do greater damage.

      I began my descent—not because I chose to, but because gravity had decided I’d spent enough time flying without flapping my wings. What was there to flap properly, anyway? I had a gaping hole in the right wing, and the left wing’s edges were tattered as well. Only then did I notice the trail of blood I was leaving behind. Large droplets fell in my wake, dissolving into the ocean or whatever patch of white sand they landed on.

      It was only a matter of time before the Perfects came looking for me, too. Araquiel didn’t strike me as the kind who would’ve gone back to his maker, Ta’Zan, empty-handed.

      I looked down and prepared myself for the imminent dive. Upon a quick estimate, I was at least two or three miles from the colosseum already. Araquiel’s last blow had quite the impact. My body hurt, particularly my chest and, of course, my wings. The burning pain made it difficult for me to concentrate, but my survival instincts were quick to kick in, and so was my dragon pride. There was no way in hell I’d let that arrogant, feathery prick be the end of me. I had to live through this.

      The water was cool and soothing against my thick skin, as I shot through it like the massive projectile that I’d temporarily become. It instantly chilled me, and it reduced some of the sharp pain that pulsated through my wings.

      I was going too deep, too fast, though.

      I looked around, watching the waters darken as I got dangerously close to the ocean bottom. I moved my wings and legs in an attempt to slow myself down, but there wasn’t much I could do with a three-foot hole in my right wing.

      There was no other choice but to shift back to humanoid form. I could at least swim upward from there. I grunted and exhaled sharply as I turned. Big mistake, as I had very little air left to help me push my way back to the surface. I couldn’t help it, though. The shift always took a toll on me.

      My injuries transferred to my humanoid form, but on a natural scale. There was a three-inch hole in my right forearm, which continued to bleed, and I still had a broken rib. I was covered in blossoming bruises, and I still had a tremendous amount of pain to deal with, but at least I was no longer held back by my dragon size and weight.

      I looked up and saw the sunlight flickering across the foamy surface where I’d landed. My brain went into overdrive, a quiet part of my consciousness assuming control and forcing me to move my injured arms and legs. I swam upward.

      My body gave out quickly. I tried to hold that last cubic inch of air I had left in my lungs, but it slipped out in a few bubbles. No longer able to control myself, I swallowed water. I struggled to swim some more, seeing the flickers of light getting closer. I was making some progress.

      The water filled my lungs quickly. My instincts went crazy. My brain got confused.

      A signal shot through my head, letting me know that I was about to die.

      Panic struck me like a hot knife.

      I flailed my wounded arms and legs, unwilling to let go just yet.

      It’s not my time. Not yet.

      Ben, Rose, and the others were out there somewhere. I could still help them. I could still do something. Derek and Sofia… Corrine and Ibrahim… Claudia and Yuri… Cameron and Liana… Aiden and Kailyn… Xavier and Vivienne… Lucas and Marion.

      I’d promised their daughter, Avril, that I’d bring them back.

      How would I do that, if I drowned? What kind of dragon was I, if I didn’t fight my way out of this, fang and claw, tooth and nail?

      The deep-water currents weren’t helping. I couldn’t breathe.

      The image before me started to blur. I was beginning to lose consciousness, and I was still at least thirty feet from the surface.

      Dammit, I’m not dying here!

      I coughed and took in another mouthful of water. That was it.

      I was seconds away from blacking out. Darkness began to envelop me, cold and unforgiving. The ocean didn’t want to let me go. It had swallowed me whole. It wanted to claim me.

      Something pierced the water above me. A creature. A humanoid, like me.

      I tried to focus and see who it was, but my vision betrayed me. My body was already preparing to shut down. Before it did that, however, it had to separate me from my consciousness. I couldn’t possibly witness what was coming next—my death.

      The brightest pair of orange eyes was fixed on me. Hair was long and white, fanned out around her head like an aquatic crown. Whenever she moved, it smoothed into a seemingly liquid form. Whenever she stopped, it spread out again, capturing some of the sunlight that glimmered in the ocean water.

      I was transfixed, eager to see more of her.

      Was she death incarnate, maybe? Was I seeing things?

      She was swimming toward me. There were orange scales on her arms and shoulders, reflecting some of the light. Was I dreaming?

      Blackness took over, and I thought I’d never find out, until a pair of arms caught me.

      I felt myself get pulled up.

      But my consciousness left me in the dark.
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      My insides were practically melting and freezing at the same time. Phoenix, Jovi, Arwen, Caspian, Grandpa Caleb, River, and I had just witnessed one hell of a fight in the diamond colosseum’s arena. We’d seen the flashes of light. We’d seen our people go down. We’d seen Ridan get sent flying through the air by whatever those creatures were.

      The telescope blood spell followed Ben, Rose, and the others back to the jungles of Noagh, outside the strange cave where Derek had discovered the mysterious pods. From what we could tell, they were going to be okay, but they definitely weren’t safe on Strava anymore, and there was no sign of Ridan.

      “What the hell did we just watch?” Grandpa Caleb breathed, unable to take his eyes off the screen. “What were those things?!”

      “Did you see the ones scattered around the colosseum?” Jovi replied, frowning. “They kept their distance from the creatures inside.”

      “They could fly! And, good grief, they were fast!” I managed, barely able to contain my trembling. My whole body was shaking. “Faster than anything I’ve ever seen. They cause flashes of light whenever they do a sudden speed increase.”

      “I’ll bet you they break the sound barrier, too,” Phoenix said. “They were practically shards of lightning, flashing from left to right like it was the easiest thing for them to do. I don’t even know what to tell you.”

      River sighed, her hands fumbling in her lap as she sat next to me. She was equally distraught, if not more so. Grandpa Caleb was better at containing his emotions, but he, too, was already on the edge. The telescope upgrade allowed us to see better, much like a more detailed satellite view, and make fairer assumptions about what had happened. Both Ben and Rose had survived that confrontation—but barely, and only because of that creature that had come in at the last moment.

      We couldn’t hear what went on, but we’d seen the flashing creatures stop and falter for long enough for our crew to get out of there.

      “Why didn’t Kailani just zap them out of there?” Arwen asked. The color had drained from her face, as well. We were all perplexed and terrified, unable to do much from far away.

      “I don’t think she could,” Jovi replied. “Though I wouldn’t be able to tell you why.”

      “Those things had no problem beating Elonora into a pulp,” I said quietly. “Believe me, I’ve seen that girl fight enough times to know that she’s probably one of the most difficult to kill supernaturals out there. I recognized each of their fighting styles, and I could tell who was who. Whatever those creatures are, they are terrifyingly superior to everything our team threw at them. I mean, look at Ridan!”

      Arwen rushed to the telescope and fiddled with its knobs, then cursed under her breath. We all turned to face her.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I am trying to get the telescope to follow Ridan based on the blood spell, but it doesn’t work,” she replied. “We didn’t finetune the incantation enough to anticipate a group split. The blood spell stays focused on the group, where most of the blood samples used for the tracking spell came from.”

      “Listen, as soon as they get back on their feet, I’m sure Ben and Rose will take the team out to find Ridan,” Grandpa Caleb replied.

      “We have a huge problem here, though,” Phoenix concluded, crossing his arms. “Those are not our regular share of hostiles. We know they weren’t there before, but we can assume, at this point, that they came out of those pods. There were five hundred and five. So that gives us a number of potential enemies that we’d be dealing with.”

      “Man… This was supposed to be a vacation!” I groaned, fighting back tears of anger. “Now we’ve got people missing and another team under attack, plus a dragon down…”

      My breath was cut short, as I tried to regain control of my composure. I could feel myself coming apart at the seams. I hadn’t meant for any of this to happen. All I’d wanted to do was help give Great-Grandpa Derek and his crew the perfect vacation.

      Caspian rushed to my side and took me in his arms, holding me tight and dropping warm kisses on the top of my head. His emotions poured through me, and I found some comfort in what he was feeling—at least enough for me to improve my breathing and fend off the anxiety attack that had been clutching at my throat.

      Shame washed over me, hot and ruthless, as I started thinking of ways in which this could have been avoided. As if reading my mind in extraordinary detail, Caspian shook his head, looking at me.

      “This isn’t your fault, Harper,” he said. “Nor is it Serena’s, Elonora’s, or anyone else’s who was involved in organizing the trip in the first place.”

      Grandpa Caleb scoffed, staring at me. “Are you feeling guilty about this, kiddo?” he asked.

      I nodded slowly.

      “Honey, don’t!” River said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “You did your due diligence. You scanned the place. You made sure everything was safe and proper before you even endeavored to build that resort. Those pod caves didn’t show up in any of the screenings. You couldn’t have predicted this, and under no circumstances should you blame yourself for any of it.”

      I hadn’t even realized that tears were already streaming down my cheeks. I relaxed my body against Caspian, finding tremendous comfort in his embrace.

      “What do I do, then? What do we do?” I croaked.

      “We take action,” Grandpa Caleb replied. “There are hostile creatures on Strava now, and we have people there who are in mortal peril.”

      River nodded firmly. “We summon our strongest,” she said. “A big fleet, perhaps a thousand fighters. All the big guns, too. Dragons, fae, Druids, daemons, jinni, all the heavy players we can find.”

      “And we’ll be out there, with them,” Arwen interjected. “Myself, Shayla. I’ll ask Lumi to come along, too. I’ll send a message to Mona and Kiev. Hell, I’ll drag the whole Witches’ Sanctuary here myself if I have to.”

      “I’ll speak to Viola and the Daughters, and get them on board,” Phoenix replied. “I doubt they’ll have any issues with assisting us.”

      Caspian gently squeezed my shoulders. “We’ll go together, Harper. I’m sure Jax, Hansa, Fiona, and Zane will want to get involved, too. We’ve got this.”

      I nodded slowly, wiping tears with the back of my sleeve. I’d never cried in front of people like this before.

      “What about Avril and Heron? Avril is handling those Druid murders,” I murmured. “But with these new developments, it’s clear that her parents are in danger now.”

      River shook her head. “Avril will stay there and do her job. She’s too close to this, and, frankly, dying Druids is also a huge problem, given that they’re practically a critically endangered species. We can’t stop all our operations. It would cripple the worlds we’ve helped rebuild so far, and it’s not something my in-laws would allow us to do, if they were still here.”

      “Lenny’s brother will want to get involved,” I replied.

      “Varga has his own mission on Neraka. He was chosen to look after the vampire-fae hybrid,” River said. “With Lenny in trouble, too, however, I think you’re right. I’ll have him summoned and brought here immediately.”

      Of all the possible hybrids coming out of our island, the young vampire-fae hybrid had been completely unexpected. Fallon had been born fae, with a predominance for fire. He’d chosen to attempt something rather risky—turning into a vampire. He’d survived the process and had developed all known vampire features, including his fangs, without losing his fire fae abilities. However, he was still quite green and had a lot to learn. Varga had offered to go with Fallon to Neraka, to keep him in a fiery environment, specifically, one of the daemon cities, for him to get accustomed to his new nature and to see how far he could push his fae fire. Fallon still required a lot of training before we could send him off on missions.

      Phoenix straightened his back, then took out his tablet and started typing.

      “What are you doing?” I asked him.

      “I’m preparing a message for GASP and our allies,” he replied. “They need to know everything we know.”

      “Okay, once it’s ready, send it over to me, too,” I said. “I’ll do a mass communication across all the channels available and reach out to everyone who’s connected to our GASP network.”

      Arwen kept looking at the telescope, checking the lenses and knob controls. “I’ll try and figure out a way to upgrade the blood-tracking spell. Maybe I can get us a visual on Ridan,” she said, then stilled, exhaled sharply, and moved the telescope back over Noagh. She zoomed in on the resort. There were black spots at the back, where the crew’s shuttles had been burnt to a crisp. “Oh, no,” she gasped. “They had their spell resources in there.”

      Jovi let out a low growl. “Those creatures really want to keep our people down there, for sure.”

      “Do you think Kailani or the others have any other way of reaching out to us?” Grandpa Caleb asked, looking at Arwen.

      “Knowing my daughter, she’d carry some basics with her. My guess is they’ll be sending some info over soon. They’ve obviously learned more, now, albeit the hard way,” Arwen replied.

      “We can’t wait for them to send a message at this point,” River said, her brow furrowed. “We’ve seen enough ourselves to ascertain the critical danger. “We need to gather a fleet, and we need to do it fast. My family. Our founders are missing. We can’t idly stand by.”

      Grandpa Caleb nodded, then put his hands on both Jovi’s and Phoenix’s shoulders. “It’s true, we have to move fast. Every hour that our people spend there is time lost for us. We’ll summon and gather all the forces we can get in the next few hours. You boys will help me. We need Neraka, Nevertide and the whole of Eritopia with us, too. Leave no stone unturned until we’ve got at least a thousand fighters ready by tonight.”

      “That’s cool, Grandpa, we’ve got this,” I said. “I’m sending a message out to the Supernatural dimension, too.”

      “Good,” he replied. “This is a code-red situation. Get the sirens blaring, too.”

      My blood ran cold at the thought of sounding those alarms. We’d only heard them on drills before. Things had never been dire enough for our teams to require a code-red protocol. When our Neraka debacle happened, that had been a code orange, at best, mainly because there had been communications before—albeit false and perpetrated by the Exiled Maras—and because GASP already knew that Neraka was inhabited.

      In this case, however, things were extra weird and urgent, since not only had we thought Strava to be abandoned, but the creatures that had reclaimed it over the course of a few days were appallingly powerful and deadly, like nothing we’d ever been faced with before.

      We had a ton of questions that needed answers, but, more importantly, we had family members and close friends to rescue. Those flashing creatures had messed with the wrong people. We were about to bring down a whole lot of fire and fury on them.
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      The helplessness filled me with simmering rage. I would’ve given anything to be able to get out of this wretched glass box and snap Abaddon’s neck in two, solely for the way he’d hit and belittled Isda. I didn’t care much for his superiority complex, either, but, based on what he and Isda had let slip, chances were that all of Ta’Zan’s creations were stronger and faster than us.

      However, that didn’t make them invincible. I would’ve liked to find out, though. And I would’ve loved to test all my theories on Abaddon, poking, prodding, and hitting him until I found his weak spot, then shredding him into thousands of little pieces. That was the kind of feeling that he’d managed to inspire in me, over the course of minutes.

      He kept circling our boxes, snickering and looking us up and down. Whenever he did a full circle, he made a habit of kicking Isda in the stomach, keeping her down and limp on the cold floor. That just made my thirst for his blood grow stronger.

      “Well, you’ve made your point,” Claudia said, keeping her gaze fixed on Abaddon. “You’re the greatest, yadda, yadda. We’re not, yadda, yadda. So what are you still doing here?”

      “It’s a good thing my father didn’t use your genes to make me,” Abaddon replied. “I’d hate to be stuck with your loud mouth.”

      Lucas chuckled. “Oh, good. He’s sticking around for some insult comedy!”

      “Yuck it up, ladies and gentlemen,” Abaddon said, sneering. “I’m out here, free and powerful. You’re in there, meek and useless.”

      “Do any of us look meek to you?” I shot back. “Get me out of this box, and I’ll show you exactly the kind of creature I am.”

      “You know, he’s a typical bully.” Xavier scoffed. “The kind that’s all big, bad, and brave if you can’t get to him and shove all those nasty words back down his throat. The moment you’re on equal footing, however? He’s a freaking pussycat.”

      We all grinned, watching Abaddon as he walked around. He did a good job of concealing his irritation, but not good enough to hide it from me. I spotted the muscle ticking in his jaw. He didn’t like us ganging up on him like that.

      “Smirk all you want,” Abaddon replied. “Genetically speaking, we will never be on equal footing. I will always be better.”

      “Maybe. But intellectually speaking, we’re a few levels above you, sport,” I replied dryly, then casually leaned against the glass. The others were quick to notice the change in my attitude and mirrored my relaxed movements. “You see, unlike you, I wasn’t born yesterday. I know you’re not allowed to be in here. That much Isda has made clear. That means you’re not allowed to lay a finger on us, either. In conclusion, as much as you seem to enjoy slapping your chest around here like you’re the biggest boy in town, you are helpless. You can’t touch us. All you can do is bark at the glass.”

      Claudia giggled. “Hell, Derek, I’ll bet that even if we’re let out of these boxes, Abaddon here still won’t be allowed to touch us. How pathetic. Barks a lot but can’t even bite.”

      Abaddon’s green-and-blue eyes flared as he scowled at her.

      “I’m stronger and smarter than all of you put together,” he said. “My siblings and I are the next rung on the evolutionary ladder. I will be the end of the universe as you know it. Do you really think I need to snap your heads clean off your bodies to prove that?”

      “Obviously, no one said that,” Lucas shot back. “But since you’re still here and droning on about how amazing you are, compared to us, you’re clearly desperate for some kind of validation. You’re not going to get it from here, though,” he added, then looked at me and smirked. “See, Derek, that’s the trouble with kids these days. Only a couple of days old, and they think their strength and special abilities trump our centuries of experience.”

      I nodded, catching a glimpse of Sofia stifling a chuckle. “I know. It makes his whole ‘I’m smarter than you’ argument sound so ridiculous.”

      In what seemed like less than a millisecond, Abaddon was right in front of my glass box, inches from my face. He narrowed his strange eyes at me and grinned.

      “You know, most would be terrified of what I’ve just said,” he spat. “The end is coming, Derek. And it was only possible thanks to you!”

      That statement made me quiver, but under no circumstances was I going to give him any more satisfaction. He’d gotten enough from the first five minutes of our mostly one-sided conversation, until it all truly sank in for us.

      “No, Abaddon. That kind of crap doesn’t scare me,” I replied, inching closer and keeping my chin high. “Do you want to know why? Because I’ve heard it all before, more than once. There’s always that one gifted idiot out there who uses his powers for all the wrong things. It always—mark my words, Abaddon—it always blows up in your face.”

      “You think this is the first time we’ve dealt with captivity and creatures who think they’re better than us?” Sofia added, moving closer to my side of the box. “We’ve done this dance before, Abaddon. And we always walk out alive and victorious, because we have something the likes of you may never experience.” She sighed. “We have love uniting us.”

      Claudia scoffed. “Way to get sentimental at the last minute.”

      “It’s true,” Vivienne said, as Abaddon’s gaze darted around. He seemed alarmed by our calm demeanor and obvious determination. “Love has always pulled us through. Heck, love brought both Lucas and Kailyn back from the dead. Quite literally, I might add.”

      Lucas smirked. “Listen to me, Abaddon. I was once like you. I thought I was the smartest beast out there. But the universe has a funny way of knocking you back on your ass, you see. You can’t outsmart the universe.”

      “That’s where you’re all wrong,” Abaddon hissed, his hands balled into fists. “Ta’Zan is the new god in this world. He made us Perfects. He is going to rid the world of anything that’s beneath us, because the universe deserves better!”

      “And who is Ta’Zan to determine what the universe deserves, huh?” I shot back. “He’s but a creature, another sack of meat and bones with cognitive abilities. That’s all.”

      Isda groaned as she struggled to get up. “You’ll have to forgive Abaddon,” she murmured, holding her side. “He isn’t one of Father’s brightest. It’s why he can’t leave this place and has nothing better to do than to come here and tease you, even though it’s forbidden.”

      “I told you to mind your tongue, vermin!” Abaddon snarled, then kicked her again, this time right in the solar plexus.

      It knocked the air out of her lungs, leaving her barely conscious.

      “You think you’re superior to us, when you treat your own sibling like that?” I snapped. “You’re pathetic, Abaddon. Picking on those weaker than you. It’s embarrassing.”

      “I’m a Perfect, Derek. She’s a Faulty. Not my sister. She’s a servant, at best, and she needs to learn her place!” Abaddon growled. “I do what I want, whenever I please, and no one can—”

      The cave door opened once more. The clang reverberated through the chamber.

      Abaddon froze, his eyes wide and fixed on me. Isda stared at the figure that came in. I instantly recognized him—Ta’Zan. I’d memorized the long gray hair and his strange eyes. He’d passed that feature on to Abaddon, it seemed. One eye green, one eye blue. Ta’Zan was definitely using his own genes in crafting these Perfects.

      As soon as he stepped into the light, Abaddon turned his head to look at him.

      “Father, I—” He tried to speak, but Ta’Zan cut him off.

      “Abaddon, you’re not allowed to be in here,” he said, as calm and cold as the first time I’d met him.

      My blood froze, and my temperature dropped, as I took several steps back and moved closer to Sofia. I couldn’t touch her, but I felt a whole lot better if I was near her. Isda moaned from the pain, trying to breathe evenly.

      Ta’Zan came forward, looking at her as she lay on the ground.

      “I’m sorry, Father. I was curious, and—”

      Abaddon tried to speak again, but Ta’Zan wouldn’t have it. He scoffed and shook his head.

      “What did I tell you about breaking the rules, Abaddon?” Ta’Zan asked, his tone clipped.

      The Perfect lowered his head in shame. I could see muscles twitching here and there, even through the layers of white silk. He was nervous and extremely tense. “Breaking the rules may incur the death penalty, if deemed appropriate,” Abaddon murmured.

      Ta’Zan measured him from head to toe, then took out a small glass vial filled with a glimmering green liquid. As soon as he held it up in the light, Abaddon squirmed and moved back, terrified and breathless.

      “I specifically told you to treat the Faulties with more respect, and to not set foot in this chamber,” Ta’Zan replied. “You went ahead and did both. Now, tell me, Abaddon, shouldn’t that be enough to send you back to the drawing board?”

      A few seconds passed in almost-deafening silence, as Abaddon didn’t even have the courage to look his creator in the eyes.

      “It is, Father,” he whispered, his lower lip trembling.

      It was a phenomenal transformation to watch—from the proud and vicious creature who’d announced himself as superior, stronger and faster than us, virtually unbeatable, to this shivering, sweating mess.

      “You understand that I can destroy you in a second and not feel an ounce of regret about my decision, right, Abaddon?” Ta’Zan said in a low voice. Abaddon nodded a couple of times. “Then give me one good reason why I shouldn’t wipe you off the face of this land right now.”

      Abaddon gave me a quick sideways glance. I could see the hate flaring in his eyes, further fueled by his inability to mock me and declare his genetic superiority. He then looked at Ta’Zan, his shoulders dropping slowly.

      “I beg you, Father, give me one more chance,” Abaddon said, his voice breaking as if he were about to cry. “I won’t make such mistakes again. I promise.”

      Ta’Zan thought about it for a minute—the longest in my life, as I looked around and noticed exactly how terrified Isda was by what was unfolding. Ta’Zan’s calm attitude seemed to scare her more than anything. Abaddon’s brutality was nothing compared to watching her father, her creator, hold his true power over the heads of his subjects—in this case, that shimmering green liquid. That little vial clearly had the power to kill a Perfect.

      Good to know.

      “Get out of my sight, Abaddon,” Ta’Zan finally said. “We will have words later.”

      Abaddon nodded once, then darted out of the hall with his head down. Ta’Zan looked at us with a straight face, before helping Isda up. She gave him a weak smile as she managed to stand, squirming from the pain that the Perfect had inflicted.

      “I’m sorry, Father,” she murmured. “I tried to tell him.”

      “That’s fine, Isda,” Ta’Zan replied dryly. “I don’t expect you to have any influence on Abaddon. He is quite strong-willed.”

      “I’m sorry.” She sighed.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Now, your work here is done. Please go away and take care of the others, like you’re supposed to.”

      Isda bowed curtly, then pushed the cart out of the hall. I noticed her limp and slightly crooked back. Abaddon had caused severe damage to her body, but healing didn’t seem like it was on her priority list. I watched her go and shut the door behind her.

      Ta’Zan kept his eyes fixed on me.

      “She needs treatment,” I told him. “Abaddon broke several bones, and she’s probably bleeding internally.”

      “She’ll be fine. She heals, just like the others,” Ta’Zan replied. “She won’t do anything about herself until she’s done with her chores, anyway.”

      Claudia scoffed. “Is that how you programmed them? Service first, try not to die later?”

      Ta’Zan smirked. “You have little understanding of how I teach my creations to operate, Claudia. I strongly advise you not to rush to any judgment.”

      I’d noticed enough to form a solid opinion, though. The Perfects and the Faulties were his creations, and they both feared and worshipped Ta’Zan. They loved him like a father, even though he was distant and clinical, and probably didn’t give a damn whether they lived or died. It was a bleak picture, but it didn’t really surprise me.

      I didn’t know Ta’Zan at all, but his body language and his overall demeanor spoke volumes. His words only reinforced what I’d come to believe about him: he was a highly intelligent creature with a bit of a god complex. The scary part was that he had enough knowledge and technology at his disposal to keep us locked in these glass boxes forever.

      There was nothing that didn’t sustain the theory of him being able to create these so-called perfect creatures. The ideal warriors. Superior beings, physically speaking, with access to resources that we’d never even heard of before.

      “I feel like I should apologize for Abaddon’s behavior.” Ta’Zan sighed. “He’s still figuring things out, I suppose. Not all my creations are quick to adapt.”

      “How could they? They’ve been alive for what, two days? Three?” I replied.

      “That’s not an excuse. Not with their genetic matrix and ability to learn,” Ta’Zan said. “Abaddon is momentarily confined to this base, as I do not trust his judgment beyond these walls. He’s not as… Perfect as he thinks he is.”

      Lucas scoffed. “You can say that again. He’s an arrogant idiot.”

      “He’s brighter than you will ever be,” Ta’Zan shot back, then raised a hand to stop Lucas from verbally retaliating. “Anyway. That being said, I assure you that Abaddon won’t be bothering you again.”

      “Hey, it’s not like we don’t like the occasional entertainment down here,” Xavier said.

      If Ta’Zan planned to take his Perfects out into the universe and do what Abaddon had said, then the world we knew was in grave peril. All the creatures we’d met and become friends with were going to die. Civilizations would go extinct. Entire planets would burn. History would become ashes. The future would be drenched in the blood of innocents.

      Given my incarceration, however, I didn’t have violence as an option. All I could do was find out more, then plan accordingly and figure a way out, not only for myself, but for my wife, siblings, and friends, as well.

      “Is it true?” I asked Ta’Zan. “What Abaddon said?”

      Ta’Zan gave me a flat smile. “What did he say?”

      “He called himself a Perfect. He said that he and others like him were made with our genetic material, and that they will rise and conquer the universe,” I replied. “That they will destroy all the creatures that are beneath them—”

      “Which basically means everyone who isn’t a Perfect,” Sofia murmured.

      Ta’Zan snorted. “Abaddon has some idea of how things will unfold, but he doesn’t yet understand the magnitude of the future that I will implement. But yes, he is a Perfect, and he wouldn’t have been possible without your genes. You, Derek, and all your friends here, are priceless to me. On top of that, you woke me up. For all this, I will forever be grateful and will make sure you live long and peaceful lives.”

      “In these glass boxes? Hah.” Claudia shook her head in disgust.

      “Who are you, Ta’Zan? Where do you come from? What are you doing here?” I asked. “I’d like to know you better, if you don’t mind. Especially since you insist on keeping us in this place for what sounds like an eternity.”

      Ta’Zan chuckled softly.

      “I see you’re trying a peaceful approach now,” he replied. “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for. Or perhaps it’s the wisdom of centuries you’ve managed to live through. I suppose experience has a certain inestimable value. Frankly, I’m trying to find a supplement for it in my Perfects, but I’ve yet to come up with a good solution.”

      “Nothing beats experience, Ta’Zan,” I said. “You strike me as the kind of person who is perfectly capable of recognizing that as an undeniable truth. No skill or power can beat the cumulative choices and mistakes made over a long period of time. In fact, the longer the period, the better the experience. You can’t replace that.”

      “Oh, but I think I can,” he retorted. “No one thought I’d be able to bring my own creatures to life, and yet here we are. I bet I can prove you wrong, too.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I shot back, frowning. “What is the purpose of creating these… Perfects? Are you looking to prove you’re better than nature?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t need to prove that. It’s blatantly obvious at this point. No, Derek, I plan to do something much better. On a grander scale, let’s say.”

      “Then tell me,” I replied. “We deserve to at least know that, since you’re shamelessly harvesting our genes to make your perfect, snarky little soldiers.”

      Ta’Zan let out a long and heavy sigh, then held up a slim metal collar for me to see. “I can show you. Put this on,” he said.

      “What is that?” I asked. “It’s definitely not jewelry.”

      “You must put it on if you wish to step outside this box,” Ta’Zan insisted, his tone firm. “That’s the only way you will get any answers from me.”

      I gave him a brief nod. In return, Ta’Zan pressed his index finger against the glass and created a new opening, just like Isda had done before him. He slipped the collar through. I took it and turned it over several times, checking all the circuits on the inside of the band, along with the blinking lights on the outside.

      “Put it on, Derek. Or stay in there. Your choice,” Ta’Zan said.

      I looked at him, then at Sofia, Lucas, Vivienne, Xavier, and the others. They were all worried but curious—I could see it in their eyes. Sofia gave me a discreet nod, while her expression told me to be careful. I had every intention of coming back to her in one piece, so that wasn’t going to be an issue.

      I clicked the collar’s only button, and it snapped open. I then put it around my neck. As soon as it locked on, I felt several hypodermic needles penetrate my skin.

      “What the… Ouch.” I hissed from the mild pain.

      “The collar is now fully set to monitor your vitals and your thoughts, Derek,” Ta’Zan said. “It’s set to very strict parameters, and it is rigged to punish you severely if you do anything other than take a walk with me outside of this box.”

      The sharp pain went away. A peculiar warmth spread through my body, suddenly relaxing my muscles, dampening my senses, and literally slowing me down. The collar also delivered some kind of sedative, from what I could tell.

      I gave Sofia a quick wink and a half-smile, then shifted my focus back to Ta’Zan. “Okay, now I’m all drugged and obedient,” I replied. “Let’s go.”

      He nodded, then pressed his index and middle fingers on the glass, creating an opening that was tall and wide enough for me to step through. I held my breath and walked out of the glass box. Once my feet touched the cold stone, I inhaled deeply and looked back at my team.

      They all stood in their glass boxes, watching me with a mixture of fear and concern. I knew I had to make the best of this situation, no matter what lay ahead. They were all relying on me. I’d earned Ta’Zan’s favor, enough for him to let me out and show me around.

      “Mind you, Derek, if you so much as try to raise a hand against me or attempt an escape, the collar will deep-fry you with thousands of volts. You will not live to see tomorrow, and I will still get my genetic samples from you, because, honestly, I don’t need you alive for this. I’m doing you all a courtesy now,” Ta’Zan said.

      His words sent shivers down my spine, but I gave him a nod in response.

      Regardless of what I was about to witness beyond the damp walls of this dark hall, I was ready to do whatever I could to find a way out of this troubling mess. It wasn’t just my life or my crew’s lives at stake here. Our children, their children, and every other living being outside of Strava depended on our ability to stop Ta’Zan from kickstarting what sounded like an apocalypse of sorts.

      The first step was gathering information.
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      I followed Ta’Zan out of the dark hall and into a corridor. The overhead light shone yellow, making me squint as I looked around, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. The walls were black, the same type of stone that was in our prison.

      We were underground, judging by the absence of noise, the lack of natural light, and the damp smell. Ta’Zan walked ahead, while I stayed a couple of feet behind him, as the corridor was too narrow for us to walk side by side.

      There was a set of stairs leading up at the end of the hallway.

      “Ta’Zan, I understand that you’re a brilliant creature,” I said. “Not just anyone can take someone’s genes and work them into new life. It takes the kind of skill and knowledge that most of us can’t even dream of. But why do you do it?”

      “You know, I’ve asked myself that question many times,” he replied. “I’ve yet to come up with an answer that satisfies me, to be honest. I think I should start by telling you that I, too, am the creation of someone else, Derek.”

      I didn’t say anything, my breath cut short for a moment as I took that in.

      “You mean to tell me you’re an artificially created hybrid, just like your Faulties and Perfects?” I managed.

      “I was made in a glass dish, yes, but I am no Faulty or Perfect. I am unique in my design and complexity,” Ta’Zan replied as he climbed the stairs. “Before me, the Draenir used to populate Strava. Good and intelligent creatures. I carry most of their genetic package. They crossed their own genes with a few animals, aiming to create a superior being, which they did,” he added, pointing a thumb at himself. “But I was the only one of my kind.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      There was a door at the top of the stairs. He pushed it open. White light burst through, so I stayed back for a few moments, not sure whether it was the sun or a light fixture. He looked at me over his shoulder, then smiled.

      “It’s okay, Derek. It’s artificial light. I suppose your eyes are still adjusting to your new environment,” he said.

      I nodded slowly, then went up the stairs and joined him in what looked like another hallway. This one, however, was pure white, its walls, floor, and ceiling polished to perfection. There were dozens of glass doors on both sides.

      “A terrible plague happened, Derek,” Ta’Zan said. “I’d finally learned how the Draenir had made me. I’d understood their technology, I’d absorbed their knowledge, and I’d accepted the philosophy behind their actions. I figured I was smart enough to make more of myself, basically. But a disease started sweeping through the Draenir society. They started dying off.”

      We passed by several doors, until he stopped in front of one and went into the room. I quietly followed, then came to a sudden halt, stunned by what I was seeing. It was a laboratory, filled with heavy machinery and computers—different, yet remarkably similar to what I’d seen on Earth. Based on the same scientific principles, they fulfilled the same purpose.

      There were four Faulties in that room, all females covered in snake scales, but in different colors and sizes. They all looked at me for a second before resuming their work. One was studying a computer screen and taking notes. Another measured red-and-blue liquids in glass vials, then added them into what looked like a centrifuge. The third used a pipette to add a black liquid to a tray with hundreds of tiny, rectangular plastic cups, and the fourth wiped down what looked like a sample fridge.

      I didn’t recognize the language, or the symbols used to mark each button and cabinet door, but the overall picture was pretty clear. There was some heavyweight biological and chemical research going on in here.

      “So I took everything I could fit inside a transport shuttle, including biological samples and equipment, manuals and research papers, and found a secluded island where I could continue my work,” Ta’Zan continued, standing in the middle of the room as he watched the Faulties work.

      “You didn’t try to cure the plague?” I replied.

      He shrugged. “I did. But there was no cure. It was a difficult strain. An intelligent virus, one might say. The Draenir were doomed, and I didn’t want to die with them, which is why I chose isolation. After a while, I created the first Faulties. My first experiments weren’t all that great, to be honest. I came up with some truly horrific abominations. Most died on their own. Others, I had to put down myself, in order to end their misery.”

      My blood ran cold as I envisioned that scene. It was something out of a sci-fi horror movie, and it made my stomach churn.

      “What about them?” I asked, nodding at the Faulties.

      “They were some of my first successful specimens,” Ta’Zan explained, smiling. “Excellent cognitive abilities. Sharp reflexes. The strength of a hundred Draenir compressed into one body. So I kept creating them. I guess I was beginning to feel lonely at the time, while my creators were dying off, one by one,” he added, then turned to face me. “Some of the Faulties were excellent at aiding me with the lab work. Others carried what I like to call the ‘imbecile gene.’ In the long run, they would have died off, but I gave them a chance to exist, doing menial tasks, such as domestic service and building shelters for the smarter ones, mining and building large structures, even work on the assembly line for our machines, sewing, knitting and agriculture, so on and so forth. You know, the basics of a thriving civilization. The advantage of Faulties is that they’re much faster and more efficient than the Draenir. What a hundred Draenir could do in a week, five Faulties accomplish in a day. It’s a pleasure to watch them work.”

      “How did you end up in the pods?” I asked.

      He walked past me and back to the door, motioning for me to follow him. We got back into the hallway, then headed to the opposite end from where we’d first come. He opened another door and guided me through an enormous hall shaped like an egg, with an arched ceiling and smooth white walls.

      Natural light came in, filtered through large panels of frosted glass. It didn’t burn my skin, but it warmed me up on the inside. It was as close as I would ever get to feeling the sun on my face.

      There were dozens of square tables with computer screens mounted onto their surfaces. Perfects, both male and female, sat in groups of six, wearing white earpieces connected to the screens through slim white cables. They were all superb, like Abaddon and Ta’Zan. Some had white hair, others blond, black, or red. The females, about two hundred of them, all had deep blue eyes. The males carried Ta’Zan’s strange gene, replicated hundreds of times—for there were at least four hundred male Perfects in that hall. One eye blue, the other green.

      Goosebumps tickled my skin as I gawked at the creatures before me. They were all clad in strips of white silk, tightly wrapped around their torsos and limbs. They were all listening to and watching the information conveyed through the screens—flashing images and words, pouring into their young minds. This was a learning center.

      “I kept making Faulties, but the Draenir, in their dying desperation, started spreading out,” Ta’Zan said, crossing the hall. “They found our island and sought refuge in our new home. But some had brought the virus with them. I had no choice but to kill them and the Faulties they’d infected. I took the five hundred survivors and four of my living sample specimens and set up the stasis system in the cave where you found us.”

      “Wait. Four living sample specimens?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      “Well, I don’t collect my prime genetic material from dead specimens,” he replied. “I can, and I often do, but I prefer my subjects alive. There is only so much I can lift from a corpse, Derek. A living creature, on the other hand, is a practically infinite source of genes, proteins and binding enzymes that I can work with.”

      “You mean to tell me you preserved four living Draenir? Or am I getting this wrong?”

      “You’re getting it absolutely right.” He chuckled softly as we passed by the study desks. “Anyway, I decided we had no other shot at survival without a three-century-long stasis, in complete isolation. I figured it would be plenty of time for the virus to die out. It was quite a firm organism, from what I remember. It didn’t mutate to affect other animals. It only killed the Draenir. Without any Draenir in its reach, the virus died. I was pleased to discover it only took a hundred and twenty years for that to happen.”

      The Perfects didn’t even notice we were present. They were completely absorbed in their screens, sitting still and quiet.

      “What are they doing?” I asked Ta’Zan, pointing at them.

      “They’re learning,” he replied. “As soon as I woke up and found myself surrounded by my surviving Faulties, I was thrilled. The first thing I did was an area scan, making sure there were no traces of the viral infection that had destroyed the Draenir. Then, we caught movement on the other side of the island, so I took a few of my Faulties to check things out. We found you and your people, Derek, talking about the cave and the pods. I was instantly fascinated.”

      I scoffed. “So you decided to kidnap us.”

      “You’re superb specimens, Derek. Like nothing I’d seen before,” he replied. “I took the occasional off-planet trip before the stasis. I’d collected genetic samples from all kinds of supernaturals. Druids, swamp witches, incubi, daemons, succubi… even fae, witches, and warlocks, though I could never pinpoint some of their origins. I recognized Corrine, Ibrahim, Lucas, and Aiden for what they were. But you and the others, Derek… What are you, exactly?”

      “Vampires,” I said.

      He grinned. “Oh, that I could tell. Long story short, I couldn’t leave without your group. I knew, deep down, that I’d found new genes for my work. I’ve been working toward perfection for a long time. I even put myself into a three-hundred-year sleep, just so I could survive and keep creating superior forms of life. Granted, your dear Claudia was clumsy enough to let me out earlier, and that saved me two centuries’ worth of time and research.”

      I looked around again, breathing heavily as the complexity of this entire endeavor began to weigh down on my shoulders. “How’s it working out for you?”

      “Fantastic, Derek. You see, there’s something in your vampire genes that is the perfect binding enzyme,” he replied. “It’s how I was able to create the Perfects. Beautiful, gracious, and intelligent, yet utterly powerful and fearsome. Able to run and fly so fast that they can break the sound barrier in a split second. Thanks to you, Derek, I was able to achieve perfection.”

      That didn’t sit well with me. In fact, it horrified me. If Ta’Zan’s concept of perfection was tied solely to physical performance, then yes, Abaddon and his siblings were exactly that: the epitome of genetic engineering. But their moral compass was off. They considered themselves superior. They didn’t tolerate creatures they considered to be beneath them. And that broke my heart.

      I was looking at hundreds of Perfects who were being taught that they were better than anyone else, and the only ones deserving of life. I couldn’t let Ta’Zan do this.

      “And you made them in… days?” I croaked.

      He shook his head. “It takes less than six hours to produce a new Perfect,” he said. “I’ve set up two Perfect blueprints, one male and one female, as the basis for each specimen. I’ve instructed the Faulties in my service to add certain abilities to each. I wanted them somewhat different from one another, so they wouldn’t feel like clones.”

      “But they’re exactly that,” I replied. “They’re copies of the same mold, aren’t they?”

      He nodded. “Yes. But they deserve a dash of uniqueness. They all share basic abilities—flight, speed, strength, and their connection to the natural elements. On top of that, some can cast magic. Others can influence the weather, manipulate metals, and so on.”

      “So how old are these Perfects?” I asked.

      “A day and a half,” he said, smiling. “I no longer have to make them myself. With the blueprints already set, my capable Faulties can develop them. We have all the technology and resources that we need here, including artificial wombs. Once they come out, they’re cleaned, dressed, and introduced to this new world.”

      I exhaled sharply. “You mean, they’re plopped in front of these screens and given your version of what is right and wrong, huh? Since you’re obviously the one teaching them to kill those beneath their… genetic perfection. Right?”

      Ta’Zan looked at me for a while but kept quiet. The way his pupils dilated, along with his even breathing, I figured he was trying to measure his response carefully. It was becoming difficult for me not to think of bashing his head in—one such idea, and the collar would jolt me. Even worse if I decided to do something.

      “Derek, I was made because the Draenir believed the universe could do better, with a little help,” he finally replied. “I’m simply continuing their work. To be honest, I don’t see myself as perfect per se, but I have all the tools and knowledge I need to create perfection, as you can see,” he added, nodding at his Perfects. “A new age is coming, and I’m the one leading it. By the time I’m done, there will be no more chaos, no more wars and bloodshed. My Perfects aren’t designed to wage war. They’re designed to rid the world of warmongers, and to create the perfect society on every inhabitable planet out there. They are agents of eternal peace.”

      If I’d been creeped out before, now I was downright petrified.

      This was the most dangerous type of delusion out there, and it seemed to transcend multiple dimensions. Back on Earth, humans had committed terrible atrocities in the name of dreamy utopias. They’d killed millions over the years, convinced that their laws, their societies, and their cultures were the only ones that deserved to survive.

      Ta’Zan was doing the same, from a eugenics perspective. Only he wasn’t doing it on a global scale, like the humans. No, he planned on “cleansing” the entire universe. Billions of creatures would perish, simply because he didn’t think they were physically advanced enough to deserve to live.

      I was beginning to feel sick, as I struggled to maintain my composure and keep my head clear.

      But dread pummeled me like a vicious hurricane, making it nearly impossible to even breathe. This wasn’t one of those “we’re screwed” scenarios. We’d lived through plenty of them. No. This was way worse.

      We were doomed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Derek

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is wrong. On so many levels,” I whispered, mostly to myself.

      Ta’Zan scoffed, then took me up another flight of stairs. As soon as we reached the top, he stopped, turned around, and handed me a small red capsule.

      “Swallow this. We’re going outside,” he said.

      I stilled, staring at the pill in my hand. “What?”

      “If you don’t want to get burned alive, take that pill,” he replied. “I devised it after I figured out your natural weakness to sunlight.”

      Almost without thinking, as if a part of me wanted to see what would happen, I swallowed it. I felt a momentary pang of regret, until my skin began to tingle. Ta’Zan then pushed open a pair of white doors, and sunlight swallowed me whole.

      My heart stopped.

      My first instinct was to run and hide before my skin burned.

      But nothing happened. I looked down, then back at Ta’Zan, then outside, where a stunning arena stretched out. He stepped out, and I quietly followed, allowing the sunlight to constantly touch me. I didn’t feel hot or cold, but I didn’t burn, either. Whatever that pill was, it stopped the sun from practically killing me.

      I couldn’t help but gasp.

      “Derek, I think it’s time you learned to trust me,” he said, stopping on the edge of the arena and turning to face me. “I mean you no harm. I’d much rather have you alive and content than dead. I get more out of this arrangement if you’re breathing.”

      “More genetic material, you mean,” I shot back, though I was unable to take my eyes off our stunning surroundings.

      We stood on the edge of a circular arena made entirely from a diamond-like crystal. It was framed by an enormous colosseum built from the same material. Sunlight went through and broke into billions of specks of color, reflecting in different directions and giving the entire building an ethereal look.

      I was moved to tears by its sheer beauty. The architecture was quite simple, but the diamond had an incredible visual effect. I could see hundreds of Perfects roaming the hallways. Some were training in the arena below. Here and there, Faulties moved around, carrying food and water pitchers, clean silken sheets, and other objects pertaining to daily household tasks.

      Everything was in plain sight. I could see through the rooms, though the crystal walls did distort the images. Nevertheless, I was able to observe and understand the purpose of each chamber and hall. This was an entire city compressed into a colosseum, with living quarters, bathing halls, and dining rooms.

      Beneath it were Ta’Zan’s labs and study hall. Farther down, underground, was our prison.

      We spent some time watching the Perfects spar. They moved incredibly fast—like lightning. Whenever one of them darted toward another, it set off a sonic boom. It was going to take a while to get used to hearing that sound and stop flinching.

      They were unbelievably strong and agile. Chills ran down my spine as I imagined myself fighting one of them. Judging by how they moved and the devastating impact of their hits, I didn’t stand much of a chance. All my fighting experience had simply flown out the window in the presence of Perfects.

      “My Perfects aren’t just made fast,” Ta’Zan explained. “They’re quick learners. I’m able to teach them fifty years’ worth of academia in the span of a couple of hours. Most of their combat reflexes come naturally. The rest they learn in sparring sessions. And yes, they all need experience, Derek, but it doesn’t take long for them to acquire it.”

      I crossed my arms, grunting. “I don’t doubt that.”

      “They’re the result of years of studies and experiments. I want nothing but perfection, but not only physically,” he said. “Societally, as well. The Perfects understand that, in order to achieve universal peace, they need to eliminate all the creatures that are prone to war and weakness. Unfortunately, that means entire civilizations. I’ve gathered enough data from my travels to conclude that every single species that’s even remotely similar to ours and the Draenir has engaged in a war at some point, for land, for riches, or simply out of jealousy. It’s in their nature.”

      “That’s how nature works, Ta’Zan. We’re all animals, and all animals are territorial,” I replied. “We fight to defend ourselves and our loved ones. Yes, it’s true that many of us have engaged in senseless wars, but that is what me and my people have been working to fix for decades now.”

      “And how would you describe your results in achieving peace, so far?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Positive, for the most part,” I said. “We had to be firm and strict on the laws, in some cases, but we managed to bring peace through honest discourse, mostly, and through common sense. Violence is not an answer, Ta’Zan.”

      He nodded. “I agree. It’s not an answer; it’s a means to an end,” he shot back. “The Perfects fully understand that war is not a long-term solution. They’re ready to cut down and cleanse the entire universe of warmongers, in order for us to spread, settle, and achieve the perfect society.”

      I scoffed, shaking my head with frustration.

      “You can’t just wipe out entire civilizations because you think they only know war!” I snapped, feeling my temperature rise, and not because of the sunlight on my skin—a fact which I was still trying to wrap my head around.

      “I can do as I please, Derek,” Ta’Zan replied. “And there’s nothing anyone can do to stop me. I will rid the world of every creature beneath us, and I will establish a better society. I don’t care much for your disingenuous moral declarations, when I know you would gladly burn Strava down right now to kill us all if you could, knowing what you know now.”

      That hit me deep—mostly because he was right. But how could I not want to stop all this, as fast and as decisively as possible? Ta’Zan was mass-producing killing machines in artificial wombs, teaching them to destroy the likes of us, for example, so they could achieve his notion of a perfect society. Of course I had every intention of burning it all down to the ground, if I could!

      The urge to punch him became difficult to control, until a short jolt ran through my body, stiffening my joints for a couple of seconds. I groaned from the ensuing pain, as my muscles shuddered. Ta’Zan smirked.

      “See? You were having murderous thoughts just now,” he said. “I know you and your kind better than you know yourselves. Which is why I also know that my society will be ideal. Downright utopic,” he added, walking along the edge of the arena.

      I stayed close, occasionally glancing at the sparring Perfects. It was like watching my worst nightmare come true, one move at a time—something akin to being strapped into a chair and forced to watch a terrible movie on repeat.

      “What’s the perfect society, in your opinion?” I asked, eager to change the subject to something that didn’t make me want to rip his throat out. I didn’t like those electrical jolts much.

      “Well, I don’t think hierarchies help in the long run,” he said. “The richer, the poorer. There must be wealth distribution. All Perfects are created equal and must listen to me. I’m old and wise enough to teach them everything they need to know in order to perpetuate my ideals.”

      “What about the Faulties? Where do they fit in all of this?” I replied.

      “I’m not sure yet. Frankly, I’m still pondering whether they’ll get to live for much longer,” he mused. “I haven’t been able to kill the weaklings, even though they slowed us down. I let them go, instead. I sent them away and forbade them from reaching out to us ever again. I guess I’ll see what happens in a few years. If they fit well with the Perfects, I may let them live. They can’t reproduce, anyway. I made sure of it, in case they went haywire.”

      I nodded slowly, though I was beginning to feel queasy.

      “What about the Perfects? Can they reproduce?”

      “Not yet,” Ta’Zan replied. “They have the gene and the organs to do it, but they need to be activated. There’s an enzyme I designed for that. I’ll distribute it when I deem them ready to start families of their own. It will be interesting to observe their pregnancies and births, though. I admit, I, myself, am curious.”

      “How many Perfects have you made, so far, in total?”

      He gave me a brief sideways glance, then took a sharp turn and went up a narrow set of stairs. It took us all the way to the top, the highest level of the colosseum. From here, I could see the entire island unraveling around the citadel, its jungle thick and dark and its beaches white and soft. Farther out, there were hundreds of other small islands.

      In the middle of each was another diamond colosseum, as big and as gorgeous as this one.

      My heart physically hurt, as I noticed Perfects flying above them in sudden bursts of flashing lights, like mini comets. There were hundreds of these citadels. If the one we were in had about eight hundred or more Perfects, it stood to reason that the same numbers were in the others.

      “Our civilization is growing every day, by the hundreds, Derek,” Ta’Zan said calmly, gazing out into the distance at his beautiful, yet terrifying creation. “By the end of the month, we will have populated half of Strava. In another month, we’ll be ready to look out into the cosmos for new homes. Within a year, we’ll be spreading and conquering every inhabitable planet, until the universe knows nothing but Perfects, led by… me.”

      “This is unbelievable,” I breathed.

      “I can imagine,” he replied. “In a few days, I will activate their reproduction gene. In nine months, you’ll be witness to the first line of natural-born Perfects. In the meantime, however, I’ll keep making them in my Creation Labs. I want a sturdy starting point for this species, to give them a fair shot against nature.”

      I scoffed. “I thought you were better than nature.”

      “Technically speaking, I am. But I like being ahead of the game, in general,” he shot back, his tone flat.

      I’d struck a nerve. I understood then that his pride could be his downfall, if I played my cards right. Unfortunately, I’d yet to find a weak spot. All I could see were these fearsome fiends, beautiful and highly intelligent, programmed to destroy life as we knew it, so they could make a new world.

      “What about the wildlife?” I asked. “Do they get to live?”

      “For the time being, yes,” he replied. “We do need food and a functioning ecosystem. But, as soon as I get to sit down and look at everything in peace, I’ll start taking the weaklings off the maps and replacing them with stronger, better, or more useful species. Bigger deer for more food, for example. Deadlier snakes to keep the large predatory mammals in check. You know, details at this point.”

      “Wow, you talk like you’re the god of this universe, Ta’Zan,” I said. “It’s not normal; it’s not natural. And it’s definitely not healthy. Furthermore, it’s not fair to the Perfects, not to mention the Faulties. You’re brainwashing them. They act solely based on what you tell them, and that is incredibly biased. This is basically a dictatorship, and it’s the worst kind, too, because you’ve taught your people that your way is the only way—the right way.”

      Ta’Zan smirked but refused to look at me. His posture was quite tense, but he kept his voice low and calm, and his gaze fixed on a neighboring island.

      “I was given a chance at life. I intend to make the most of it, with what I have learned and what I can do,” Ta’Zan said. “I’ve finally figured out how to create the perfect life, Derek. I basically am a god.”

      “You’re a bloodthirsty despot,” I replied, standing my ground.

      Being friendly and diplomatic was one thing but accepting his idea of a “perfect world” was something else entirely. He gave me a cold scowl. I’d managed to offend him, it seemed. Finally.

      “No matter how much you stomp your feet, I will still have my way, Derek. The Perfects will destroy those inferior to them, unless, of course, they are deemed useful to society,” he said. “I suppose we will need some builders, some midwives and nurses, hard laborers, cleaners, and whatnot.”

      “So you’ll doom the survivors of your genocides to a life of servitude,” I replied dryly.

      “Precisely. You and your group should consider yourselves fortunate,” Ta’Zan declared, keeping his hands behind his back. A gentle breeze blew past us, brushing against my face and lifting strands of his long gray hair. “I am letting you live, and I am giving you the chance to witness the birth of this extraordinary society. You’ll get to see the future and even be a part of it.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. There was only so much self-control I could hold onto after everything I’d just heard. This wasn’t about a single kingdom or a planet in trouble. This horror show threatened to spill out into the entire In-Between, and, at the rate Perfects were being crafted in Ta’Zan’s Creation Labs, even into the earthly and Supernatural dimensions.

      “We’re not alone, Ta’Zan,” I said, my voice low. “Our people will come looking for us. We have powerful supernaturals on our side. Thousands of them. They won’t put up with your madness.”

      Ta’Zan gave me a cold grin. “This isn’t madness. This is, in fact, reason, regardless of how cruel it sounds,” he replied. “And, by all means, let them come. They won’t stand a chance against my Perfects.”

      I’d never experienced such crippling desperation before. It toppled my usual reserve and reason and turned me into someone I barely recognized. I had to do something. Anything. Whatever it took to stop him, even if it killed me.

      Maybe, if I cut the head off the snake—I stopped myself from thinking that. But I had only a split second to try something. If I made it, of course.

      I took a deep breath, then moved to rip the collar from my neck as a last-minute decision, in an attempt to fool whatever sensors had been locked on to my brain processes and were scanning my thoughts.

      The sudden flow of electricity surging through me was so intense, so powerful, that everything went white in an instant. I felt myself drop and hit the ground. My shoulder hurt.

      “You lasted long enough, I’ll give you credit for that…” I heard Ta’Zan say, his voice fading and echoing around in my head.

      The blinding white turned into pitch-black darkness as I passed out.

      The last thought fluttering through my mind was I had to find another way to stop this.

      I had to.
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      We stayed in the cave for a while, to rest and to give our wounds and battered egos some time to heal. Not that we were foolishly proud by nature, but we’d developed our skillsets and endurance levels to a certain standard, which we’d never thought we’d see demolished so quickly—by creatures who were only a few days old.

      Elonora used her True Sight to scan our surroundings, just in case the Perfects were around, but there was no sign of them.

      “They’ve already destroyed the resort and our shuttles. I doubt they’re expecting to see us in this area again,” she muttered, her eyes glimmering gold as she stared straight ahead, in the resort’s direction.

      I rubbed more healing paste on one of the deeper cuts I’d gotten during our fights to make it heal faster. “They’re engaging in both physical and psychological warfare here,” I said. “Not only did they literally beat us down, but they’re making sure we have no safe place to go. They want us to abandon hope and either surrender or make a mistake that will get us killed. We can’t do either if we have a refuge, a place to rest and recover.”

      “So, then, why haven’t they destroyed the cave yet?” Hunter asked, then took a sip of water.

      He lay on his side against a mossy boulder, waiting for his ribs to fuse back together. He still had some trouble breathing properly, but he was less than an hour away from a full recovery. Ben and I looked at each other, like we always did when we sought comfort. We were each other’s rock; our bond transcended time and space, and, in the end, everyone else. I loved Caleb with all my heart, and Ben practically worshipped River, but, in their absence, we had each other to get through this fresh hell.

      “Maybe they’ll come back soon,” I replied. “Or maybe they think we wouldn’t seek refuge in the one place from where they all practically came. I don’t know.”

      “We can’t stay here for too long, though,” Ben added. “They might still raid the area at nightfall. Technically speaking, only two of us are nocturnal by nature, and that’s you and Elonora, Sis. You’re vampires. The rest of us will be most likely to catch some shuteye during those hours. I imagine the Perfects will be aware of this.”

      “They could easily beat us into a pulp again, anyway,” Nevis muttered, sitting next to Elonora. “All they have to do is walk in here, and we’re done for. There’s no way out for us, other than that main exit,” he added, pointing at the large crack leading into the central tunnel. “They don’t need to wait for us to fall asleep.”

      “Then let’s assume they’ll be here any moment, send the message to Calliope, and go somewhere else to rest and recover properly,” Kailani said.

      I’d just finished recording the message for River and Caleb on Mom’s cell phone, using its recorder app. I’d laid out all the details we’d gathered so far, from the moment we’d landed on Strava until our dismal return to the pod cave. I made sure to explain our take on all of this, as well, along with potential implications, based on what the Perfects and Kallisto had let slip during our colosseum experience.

      Kailani took all the interplanetary ingredients out of her backpack and stood up, motioning for us to follow her. “Come on.” She sighed. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      We went outside. The sun barely pierced through the heavy overhead tree crowns here and there, but it was nice and warm, compared to the chilly cave. Kailani started drawing the pentagram for the spell, while Dmitri helped her with the other ingredients, eye-measuring quantities and settling them in their predetermined spots inside the drawing.

      “If they’ve still got eyes on us via the telescope, then they’ve probably seen everything back at the colosseum,” Elonora mused, watching Kailani as she prepared the spell.

      “Probably, yes,” I replied. “But they still lack crucial information. Even if they’re already on their way, they’ll need everything we put into that message. They can communicate its contents from the base straight to the fleet.”

      “Besides, it’ll take at least a few hours for them to get everybody on board,” Ben added.

      “They didn’t send anyone until now, so I’m inclined to assume they didn’t spot what happened by the lighthouse,” Zeriel chimed in.

      “Honestly, it’s only a matter of time,” I said. “Whether they come now, in five minutes, or in five hours, they’ll still need the message.”

      Kailani gave me a brief glance, then held out her hand. I gave her Mom’s phone, and she placed it in the middle of the pentagram.

      “I can add some speed to the interplanetary spell,” she murmured. “I need a fae’s blood, though. Lots of it.”

      We all stilled, staring at her.

      “Define lots,” Ben replied.

      “Two liters, minimum,” Kailani said, frowning. “It’ll make you dizzy for a few hours, but if we pump you with food and some healing paste, you should be back up at full strength by morning.”

      “How much faster can you get the spell to go with fae blood?” Vesta asked. “And why does it have to be fae blood?”

      Kailani exhaled. “Normally, this would take about ten to twelve hours. I’d guess ten, given the light load that it has to carry,” she explained. “Each liter will cut off an hour, approximately. As for the why, I don’t know. It’s swamp witch magic. That’s what the recipe requires.”

      I watched Ben as he exchanged glances with Vesta, and then they both nodded.

      “How much blood can you take from me without killing me?” Ben asked.

      I gasped. “What the hell are you thinking?” I shot back. “I’m not letting you turn into a vegetable for twelve hours for this message! Every second counts here, Ben, more than it does out there. If the Perfects attack us, we can’t fight them and protect you.”

      Vesta came to stand by Ben’s side, then gave me a reassuring half-smile.

      “We’ll both give as much blood as we can,” she said. “The quicker that GASP gets the message, the better for them and us. We want them to have this information before they breach Strava’s atmosphere, since all communications are jammed.”

      I thought about it for a minute, and I realized that Vesta was right. We didn’t want GASP coming in blind. They needed to know exactly what they were up against. If they relied solely on the telescope visuals, they were bound to be caught unprepared once they got here. The last thing either of us wanted was to see our ships going down in flames. The more they knew about the enemy, the better.

      Kailani waited for my response. I sighed, then nodded, crossing my arms.

      “I know I said two liters minimum, but three and a half liters from each of you is the reasonable maximum, and we need to cut as much time as possible, given the circumstances,” Kailani then said. “It’ll have you down for a few hours, and drowsy till morning, with healing paste included. We can soften the blow on your system with some vampire blood. That’ll help.”

      “Out of curiosity, where’d you learn about this blood boost?” Elonora asked her, frowning slightly.

      Kailani looked away, keeping her gaze fixed on the pentagram. “The Word told me,” she murmured.

      “Wait, what? How?” I replied, now officially baffled.

      “Well, I’m halfway through my swamp witch apprenticeship,” Kailani said, somewhat defensive. “My bond with the Word is getting stronger, and I’m learning new things every day, even in my sleep. That’s all I can tell you without betraying my oath. Sorry.”

      Ben smiled. “It’s enough for me,” he replied. “I trust you, Kale. Do your thing.”

      Kailani nodded slowly, then looked around and went to the nearest fruit tree. She shot a small spark into one of the fruit clusters at the top. They all came down at once—round, coconut-like shells that rolled on the ground. She picked one up and cracked it open.

      Hunter went up and put his palms out to catch the orange-like pieces of pulp that came out, leaving Kailani with the hard shell halves. They did the same with two other fruits, then placed the shells around the phone, in the middle of the pentagram. They were perfect as bowls.

      Kailani then took out a small knife. First, she drew blood from Ben, who kept his arm over each shell bowl until it was filled, then moved on to the next. Once he was done, I bit into my finger and smudged some of my blood over his cut, to help it heal faster.

      I did the same with Vesta. Hunter and Dmitri helped Ben and Vesta sit down, giving them some of those orange-like pieces of fruit, while Elonora and I gave them our blood, to assist with their recovery. Kailani finished the spell incantation, and, within seconds, Mom’s phone was swallowed by a bright orb of light, as small as my head.

      It shot upward and vanished into the sky.

      “That’s it,” Kailani said. “We managed to cut seven hours off the spell’s original travel time. In up to five hours, GASP will get our message.”

      “Let’s just hope it’s not too late,” Nevis replied.

      “Hope is all we have at this point,” I breathed. “It’s better than nothing.”

      Hunter came up to me, his brow furrowed with concern.

      “We need to go look for Ridan,” he said.

      “Yes. We’ll need to head northwest of the colosseum,” I replied. “That’s where I saw him… fly, sort of.”

      My stomach churned as I remembered watching Ridan shoot through the sky after Araquiel’s devastating blow. He’d gone out at an impressive speed, as well. If I were to make a quick estimate, I would’ve said he went airborne for at least a mile, even two, given his size.

      Vesta and Ben couldn’t stand very well on their own, so they relied on Hunter and Dmitri for support. Elonora, Kailani, and I led the way through the jungle, followed by the others. Nevis and Zeriel watched our backs.

      “It’s a shame we don’t have any invisibility potion.” Elonora sighed.

      “I know. I’m still hating myself for not packing some,” Kailani replied, shaking her head slowly. “How were we supposed to know we’d end up in this mess, anyway? I thought we’d just temporarily lost our grandparents or something.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle, despite our dire circumstances.

      “I swear, you make them sound like senile old folks,” I said, giggling. “You know, the kind you visit at the retirement home in Florida.”

      We all laughed lightly. We needed a dash of humor; otherwise, we would’ve lost our minds by nightfall. We were dealing with so much at the moment. We couldn’t let any of it get to us or kill our spirits. We’d been through enough already—they’d been separate experiences, but we were stronger together, especially if we were still able to see the funny parts.

      A sad soul is much easier to crush.

      

      Three hours later, Vesta and Ben were walking on their own, but Dmitri and Hunter stayed close, just in case. They were both still super drowsy from blood loss, and we fed them every hour, along with a hefty dose of vampire blood, just to help them replenish their own faster.

      We found the four boats where we’d previously left them, on a small island near the lighthouse. Kailani performed a cloaking spell on each, adapting them for mobility. She scrawled symbols into the wood on both sides of each vessel, then motioned for us all to get in.

      “This way, we can cross the waters without being seen. They’re slightly choppy, I don’t think there’s a chance of Perfects spotting the streaks that the boats would leave behind,” she said quietly. “Unless a Perfect bumps into our cloaking spell, we should be fine. We must be careful.”

      Kailani and I kept Ben and Vesta together in one boat, while the rest of our crew shared the other three. We rowed across the turquoise ocean as the sun set in explosive pinks and oranges to the west, turning the sky into an ethereal masterpiece.

      The cloaking spell had the ability to bend light, turning each boat into an invisible capsule that glided over the cool water. Elonora continued to scan our surroundings, looking for Ridan. At one point, we could see the lighthouse. Farther to its right was the colosseum island. Lights flashed and thundered above it.

      “Perfects,” I whispered. “I wonder what they’re doing.”

      “Practicing for genocide would be my guess,” Dmitri said lowly.

      “They have our people,” I replied, pressing my lips into a thin line. “We need to find a way to get to them.”

      “Once we get Ridan back, we’ll look for a way,” Ben said. “Unless our GASP fleets come through in the meantime and torch these suckers to hell and back.”

      A heavy sigh left my chest, and I shifted my focus back to Elonora. “How’s it looking, Lenny? Any sign of him yet?”

      The sad look on her face sent daggers through my heart. She shook her head slowly.

      “It’s okay, Len,” Kailani said to her. “We’ll find him. I’m just bummed out I didn’t collect any of his personal belongings to do a tracking spell.”

      “Well, we were busy running for our lives at the time,” Elonora replied.

      “Hindsight is always twenty-twenty, girls,” Ben said. “It’s okay. We’ll get through this. There’s no way these Perfects are going to take us down, and if we think otherwise, we’re screwed.”

      “Easy for you to say. You came back from the dead.” Dmitri chuckled as he kept paddling across the turquoise ocean waters.

      “This is a new and much more dangerous enemy we’re dealing with here,” Hunter interjected. “I think we’ll need more than good humor and self-confidence to survive what’s ahead.”

      “GASP is coming,” Kailani murmured.

      “Well, yeah, I know. But still, we have to be ready for every possible outcome. Including the worst-case scenarios, which I’m sure we’ve all been thinking about,” Hunter replied.

      “No. I mean GASP is coming. Look,” Kailani said, prompting us all to look at her, then follow her gaze. My heart jumped in my throat at the sight before us.

      High up in the sky, flashing bright yellow as they burned through Strava’s atmosphere, were two enormous starships. They were each at least two kilometers in diameter, and slim, like giant flying discs made of a combination of silver-and-black metals. Blue lights shone through the disc edges, flaring brightly every five seconds, like a steady pulse.

      The air hummed—a faint echo of the starships’ engines.

      It felt as though salvation had just come down from the heavens, in a most literal way. Relief washed over me, but the sensation only lasted for a few seconds. The worst-case scenarios that Hunter had just mentioned were still in the back of my head, even though I’d struggled to squish them.

      There was a third ship, smaller, keeping its distance.

      “Two big ones,” Dmitri observed, using his binoculars. “A third is staying behind, not entering Strava’s atmosphere. That’s probably the command center.”

      “They’re most likely waiting to see how comms channels are affected between ships,” Ben replied, then pulled himself up into a sitting position as he narrowed his eyes at the sky.

      “Do you think they got our message?” Elonora asked.

      “I don’t know.” I sighed. “But they’ve come in large numbers. It must’ve been quite the mission to put those ships together and to rally the fighters.”

      “Mom and Shayla had something to do with the ships, for sure,” Kailani said. “I recognize that blue power glow. It’s from one of Mom’s signature energy designs. She’s been working on them for a couple of years, now. I guess she finally got to implement them.”

      “This is amazing,” Vesta replied, smiling as she gazed at the ships.

      They were still hundreds of miles away, but they were here, on Strava. That was supposed to make us all beam with joy and relief, but I couldn’t ignore the concern gnawing at my stomach, either. It only got worse when the first sonic booms erupted in the distance, somewhere to our right.

      “Oh, no,” I murmured, turning my head to find the source of that spine-tingling noise.

      The sky lit up almost white as thousands of flashes shot upward like fireworks, shooting across the sky in an organized and symmetrical fashion. It looked as though thousands of missiles had been launched at once.

      “Perfects... Holy crap, how many are there?!” Dmitri croaked, gawking at the light display.

      White, glowing lines cut through the sky in a slightly arched trajectory, all headed toward the three ships. The sonic booms reverberated and made my ribcage hum. I gripped the edges of the boat and braced myself for the worst.

      They were shooting straight for our GASP fleet.

      “Thousands,” Elonora whispered.

      Dread gripped my heart and cut off my breath.

      All hell was about to break loose.
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      It was record speed for deployment. Arwen, Lumi, and Shayla had gone to incredible lengths to gather all the forces in unprecedented time. We brought together all the fighters we had in Eritopia, Neraka, Nevertide and The Shade, as well as additional forces from Sherus and Nuriya’s planet, and the Witches’ Sanctuary in the Supernatural dimension.

      We’d managed to put together a band of nine hundred GASP warriors in an extremely short period of time—Druids, incubi and succubi, witches and warlocks, fae, jinn, Maras and vampires, and werewolves, as well as the Hawk brothers, daemons, sentries, Imen, a handful of Manticores and Adlets, and a hefty load of fire and ice dragons.

      The latter were perhaps the heaviest artillery in our ranks, as we’d been offered support from fifty dragons. With two hundred fae and hundred-body battalions from the other dominant species, we had enough to lay siege on those flashing creatures we’d seen by the diamond colosseum. We had, of course, worked on the assumption that there were more than the four we’d seen there.

      I’d set up a command center in the third of three ships that Arwen and Shayla had helped build, aided by the Daughters of Eritopia and Lumi, and with plenty of technical support from Phoenix and Jovi, who’d gathered enough knowledge from Earth’s space missions to offer key insights on making these behemoths run smoothly across a distance of forty-five light-years.

      Caspian and I were on this third ship, along with Arwen and Brock, Shayla, Lumi, Phoenix, Viola, and five other Daughters of Eritopia. Caleb and River had come along, as well, joined by Ash and Ruby, who were personally invested in this entire mission since Elonora, their daughter, was stuck on Strava with the rest of the search crew. Draven and Serena, Scarlett and Patrick, Grace and Lawrence, and Hazel and Tejus had also come on board. We’d even been lucky enough to have Fiona and Zane with us, accompanied by Velnias, since they’d been on Calliope for the past couple of days. Fiona had heard about our founders going missing, and she’d immediately insisted on being there with us as we monitored the situation. Varga had made it back from Neraka in record time, using the interplanetary spell. He’d dropped everything and had Mose keep an eye on the vampire-fae recruit.

      Lenny’s brother had joined Jovi and Anjani, who’d taken the lead on the second ship, manning one half of the fleet, while Jax and Hansa had the first ship and the other half. Our starship was smaller and rigged with all kinds of communications equipment—both radio and satellite, as we’d done our best to prepare for the worst, given that Telluris didn’t work on Strava and we’d failed to get any signals back from the upgraded comms systems operated by Ben and Rose’s team.

      We were also ready for the possibility that, once our ships breached Strava’s atmosphere, all communications would be down. That was the main reason we stayed back and let the fleet go in first, to see if any of the channels worked on the planet’s surface.

      Arwen had powered our starships with a combination of magic and technology, based on some blueprints that she’d been working on for quite some time. She’d been encouraged by Corrine to keep at it, especially after they’d launched the ship that rescued us from Neraka. Arwen had done an incredible job with these ships. Not only had they gone smoothly through space, but they also sustained their own internal ecosystems, and had highly accurate manual controls, making it easier for a pilot to take hold of the vessel if the preset coordinates failed.

      As we watched our fleet penetrate Strava’s turbulent upper atmosphere, my stomach tightened itself into a tiny, painful marble. Caspian stood by my side, along with the rest of our crew, as we monitored the entire operation through the enormous glass panels fitted all around the disc-shaped ship. Computers and holographic displays had been added to these panels, making it easier to pull up camera images and live video feeds, since each of the ships had also been fitted with high-resolution satellite cameras that offered a 360-degree view from each vessel.

      “What do we know so far about the hostiles?” Grandpa Caleb asked.

      “They’re humanoids. Extremely fast and strong. They were able to give Ben and Rose’s team a run for their money, so to speak,” I replied. “They also shoot fire. That’s pretty much all we have.”

      Serena came up to me, pale as she held up a tablet for me to see. “Sis, remember we had to leave so fast that we didn’t have time to check the other telescope?”

      I nodded. “Didn’t Field pull up footage from the second scan and send it over to us?”

      “Yeah. That’s the problem,” she murmured. “I just got the video feed.”

      She pressed play on a video—aerial footage of the second telescope that had done an updated scan of Strava, covering both hemispheres all around. My stomach, still very much the size of a marble, dropped, as if weighing a ton.

      “Oh, no. What are those?” I croaked, pointing at the multitude of diamond colosseums built on dozens of islands, on a five-hundred-mile radius around Noagh.

      “The fleets just entered Strava’s atmosphere!” Draven announced, keeping his eyes on the massive glass screens.

      My mom and dad came around to check the video on Serena’s tablet, accompanied by Caleb and River. Everybody else stayed put, watching the fleet’s incursion while keeping their ears on our conversation.

      “What’s going on, Sis?” Phoenix asked.

      I heard my mom gasp. I replayed the video a couple of times, zooming in and out on the multiple diamond colosseum structures captured by the second telescope.

      “Those definitely weren’t there before,” I murmured. “How many in total?”

      Serena shrugged, looking downright terrified. “I don’t know, but there’s at least eighty from this feed alone,” she replied. “I have a feeling the number will be a lot higher at the end of the scan.”

      “What the…” Caleb pointed at several flashes on the tablet’s screen. “Are those the same things that attacked Ben and Rose?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but that’s a different diamond structure. This one’s at least ten miles away to the north.”

      As we continued to watch the video, it all became horribly clear.

      “Sis, talk to me,” Phoenix called out to me again, his gaze fixed on the fleet ahead. “What’s going on?”

      “Phoenix, we might have a problem,” I said to him, my voice trembling as I struggled to keep my cool. Everybody relied on us to stay calm and focused, given that we hadn’t been 100 percent sure of what we were getting ourselves into when we’d left Calliope. “That diamond colosseum wasn’t the only one erected overnight. There are more. Many… many more.”

      “Define ‘many’, please,” he replied, frowning. “We’ve got about eight hundred fighters out there, plus the hundred on this ship, which we’ve already agreed not to bring into a fight unless absolutely necessary. Don’t tell me they’re not enough.”

      A couple of moments passed in chilling silence, as Serena and I looked at each other, then at River, Grandpa Caleb, and the rest of our crew.

      “I’m not sure, Phoenix,” I finally said, swallowing the invisible knot jammed in my throat, as I broke into a cold sweat. “We’ve seen more flashes, too, but it’s impossible to estimate how many hostiles are out there.”

      Draven cleared his throat. “Either way, the fleet is in. We need to check comms first,” he interjected, then pressed several buttons on the command panel in front of him. “Jovi, Anjani, can you hear me?” he called out.

      All that came through the speakers around us was static. It only made me feel worse.

      “Jax, Hansa? Do you copy?” Draven tried another communications channel, but still, no answer from the other two ships.

      Serena rushed back to his side and flipped several switches on the comms board. Some lights turned red; others flashed green. Phoenix looked at me again, and I could see the concern in his eyes. We were all feeling the same mixture of anxiety and dread, not to mention the crippling fear of the unknown.

      We’d fought unknown hostiles before. I’d had my share on Neraka, and he’d battled through Eritopia, but neither was as dangerous and with stakes as high as this one, mainly because our founders were missing, and because those flashing creatures seemed more powerful than most. None of this felt right.

      “Jovi! Anjani! Do you copy?” Serena raised her voice. When no answer came through, she flipped to the second channel again. “Jax! Hansa! Anyone there?”

      A couple more seconds passed. Nothing happened. We could all see the two ships about fifty miles away, both gradually descending and headed for the larger islands on that side of the planet.

      “None of the comms are working,” Phoenix said. “Something’s really off about Strava, well beyond those hostiles. It’s completely cut off from the outside world.”

      “At least it’s still accessible, physically speaking,” Grandpa Caleb replied. “We’ll have more boots on the ground in the next half hour or so.”

      Just then, a flash of light caught my eye.

      I held my breath as I looked up and out into the vast openness, through our ship’s glass screens. I could see the two ships slowly descending, but that wasn’t what made my heart skip a beat. Lights burned bright about two hundred miles east from their location.

      At first glance, it looked like an electrical storm.

      But then it grew bigger, unnaturally fast.

      “Hold on, what’s that?” River said, staring in the same direction.

      Heat burned through me. We all stood at once and moved closer to the glass scenes, in order to get a better look. My breathing went haywire. Caspian clutched my hand and held it tight, both of us staring at the light phenomenon.

      That wasn’t an electrical storm.

      Those were thousands of flashing lights. Phoenix cursed under his breath and fiddled with the camera controls, zooming in.

      “Holy crap,” he muttered, unable to believe his eyes.

      Those were the hostiles we’d seen attack Ben and Rose’s team, hours earlier. Only there were literally thousands of them, shooting upward in a slightly arched and unified trajectory at an incredible speed. They looked like incandescent missiles—and they were headed toward our two ships.

      Panic hit me like a cold wave, blocking all my senses for a split second.

      “Phoenix, we have to do something!” I blurted out.

      “They’re coming after the fleet!” Grandpa Caleb managed, downright petrified.

      Serena hit the comms buttons again, frantically trying to reach out to our ships. “Jovi! Anjani! Incoming hostiles! Deploy the dragons! Now!” she shouted, then switched to the next channel. “Jax! Hansa! Incoming hostiles! Let the dragons out!”

      All we got back was static. I was starting to feel sick at this point.

      “What do we do?” I murmured, unable to think properly.

      River was shaking. Grandpa Caleb was pale as a sheet of paper. We were all stunned.

      The ships tried to steer in opposite directions, as the cloud of flashing lights rushed toward them. Phoenix zoomed in closer, just in time to see dozens of dragons released in full form from the bottom of the starships. From the back, escape shuttles were dropped—a couple hundred black dots on our screens, from this distance.

      But it was too late. The flashing lights swarmed around and swallowed both ships whole.

      I heard myself scream, but I didn’t even remember opening my mouth.

      Everything happened in petrifying slow motion. I felt Caspian’s arms come around me, his emotions pouring through me as he tried to keep me calm. My eyes stung as I watched both of our starships get pummeled by those things. Within seconds, they had both exploded.

      First, a pair of blinding white lights that made us squint, then momentarily look away.

      Then, as the flashes darted away in troubling unison, the ships burst into enormous balls of fire. Orange-and-black flames blossomed all around them, as billions of pieces of flaming debris shot outward.

      “No…” I croaked.

      I heard gasps and growls around me, but I couldn’t move.

      The starships were disintegrated. The flames ate them up, and the flashing lights shot through them and further tore them apart. The hostile swarm split into multiple groups. Some stayed around the falling clouds of debris, while most spread outward and tackled the escape pods, one by one.

      Phoenix’s hands trembled as he zoomed in farther.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks.

      They picked the escape shuttles out from between the many burning ship parts, as they plummeted toward the ground, then flashed away and vanished, one at a time.

      The dragons released a flurry of icy shards and columns of hellish fire, but they didn’t stand a chance, either. The flashing creatures rammed into them. Dozens of explosions painted the sky a bright orange.

      My knees gave out, and I wasn’t the only one.

      I heard someone fall on the floor.

      There were eight hundred people on those ships. Many of them had just died.

      Dragons. Fae. Incubi and succubi. Druids and Maras. Witches. Warlocks.

      Our friends. Our family.

      “Jovi,” Serena gasped. “Anjani… Jax… Hansa… No…”

      This was a catastrophe of titanic proportions. A tragedy unfolding at an incredibly fast pace, even though for me it seemed as though time had stood still—enough to make me understand the magnitude of what had just happened. We had hundreds of escape pods on each ship to make sure everybody got out safely in case of emergency, but we couldn’t know how many survivors there were. I could see a number of pods, but the flashing lights kept snatching and taking them away.

      The pain was too much to bear.

      I slid down on my knees, and Caspian stayed with me, holding me tight. I could feel him shivering, yet he didn’t let go. We were in this together. He was doing everything he could to take some of the excruciating pain tearing me apart on the inside.

      “No,” I mumbled, no longer able to see clearly.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks. I broke down completely.

      I’d never seen destruction on such a scale before. I’d witnessed the fall of Azure Heights, and I’d thought that would always be the worst of my memories in the future. But this… this was so much worse.

      These were our people. Our allies and teammates. Our closest friends. Our partners.

      They’d trusted us; they’d stuck their necks out for us.

      And they’d all just gone down in flames.

      All that blood. The allies lost, the lives lost…
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      My heart broke into a thousand little pieces, watching that entire tragedy unfold. My blood boiled, and my face was covered in sweat.

      “What do we do?!” Harper cried out.

      “We need to help them!” Serena sobbed.

      Draven put his arm around her and held her close. I was shaking, but instantly stilled when I felt Viola’s hand on my back. I looked at her and nearly fell apart when I saw the pain in her violet eyes. A flurry of emotions burned through both of us—anger, pain, and grief—but the single most devastating feeling was the helplessness.

      One quick glance around the room told me the same thing I’d begun to think but was too afraid to voice. Caleb and River were both livid. Hazel and Tejus were stunned. Fiona, Zane, Arwen, even Lumi and the Daughters… they were all speechless.

      “We can’t,” Viola croaked, tears glazing her eyes.

      “Wha—What?” Serena managed.

      “They’re too powerful,” Safira said, her voice trembling. “Our abilities are not the same as they are in Eritopia.”

      I looked out again. My eyes stung as I fought back tears of my own.

      Pieces of the ships continued to crash into Strava’s surface in millions of burning pieces. The flashing lights picked out the last of the dragons. Most were killed. I shuddered, watching as the escape shuttles vanished.

      From what I’d seen, most of the shuttles had gone out. I counted at least five hundred survivors. Unfortunately, they were intercepted by the flashing lights, and I had no idea what they intended to do with them. We’d lost some people, too, and the troubling part was that we didn’t know who, just yet.

      The swarm of flashes regrouped, now somewhat smaller than before. I assumed it had shrunk because the others in their ranks had taken prisoners. We’d left Caia and Blaze on Calliope, with Victoria and Bastien, Field and Aida, and the others, since someone needed to keep an eye on the operations we still had ongoing, including Avril’s Druid investigation on Persea.

      But Heath… Heath was one of the dragons we’d sent out with the fleet.

      “Jovi. Anjani,” Harper breathed, struggling to regain her composure and failing miserably. She continued to cry, while Caspian kept holding her and syphoning some of those bad feelings away. “Jax and Hansa, Varga, Wren… They were out there, dammit. We need to do something!”

      “Oh, crap!” Serena croaked, her eyes nearly popping out of her head as she stared at the swarm of flashing lights. They’d all come together again, and they were now headed toward us.

      My blood ran cold.

      Arwen was the first to react, her hands balled into fists at her sides.

      “They’re coming for us, now,” she hissed, her eyes narrowed with pure hatred. I had never seen her like this before, and she scared me a little. Not only was her daughter down there, still very much in danger, but she’d also witnessed this entire disaster, from beginning to end. “My shields were nothing to them,” she added. “All the charms that Lumi and I put in. All gone. And now, they’re coming for us.”

      Lumi cleared her throat, impressively cool despite what she’d just seen.

      “I wouldn’t be too worried about us right now,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, then angrily pointed at the screen. “They’re coming for us next, and we don’t have the firepower to take all of them down! They obliterated our fleet! They killed our friends, our allies!”

      “Phoenix!” Lumi snapped. “Look!” she said, nodding at the screen and forcing me to follow her gaze.

      The flashing lights were definitely determined to come after us, but very few managed to pierce through Strava’s atmosphere. Many burned out, leaving thin trails of black smoke as they fell, plummeting toward the ground.

      The few who did get out froze instantly.

      Harper shot to her feet and came by my side to get a better look.

      The hostiles were close enough for us to use our True Sight and see them up close. They’d been brave enough to try to come after us, but the cold vacuum of the cosmos was too much, even for them. There were two dozen of them, petrified and pale, their lips blue and their skin crackling purple from the insanely low temperatures of outer space.

      “They’re humanoids,” I murmured, staring at them.

      Even in death, they were beautiful. The males had strange eyes—one green and one blue, while the females had two deep blues. But, upon freezing, they all turned white and glassy. Their bodies were wrapped in what looked like white silk, with metal armor covering their chests, waists, and limbs. They had large wings covered in soft white plumes. They were truly superb, but so deadly. So vicious!

      “They can’t live outside Strava’s atmosphere.” Arwen sighed heavily. “Not without oxygen and thermal cover, just like the rest of us.”

      Lumi scoffed. “They didn’t know that, though,” she replied, pointing at the bodies that were now floating aimlessly around Strava. “They’re incredibly powerful and fast, yet didn’t figure out the vacuum of outer space, it seems.”

      “They’ll most likely stay in orbit forever, or until something else bumps into them and pushes them back in,” Arwen said. “We need to grab one or two and study them.”

      “We need to help the others!” Harper croaked, wiping her tears. She was now slowly shifting to a state of pure anger, based on how she was trembling to her core. I felt the same. The powerlessness was just too much for either of us to bear.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them right now!” Lumi replied.

      Out of all of us, Lumi seemed to be the most calm and level-headed. Sometimes, if I had to be honest, she scared me with how cold she could be. However, given the circumstances, deep down I felt grateful that we had her on board. She was grounded enough to keep us from doing something potentially suicidal.

      “The majority of our fleet survived,” River interjected. “You saw them, Lumi!”

      “I saw them, yes. I also saw those creatures take them,” Lumi shot back. “If we go down there now, we will suffer the same fate or worse, we’ll end up like the ones who didn’t make it. The only thing we can do right now is stick around for as long as we can, in orbit, and gather as much information as possible. Then, we need to go back to Calliope and figure something else out! Going in guns blazing clearly isn’t going to work!”

      Jax, Hansa, Varga, Jovi, and Anjani may have died out there, or may have been captured in one of the escape pods. Most of the dragons were dead, but some had also been intercepted and taken alive by those flashing creatures, too. Blaze’s father, Heath, could be one of them. We didn’t know anything for sure, and that hurt the most.

      “They took prisoners, for sure,” Grandpa Caleb said, a muscle ticking nervously in his jaw. “That means they wanted them alive. Otherwise, they would’ve killed them.”

      Tejus nodded slowly. “Whatever these creatures are, they’re well above our level,” he replied. “And there are more of them than we initially anticipated. We have to find another way to enter Strava if we want to rescue Derek’s and Rose’s crews. Lumi is right: there isn’t much we can do right now. Not like this.”

      Harper exhaled. “What are we going to tell Victoria and Bastien?” she murmured.

      A couple of seconds passed in deafening silence.

      “The truth,” Grandpa Caleb replied. “We don’t know if they’re dead or alive at this point.”

      “It’s the same thing we’ll tell Blaze and every other son, daughter, parent, sibling, and friend that the members of our fleet have just left behind,” Draven said.

      “We lost a dozen Druids on those ships,” Patrik replied, his voice raw with emotion. “We’re endangered enough as it is.”

      We all slowly lowered our heads, letting it all sink in.

      There was no point in fighting our emotions. Grief was a powerful thing, and it had us in its grip. I gave my sisters a sideways glance and a soft nod. I didn’t know what else to do.

      We were vastly outnumbered and clearly overpowered. We didn’t know the enemy at all, but we’d seen enough to understand that they brought a whole new level to the table. None of us were physically or psychologically equipped for that. On top of that, more of our people were still down there on Strava, dealing with those flashing creatures up close.

      We’d lost so many people in the span of minutes. I still couldn’t believe it.

      Granted, most had survived the explosions, but I had no clue as to what fate had in store for them. I just knew we had to rethink our strategy and logistics, because we had a lot more people to get off Strava now.

      Part of me held on to the ridiculous thought that maybe I was dreaming about all this. That I would soon wake up and breathe a sigh of relief, happy to see Jovi, Anjani, Jax, Hansa, Heath, and the others alive, well, and full of energy.

      But the reality was different.

      It was cold and cruel. Then again, I wasn’t one to let such fickle things as all-out war bring me down. If anything, it flamed the fires within me.

      “One thing is for sure,” Lumi said. “We’re in a whole new kind of trouble.”

      Even with witches, warlocks, swamp witches, dragons, and the Daughters of Eritopia on our side, we still didn’t have enough to take those flashing creatures head on. We just had to find another way.

      “I’m not ready to give up, yet,” I said.

      “Hell, no!” Harper snapped. “We’re getting everyone back! We’ll find a way to obliterate those flashing creatures, too. We’ll find a way.”

      One by one, the rest of our crew began to nod slowly. We weren’t ready to give into despair. It hurt like hell, and we had a lot of families to notify… plenty of hearts to break, but we weren’t done yet.

      Not while we were all still breathing.
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      Time to wake up, Derek.

      I heard the voice as if I were stuck at the bottom of an extremely deep barrel. It echoed around me, prompting my consciousness to resurface.

      “Wake up, there’s something you need to see,” the voice said, now clearer.

      The darkness began to dissipate as I slowly opened my eyes. The air caressed my face. The sunlight warmed me up. I instinctively panicked—sunlight wasn’t something I was allowed to be in. For centuries, it had been one of the few things that could kill me.

      I quickly covered my face, the image before me still hazy blobs of color on a pale blue backdrop. I felt my hand get pulled back. I immediately jolted upright, ready to resist—though I wasn’t sure what I was going to resist, exactly.

      “Don’t do anything foolish,” Ta’Zan said. “The collar will shock you again.”

      I froze. All my memories came back in one heartbreaking avalanche. The resort. The cave with its strange pods. The glass boxes. The Faulties and the Perfects. Ta’Zan had knelt next to me, watching me carefully. I breathed a sigh of relief as I remembered I’d swallowed a pill that stopped the sun from burning me.

      For a moment, I wanted to just enjoy the feeling of sunlight on my face, until I remembered why I’d gotten myself shocked in the first place. I’d lost it, after Ta’Zan had told me about his endeavors and his plan for the entire universe. My stomach churned, and my chest tightened, but I had to keep my cool. I couldn’t afford to lose myself like that again.

      I took several deep breaths, reacquainting myself with everything around me.

      “Take it easy, Derek,” Ta’Zan said. “I genuinely dislike seeing you suffer.”

      I couldn’t help but scoff. “Right.”

      “I’m serious. I know I might seem cold and heartless—”

      I cut him off. “You don’t seem cold and heartless. You are.”

      He shook his head slowly. “You’ll think differently later down the line, I assure you,” he replied. “But, in the meantime, look up.”

      I frowned at him, then glanced around first. We were still on the top of the diamond colosseum, overlooking hundreds of islands scattered across the turquoise ocean. Each had a similar structure of its own, with Perfects dashing above in sparkling flashes of light. The sky had turned orange and pink along the horizon, courtesy of the afternoon.

      Then, I looked straight ahead and up.

      My heart stopped.

      Giant black puffs of smoke stretched across that portion of the sky. Thousands of lights flashed here and there, intercepting what looked like falling pieces of debris… and shuttles… And there were hundreds of those. It took me a minute to realize what I was watching.

      Ta’Zan handed me a pair of strange binoculars, smaller than the ones I’d grown accustomed to, with thick lenses and a slim white casing. “You need to look closer,” he said.

      I put the binoculars up to my eyes, then gasped.

      Those falling pieces of debris had, until recently, been spaceships. The Perfects weren’t intercepting junk, but rather navigating between them at high altitude to capture the escape pods. Farther away, beyond the atmospheric layer, was another vessel, smaller and intact. It was pulling away. The Perfects were now scattering and returning to different islands.

      “Those are your people, Derek.” Ta’Zan sighed.

      “Wha—What?” I croaked.

      There had been complete devastation in the sky. It looked like a solid fleet had been simply obliterated and blown apart. There were still starship parts plummeting toward the ocean, flaming as they left trails of black smoke in their wake.

      I crumbled on the inside, breaking into a cold sweat.

      GASP had sent an entire fleet after us, and they’d wound up in flames. How many lives had been lost? How many were still alive? How many injured? The devastation was obvious, evidenced by the ravaged ships. Deep down, however, I’d done a quick math, based on the number of shuttles that were being captured—at least five hundred had gotten off the ships before they were destroyed. But without knowing how many fighters had been up there to begin with… My mind couldn’t wrap itself around what had just happened.

      “How… How many ships?” I managed, my voice barely audible.

      “Three. One was smart enough to stay back,” Ta’Zan replied. “My Perfects thought they could survive beyond Strava’s atmosphere and tried to go after it, but they quickly learned the hard way that they couldn’t,” he added, and I could hear the disappointment in his tone. “I think your friends grabbed some from the orbit. The others will wander in the vacuum of space for a while. We’ll see what happens…”

      “How many casualties?” I asked.

      “I only lost a few dozen,” he said. “But I can make more—”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass about your freakin’ Perfects!” I growled. “How many of mine? How many creatures did you have killed, you monster?!”

      He scowled at me, then stood up straight, visibly insulted.

      “They came here. They’re the ones who brought ships with warriors and dragons to my world, Derek,” Ta’Zan replied coldly. “We’re simply defending ourselves.”

      “No! They came for us! They came to get us back! You imprisoned us, Ta’Zan! There were bound to be repercussions,” I shot back, doing everything in my power not to lunge at him again. The last thing I wanted was another crippling jolt to knock me out again.

      He cleared his throat, then exhaled as he looked out at the clouds of smoke left behind by our ships. My eyes stung as I struggled to cope with what I’d just seen. I couldn’t. There were thousands of Perfects here, and they’d managed to destroy an entire GASP fleet. It just wouldn’t compute.

      There must have been hundreds on those two ships. Hundreds of allies that had gone down in flames, killed because they’d come out here to help us. To save us.

      “I reckon you had about eight hundred up there,” Ta’Zan relented. “About six hundred or more made it into the shuttles. I’ll give your people credit, Derek. They know how to evacuate to minimize their casualties.”

      But who was up there? Who made it?

      That was the only thing I could hear in the back of my head with troubling clarity. Ta’Zan’s people were far more powerful. He’d been right all along. There was no easy way for us to stop him, to take his Perfects down. Our numbers clearly meant nothing, since he’d made thousands of Perfects.

      “You said there were only hundreds of your Perfects here,” I said quietly. “You lied.”

      “No, there are about eight hundred Perfects here. In this base. There are plenty more on the other islands,” Ta’Zan replied bluntly. “You should phrase your questions better.”

      “I can’t believe this.” I scoffed, rubbing my face with my palms.

      I wanted to get up, but my knees felt weak. My heart weighed a ton. My head hurt.

      “This is a harsh lesson you’re having to learn, Derek, but it’s necessary nonetheless,” Ta’Zan said solemnly. “I told you from the very beginning that we are superior to you and your people in every possible way. What we don’t know, we learn and implement faster than you can put your shoes on. So, when I say we’re going to spread out and populate this universe with perfection, I mean it. It’s exactly what we’re going to do, Derek, and you can’t stop us.”

      For the first time, I understood the horrific truth behind his words.

      Brute force wasn’t going to work on the Perfects. Our abilities weren’t enough, across the many species we’d allied ourselves with. Ta’Zan made them in bulk, each with the same basic structure—insanely fast and strong, able to destroy an entire fleet in minutes. We didn’t stand a chance against them.

      By next week, their numbers would most likely double, if not triple.

      I couldn’t fathom a way out of here. Most importantly, my conscience now carried the weight of maybe two hundred souls that had perished in GASP’s attempt to rescue us.

      Mothers and fathers had lost their children. Brothers and sisters had lost their siblings. Lovers had lost their soulmates. Because of us. Because they’d tried to do the right thing. And more were going to perish soon enough, once Ta’Zan built his ships and took his people out into the universe.

      It was only a matter of time.

      Then again, we weren’t quitters, either. As much as it hurt on the inside, the view before me only served to reinforce my determination to find a solution. We’d never faced something like this before. I couldn’t let Ta’Zan put me down like this. This was a challenge, and I never shied away from one.

      I had to be like water and make my way through stone, if needed.
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      It took a lot of self-control not to go crazy inside our glass boxes. None of us were accustomed to this form of captivity. It had been over half a dozen decades since I’d been brought to The Shade against my will, but that had turned out to be the best thing to ever happen to me.

      This had none of the signs of a future positive outcome.

      Dread kept my joints stiff, as I moved around and took in every single detail of our glass cells and the cave in which we’d been imprisoned. I worried about Derek, too, but, from what I’d seen so far, I was pretty sure Ta’Zan wouldn’t hurt Derek. My concern stemmed from the collar and knowing Derek well enough to accept the possibility that he might try to push its limits. Derek wasn’t one to just sit back and accept everything thrown at him, especially when it put him, as well as the rest of us, at risk.

      Derek was a fighter by nature.

      He’d overcome the darkness that had once come with vampirism. We’d found a way to make immortality beautiful and full of hope. We’d made friends and allies, we’d built an incredible family, and we’d saved millions of lives in the process, over and over.

      Yet now we were the ones in need of rescue.

      “Do you think they’re out there somewhere, looking for us?” Claudia asked, watching me as I paced the mossy floor of my glass enclosure.

      “Probably, yes,” I replied. “It’s been at least a couple of days since we were due to return. At least, I think it has. Plus, they had eyes on us via the telescope. They must’ve figured out that something went wrong at some point.”

      “I’m willing to bet there’s a search team on Strava, as we speak,” Xavier said.

      “What good does that do if the planet is suddenly populated with these Faulties and Perfects?” Lucas scoffed. “We don’t know how many of them there are, but we do know they’re already fully grown. Which makes me think that Ta’Zan is churning them out ridiculously fast.”

      “Yeah, except these cookies seem to be very fast, strong, and good at killing,” Cameron interjected, crossing his arms as he leaned against the glass box.

      “What do you think Derek is doing out there?” Corrine asked me. Her voice was trembling, loaded with concern.

      I sighed, then shrugged. “Ta’Zan said he was going to give him the tour,” I replied. “I guess he’s going to come back knowing more than we do.”

      “Do you think he’s okay?” Vivienne asked, her gaze fixed on Xavier.

      “I have to,” I said. “Otherwise I will lose my mind in here.”

      The cave door opened with its familiar loud clang.

      We all stilled and glanced in its direction.

      “Derek!” I yelped, watching as two Faulties brought him in.

      He had his arms around their shoulders, as they were helping him walk. Ta’Zan came in after them, looking more serious than before. I would’ve given anything to break out of my box so I could touch and hold my husband, but all I could do was watch as Derek was put back in his box, next to mine.

      “Derek, are you okay?” I asked him.

      He looked pale, his eyes red and glazed with tears. He was distraught and in what looked like a lot of emotional pain. He didn’t even flinch or move when one of the Faulties removed his collar, then stepped back. The glass sealed itself back up.

      I glowered at Ta’Zan. “What did you do to him?!”

      “Nothing. Everything you see, he brought on himself,” Ta’Zan replied bluntly.

      “Oh, man, I’d love to get out of this box and have you say that again to my face!” Xavier growled, punching the glass.

      Derek pushed himself into a seated position by the glass wall separating our boxes and looked at me. The pain in his eyes tore me apart on the inside. He was like an open wound, raw and suffering so much, I instantly teared up.

      “Baby, talk to me. What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      He shook his head slowly, his voice barely audible.

      “They went down in flames,” he murmured.

      I shifted my focus back to Ta’Zan. “What happened?” I shouted. “What did you do?!”

      Ta’Zan didn’t seem affected by what Derek had experienced, and he sure as hell didn’t look intimidated by Xavier’s threats. He took a deep breath before addressing us.

      “Derek saw what happens when you come into my world with hostile intentions,” he said bluntly.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Lucas replied, frowning.

      “Three of your people’s ships came in,” Ta’Zan explained. “Only one made it out. My Perfects are not to be toyed with, and no matter how many dragons, witches, and whatever else you had on those vessels, they will still prevail.”

      “They’re dead. Maybe two hundred of them. About six hundred were captured.” Derek sighed, wiping the tears from his face and gradually regaining his composure. “They came here looking for us. There are thousands of Perfects now. Our fleet didn’t stand a chance...”

      It took us a few moments to understand what both Ta’Zan and Derek had just said. The magnitude of their statements, however, hit us quick, hard, and without mercy. My stomach dropped, and my knees gave out.

      “No… What did you do?!” Corrine cried out, punching the glass. “You animal!”

      “We are all animals,” Ta’Zan retorted. “Only we’re the smartest and most advanced ones. Let this serve as a valuable lesson to you all. I told you, abandon all hopes of escape, because you’ll be here for as long as I find you useful. Be hostile, and you will pay the price. There’s no stopping us.”

      He gave us all a brief nod, then walked out, accompanied by his two Faulties. The creatures looked sad and fearful, both females with dark blue scales covering parts of their bodies, and long black spikes for hair. One of them gave me a quick glance over the shoulder. I could see the regret in her big yellow eyes. They felt sorry for us.

      As soon as the door closed behind them, we all shifted our focus back to Derek.

      “Derek, honey,” I said to him, my voice shaky. “Did you see them? Our people?”

      He shook his head. “I only saw the aftermath. I’d tried to attack him earlier, but the collar electrocuted me until I lost consciousness. It’s why I’m so weak now… When I woke up, Ta’Zan pointed at the sky, where the ships had once been. There were three, indeed. The smaller one pulled back out of Strava’s atmosphere, before the Perfects could get to it.”

      “What about casualties?” Vivienne asked.

      “And the third ship… Did they get out?” Kailyn added, her brow furrowed as she struggled to keep it together. Aiden looked just as bad.

      He shrugged. “The Perfects obliterated the ships… Only the two, though… The third one moved back in time... Debris scattered all over. There were escape pods, but they intercepted each and every one of them,” he replied, running a hand through his thick black hair. “Ta’Zan will probably keep them for their genetic material. He said about six hundred made it.”

      I got down on my knees, trying to stay as close to him as possible. “Derek, what did you see up there? What… What did Ta’Zan show you?”

      As much as part of me was inclined to, I couldn’t give in to despair. I had to take all the pain I was feeling and stow it away. I had to focus on a way out for us. GASP wasn’t going to get us out of this one, it seemed. Too many had died already, trying.

      “Sofia, he’s a monster,” Derek said. “A cold, calculated, and intelligent one, but a monster nonetheless. The Perfects are real, and he’s mass-producing them in the span of a few hours, shaping their minds to fit his plans, his narrative.”

      A minute passed in gloomy silence, as we continued to take it all in. Despair was chipping away at our resolve. I could see it in their eyes. I could feel it in the air. Derek, however, despite his physical weakness caused by the shock collar, sounded more determined than ever.

      “Chances are he’ll bring the survivors here,” he said. “Ta’Zan will want to use their genes to make more and different Perfects. Hundreds of samples.”

      “So, what do we do, then?” Lucas shot back. “I don’t intend to spend an eternity cooped up in this box.”

      “I don’t know,” Derek replied, resting the back of his head against the glass. “I need time to think. Right now, as it stands, it’s not looking good. There are thousands of Perfects already. Double in a week. He plans to take on the entire universe and completely wipe out every creature that he deems inferior.”

      “You mean Ta’Zan,” Ibrahim muttered. Derek nodded his response. “So, then, what? He’s building this perfect army and using it to repopulate the universe? And he’ll kill our people off in the process?”

      Derek nodded again, making Ibrahim curse under his breath.

      “All those lives already lost,” Derek breathed. “They’ll be picking the others off, one by one. No more Eritopia. No more Neraka. No more In-Between as we know it. And when he’s done with this universe, he’ll spill out into the next, too. The Supernatural dimension. Our world, as well. They’re all out in the open right now. He’ll wipe them all out. He’ll replace us with his so-called Perfects, his supreme, genetically engineered beings.”

      Claudia scoffed. I briefly looked at her, noticing the anger come up to the surface. There were tears in her eyes, but she refused to shed a single one. She took deep breaths, then straightened her back and gave Yuri a half-smile.

      “If this is the end of the world,” she murmured, “then at least I’m spending it with you. However, Ta’Zan seems intent on destroying everything. That means our kids, our grandkids. The people we love most. Are we really going to let him do that?”

      I shook my head. “No. But how do we stop him?”

      Corrine gave Claudia a soft nod, then looked at me. “We find a way,” she replied. “We always find a way, Sofia.”

      I wanted to believe that, with all my heart.

      But the reality, this time, was different. The odds weren’t in our favor. If GASP had brought in dragons, witches, and our other allies, and the Perfects had managed to destroy them so quickly, it didn’t look good at all.

      “Think about it this way,” Derek said, once again reminding me why I’d fallen in love with him. The way in which his mind worked was fantastic. “We’ll have some six hundred GASP fighters in this place. If we find a way to get to them, we could do something from the inside.”

      “Destabilize the Perfect society,” my father replied, his interest piqued.

      It seemed to me that brute force and military assaults were not the solution to this devastating problem. We were dealing with an incredibly intelligent creature that had quite the god complex. His Perfects were the ideal weapons, and, worst of all, they worshipped him and believed everything he said. Abaddon had made that very clear.

      This was nothing like what we’d dealt with before.

      We had to get a little bit more tactical, devious, and creative.

      I gave Derek a soft smile. “I’m on board with that,” I whispered.

      “Preaching to the choir, sister!” Claudia shot back.

      There was no other way. We had to think outside the box. But first, we had to get out of these glass boxes. We were useless in here.
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      Tejus held me close as our ship returned to Calliope.

      We all barely spoke on the way back. The devastation we’d just witnessed was too much to bear. We’d all been at war before, but we’d been on the winning side. We’d brought freedom and peace to other worlds. This, it felt more like defeat. Granted, most of our troops had survived, but we didn’t know what was going to happen to them next. Nothing was guaranteed.

      Once we were back in the control room on Mount Zur, however, the grief stage withered away, making room for anger. Harper, Phoenix, and Serena were livid, and I couldn’t blame them. I felt their pain, their rage. I felt it on top of mine and Tejus’s, too.

      Field, Aida, Vita, and Bijarki waited for us in the control room. They’d seen everything through the massive screens mounted on one of the walls. Their eyes were puffy, their faces pale. I couldn’t shake the pain in my chest as I made my way to the first chair in front of me and collapsed in it.

      There was a separate screen where we’d set up a live feed for the entire fleet’s vital signs. Over 80 percent of it was blinking red. At first glance, it didn’t look good.

      “I suppose you saw everything,” my father said, looking at Field.

      He nodded slowly, while Vita and Aida hugged Serena and Harper—the two most affected by the disaster. We still couldn’t believe what we’d just witnessed.

      “We saw everything through your ship’s feed,” Field replied, briefly glancing at the vitals screen. “That one went over 80 percent in the red from the moment the two ships entered Strava’s atmosphere. All comms were cut off.”

      Harper blinked several times. “So, we don’t know if they’re all dead,” she murmured. “I mean, you all saw the escape pods. They took them out intact; they didn’t destroy them.”

      Those lights were useless, since comms were cut off from the moment the two ships had entered Strava’s atmosphere. Whatever those flashing creatures were using to block our channels and signals, it also terminated the system’s connection to our fighters’ vital signs. The 20 percent were on our ships. We’d steered clear of their blockers by staying on the outside.

      Therefore, we couldn’t ascertain the survivors’ conditions yet.

      “What about Grandpa Xavier, Grandma Viv, and their group?” Aida asked, wiping more tears from her face. She stayed close to Vita, who was days away from giving birth. This whole debacle wasn’t good for the young fae’s health, especially since she was about to deliver an unknown type of hybrid.

      “They’re down there, somewhere,” my father replied. “We don’t know where, though. We only have eyes on Rose and Ben’s crew. What’s that showing so far?” he asked, checking the telescope feed.

      “They were moving across islands, most likely searching for Ridan,” Field answered. “But they’ve stopped. I guess they saw what happened. We couldn’t exactly see them, since they used a cloaking spell to move across the waters, but the telescope is set on a blood spell to follow them around, so… I guessed.”

      We took a couple of hours to simply recover and organize ourselves a little. We’d suddenly been tasked with telling hundreds of families that their loved ones were either dead or missing, without knowing which was which, on top of having our founders still missing somewhere on Strava. It took me a while to stop myself from randomly bursting into tears and to really focus on what lay ahead.

      The grief itself didn’t subside. It simmered and morphed into a dull anger, the kind that burned through me and demanded that I take action—though I didn’t even know what I could do, at this point. None of us knew, for that matter. We were all baffled and stunned, unable to formulate anything coherent or even remotely useful.

      Draven retired to the archives for an hour, then came back with an armful of scrolls. He’d had Druids and incubi scour the Druid Archives over the past couple of days, looking for more information about Strava and its solar system. Back then, we’d been under the impression that we might’ve missed something during the initial planetary scans.

      In hindsight, we couldn’t have done things any better. The way we’d lost the dragons to those flashing creatures stung the most, since we’d always seen them as the fiery aces up our sleeves, our deadliest advantage—and they were an endangered species, too.

      Aida was the first to make a reasonable decision. “We need to let the families know,” she said. “I can’t do it alone. Vita, Serena, Grandma River, can you please help me?”

      They all nodded, then followed Aida out of the room, joined by Grace and Lawrence. I could only imagine what was going through their heads right now. Victoria and Bastien were back in The Shade. They were going to hear about Jovi and Anjani soon. Someone needed to tell Heron and Avril about Jax and Hansa. My heart broke into a thousand little pieces, but I held on to a sliver of hope that both couples had made it out alive. Hope was all I had left, anyway.

      “Do you think the hostiles will keep the survivors alive?” Bijarki asked, staring at the vitals screen. I could see the rage burning red hot in his aura. He looked remarkably calm, considering his emotions.

      “Probably,” my father replied. “Otherwise, they would’ve destroyed them then and there.”

      “How many do you think made it out?” Bijarki asked.

      “I’m not sure. At least five, maybe six hundred,” Harper said, then exhaled. “We’ll have to review the ship footage, but, honestly, I don’t think I’m up for it right now. I can’t watch that destruction all over again.”

      “We need to set this pain aside,” Lumi interjected, her tone clipped. “There’s no time for crying and broken hearts. I’m sorry. Hate me all you want, but you all know I’m telling the truth.”

      It didn’t sit well with any of us, but I was the first to nod. “The swamp witch is right,” I said, looking around the control room. “Derek and his group are down there, and we don’t know if they’re okay. Ben and my mom are down there, too, with their team, and they’re the only ones we have eyes on. They’re not doing too great either, given the fact that they’re a dragon short. We’ve lost an entire fleet down there. And we don’t know what kind of creatures we’re dealing with, yet.”

      Arwen scoffed. “I’ll handle that,” she said, then nodded at Shayla, Viola, and the Daughters. “We’ve managed to retrieve two male and two female flashing creatures from Strava’s orbit. How about you ladies help me make some sense of what the hell made them so powerful?”

      “The bodies will be waiting for us in one of the medical rooms below,” Viola replied. “They’re kept at temperatures below zero degrees, just in case.”

      “Okay, then let’s cut them up and see what they’ve got to tell us,” Arwen said matter-of-factly. “We’ll draw blood and store it, too. If we’re sending care packages to Strava, we should definitely include Perfect juice for Rose and Lenny.”

      She then walked out, accompanied by the Daughters.

      A minute passed in heavy silence. Our task list had shrunk, since two of the most pressing matters were being dealt with—breaking the bad news and performing an autopsy on the hostiles we’d managed to bring back.

      That left us with the biggest issue on our plate yet.

      “What about Strava?” Bijarki asked. “How do we get our people back?”

      My father sighed, scratching the back of his head. “An all-out attack will not work. They’ve made that painfully obvious,” he replied.

      “We need some autopsy results first,” Harper agreed. “We need to know what we’re dealing with, because, right now, the odds are not in our favor. We could bring in a whole army of witches, warlocks, and dragons. Those things won’t give a damn. They’ll swarm us by the thousands, moving so fast that we won’t even have a split second to retaliate.”

      “Okay, so what the hell do we do?” Phoenix shot back, visibly aggravated. “We can’t just sit here!”

      “I didn’t say that we should!” Harper replied, her hands balled into fists.

      They were both angrier than I’d ever seen them before. I felt the need to step in.

      “I know this is nothing like what we’re all accustomed to,” I said, demanding their attention. “But we can’t let that distract us from our usual protocols. What do we do when we have an unknown hostile?”

      Phoenix blinked several times, then sighed. “We study it and its attack methods.”

      “Right. And what do we do when we can’t just walk into a place?” I replied, raising an eyebrow.

      Harper and Phoenix looked at each other, then back at me. Both nodded.

      “We find another way in,” Harper breathed.

      I nodded. “So you, Phoenix, Caspian, Bijarki, and my dad can focus on that,” I said. “We also need to find a way to get in touch with my mom’s team.”

      “I might be able to help, but I’ll need to fuse a couple of spells together for this to work,” Lumi replied. “I’ll need a few hours.”

      “That’s fine. It’s not like Strava’s going anywhere,” I said. “This is a challenge, and we need to treat it as such. We don’t cower. We inquire, we ask questions, we get answers, we make a plan and, last and certainly not least, we take action.”

      Draven spread several scrolls on the table in the middle of the control room, motioning for us to gather around. We all got up and got closer, and he pointed at several pieces of text written in faded ink on waxed paper.

      “There isn’t much in the archives about Strava,” he said, “mainly because none of our delegations made it there too often. But I was able to find these extremely old texts. And when I say extremely old, I mean written by Druids in now-dead languages. They’re at least fifteen thousand years old.”

      “Please, tell me there’s a way to translate them,” Harper murmured, staring at the scrolls.

      Lumi sighed. “Again, I could help, but it would take longer than the time I think we have to work with,” she replied.

      Draven shook his head. “It’s okay, I managed to find a couple of words that made it into our modern language. They’re both names, actually,” he explained. “One is ‘Draenir,’ and the other is ‘Bogdana.’ Bogdana is actually mentioned in a footnote a couple of times, but the name Draenir pops up repeatedly in these scrolls.”

      I frowned, slightly confused. “Okay, how does this help us, then?”

      “Well, I don’t know anything about Draenir, but I do remember the name Bogdana,” Draven said. “It’s quite unique. I know of a very old fae named Bogdana. She was known to live in Sherus and Nuriya’s kingdom.”

      Bijarki then gasped. “Oh! I remember! I heard other fae talk about her during history classes in Luceria at some point.”

      “You were taking history classes?” Field replied, raising an eyebrow.

      “I was looking to enrich my knowledge,” Bijarki returned defensively. “Anyway, if I’m not mistaken, Bogdana is said to be the oldest fae still living. And I mean tens of thousands of years old.”

      Draven thought about it for a second, then nodded slowly. “Then this would make sense,” he replied. “If Bogdana is that old, and since she shows up in these scrolls about Strava, I think it’s safe to assume she was there. She might be able to tell us something. Anything would help.”

      And so, in the span of hours, still reeling from such a catastrophic loss of life, we’d finally made some progress on the information side. In my mind, which was still hazed by grief and despair, the next step seemed pretty obvious: we had to find Bogdana.

      The more we knew about Strava and our new enemy, the better we could plan our next move and get our people out of there alive.
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      “We’ll have to find Bogdana,” I said, unable to take my eyes off the scrolls.

      They were the closest thing we had to a viable lead, and, given our dire circumstances, they were, in fact, a sight for sore eyes—even though we couldn’t understand any of the writing on them.

      “Sherus and Nuriya will be more than happy to help,” Hazel said.

      Tejus sighed. “Do you think? They lost plenty of warrior fae with our ships.”

      “They’ll help,” I replied. “We’re allies. We gave them all the information we had when we asked for support troops. They will understand that this was out of our hands. Besides, they’ll want revenge against this unknown enemy, and if Bogdana can tell us something about them, they’ll help us find her.”

      “Good,” Hazel said. “Then we’ll have a—”

      The double doors burst wide open. In came Blaze and Caia. They were both livid. They’d gotten the news, and I felt gutted once more. It tore me apart to see Blaze like that, but there wasn’t anything I could do to make him feel better.

      “What do we do?” Blaze asked, his tone clipped.

      “For now, we’re planning,” I replied, keeping my eyes on him.

      Blaze was about to burst into flames, seething with the same rage and helplessness that we all felt. “My dad’s out there somewhere,” he hissed. “Alive or dead, I want him back. What can I do?”

      “You can take a deep breath,” I said to him.

      We’d barely gotten a handle on things, and, as much as I understood his emotional state, I couldn’t allow for any kind of regression in our group. We were already missing our founders, along with my wife and her crew. I couldn’t lose any more people.

      “Blaze, we’ll find another way in. I promise,” Harper replied, her voice trembling.

      Caia gently squeezed his arm. The grief in her azure eyes was impossible to ignore.

      Blaze exhaled, then placed a smartphone on the table, on top of the scrolls. It looked like it had been through a lot, but it was still functional.

      “This came via an interplanetary travel spell,” the young dragon said. “They found it on the platform on top of Luceria not too long ago. Maybe an hour, tops. Nobody saw the light bubble coming, and, since the spell wore off on landing, there was just the phone left. It took a while until someone came across it when the shifts changed, and staff went on a routine patrol on the roof, too. The staff didn’t know who it belonged to so they brought it over to us after asking around.”

      My instincts flared, and I immediately made some connections and recognized the phone. “That’s… I know it,” I said, then turned it over. There was a small dandelion sticker on its back. “It’s Sofia’s.”

      My spirits were instantly lifted. I unlocked the screen first.

      “Someone removed the passcode settings,” Hazel observed.

      I flipped through its files and found only one new video, apart from what we’d already seen after Ben and Rose’s first incursion to Strava. They’d worn cameras connected to their phones in order to record everything, including their retracing of Derek’s steps to the cave. It was part of any rescue or investigation protocol. I looked at Hazel and the others, then tapped open the file and played the video.

      My heart skipped a beat as Rose came up on the screen. She was somewhere in the jungle.

      “Hey, Caleb, honey. We only had one interplanetary spell left, and we wanted to use it wisely,” she said. At first, I got angry, wondering why they hadn’t used it to come back, until I remembered that neither Rose nor Ben would leave their parents and the others behind. I couldn’t blame her. I probably would’ve done the same in the end. “Listen, we ran into some serious trouble here, and it’s nothing like what we’ve dealt with before.”

      I exhaled, then turned the phone volume louder. We all listened carefully to what Rose reported from Strava.

      “Given that you’ve got eyes on us, you might’ve figured some bits out already but, still, here we go… There were creatures in those cave pods, but not what we would’ve normally referred to as ‘endemic species,’” she said. “Apparently, over a century ago, this planet used to be inhabited by the Draenir. They dabbled with genetic engineering and wound up creating this hyper-intelligent hybrid creature named Ta’Zan. After that, there was a plague that pretty much wiped them all out, except Ta’Zan, who went into hiding and started creating his own hybrids. He called them Faulties. They went inside those pods because it was the only way that they could survive the plague. They went into stasis and were supposed to stay there for about three hundred years, assuming that the virus would die out by then. It only affected the Draenir, so once they were gone, the virus would have no more bodies to infect.”

      I pressed pause for long enough to draw a quick conclusion.

      “Well, now we know what a Draenir is,” I muttered, giving Draven a quick nod, then hit play again.

      “By the time we first started surveying the planet to build that resort, the virus was already gone. Claudia accidentally awakened Ta’Zan and his Faulties. Five hundred of them, just like we’d assumed, initially,” Rose added. “But some of them were left behind. Ta’Zan isn’t just some bioengineering genius; he’s into freaking eugenics. Building the master race and whatnot. We ran into one of his Faulties in the woods, on our way to explore the diamond colosseum we’d seen east of the lighthouse, and she told us some of these things. Thing is, Ta’Zan abducted Mom, Dad, and their group.”

      I held my breath for a second, then nearly crumbled as I listened to the rest of the message.

      “Apparently, they’re all okay, since Ta’Zan is lifting genes from them to build his so-called Perfects. They’re these superfast and downright deadly creatures,” Rose said. “I have never seen anything like them. They’re like the best of all worlds, and they nearly wiped us off the face of Strava. Kallisto, the Faulty I mentioned, deceived us and sold us out to a bunch of Perfects inside the colosseum. They’re so fast, they cause loud pops whenever they move, like mini-sonic booms, or something. It’s the sudden air friction, I think. They have wings, and they can fly at supersonic speeds. They’re able to release fireballs, and they have monstrous strength. There’s still a lot we don’t know about them, but we understood their purpose.”

      I hit pause again, just to give myself a second to digest and think it all through. I looked at the rest of our team, and they were equally stunned and petrified.

      “The creatures we brought back from orbit,” Draven said. “Those are Perfects.”

      I nodded slowly and pressed play for the last time, as we were going into the last part of the video message.

      “I’ve left a couple of notes on this phone with all the technical data we’ve gathered, along with some biometrics,” Rose said. “You know, physical descriptions, abilities, and names of all the creatures we’ve encountered so far. They’re incredibly fast learners, too. We first dealt with them by the lighthouse. Not sure you saw that, but Kale was able to teleport us all out of there. But, when we met them again in the diamond colosseum, she couldn’t. They had something to block her from using her natural magic abilities.

      “Caleb, there’s still a lot we don’t know about these Perfects, but we know they’re looking to spread out. Ta’Zan creates them fast, too, within hours. It’s like hundreds of them, each day. We don’t know how many are there, right now, but we got our hinds kicked by just four of them. Kallisto helped us escape in the end, probably because of how the Perfects treated her. Apparently, there’s tension between the Faulties and the Perfects, for obvious reasons. The Faulties are being used for domestic service or are outright shunned, while the Perfects are like… I don’t know, remember Hitler and his ‘perfect Aryan children?’ Well, that, plus a lot of supernatural abilities.”

      My blood ran cold as I began to understand the full extent of what was coming out of Strava, as well as the danger that Rose and her team were in.

      “There was an unexpected upside. Lenny and I found out that we could drink Perfect blood to bring ourselves closer to their level, physically speaking. It seems to work for vampires… Perfect blood just amps us up. It’s crazy weird, but it came in handy, and it evened the playing field for a couple of minutes. We’re going to go look for Ridan, now,” Rose added with a trembling voice. “Hopefully, he’s still alive. He fought bravely to give us the window we needed to get away from the Perfects. But it wasn’t enough. I’m telling you, Caleb, a single Perfect can take on a dragon and cut through its hide with so much ease. It’s terrifying. The only thing that gives me some comfort is the fact that Ta’Zan would rather keep Mom, Dad, and the others alive, so he can lift as many gene samples as he wants. He’s mass-producing Perfects and reclaiming Strava. Then, he’s taking his Perfects out into the universe, and not one of us will survive if we don’t find a way to stop them. It’s why we all chose to send you this message and stay here, instead of coming back.

      “This isn’t just about Mom and Dad and the others anymore. It’s about finding a way to stop Ta’Zan from unleashing this horror into the In-Between. I don’t know how we can do that, at this point, to be honest. But I don’t want us to lose hope, either. Since our comms don’t work, I’ve spoken to Kale and taped a lock of my hair inside the phone case. She said Lumi can use it to send us another interplanetary spell with more magic resources. We could talk like this until we figure out why the comms are down. They burned our shuttles and the resort, too. So we’re kind of on the run. As soon as you send us a reply, we’ll prepare another video report. Hopefully, we’ll have made more progress by then. Check the notes, too. I love you, Caleb. I love you all. Just… don’t come here. Don’t come here until we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

      With that, her message ended, and guilt started eating away at me.

      We’d been quite reactive when we assembled the fleet. Had we waited a few more hours, we would’ve gotten this message, and we wouldn’t have sent hundreds of GASP allies to a painful defeat. The realization hit me so hard, I had to sit down.

      “You couldn’t have known,” Blaze said quietly, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “I would’ve done the same if I were you. If I saw my people getting attacked through that telescope, I would’ve sent an army of dragons, daemons, and whatnot, and I would’ve raised hell.”

      My eyes were burning, tears making it difficult for me to see clearly. The guilt was becoming too much to bear.

      “I’m sure they would’ve sent that message sooner if they could,” Lumi replied. “It came pretty fast, actually, considering that only a few hours ago they were attacked in the colosseum.” She smirked as she realized something. “Kailani figured out the blood boost.”

      “The what now?” Phoenix asked.

      “There’s a way to speed up an interplanetary spell,” Lumi explained. “It requires a considerable amount of fae blood, though, so it’s not something you just do willy-nilly. Given their circumstances and what beasts are tailing them, they took quite a risk to deliver this message as fast as they could. So, yeah, Caleb, don’t beat yourself up.”

      “You heard Rose,” Draven chimed in. I must’ve been looking terrible if they were all trying to make me feel better. “At the time of that message, they didn’t even know how many of those… Perfects had been made.”

      “Yeah. But we should’ve waited,” I managed, feeling the knot in my throat get bigger and more uncomfortable.

      Hazel came to me and crouched, so she could be on the same eye level as me, resting her palms on my knees. “Dad, please, you can’t think like this,” she said softly. “You couldn’t have known. There were too many twists, too many surprises. We were all swept off our feet with this. We had every reason to believe we were doing the right thing—”

      “But we weren’t. And now six hundred creatures are prisoner to that monster! Not to mention those who died!” I shot back, no longer able to control my anger

      Blaze checked all the notes that Rose had added into Sofia’s phone, and scoffed. “Hey, Caleb, check this out,” he said. “It turns out the Perfects and the Faulties are hybrids made of known creatures. Fae, Druids, Maras, and most likely witches, too, on top of the Draenir. That’s just an assessment made based on the hostiles’ appearance and abilities. According to Rose, the Faulties were crossed with Stravian animals, too. The Perfects, however, came after Ta’Zan abducted Derek, Rose, and the others.”

      Harper gasped. “He’s got vampires to work with, now.”

      “There might be something in our genes that helped him make them… perfect, I guess.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We need to get those notes to Arwen and the others, to cross-reference with the autopsy results,” I added, forcing myself back into command mode.

      Lumi clicked her teeth, crossing her arms as she stared at the telescope feed.

      “One thing’s for sure,” she said. “A military response is no longer a viable option. We’ll have to find another way to get them out, like Hazel said. Most importantly, we have to stop them from spilling out into the In-Between. They sound like a disease.”

      According to Rose’s notes, there was some powerful mixture of science and magic at work here—something unlike anything we’d ever seen before. This was a new and terrifying enemy, but if my wife, the love of my life, my soulmate wasn’t ready to call it quits yet, I sure as hell wasn’t going to do that, either. Too many innocent souls relied on us this time.

      We’d lost enough already.

      We couldn’t lose an entire universe.
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      My soul was aching, and so was Caspian’s. After everything we’d seen, it had become difficult to support each other, emotionally. We were both broken up about it. Worst of all, four of our closest friends, one of whom was blood of my blood, were missing, or worse, dead. I shook the thought away quickly, choosing to focus on the possibility that Jovi, Anjani, Jax, and Hansa were still alive.

      Otherwise, I would’ve lost it.

      Looking at Blaze, I had a feeling he was going through the same mental process. His red aura made me cry on the inside, but, like Lumi had said, we had to put all this aside. We had to focus on getting the survivors back. All of them.

      “Well, at least we have a way of communicating with Rose’s team,” Lumi concluded.

      “Can you make the interplanetary spell reach them fast, like Kale did with theirs?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’ll need a lot of fae blood, though,” she said. “One liter for every hour we want to cut from the journey time.”

      “I’ll put the word out for volunteers,” Draven replied. “I’m sure we won’t lack support for this endeavor.”

      “I’ve got a lock of Rose’s hair, now,” Lumi added, as Caleb dismantled Sofia’s phone and gave her the lock of hair. “A single strand will do to help me tweak the interplanetary spell. I’ll make sure it reaches her and no one else by blending in a tracking spell.”

      I nodded slowly. “We’ll have to prepare a response, along with whatever ingredients they might need,” I said. “What should we send them?”

      Draven cleared his throat. “Invisibility paste ingredients, for a start,” he replied. “They’re dealing with serious hostiles there. They’ll need to keep a low profile.”

      Lumi smirked. “I’ve modified the invisibility spell, by the way,” she said. “I’ve found a way to turn it on and off while wearing it. With local ingredients, it’s resistant to water, too. I’ll make a note and add it to the box of ingredients.”

      “That’s fantastic,” I breathed. “Wish we had that back on Neraka.”

      “Hey, you got me out of there, so you have it now,” Lumi replied. “I’ll pack some healing potions, too. They’ll need more, not only for their wounds but to replenish their fae’s blood. They only have Vesta and Ben to work with, unlike us, and they’ll need them in tip-top shape, fast. If they’re going to give five to six liters of blood whenever they send a fast message, they’ll need something to recuperate quickly.”

      “We need to tell them about who was on the fleet,” I said. My heart sank. “We need to tell Lenny that her brother was up there…”

      Bijarki pointed at the telescope feed on the screen. “They’ve just passed the lighthouse island,” he said. “They’re moving again.”

      “They can’t stop for too long, not with Perfects after them,” Caleb replied. “They have no time to wallow, and neither do we.”

      “We’ll have to organize the funerals, though,” Hazel said, struggling not to cry.

      “Pardon me, but I don’t think that’s wise,” Lumi interjected. “Not yet, anyway. We don’t know who’s dead and who’s missing at this point, and I think we should focus our resources on finding another way to Strava. Serena and the others are dealing with notifying the friends and families, but that’s about as much as we can do, right now.”

      Caleb nodded. “I agree. Preparing for funerals means burying hundreds of empty caskets. And I sure as hell am not ready to do that.”

      “My father isn’t dead,” Blaze grunted. “I can feel it in my bones. He’s not.”

      Caia rested a hand on his shoulder, then sighed and looked at me. “Lumi and Caleb are right,” she murmured. “We need a new plan here.”

      “Bijarki and I will go see Sherus and Nuriya,” Draven said. “They’ll help us find Bogdana. I’m sure she’ll tell us everything she knows about the Draenir. The more we learn about their species and culture, the better we might understand not only how Ta’Zan came to be, but also how we can infiltrate Strava.”

      “I wonder if the Draenir were also capable of building enormous diamond structures overnight,” Bijarki said, crossing his arms as he stared at the second telescope feed.

      “It depends. I mean, Strava is definitely rich in diamond deposits, but if Ta’Zan is as brilliant as they say, he could’ve just as well found a way to make it himself, directly from carbon. He’s mass-producing living beings. It wouldn’t strike me as odd if he mass-produced diamond, too,” I replied.

      We could see them clearly now—hundreds of colosseums occupying the island clusters in the eastern hemisphere. Rose and her team were right on the edge there, treading carefully on enemy territory as they searched for Ridan. I ignored the painful pang in my heart as I briefly thought of what might’ve happened to him. It had become a mental exercise of sorts, pushing the grief to the bottom of my consciousness, and keeping my focus on what lay ahead.

      If Rose’s assumptions were correct, and the Perfects were poised to multiply further and start conquering the In-Between, Eritopia was in immediate danger, as it was the closest inhabited galaxy. It was going to be their first stop, and I feared that not even the Daughters, with their full powers, could stop them.

      Based solely on what the Perfects had done to our fleet, we could tell they were horrifyingly destructive. They moved like a supersonic swarm and burned everything in their path. However, there was one thought that gave me hope.

      We saw Perfects die outside Strava’s atmosphere. We’d yet to explain why they’d been foolish enough to come after us in the first place. But it was a sign of weakness. Throwing thousands of them off the planet at once sounded like an impossible feat—surely, there was something else we could do, though.

      The vacuum of space couldn’t be the only thing that could kill them.

      There had to be another way.
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      We’d seen it all.

      And we couldn’t have done anything to stop the attack.

      We had no choice but to keep moving, sneaking from one island to another. We’d left the boats behind and opted for stealthier travel. Where she could, Vesta used the underwater pockets, so we could stay out of sight. We spent plenty of time hidden in the island jungles, watching the Perfects flashing across the sky with dozens of escape pods and injured dragons.

      My heart broke, over and over, and my throat burned with rage. Perhaps what made me suffer the most was the momentary feeling of helplessness, the inability to help the hundreds of supernaturals that had come to help us. Deep down, I found a drop of comfort in knowing that most had survived. On top of that, my brother had already been assigned to Neraka. Then again, I knew nothing about my parents, and whether they’d been up there when the Perfects struck.

      “I’d hoped our message would reach them before they sent the fleet over,” Rose murmured as we made our way toward the beach.

      “We did the best we could,” Ben replied, trying to comfort her.

      I didn’t need an ability to read Rose to understand how much this hurt her. We all shared the pain and the frustration. But we couldn’t sit back and wallow in misery, either. We had to keep moving and find a way to fight this.

      Most importantly, we had to get to Ridan.

      “Over there,” Kailani said, pointing ahead. “That’s the lighthouse.”

      As we stepped out of the woods and set foot on the white sand, we could all see it. Five hundred yards across the water from our tiny patch of dry land was the lighthouse with its empty pier—the place where we’d first encountered the Perfects. Where we’d nearly gotten ourselves killed the first time around.

      The black smoke had almost scattered farther and higher away, where the GASP starships had once flown. Debris had come down in thousands of burning pieces, all over the area. From what I’d seen, there was a radius of approximately two hundred miles, all sprinkled with pieces from the ships’ wreckage. And most likely a lot of bodies, too.

      I swallowed back another round of tears and focused on what was in front of us. I looked up, using my True Sight, to make sure the coast was clear for us to proceed across the water with Nevis’s help. We didn’t want to put too much strain on Vesta and Ben, who were still recovering from losing the blood they’d given for the interplanetary spell.

      “If we run, we can make it to the woods near the lighthouse before Perfects reach the area,” I said. “They’re still carrying escape pods back to the colosseum, from what I can tell.”

      “They’ll be scanning the waters for more survivors, too,” Ben said. “We’d better move fast and find Ridan before the Perfects do.”

      We all nodded, and Nevis stepped forward and extended a straight and narrow layer of frost across the turquoise water. We dashed toward the island, light on our feet but with excruciating weight in our hearts.

      Once our boots sank into the white sand, Nevis snapped his fingers and made the frost path melt away. We ran into the woods for cover, and that was where I finally came undone. I stopped in front of a thick tree and started punching it. Its bark was rock hard and merciless in its resistance, and I barely made its surface crack and chip away.

      My knuckles bled, but I kept going. I’d gathered so much anger inside, and I had to let it out before it became toxic. Everybody else stilled, watching me as I unleashed it all on that one tree. I kept punching and panting until I finally heard the wood break.

      I rammed my fist into it, one last time. The trunk gave out and split open. The tree groaned as it came down with all its weight, its crown loaded with fruit clusters.

      I stood there, breathing heavily and blankly staring at what I’d just done. My mind was quiet. My only thought was wondering whether that had done something to soothe the rage that had been silently consuming me on the inside for the past half hour.

      My vision got hazy.

      “Feel any better?” I heard Kailani ask me, her voice barely a whisper. She wasn’t doing too well, either. She’d already been going through some emotional spikes since her swamp witch apprenticeship had begun, but this had to take the cake for her—and yet, she was holding it together slightly better than me.

      I, on the other hand, couldn’t take it anymore. I dropped to my knees and broke down crying. I heard Rose sobbing somewhere close to me, but I couldn’t see anything, as hot tears streamed down my cheeks. No one said anything for a while, but, at some point, I felt a pair of arms slowly come around me and hold me tight. I didn’t care who it was. It just felt good.

      I let it all out, every single tear, until I had nothing but dry sobs. I blinked several times, noticing the meranium chest plate with its intricate decorative designs and diamond inlays. I recognized the ivory-colored silk sleeves and the rich locks of long white hair brushing against my face. I looked up and saw Nevis. He’d taken it upon himself to be the one to hold me, and, despite our friction, I didn’t mind it one bit.

      On the contrary, it seemed to have a soothing effect on my frayed nerves, as I gradually relaxed in his embrace. Kailani had sat in front of us, watching me with concern. Her eyes were still puffy and red—she’d cried, too. We’d all shed tears for the many lives that had been snuffed out by those Perfects. But Ben was right. We’d done our best. GASP had been bound to come in and try to help us. It wasn’t our fault.

      “I didn’t know there were so many Perfects out there already,” I managed.

      “Ta’Zan is mass-producing them somehow,” Nevis replied, his voice low.

      It made my heart hum gently in its ribcage.

      Rose, Ben, Dmitri, Vesta, Zeriel and Hunter all sat down around Kailani, Nevis and me, letting deep breaths out. We were still looking for Ridan, but I understood right there and then that we had to take a moment—we had to process everything that had just happened. We couldn’t go on until we wrapped our heads around it all.

      We’d suffered quite the loss, and we had a lot more people to save now. But I wasn’t ready to call it quits. None of us were.

      “Who do you think was on those ships?” Vesta asked.

      Rose shrugged. “I don’t know, but I pray it wasn’t anyone in our immediate family,” she said. “I know it’s a selfish and maybe awful thing to say, but my parents are already missing and, obviously, in serious danger. I don’t know how I’d cope if Hazel or Tejus, or Benedict or Yelena… Harper… Phoenix… Serena… No, I… I don’t know what I would do.”

      Ben put his arm around her, then dropped a soft kiss on her temple. “Rose, it’s okay,” he said. “I think we’re all thinking the same thing. None of us wants to feel that kind of grief of losing your own flesh and blood. I, too, am hoping Grace wasn’t on one of those ships. Or Caia or Blaze. I know, trust me.”

      Dmitri sighed. “There’s this dull pain in my stomach,” he said. “I know Aida wouldn’t have come, since she’s just had Voss, but Field… Anjani and Jovi, Jax and Hansa, Draven and the others… They would’ve come along. Ugh, not to mention Mom and Dad,” he added, then rubbed his face with trembling hands.

      “Guys, we can’t do this to ourselves,” Kailani interjected, shaking her head. “We can’t give in to despair. We don’t know who was on those ships; we have no idea who died and who survived at this point. We can’t afford to even grieve right now.”

      “The third ship stayed back,” Hunter replied. “It was smaller and most likely command control. “I think most of our people would’ve been on it. There would be seasoned officers leading the fleet on the two starships that went down. But, I don’t know, we can’t even make assumptions at this point. It’ll throw us off the path.”

      “What matters right now is that we find Ridan,” Ben said. “We’ll worry about finding the other six-hundred-plus right after that. It’ll be okay, as long as we stay focused.”

      We all nodded in agreement, eager to get back to our mission. I was feeling a little better. I’d let it all out already. Concerns had been voiced, as well. I could see things clearly, and I held on to the chance that we could still do something about all this.

      “We need to revisit our objectives,” Nevis said, then gently pushed me away so I could sit on my own. Part of me longed for him to hold me a little while longer, but I knew this wasn’t the right time to dwell on my emotions. I’d had my moment. “Find the dragon first, yes. Then, we absolutely have to find Derek and the others. They’ll be with Ta’Zan, for sure. I’ll bet he’s hogging the other six hundred, too. So, we’ll need to figure out a way into whatever fortress he’s got, and a way to get past loyal Faulties and psycho Perfects.”

      “Sounds like we’ve already got our work cut out for us,” I replied dryly.

      “And then some,” Kailani said.

      “Nevis is right,” Rose said. “We have to find out exactly what the Perfects and Ta’Zan are planning. Universal domination is clearly on the table. We just need to understand how and when they plan to do it.”

      “Most importantly, we have to learn more about the Perfects,” Ben replied. “Particularly weaknesses. There has to be a way to kill them.”

      “You saw them fly past Strava’s atmosphere, right?” Dmitri asked, both eyebrows raised.

      Nevis exhaled. “I guess they’re still figuring out the basic principles of planetary physics,” he said. “But outer space clearly kills them. So, we have that to go on.”

      Ben shook his head. “There must be a way to kill them that doesn’t involve throwing them all off the planet. How could we even do that, anyway?”

      A few seconds passed in silence, all of us looking at Kailani. She shrugged, looking somewhat defensive. “What? I’m still figuring out this whole swamp witch thing. I doubt there’s a spell to kick an entire species off a planet!”

      “Worth it to at least wonder about it,” I replied.

      “We may have another option,” Nevis suggested, eyeing each of us carefully. “It sounds terrible and cold-hearted, but I think you should consider it, especially if the Perfects’ existence threatens to basically wipe out all the other species inhabiting the In-Between, including mine.”

      Ben frowned. “What are you thinking?”

      “Destroy the entire planet,” Nevis replied bluntly. “Wipe them all out, with Strava, before they develop their space-travel technology. We all know they’ll be studying the starships they took down. They’ll figure out a way to build fully functional replicas.”

      “Whoa,” I managed, staring at him with wide eyes. “That is cold.”

      “I know,” he said. “But I had to put it out there. It would require some serious magical assistance from the Witches’ Sanctuary, from the Daughters of Eritopia, from Lumi, and from whoever else could assist us in causing such large-scale destruction. But we have to consider it.”

      “Not right now,” Rose replied. “It would be worse than genocide. How can we lower ourselves to their level? There has to be a better way.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, but, if all else fails—” Nevis tried to better explain his suggestion, but Rose cut him off.

      “No. We’ll think about this later,” she said. “I’m aware that we might have to resort to that, but… but not right now. We’ll focus on doing everything we can to stop it, and we’ll start by talking to the Faulties first, then see if we can work our way up to the Perfects. If all else fails, like you said, we can address this option again. Until then, however, mass destruction cannot be on the table, regardless of the lives we’ve already lost. GASP didn’t come to exist in order to destroy entire civilizations. We’ve always found a way to peace. We’ll do it again!”

      We all just sat there and thought about it for a while. Nevis accepted Rose’s argument and didn’t continue that line of conversation. I could see the deep red in his aura—he, too, was suffering, like the rest of us, but he was doing a damn good job of keeping it together. I had to admit, I admired the guy.

      Hunter was the first to get back up and cautiously check our surroundings.

      “It’s time to go,” he said. “Nightfall will be upon us soon, and Ridan is still out here, somewhere.”

      I nodded as I stood and patted the sand off my combat suit. “We’re close to where he probably touched down,” I replied. “I’ll keep my True Sight on.”

      “Look for him in the waters or around the beaches,” Vesta suggested. “If he was still conscious when he fell, he would’ve looked for a soft landing.”

      We regrouped and started moving again, crossing the dark patch of woods toward the northern edge of the island. The Perfects’ sonic booms echoed in the distance, sending shivers down my spine. Things had gone from bad to worse a little too fast for our collective ability to process it all in one go, but we had to keep our heads clear and adapt as best we could.

      Strava had no patience for us. And we had no intention of letting it take more of our people. We were going to get through this.
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      The pain woke me up.

      The physical, excruciating agony. It was as if every single cell in my body was screaming, begging for someone or something to put an end to its misery. My eyes were closed, but there was a source of warm orange light nearby. I could feel it on my face.

      I stilled and took a deep breath, trying to get past the pain in order to get myself back to a conscious state. My survival instincts were kicking in again, the adrenaline already rushing through my veins and accelerating my heartbeat.

      First, I paid attention to the sounds around me. Wood crackling on the fire. I heard leaves rustling as the nocturnal breeze blew past them. Insects chirped nearby in a variety of tiny, rhythmic melodies. Somewhere, not too far from my location, was water. Waves gently lapped at a shore. I was in the jungle. The smells were somewhat familiar, of musky flowers and wild, exotic fruits.

      My eyes peeled open.

      I saw the fire and recognized the warm orange light I’d sensed earlier. I looked around and saw the dark jungle unraveling around me, with giant trees and thick crowns overhead that obscured the sky and forbade the bluish moonlight from coming through.

      I tried to move, but burning pain shot through my arms and ribs. My ankle hurt terribly, as well. I might’ve broken it. Then, I froze as I looked down. I’d been tied upright to a tree. Heavy lines of rope covered my torso and kept me in place. I shifted my weight onto my left leg, relieving some of the pressure from the injured right.

      Something was not right. How had I gotten here?

      My body was covered in a warm paste of sorts; I could feel it on my skin. I’d been wrapped in large leaves, then tied to a tree.

      “What the—” I muttered, then held my breath for a second.

      It was all coming back to me in downright terrifying flashbacks. Our journey to Strava. The attack at the lighthouse. The Faulties and the Perfects. The fight to get ourselves out of the diamond colosseum in one piece. I’d gone against Araquiel, that arrogant bastard. He’d nearly killed me!

      That last kick had sent me literally flying.

      I’d seen the lights flashing above the colosseum—Perfects desperately looking for the others on my team. Kailani had probably gotten them far enough away to teleport them to a safe place. The hostiles hadn’t come after me, for sure. Otherwise I’d be in that diamond colosseum. Or dead.

      My team was probably looking for me. Maybe they’d seen where I’d landed.

      I had to get out and find them, but the pain… It crippled me.

      It made me groan, but I wasn’t ready to give up. I needed to free myself. I tried to push my body against the layer of rope, but it didn’t even budge. Whoever had tied me up had done a fantastic job. I panted, sweat covering my face. I was ready to go full dragon, until I realized I was too weak and was severely wounded. I’d had to revert back to human form just so that I’d have a better shot at survival.

      Which hadn’t even helped, because I’d almost drowned.

      Then, I remembered the female figure swimming toward me.

      The orange scales on her body.

      Movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned my head and spotted… someone. Covered in a heavy cloak made of large, waxy leaves, wearing one of those coconut-like masks on its face with two holes for eyes—two bright orange eyes, staring back at me. My heart skipped a beat.

      I could tell it was a female, mostly from the soft lines of her muscular legs. Her feet, ankles, and calves were covered in… orange scales. Those were eerily familiar. Despite the adrenaline rush, my brain still functioned with a minor delay, so it took me a few seconds to put two and two together and identify this creature as the one who had saved me from drowning.

      “I know you,” I said, my throat dry and scratchy.

      She didn’t say anything. She walked over to the fire and tossed an armful of wood on top, feeding the blaze for a couple more hours. I followed her with my gaze as she took out several large fish from her woven satchel, all freshly caught, from what I could tell. She stuck two Y-shaped wooden sticks into the ground, on both sides of the fire, then impaled the fish on a long rod and placed it above the flames.

      The fire licked at the fishes’ bellies. Soon enough, they started to smell delicious, as the fat underneath their scaly skin began to melt and drip into the firepit. I sniffed the air, loving the scent. My stomach growled, a little too loudly.

      The creature glanced at me, and, judging by her widened eyes, she was surprised to hear such sounds coming out of me. I couldn’t free myself just yet, though I could’ve used my fire breath. However, I was curious. Given what I could gather from her appearance, she was most likely a Faulty—one of the rejected ones.

      She could’ve killed me or brought me back to the Perfects, but she hadn’t. She’d chosen to slather me in whatever that paste was and tie me to a tree. The pain was beginning to subside in my left arm. I moved my shoulder around a bit, and it felt better. I was healing.

      Clearly, she didn’t know what to do with me yet. I’d seen how the Perfects treated Kallisto and her kind, so it stood to reason that this creature might be wary of the Perfects, too. This seemed like a golden opportunity to establish a dialogue with her. Maybe even get her to help.

      “Listen, I mean you no harm,” I said, then cleared my throat to get rid of that feeling of nails scraping my trachea. “I’ve been injured and separated from my friends. We’ve come here in peace. We’re only looking for our friends. I think Ta’Zan, your… maker, has them. We just want our people back, that’s all.”

      I waited for her to say something, but she kept her gaze on the fish, occasionally twisting the rod for an even grill. From what I could remember, her hair was long and white beneath that leafy cloak. Her arms seemed slender and toned, covered in orange scales in a pattern similar to the one on her legs. Her palms were clear and tender, though, her fingers long and delicate.

      “I think you saved me,” I muttered. “Thank you for that. I would’ve died if it weren’t for you. I owe you one.”

      Still nothing. I wasn’t sure if she understood what I was saying, or she was deliberately ignoring me. Given that we’d been able to communicate with Kallisto, one of her species, the former was unlikely. I sighed, trying to keep my cool as angst began to claw at my stomach. I wholeheartedly detested being tied.

      “Listen. You need to let me go,” I said, my tone firm and unyielding. “You don’t need to keep me tied up, as I have no intention of hurting you whatsoever.”

      Quiet. Insects chirping.

      “Not sure if you know this about me, but I’m perfectly capable of freeing myself,” I added. That got her attention. She stilled and looked up. “I’m only asking you nicely so that we can establish a mutually respectful rapport. Like I said, I mean you no harm.”

      She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t look away, either. I had to kick things up a notch and elicit another reaction from her. From this entire scene, my takeaway was pretty simple: she wanted me to understand that she was in charge, that she made the rules, and that I had to obey. Only, I really didn’t like being tied up. Emphasis on really.

      “Okay, fine. If you won’t let me go, I’ll do it myself.”

      That said, I took one long, deep breath, and fire sizzled through my throat, eager for release.

      In a split second, she had jumped over the fire, without knocking the wooden sticks and fish over, and reached me. I was ready to burn the ropes off, but she backhanded me so hard, I was stunned. Pain shot through my jaw.

      I passed out before I could even react.

      Darkness swallowed me whole.

      Again.
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      Words couldn’t even describe how I felt. In my semi-consciousness, I could remember everything—every single detail. Our two ships breaching Strava’s atmosphere, smoothly headed toward the surface to land. The swarm of flashing lights swallowing our vessel and tearing it apart in minutes.

      We’d tried to steer away from them, but they were too fast. Their direct hits were insanely destructive. I grabbed Anjani by the hand and ran back to the nearest escape pod, thinking we had a better shot at surviving if we got off the ship first. Most of the fighters in our crew had done the same. I didn’t even get a chance to think about the ones who didn’t. This was an unexpected war, and survival was key.

      We’d managed to get out, just in time to see both ships explode, fires blazing like giant mushrooms, smoke billowing, and millions of flaming chunks scattering and plummeting toward the ground. We’d seen the dragons get captured by those flashing creatures—we didn’t stand a chance.

      All I could think of was getting myself and Anjani out of there alive. We could hide somewhere, then regroup and find out what was going on here, because clearly there were more hostiles than we’d originally estimated. There were thousands of them, and their strike had practically crippled an entire fleet.

      I caught glimpses of hundreds of other escape pods, and I felt an ounce of relief knowing that at least three hundred from my ship had made it. Anjani had cried out Jax and Hansa’s names… We’d both hoped they, too, had jumped on an escape pod.

      Then, one of those flashing creatures had rammed right into our capsule.

      Everything had gone white, then pitch black as we tumbled in the impact.

      I lost control.

      With my eyes still closed, I heard the voices around me, wheels rattling on a hard floor. Footsteps shuffling and rushed orders. There were groans and moans—I recognized some of those as coming out of me.

      “Will he make it?” One female voice came through.

      “Yes. The silvery one, too,” a male responded.

      Anjani…

      My eyes popped open. Ceiling lights rushed past my head. I looked farther up and saw him—the male creature I’d heard earlier. He looked strange, with big yellow eyes and scaly skin. He reminded me of the Destroyers back from Azazel’s reign of terror, but I could hear his footsteps. He didn’t have a snake tail for a lower body. He was a hybrid of some sort, for sure. He gave me a concerned look as he kept pushing my gurney. The wheels rattling beneath… the white walls… I was in a hospital, or something akin to a hospital.

      “Anjani,” I breathed, then tried to get up.

      I couldn’t. I’d been tied down.

      I struggled against my restraints, ignoring the sharp pain in my leg and ribs. I’d definitely been injured, but I didn’t give a damn. My wife… I had to get to my wife.

      “Anjani!” I cried out.

      “Lie still, or you’ll make the bleeding worse!” the male creature hissed.

      I glowered at him. “Where’s Anjani?!”

      “She’s fine. She’ll be fine. So will you, if you listen to me,” he replied bluntly.

      “What… What happened?” I managed, then looked around and caught glimpses of other creatures like him—hybrids with either scales, or turquoise or sand-colored fur and horns, rushing up and down what looked like a spacious hallway. There were more of my people on mobile gurneys, tied up and moaning from the pain.

      “You were foolish enough to try to attack us, that’s what happened!” the male creature shot back, visibly annoyed.

      I saw Heath on another gurney, as two of the hybrid creatures wheeled him into a white room to our right. I lifted my head to get a better look, but my “caregiver” pinned it down.

      “Don’t move!” he insisted. “You’ll see your friends soon enough.”

      “Which ones?! You shot us down! I don’t even know who made it!” I retorted.

      Tears rushed to my eyes as I remembered it all in one gut-wrenching replay. I would’ve loved nothing more than to tear my restraints off and rip his throat out. But I couldn’t. My injuries were severe, judging by the pulsating pain alone.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” he said, his voice trembling.

      “Who are you people?” I asked, as tears streamed from the corners of my eyes.

      He scoffed. “Worry about that later. Right now, we need to stop your bleeding,” he replied.

      I was brought into another white room, where several others like him prepared what looked like an operating table. They had medical tools and white bandages ready, along with a variety of jars filled with colorful liquids.

      My system went into overdrive. Some kind of panic gripped me and refused to let go.

      I kept struggling against my restraints, not willing to let anyone near me. I guess my temper got the better of me, as I was quickly held down by three other hybrids. A needle went into my arm. I yelped from the pain.

      “Anjani! I… Where is…”

      That was all I was able to utter, as heat spread through my body at an alarming speed.

      Before I realized what had been done to me, my eyes rolled into my head, and I drifted away into the darkness. The last flickers of my consciousness revolved around Anjani, Hansa, and Jax. I’d seen Heath already. I hoped more of ours had made it.

      That was all I could do, as I passed out.

      Hope.
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      Out of everything I’d been through, nothing had been as challenging and this. We’d had our ups and downs; we’d fought tooth and nail for freedom and love. We’d faced the Elders, for heaven’s sake. We’d taken down malevolent kingdoms, and we’d saved entire civilizations. We’d done so with strength, patience, and resilience. GASP had brought us to a point in our lives where we’d figured we had enough power as a group to withstand pretty much anything.

      In hindsight, I could see how wrong we’d been.

      The universes were vast and never-ending. How could we possibly have thought we had it all figured out? A thousand alliances with supernaturals across dimensions couldn’t stop what was coming.

      Ta’Zan had achieved the impossible. He’d turned terrifying ideas into reality, and he’d made them look beautiful, too. His Perfects were extraordinary specimens, but they were cruel and indoctrinated to believe his idea of genetic supremacy. How could a creature like him, so intelligent and so capable, choose to do something so heinous with what he’d been given? How could he be so cruel?

      I simply couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “How many do you think were up there?” Lucas muttered, lying in his bed and staring at the ceiling.

      “Judging by the size of the ships, I’d say seven, maybe eight or nine hundred?” Derek replied. He’d found his strength to move on. The wheels in his head were already turning, looking for solutions.

      “They must’ve had an equal number of escape pods,” Xavier offered. “That’s GASP protocol for all the vessels we agreed to build.”

      “Plenty made it out,” Vivienne replied. “Based on what we know so far, I reckon Ta’Zan is thrilled to have so many ‘specimens’ to draw his genes from.”

      “Let’s not dwell on his ‘creative’ endeavors, now,” Claudia grumbled, getting up and planting her hands on her hips. “We need to figure a way out of here. And, in the meantime, Derek here seems to be on Ta’Zan’s good side. If he has a soft spot for him, we can use that, going forward.”

      That got our attention, including Derek’s, who sat up and looked at her, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “Stay in Ta’Zan’s good graces,” Claudia replied bluntly. “I know you’d rather gouge his eyes out, but, given the circumstances, we have to put all this anger and grief aside. It serves no one.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Derek asked, blinking several times.

      Claudia was angry, practically trembling. “I’m trying to say that my daughter and granddaughter are out there, Derek! I need to do something to keep them safe,” she said, her voice raw. “I am going stir crazy in this stupid box. I feel useless.”

      She was trying so hard to keep it together. I couldn’t blame her, though. We were all struggling with the same kind of frustration.

      “I’d rather focus on finding a way out of here and getting back to my babies. Do you hear me, Derek?” she added, then bit her lower lip.

      “Babe, it’s okay, we’ll find—” Yuri tried to speak, but Claudia wouldn’t have it, cutting him off.

      “No, honey! I need Derek to say it!” She scowled at Derek. “You’re our leader, Derek Novak. We followed you everywhere. We’ve fought, and we’ve killed for you. And right now, we’re all in deep trouble. I need to know we can count on you. Do you hear me?”

      Derek nodded slowly, then got up. I could see the resolve glimmering in his eyes, and it filled my heart with hope and pride. I knew he’d already bounced back, but it still felt incredible to see him show it for the rest of our crew. We’d never dealt with an enemy so powerful and so destructive, so defiant and capable. And we all needed to see him stand tall and determined, this time.

      “I’m with you, Claudia,” Derek said. “I’m with you all. I’m sorry if I made you think otherwise. It’s just, I didn’t think I’d ever see such an attack on our own fleets. I was foolish enough to think we were invincible.”

      Claudia scoffed. “Well, I thought this was going to be the perfect vacation, but hey, circumstances change, obviously!” she replied. “So, back to what I was saying earlier. We need a fresh approach here, guys. We’re not going to claw our way out of these boxes. The magic and technology are friggin’ airtight.”

      Corrine sighed. “We’ve floated this theory before, and I think we can address it again,” she said. “The Faulties. We might have a shot at freedom with the Faulties, provided Derek keeps Ta’Zan busy.”

      “What are you proposing?” I asked, eager to try pretty much anything to get us out of here.

      “You’ve seen how Abaddon treated Isda,” Corrine explained. “This genetic supremacy is deeply embedded in the Perfects’ genes, since Ta’Zan is fanning the flames and telling them they’ll conquer the universe and destroy anyone who isn’t equal to them. It’s obvious from Abaddon’s behavior toward Isda. The Perfects despise the Faulties.”

      “And the Faulties adore Ta’Zan,” Ibrahim chimed in. “They worship him, no matter how the Perfects treat them.”

      “That is true. But!” Corrine replied. “Think about it. Ta’Zan treats them like servants. He’s specifically told Derek he has yet to decide whether all Faulties will be allowed to survive in this so-called perfect new empire of his. How difficult do you think it is to sow the seed of discord with the Faulties?”

      “Plant doubt,” Derek muttered, his face lighting up with the realization.

      Corrine was spot on. And so was Claudia. “Derek, they make a great point,” I said. “If you engage with Ta’Zan, keep him on your good side, and keep him busy, we can work on the Faulties that bring us our food. All it takes is just one of them to doubt, to see Ta’Zan for who he really is. We might be able to pull this off!”

      “What’s our endgame, though?” Lucas asked. “Because it can’t be just about us getting out of here. We can’t leave Strava without finding a way to stop Ta’Zan and his Perfects. Once they figure out space travel—and we all know it’s only a matter of time before they do—we’re all done for.”

      Ibrahim nodded slowly. “That’s why Derek’s relationship with Ta’Zan is important. Ta’Zan can see Derek’s compliance as a white flag of sorts. It will make him open up. Derek can pick up on the details, spot the weaknesses, feed us information, which we can then use against Ta’Zan. We might even find a way to burn it all down from the inside. And, like my brilliant wife just suggested, sowing doubt is essential.”

      “We have a few days, at least, until they gather all the ship parts from wherever they landed,” Derek replied. “It’ll probably take a couple more for them to figure out how to build a starship of their own. And I doubt Ta’Zan will go out conquering the entire In-Between with only a few thousand Perfects. He’ll need millions to deliver decisive and permanent blows to each planet that they encounter.”

      “As fast as they are, they won’t spend months mining for metals. They’ll do it faster. But still, it won’t happen in a week or two. So we have a little bit of time on our side,” I murmured.

      “If we use the right arguments, it won’t take long before the Faulties start thinking about rebelling against him and the Perfects,” Corrine said. “We just need to make sure we help them organize covertly. Provided we get that far with them.”

      “One thing is clear, though, and Claudia said it perfectly,” Derek concluded. “We can’t just sit here.”

      That much was obvious.

      I couldn’t function, thinking my Rose or my Ben was with the fleet when the Perfects attacked. Or Hazel or Benedict. Grace and Lawrence… No. I instantly shook that thought away. It did me no good.

      A massive show of force had done nothing to sway the Perfects into submission. They were too powerful. But we had other ways of stopping this horror from unraveling further. It required some cold-blooded thinking and setting our ethics and morals aside.

      I was willing to do that and more if it got us out of here, and if it stopped Ta’Zan from spilling out into the universe with his supernatural eugenics.

      Whatever it took, we were going to do it. It wasn’t just our lives or the lives of our loved ones at stake. It wasn’t even about saving an entire kingdom or planet, this time around.

      We had the whole of the In-Between to keep safe.

      Billions of planets. Trillions of flickers of life.

      All depending on us.
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        Ready for the next part of the Shadians’ story?

      

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading A Land of Perfects!

      The next book in the series, ASOV 62: A Citadel of Captives, releases August 5th, 2018!

      Pre-order your copy now for your convenience and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day!:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Australia: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here
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      I’ll see you there…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S. Keep turning the pages for a sneak preview of my new supernatural series!
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      I’m excited to announce a brand new supernatural series that is releasing on August 27th, 2018!

      Introducing,

      
        
        Harley Merlin and the Secret Coven
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      Keep turning the pages for the blurb and an exclusive sneak preview of the first 3 chapters!

      
        
        Blurb:

      

      

      Harley has had a difficult life, slipping through the foster system while trying to understand her strange abilities.

      At nineteen, she finally seems to have it all under control, using her unnatural skills to pinpoint cheaters at a casino—her first job as a responsible adult. She’s yet to figure out who or what she is, but Harley is definitely not like other people.

      Everything changes when a mysterious, and startlingly handsome, young warlock named Wade Crowley crosses her path while hunting a monster. A very literal monster.

      The encounter sets Harley on an incredible journey, as she discovers the hidden world of magicals, riddled with secrets—and clues about her murky past. 

      A girl with no history…

      Whether she likes it or not, this new world is where she belongs now. But after a nerve-racking twist of events, it appears that someone is out for her blood, and she must decide whether it is somewhere she is truly brave enough to stay…

      Fans of witches, magic and fantasy, you are in for a treat. Prepare to enter a tantalizing new world!
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      I froze, my back against the window, my whole body shivering as the beast in front of me shuddered with delight.

      Another second and I would become its dinner.

      Something inside me roared like thunder, unwilling to give in yet. The air around me thickened—I could feel it tickling my fingertips, beckoning me to wield it. I’d done it before, though not with the strength I would need to disable a fiend as savage as this.

      But I had to try. There was no other choice.

      I summoned all the energy I could muster, and, for the first time ever, I sensed the particles of Chaos flowing through me. My mind went into overdrive, and I thrust my hands out. The winds outside listened, rumbling and whistling as they crashed through the window.

      I ducked as broken glass exploded everywhere. Shards cut through the beast’s face and eyes, and it hissed from the pain.

      With no other route to safety, I embraced the winds and leapt onto the windowsill. My breath hitched as I looked down at the sheer drop, and then I closed my eyes, abandoning myself to the air.
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      My eyes wandered around the poker table.

      The dealer, a young man in his early twenties, had been fitted into a crisp white shirt and black silk waistcoat, his brown hair slicked back with too much gel. His dexterity as he shuffled the deck made me stare, before I went on to check the players.

      Two women and three men. Three of them had skipped on the Gamblers Anonymous meetings—I could tell from their frayed nerves and shoulder-crushing guilt. It was written all over their faces. The other two, a man in his late twenties and a cute brunette who didn’t look a day older than twenty-three, struck me as the coolest cucumbers I’d seen all evening.

      This was a steady gig I’d gotten my hands on, so I had to do a good job. Three months in, and I’d already gotten fifteen people banned for cheating and counting cards. It wasn’t an easy profession, though—for most people, anyway. It required a lot of psychology and the study of body language, along with excellent knowledge of the game itself. You had higher chances of success if you were a former cheater, preferably with some Vegas experience. But I had very little experience at all.

      Then again, I wasn’t “most people.”

      After betting, it was time for the “flop.” The dealer displayed three cards in the middle of the dark red velvet table—seven of clubs, queen of diamonds, and a five of spades—while we checked our “hole” hands again. I had nothing to use, but I bet anyway. The casino supplied my betting cash, so it didn’t matter if I lost. My prize came in the form of a generous percentage of the cheaters’ relinquished winnings if I caught colluders at the table, along with my hourly rate.

      Texas Hold’em was a favorite game choice for collusion, and with the amount of money involved in tonight’s game, I knew I’d get some bold players this evening.

      My instincts were pointing me to the “cucumber” couple. The other three were already sweating. One was clearly a veteran gambler, at least compared to the rest. With graying hair, salt-and-pepper stubble, and sweat stains on his peach-colored shirt, the man was nervously clicking two blue chips between his fingers as he stared at the three cards in view. He was going to fold soon.

      I could feel it in my bones. There was nothing he could do with what he had in his hand, and what was on the table. With five crappy cards combined, and just two more to go with the “turn” and the “river,” he wasn’t feeling this round, at all. Sure, he had the gambling bug, but he’d probably lost enough over the years to know when to pick his battles.

      He scoffed, and folded.

      Hah, called it! Who’s a smart girl? You’re a smart girl, I mentally congratulated myself while my gaze wandered around the table. I was a smart girl. It was the only thing I’d learned from my father.

      I flipped open my black satin clutch—which I’d matched with my dress—pretending to look for a tissue. I kept a small note in my card wallet. I pulled it out and examined it for a moment.

      Harley, I am so sorry for doing this to you, but there is no other way. Stay safe. Stay smart. I love you. Dad.

      That note was the only thing my parents had left me with, before dropping me off at the orphanage when I was three. I was bounced around from one foster home to another after that. It was rarely a pretty picture, and my father’s advice somehow helped me retain my sanity. Even now, as I glided into adulthood, I kept looking at that note for guidance, whenever a part of me wavered. As a foster kid, I always had to “stay safe” and “stay smart,” though the two rarely went hand in hand.

      When the turn was dealt, I glanced around the poker table again.

      Each of these people had their stories to tell. They had first names and last names, parents and grandparents, uncles and distant cousins, social security numbers and student loans. In my twisted view of the world, they existed, while I was just a visitor of sorts. Always on the outside, looking in.

      I had no identity. Just a name on paper. I rented an apartment in Park West and pinpointed cheaters in casinos for a living. Nobody knew anything about me or my… special skills, and I was okay with that.

      “I’ll raise you twenty,” the male cool cucumber said, looking at the equally chilled female across the table.

      In the eyes of everyone else, they didn’t know each other. They were complete strangers exchanging pleasantries during a game of Texas Hold’em, where tens of thousands of dollars were at stake. But I could feel the physical attraction between them. The guy was head over heels in love with her. She was just as crazy about him. There was a familiarity between them, an intense emotion that they couldn’t hide from me. That was the downside of being an empath; I felt every emotion as if it were my own.

      I basically had the hots for both of them, as if we’d been together for years. Ugh…

      When the river was dealt, I could almost hear the guy’s heart thumping out of his chest. His excitement filled me to the brim, and, judging by the looks the couple exchanged briefly, unbeknownst to anyone else, they were ready to do some good old-fashioned whipsawing—raising and re-raising each other until they trapped another player in between.

      And I knew exactly who their target was for this round. The other female, one of the compulsive gamblers. She was nervous, her eyes darting across the five cards now shown on the table: a seven of clubs, a queen of diamonds, a five of clubs, a jack of clubs and another queen, of hearts.

      My hand was weak. All I could offer was a pair of fives. I folded, clicking my teeth.

      “Maybe next time.” I smirked, then leaned back in my seat.

      As expected, the cucumbers started teasing each other.

      “I’m thinking it’s a good night,” the guy said, then tossed a few red chips on the pile gathering in the middle of the table. “Thirty.”

      “Your overconfidence could be your weakness,” the girl said, grinning, and raised him another thirty, her tongue passing over her pearly white teeth. The tight, jade-colored dress she wore was meant to arouse, and based on what I was reading from the guy, she was getting the desired results.

      I shifted in my chair, slightly uncomfortable with feeling someone else’s arousal, but stayed focused nonetheless. The girl’s outfit looked expensive. They weren’t here to play for pennies.

      “I’m in,” the female gambler replied, tossing her own share of chips, worth thirty thousand dollars, while the fourth player folded, shaking his head.

      The cucumbers seemed to ignore the woman, and continued taunting each other, while the dealer watched, amusement twinkling in his eyes.

      “Raise you another thirty,” cucumber girl said, grinning, as the guy bit the inside of his cheek and added more chips to the pile.

      “You’re bluffing,” he replied. “Thirty.”

      The female compulsive gambler frowned, but the energy coming from her echoed confidence. She felt like she had a good hand. A really good hand. My guess was that it had something to do with the queens. She raised them another thirty, then narrowed her eyes at her own cards.

      “I’m not bluffing,” the girl said. She raised an eyebrow and pushed forty thousand dollars’ worth of chips forward. “Raise.”

      The guy scoffed, scratching the back of his neck as he contemplated his choices for a couple of seconds. The female gambler, on the other hand, had quickly sunk into despair. I realized then that maybe her hand wasn’t all that good. If I wanted to confirm collusion between the cucumbers, I needed the lady to fold so I could then watch the guy fold as well, and let the girl win. It seemed like the natural way for it to play out at that point.

      “Okay, now I’m pissed,” the guy said, and raised her another twenty.

      The female gambler cursed under her breath and folded, nervously counting the chips she had left, while the cucumbers pretended to glower at each other. It was getting a little too dramatic for my taste. Even a non-empath could tell they were slightly over the top.

      “All in,” the girl challenged the guy, and pushed the rest of her chips into the middle, prompting the others to stare at her in disbelief.

      The pot was somewhere over $350,000, and it was time for the guy to shake his head in disappointment, then fold. My fingers gripped the edge of the table, my nerves anticipating the moment I’d get my proof of collusion. I knew they were hot for each other in ways no two people meeting for the first time would ever be.

      He tossed the cards, facedown, feigning irritation as he gulped down his drink, then motioned for a waiter to bring him another one.

      Bingo!

      Once they got away with this, they were going to get more brazen. I wanted them to dig themselves into a hole as deep as possible. The bigger their winnings at the end of the night, the bigger my prize.

      I straightened my back as the dealer collected the cards and shuffled them, while the girl raked the mountain of chips over to her side of the table. She stacked them quickly into groups of $20,000, between sips of her fruity drink.

      Personally, I looked forward to watching that smirk get wiped off at the end of the night.

      It was time to get security to pay attention. I fiddled with my onyx earring, giving the head of security a brief sideways glance. Malcolm the bouncer stood at the end of the bar, ten yards away, pretending to chat with the bartender. He noticed my signal and discreetly brought a hand over his mouth, communicating a message through the tiny mic mounted into one of his cufflinks.

      “It’s showtime,” the dealer said.

      I shifted my focus back to our table as cards were dealt.

      Oh, you have no idea.
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      One by one, four of the ten security cameras in the room slowly turned and zoomed in on our table. For good reason, too. We were at the turn of another game, and the cucumbers were busy signaling each other.

      Had it not been for the guy’s stretched nerves and my ability to sense them, the cheaters might have gotten away with it. A mixture of excitement and fear, guilt and desire rumbled through the couple, while the other three players were simply hopeful that their luck might turn around. I was getting a little angry at this point—it was bad enough that these people were struggling with an addiction. The cucumbers were literally preying on them while carrying out their little we’re-strangers-at-the-same-poker-table charade.

      I folded, then homed in on the familiarity between them. They’d been doing this for years, and, when they thought no one was looking, I could see the longing in their stolen glances. They got off on these thrills.

      The air changed. I couldn’t exactly describe it, but it felt different, as if it were electrically supercharged. A rush of tingles tickled my spine, and I slowly turned my head to get a better look at the rest of the room. I’d yet to learn how to fully detach myself from what I was feeling as an empath, so I suspected that whatever anxiousness the cucumbers were experiencing, it had been passed on to me, too.

      I settled on a pair of deep green eyes that belonged to a tall young man, maybe in his early twenties, who took a seat at one of the booths, just ten feet away from our table. His hair was dark brown, almost black, curled and unruly on the top, and smoothly shortened into a fade on the sides. He wore a navy-blue suit—elegant but a little casual—paired with a black shirt, its collar unbuttoned. His facial features were clear-cut, matching his equally sharp gaze.

      The way he looked at me made my back automatically straighten itself. I wasn’t sure what that reaction was all about, but I quickly realized that he was responsible for the sudden flow of energy through the room. The intensity pressuring my shoulders and stomach seemed to radiate from within him.

      A waitress came for his order, while my table got ready for the river. I caught a glimpse of the cucumbers signaling each other, before the girl folded. I had to give them credit: they were making an effort to be inconspicuous.

      “Sparkling water with ice and lime, please,” the electric dude said.

      I couldn’t help but turn my head to look at him again. His voice sounded like liquid velvet. And who the hell comes into a casino and orders water?

      “Coming right up, sir,” the waitress replied.

      “A lot of lime, please,” he added, then glanced at me.

      Holding my breath, I shifted my focus back to the table. We were going into another round, after the cucumbers had just cleaned out the veteran gambler. He muttered a curse under his breath, then started walking over to the cashier at the other end of the room.

      “I’m gonna go get some more chips,” the gambler grumbled. “Don’t start without me!”

      The dealer raised his eyebrows at us. “Is everyone okay if we give the gentleman a couple of minutes to rejoin us?”

      “Damn straight,” the cucumber guy grinned, annoyingly overconfident. “I can’t wait to clean him out again!”

      The one thing I hated most about these confident guys was that, when it rubbed off on me, I got cocky and made dumb mistakes—like, really stupid, what-the-hell-were-you-thinking types of mistakes that either got me in trouble or, worse, hurt.

      I watched the waitress return with the electric dude’s lime water. He gave her a brief nod, then frowned at the highball glass.

      “Can I get more lime, please?” he asked, his voice low.

      The waitress gave him a perky smile and a wink, then rushed to the bar for more lime. She liked him. I knew that for a fact, because I was having a hard time taking my eyes off the guy. Damn my empathy.

      She returned with a small bowl filled with lime wedges at the same time as our veteran gambler, whose energy and hope of getting a better hand filled me up with unwarranted optimism. Nevertheless, my attention was fixed on the electric dude, who stuffed more lime into his glass, turning its contents into an almost-limeade.

      Only then did I notice the rings on his fingers—ten sterling silver bands, one for each finger. There were inscriptions engraved on all of them, but I couldn’t make out the words from where I sat. His gaze found mine, and he lifted a curious eyebrow. My cheeks heated, and I slowly turned back to my table as the dealer started the next game.

      The strangeness in the air didn’t fade away, though. It lingered around me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Something was… off.

      As the first three cards were laid out on the table, I glanced over my shoulder. The electric dude had this look about him, a quiet but bone-rattling charm that reminded me of British rock stars—the tall, dark, and handsome type, not too bulky but not skinny either, who look good in whatever you make them wear. Except skinny jeans. Nobody looks good in skinny jeans.

      He took out a tablet and absently swiped its screen for a couple of minutes. A tap on my table made me check my hand, then the flop. Once again, my cards were useless. I folded, eager to get back to what my electric rock star was doing. I just couldn’t look away, and there was no perky waitress around to blame. I was the curious and interested one.

      He stilled, slowly putting his tablet down as he looked up and around the room. He seemed to stare at something, and I followed his gaze to the top left corner of the ceiling. I caught a glimpse of something dark slipping into the vent… a long, thick black tail.

      What the…

      I figured it could be an oversized rat. But since when do rats scamper across the ceiling?

      The hint of a bad feeling poked at my stomach, and I exhaled sharply. Maybe I’d imagined it.

      I checked the booth, and… he was gone. Whoever he was, he was weird. Devastatingly handsome, but weird. I looked up at the vent again, but there was nothing there to arouse any suspicion.

      “Miss?” The dealer’s voice dragged me back into reality. He was talking to the cucumber chick, who pursed her lips, then briefly glanced at her mate. He was pretending to look at his cards, resting his chin in his hand, index finger tapping the tip of his nose. I’d learned by now that it was a signal for a good hand.

      “I’ll put in twenty,” the young woman replied, smirking as she pushed blue chips to the center of the table.

      A large figure appeared to my right. I would’ve been startled, had I not recognized Malcolm’s pale blue eyes and round, bald head. He was big and soft on the outside, kind of like the Michelin man stuffed into an Armani suit, but a damn brute if ever crossed.

      It’s showtime.

      They’d probably seen enough through the cameras to confirm my suspicions, if they’d decided to send the big guy, directly. A wave of fear and panic hit me like a bucket of ice water—hard bucket included in the toss. The cucumbers were broiling, as Malcolm glowered at them. Their faces were pale, beads of sweat blooming on their temples. I had never felt anyone switch from giddy to petrified in just ten seconds.

      “You two.” Malcolm nodded at the couple, still separated by the three gamblers. “I need you to stand up and slowly step away from the table.”

      Malcolm never ordered anyone to do anything. He used his calm voice to simply tell people what they had to do, without a fuss. Nobody dared challenge him. What he said was going to happen… well, it always happened. With no exception. He told you to stand up, you sprang to your feet. No questions asked. This time, however, it didn’t seem to immediately stick.

      “Is… Is there something wrong, sir?” the cucumber guy asked, his voice a little pitchy, as the girl slowly stood up, gripping the edge of the table as if to stop herself from collapsing.

      Their world was crashing down on them, and it hurt like hell. My stomach tightened itself into a knot, and my blood went on the race of the century through my veins. I broke into a sweat as my heart skipped a couple of beats. Of course, the legal implications were damning. If caught cheating, players were taken to a back room, where the police would later find them. What happened from the moment they left the table until the police officers got there, however, varied from one establishment to another.

      Malcolm was big and scary as hell, and this couple seemed to have been through the motions before—otherwise, they wouldn’t be so terrified. What they didn’t know was that Malcolm only employed legal methods of detention. No one walked out with bruises or broken bones unless they assaulted someone, and security were forced to defend themselves.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” Malcolm replied. He hadn’t even brought backup with him. To be fair, there were two guards stationed by the main entrance, anyway. There was nowhere to run.

      The guy stood and chuckled nervously.

      “Seriously, what’s going on here? What did we do?” he asked, while the girl pressed her lips tight together.

      “I think you know exactly what’s going on,” Malcolm replied dryly.

      The three gamblers stared at each other, then scowled at the couple. The old-timer was particularly pissed off. I could tell from how badly I wanted to shove my fist in the young guy’s face, as he continued to laugh it off.

      “No, I don’t! I’m just here playing my game. I’m not bothering anyone!” he insisted.

      “You really don’t want to do this here, buddy.” Malcolm was unfazed and nodded at the bouncers from the main entrance. They both walked over and flanked the couple. “We’re going to go into the back room now.”

      “Nah, man, I’m not going to no back room.” The guy shook his head, trying hilariously hard to keep his cool. I noticed a yellowish glimmer in his brown eyes but couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, exactly. It could just be reflections from the overhead chandeliers.

      Fear clamped on my throat and stiffened my muscles. He didn’t want to disappear into that back room. I thought I could maybe soothe him a little, tell him that nobody was going to hurt him back there, but that would mean revealing my identity as a casino employee. If I outed myself now, other players would learn about me, and my job would be compromised. So, I kept my mouth shut and tried to ride it all out.

      “Relax, buddy,” Malcolm retorted, rolling his eyes. “No one’s getting kneecapped tonight. This is a legally compliant establishment, not a mobster movie.”

      The two security guards politely, yet firmly, nudged them away from their chairs and escorted the couple away as they both voiced their protests.

      “Wait! My money! What about my money?” the guy cried out.

      “You’ll get your buy-in back, but all your winnings will be returned to the house, since you’ve been cheating your ass off,” Malcolm shot back.

      It wasn’t over, though. The crippling fear didn’t leave me. The farther the couple got from me, the lower the intensity of their emotions was supposed to be. That was always the case. No exception. My unique ability was subject to physical distance.

      And yet, I was still terrified. I realized then that I wasn’t experiencing the couple’s feelings anymore. It was someone else. I glanced around the casino, catching glimpses of curious customers as they watched the couple getting escorted to the other side of the room.

      The three gamblers left at my table were just… upset. They felt like idiots, and, by extension, so did I. But no one here was afraid. The games we’d played were going to be annulled, and they were going to get their money back. Those were the house rules, where cheaters were involved. At the end of the night, they were going to walk away as the winners, so to speak. Of course, we all knew they were just going to gamble their money away at another table an hour later, but still. It felt like a second chance for them.

      Malcolm offered a warm smile to the remaining gamblers. “You’re free to put your money into another game.”

      That’s how a casino works, after all. They make their money from other people’s vices. It wasn’t Malcolm’s place to preach or to judge. Our key responsibility was to drive revenue.

      So, it was obvious that the fear making me tremble didn’t belong to the gamblers. I made brief eye contact with the dealer, who looked away, and it hit me. It was him.

      The dealer was absently shuffling a deck of cards, but his fear seeped through me. He was involved with the cucumbers. There was a whiff of familiarity that I hadn’t caught from him earlier because I’d been too focused on the couple. But how? The couple had only seemed to coordinate with each other during the games, so how had the dealer helped?

      A thought crossed my mind, and I opened my clutch and took out a pair of small, yellow-lens glasses. I looked through them at his deck of cards and exhaled. They were marked. The yellowish glimmers in the cucumber guy’s eyes weren’t a chandelier reflection. They were contact lenses, crafted from a material that worked like my special glasses.

      I quickly took my glasses off, chuckling. “I thought I could see better with my glasses, but the light really isn’t helping,” I murmured, flashing a smile to the other players.

      I then gave Malcolm a discreet nudge and nodded at the dealer, who was nervously eyeing us both at this point. He’d caught on. He’d realized what I’d done. The guy was a new employee—otherwise, he never would’ve used marked cards on my shift. No one had warned him, either. Good.

      “You,” Malcolm said to the dealer. “We need to talk.”

      “A-About what?” he replied, his voice barely audible. His enclosed position at the specially designed table made me feel trapped. The dealer could have no access to people near the table during the games, to avoid foul play. Hence, he was basically plopped in the middle of it. To get out of there fast, he’d have to jump over the table and crawl to the edge.

      He didn’t give Malcolm a chance to explain, as he did exactly what I’d expected, and sprang on top of the table. It was time for more… drastic measures.

      I held my breath, and thousands of cards burst out from the shelves beneath the table.

      The dealer fell backward, dazed and confused by the flurry of playing cards swarming all around him, like crazed birds in a horror movie. He yelped and cursed as they fluttered frenetically around him, swatting him over the face, defying the laws of physics.

      Gasps erupted from around the table and the rest of the room as the cards scattered in the air.

      Malcolm lunged after the dealer, but he rolled over the table, pushing the other players away as he made a run for the main doors. There was no security on that side, and he could easily escape. The two guards were busy with the cheaters, and the others were farther back in the room, with not enough time to reach us.

      “I don’t think so,” I muttered and set my sights on one of the empty chairs at the last blackjack table by the exit.

      When I said I wasn’t like most people, I wasn’t kidding. Empathy wasn’t my only unique… skill. Telekinesis, over which I had better control, was the second one—though I’d yet to understand its extent, and it often depended on my anger to perform properly. Straight-up weirdo.

      It felt as if I had these invisible tendrils extending from my fingers, and I had to focus them on an object in order for me to take hold of and then move it.

      The dealer had made me angry enough to focus and take control of that chair, twenty feet away from me. It slid across the room and tripped the guy. He stumbled and landed flat on his face, with a painfully heavy thud. I had a feeling he’d at least sprained something in the process.

      Atta girl!

      I was still working on improving my telekinetic ability, but I’d managed to move an object to a predetermined location without a fuss. Compared to my earliest attempts when it first began to manifest, around the age of seven, I dared to call it progress.

      Malcolm ran over to the dealer and pushed his knee into his back, prompting him to cry out from the pain. Two other bouncers rushed in from the bar and got the dealer up on his feet.

      “Take him to the back room, too,” Malcolm barked, annoyed whenever he was forced to get athletic in his Armani suit. “We’re pressing charges!”

      They both nodded and dragged him away. They passed by me, and there it was again: the sheer terror. This guy had been in prison before. He clearly didn’t want to go back, but hey, you commit crimes, you pay the price.

      Malcolm got up as I collected what was left of my poker chips and bid my farewell to the other three players. Two waitresses and a new dealer quickly took over, inviting the players to resume their seats and offering plenty of drinks on the house. It was the least the casino could do, after one of its crooked dealers had shoved three of its clients away from the table.

      “How did you do that?” Malcolm reached my side as I walked over to the cashier.

      “Do what?”

      It was time to come up with good excuses for my inhuman abilities. Fortunately, I had an entire arsenal of perfectly reasonable explanations. Malcolm was very fond of me, but he was also very curious. This wasn’t the first time he’d caught a whiff. My “intuition” had been a subject of his fascination from the day he’d hired me.

      “The cards, Harley,” he replied, slightly irritated. “How did you do that?”

      “Dude.” I chuckled. “I rigged the drawers. It’s an old-school carnival trick. I knew he was dirty.”

      Malcolm frowned. “How did you know that? How did you spot him?”

      Ugh, digging deeper.

      Malcolm had worked as a police officer for ten years before switching to private security. His detective skills had yet to simmer down.

      “I noticed some signs, Malcolm. Nothing special, trust me,” I said. “People are… well, they’re people. Their emotions betray them, and you, my friend, are a very intimidating presence. You made the guy nervous; I could tell before we opened the doors tonight. So, I employed some good ol’ mechanical tricks with the drawers, in case he tried to make a run for it. Which he obviously did.”

      “And the couple? How did you spot them this time?”

      “It’s my job, Malcolm. I’m not telling you my secrets.” I giggled. “It’s how I earn my keep.”

      He smirked. “And the chair?”

      He’d saved the best for last. I let out a long, tortured sigh as I returned the chips to the cashier with a friendly wink. She smiled briefly and handed over a receipt, which I slipped into Malcolm’s chest pocket.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied dryly. “Not my fault that boy has two left legs and can’t even run without tripping over random objects.”

      “The chair slid and—” He stopped himself, then took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second, and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      He was frustrated. We’d been doing the same dance for three months now, since I’d started working here. I caught the cheaters. Sometimes I had to employ my unorthodox methods to stop them from fleeing. Then I had to explain the unexplainable. We’d both then shrug, I’d get paid, and we’d part ways until my next shift.

      The casino didn’t like drilling for information. As long as the cheaters were caught, and I got my bonuses, we were all happy. But Malcolm’s detective intuition made it hard for him to let go.

      “So, what’s my bonus for tonight?” I grinned, eager to change the subject to what really interested me.

      “Five percent, as usual.” Malcolm shook his head, giving me the half-smile that labeled me as “incorrigible.”

      “Oh, that’s…” I quickly did the math in my head and reached three zeroes, in the upper half of a decimal. “Hell, yes! I get to give my Daisy a new paintjob. Maybe a new exhaust, too!”

      After a life spent with a handful of personal belongings stashed in a black garbage bag as I was carted off from one foster family to another, I’d recently acquired a car—a raucous, black 1967 Ford Mustang in need of improvements and lots of love. I’d named her Daisy, and she was my first purchase as a responsible adult. She was also the birthday present I gave myself upon turning nineteen. Naturally, I was eager to invest a little bit of cash in her upkeep, whenever I got the chance, since the casino job paid pretty well. Most of the bonuses went right into my future college fund. But I did spoil myself and Daisy once in a while. Regardless of what others said, adulting was fun.

      Malcolm smiled softly. “I’ve got a good mechanic I can recommend, if you’re interested.”

      I was filled with affection, a gentle warmth I’d always imagined felt like fatherly love. I’d only felt it once before, with Mr. Smith, from my last foster family—the only decent home I was put in. Malcolm was, indeed, very fond of me. I thought of a warm breakfast on the kitchen table whenever he looked at me that way, reminding me of Mr. Smith’s maple syrup pancakes and freshly squeezed orange juice.

      “That would be great, thanks!” I beamed at him, then remembered the cucumbers. “Just so you know, the couple you guys lifted—they know each other. They didn’t think anyone would notice, but you know me. I think they’re quite seasoned, too. You might want the cops to check with Nevada casinos.”

      “Good point. Thank you, Harley.” Malcolm gave me an appreciative nod. “They’ll get banned, anyway, and we’ll put out a nationwide alert on their profiles. They didn’t show up in our system when they came in.”

      “Ah, yes, facial recognition cameras. I keep forgetting we have those,” I muttered, as I caught movement at the corner of my eye, then above us. Looking up, the flicker of a shadow in a corner by another vent made me still. I could’ve sworn I’d just seen that long black tail again…

      I must be tired.

      “They’ll get arrested, too,” Malcolm replied.

      I shrugged. “Hey, man, that’s what happens when you don’t keep your nose clean.”

      In retrospect, I could’ve ended up a lot worse, as a foster kid. We were the discarded souls that nobody wanted. Most of the kids in the system ended up in juvenile detention centers and, later on, prison.

      It wasn’t really their fault. Nobody chooses to be a criminal at the age of twelve. Your environment pushes you. The lack of involvement from the authorities when you signal abuse from one foster parent, then another—it makes you lose any semblance of hope. The system doesn’t believe you, and you grow up distrusting the system in return.

      Nobody listens to you. Nobody cares. You do what you can to get by. That’s how it usually goes down for us kids with black garbage bags.

      I did good for myself. I stayed out of serious trouble, despite my often-troublesome abilities. Of course, the other foster kids didn’t grow up with a note from their dad, telling them to “stay smart” and “stay safe.”

      As miserable as I was without parents to call my own, I still felt a little lucky to have had that handful of words to guide me.

      It was better than nothing.
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      Shortly after the incident, my shift was over, but the night was far from coming to an end, with about a dozen customers left at the poker and blackjack tables. Only one of them was walking away with more money than he’d come in with. The others filled me with a sense of disappointment, and, at the same time, hope—the idea that they’d try again next time, and maybe beat the house.

      I wasn’t a gambler myself, nor would I ever indulge. Given my ability as an empath, I’d already experienced the thrilling highs and the devastating lows from all the players I’d had to sit next to during my work hours. I could never get over the pit in my stomach after watching someone throw twenty grand right into the dealer’s hands. Loss was one emotion I was already familiar with, and it wasn’t something I needed more of. On top of that, at nineteen, I wasn’t even legally allowed to gamble. Working there and pretending to be a gambler, however, was a different story, thanks to several legal loopholes that Malcolm had taken advantage of, in order to get me on his crew.

      “You have to let me set you up on a date with Daniel,” Malcolm said with a smile, watching me as I collected my clutch from the top of the bar, then put my leather jacket on. The jacket was one of my favorites, and I rarely parted with it, especially given these cool early spring nights we’d been having lately.

      “Now, why would you do that to your own son, Malcolm?” I grinned.

      “He’s nineteen; you’re nineteen. You’re a good girl; he’s a good boy. You’re lonely, and Daniel sure could use a female presence in his life. I could go on,” Malcolm replied, rubbing the back of his neck.

      His wife died when Daniel was only five, so it had been just the two of them for a very long time. Shortly after he became a single dad, Malcolm put the police badge away and started working in security—a slightly safer line of work, since he couldn’t put his life at such risk anymore. Not while raising a son, anyway.

      Malcolm was being truthful, though. Daniel was a good guy, and I’d met him a couple of months earlier. I’d noticed the sweet looks he gave me, but I didn’t think anything of it until Malcolm first suggested a date. This was his third attempt, and it was going to be a no, once again. Daniel was sweet and all, but he just wasn’t my type. Not that I actually knew what my “type” was, but something inside me just didn’t click with Daniel.

      Besides, being in a relationship meant I’d have to eventually explain my weird powers, and I was nowhere near ready to have that conversation with anybody.

      “Sorry, Malcolm, but it’s still a no for me,” I replied gently, careful not to let him down too hard. “I mean, I’m happy to go out with the both of you, since there’s so much of San Diego I’ve yet to experience, despite growing up here, and you guys know all the good burger joints, apparently… But I’m not getting into the dating game anytime soon, and I’d hate to string Daniel along.”

      “Can’t blame an old man for trying.” Malcolm shook his head slowly as the shadow of a smile passed over his face.

      “See you in a couple of days.” I winked, waved him goodbye, and walked out through the back door. I’d parked my Daisy in the far-right corner of the employees’ parking lot, away from the others, and I could see her from where I was standing as I searched for my keys at the bottom of the clutch. Customers parked their cars on the other side of the building.

      The casino door closed behind me with a loud click, and my fingers finally clasped around my keys. My stomach seemed a bit upset, as if there was a little monster inside, gnawing away at it. Leftover pizza for dinner it is, then.

      There were a few other cars in the lot, besides my Mustang, including Malcolm’s black sedan. I walked over to mine, welcoming the cool darkness of midnight. The stars glimmered overhead, in the company of the giant pearl commonly referred to as the moon. I’d always been captivated by it, especially when it was so big and glowing so close to the Earth, though I knew its size was an optical illusion, the horizon tricking my mind and warping reality.

      A shadow darted across the asphalt before me, but vanished somewhere behind my Daisy before I could see what it was. I ignored the sudden chill and kept moving, keys in hand, eager to sink into a hot bath at home.

      “No, please!” a man yelped somewhere farther down on 55th Street, just where the parking lot ended in its shoddy wooden fence.

      My heart hammered in my chest. I walked faster, my stilettos clicking across the asphalt as I reached my car.

      “What… What are you?” The same voice grew louder, and I stilled, crippled with horror. But it wasn’t my horror—it was his.

      I squinted into the darkness, but couldn’t find the man who had cried out.

      Maybe he was just some dude who’d snorted too much of that “good stuff.” But his emotions were far too powerful. I’d experienced drug-induced panics from other people, and none were as intense as the thick sheet of ice constricting my heart in this moment. Besides, my instincts were already telling me to at least find out what was going on, to see if I should call the police.

      I walked around the car, toward the fence. I looked down 55th Street, both ways, but there was nothing to see, other than dim orange lights cast by distant streetlamps.

      “What the…” I muttered, catching movement somewhere to my right, just where the small apartment blocks started rising, lined with palm trees.

      The man whose voice I’d just heard emerged from the shadows. He tripped and fell over, just twenty feet away from me and right in the middle of the street. Fear crashed into me in a second, much more brutal wave, paralyzing my muscles. Oh, man, he’s scared out of his mind.

      “Get away from me!” he shrieked, then stumbled to his feet and started running again.

      “Dude, are you okay?” I called out as he got closer.

      He was pale, paper-white almost, his face drenched in sweat and his crisp, Friday-night-out suit covered in dirt and cuts. He was pretty roughed up, his lip split and a purplish bruise blaring around his left eye. He stared at me for a second, then exhaled sharply with genuine relief. I felt hope bursting inside my chest—his, as he hoped I would save him. From what, though?

      “No, I’m not! You’ve got to help me, call the police!” he said, his voice trembling. “I can’t see… I can’t see who it is… or what it is, but it just won’t let me be!”

      “Um, wait, what?” I got confused, fast.

      My initial thought of a drug-related trip gone horribly wrong crossed my mind, until a shadow flickered across the ground. I looked down and saw the long black tail I’d seen earlier inside the casino. It lashed out from the shadows to my right, and coiled its tip around the man’s ankles, sweeping him off his feet.

      “What—” I didn’t manage to finish my thought. The man fell hard on his back, screaming as he got dragged away. “No, no, no!”

      I dropped my keys and clutch and jumped over the fence, my left heel slipping. Not the best night for stilettos, clearly.

      “HELP!” he cried out.

      I ran after him, slightly limping from the pain budding in my left ankle. His emotions were toying with my senses, and it took considerable mental effort for me to push it all down so I could focus on what was happening as I followed him.

      Whatever had latched onto his ankles had a surprisingly long tail. Snake, maybe? No, what kind of snake can do that?

      A large figure took form in the semi-darkness ahead, with light from a streetlamp offering me a better view. My stomach churned, then wriggled itself into a small, painful ball, as I came to a halt. This was not a snake. Nor was it a man.

      Whatever this is, it’s not human.

      “Oh, God, help me, please!” the man bellowed, desperately scraping at the asphalt beneath him as he was dragged backward.

      I tried to catch his hands, his fingers bloodied by his attempts to get away, but I missed him by inches. And then a bloodcurdling growl made me freeze in place. The creature taunting the guy came into view, its big black eyes fixed on me.

      As it noticed me, it stopped dragging the man, enough for him to look over his shoulder and cry with exasperation. “What the hell is going on? What’s happening to me?”

      “You… You can’t see it?” I murmured, staring at the horrible beast standing before me.

      “See what? There’s nothing! I don’t… How is… Why is this happening?”

      It hit me then that the man couldn’t see the creature taunting him. I figured it was better that way. He was spared the visual horror.

      I was standing face-to-face with some kind of… monster. It was huge, at least eight feet tall, with bulging, pitch-black eyes and two long, twisted horns that sprouted from either side of a crooked, asymmetrical head. Thick strings of drool clung to a pair of enormous fangs, and razor-sharp claws protruded from the ends of its lanky, ape-like limbs. Its skin was leathery, a dark and dirty shade of gray, with spikes erupting from behind its neck. A stringy tail trailed behind it, and, judging by the giant bat wings extending from its back, this thing could also fly.

      It growled again, this time louder, as it continued glaring at me.

      “What… are you?” I gasped, my own fear taking hold of my bones and joints, pushing my instincts into survival mode.

      “You can see… it?” The man gawked at me, blood trickling from his temple.

      “Yeah, but, trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      It was a weirdly freakish hybrid, a cross between an ape, an overgrown lizard, and a bat, and it was looking way too intensely at me. Claws as big and as sharp as the monster’s took hold of my heart as it let go of the man and smacked him over the back of his head with its tail.

      He lost consciousness, and the monster moved over his body, its shadow nearly swallowing him. Every nerve in my body screamed for me to run. But I couldn’t leave the man to die. If our situations were reversed, I knew I’d want someone looking out for me.

      Given the disgusting amount of drool, it was dinnertime for the beast, and the dude was its main course.

      “Hey! Leave him alone!” I shouted.

      Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t interested in meaningful conversation. The monster sneered at me, then shifted its focus back to the guy, its jaws parting with anticipation as it lowered its head for a bite. My fight-or-flight instinct kicked itself into fight mode.

      I thrust my arms out to help concentrate my telekinetic powers. First, I had to latch onto it. For some reason, I needed a clear view and angle to “lasso” the target. Fortunately, given how preoccupied the thing was with its meal, that wasn’t hard. I curled my fingers, focusing all my energy into its throat. The creature stilled, then choked as my hold on it tightened.

      I was panting hard. I’d never performed such a precise grab before, and certainly not with a target this big. Nevertheless, I latched on and pulled the monster away, swinging my arms up as I tossed it over my head. It snarled as it was forced to part with its prey, sailing through the air.

      My breath stopped as I saw where it was going to land.

      “My car. Not my car!” I blurted out, then latched onto the creature once more, waving it away from my beloved Daisy.

      It missed my Mustang by inches, and crashed into the fence. Wood splinters flew outward, and the monster groaned from the pain, then lifted its head to glare at me. Its anger flowed through me like lightning. I’d really pissed it off now.

      The guy behind me came to and gasped, as all he could see were the creature’s claws crushing the asphalt beneath it with each step it took toward me. Think fast, think fast, think fast!

      The monster lunged at me, baring its fangs, its black eyes wide and filled with rage. I tried to swat it away again, but it darted to the right. I launched another mental lasso at it, and it jerked to the left. It had already figured out my telekinesis.

      “Crap,” I muttered, desperately trying to think of another way out of this mess.

      “What?” the guy behind me croaked.

      “Run,” I breathed, as the monster veered toward me again.

      I put my arms out, hoping I could at least nudge it away, but then a flash of fire exploded between us. The blaze pushed me back a couple of feet. It didn’t hit me, but it certainly got the monster, forcing it into a rough landing on its back.

      “What the hell is going on here?” the guy cried out.

      “Why do you keep asking me? How the hell am I supposed to know?” I shot back, genuinely exasperated.

      It was bad enough that I could see the thing, and still had no idea how to stop it. On top of that, I’d just nearly gotten myself blown up, somehow. All I wanted was a hot bath and a slice of yesterday’s pizza. Was that too much to ask?

      “Step aside, miss.” A somewhat familiar voice caught me off guard.

      Behind me, a young man emerged from the shadows of the residential building next to the casino’s parking lot. The deep green eyes, the dark curls resting on his forehead, the smooth, dark blue silk of his suit—it was the electric dude I’d seen earlier during the poker game.

      The monster grunted, shaking its ginormous head, then looked at us and let out a spine-chilling roar. The electric dude frowned at the creature, pursing his lips as if he were dealing with a smaller-sized nuisance, like a rat, and not the living nightmare slowly getting back up on its hind legs.

      “You… You can see it, too?” the guy on the ground asked him.

      “Seriously, why are you still here?” I rolled my eyes at the wounded stranger, then pointed at the end of the street. “Just run!”

      “No, stay there,” the electric dude replied, his voice low and eerily calm in spite of the raging monster shuddering in preparation for another attack. “You’re a witness.”

      “Who are you? And what the hell is this… thing?” I managed, trying to wrap my head around the many unknowns that had gotten between me and my leftover-pizza dinner.

      “I’m Wade. Wade Crowley,” the electric dude replied, and only then did I catch the hint of an Irish accent he carried. “And that’s a gargoyle.”

      I stared at him, then at the monster, for a couple of seconds, noticing the soot on its horrific face. The fire that had hit it earlier had burned through its thick skin, but hadn’t managed to inflict significant damage. What the heck was it made of?

      “A what now?” I blinked several times, my brain left behind for a moment.

      “A gargoyle. Not sure what wasn’t clear about that statement.” Wade raised an eyebrow at me, as if I was the idiot. As if I was supposed to just know what that thing was. He’d made it sound as though gargoyles were as common as sewer rats.

      “Well, pardon me for not knowing that gargoyles are real and not just creepy statues!” I shot back, slightly annoyed.

      Wade opened his mouth to say something, but the gargoyle’s sudden movements made him put his hands up. The ten rings on his fingers lit up in an incandescent orange, and, to my shock, flames burst from his palms, hitting the monster right in the face. The creature yelped and covered its head with its wings, then growled and darted to the side, dissolving into the darkness behind a small building flanked by a Jeep, just outside the casino’s parking lot.

      The way the light fell over it made it difficult to tell whether the gargoyle was still there.

      “Did you kill it?” I asked, craning my neck to get a better look, as the guy behind me got up and backed away slowly.

      “Nope,” Wade replied, scanning the building. I couldn’t stop staring at his rings, which were still glowing a peculiar shade of amber.

      The gargoyle jumped out and landed on top of the Jeep, the hood bending inward under its weight, as it snarled at us. It moved too fast for Wade to hit it with fire again, dodging the flaming balls as it zigzagged across the street toward me and the guy on my right.

      “Stay down!” I shouted at him, then tried another telekinetic move on the gargoyle.

      I managed to smack its shoulder but didn’t stop it, as it took flight and shot right at me. Light flickered across its face, and I ducked as Wade’s flames hit it hard. Whatever ability Wade had, it was similar to mine, but he was in much better control of his powers than I could even dream of being with mine.

      The gargoyle landed on its side, but didn’t give Wade a chance to hit it again, and bolted toward me and the guy once more. This creature was really persistent about getting its dinner.

      I put my hands out and managed to latch onto its right wing. It gave me a panicked look, and I slapped the asphalt in a sudden crouch, as it was the only way for me to bring it down, given its considerable size. I felt like the puppet master in charge of a giant white shark, my muscles straining.

      Wade watched as I struggled to keep the creature down. I noticed his frown, and scoffed.

      “A little help here, Wade?”

      “I figured since you ignored my request to step aside, and you’re continuing to disrupt my operation here, I might as well see what you can do,” he replied sarcastically. “Clearly, not much.”

      As much as I hated it, he was right. The gargoyle tossed and turned until it escaped my hold. Dammit, I need more practice!

      “Your operation?” I snapped. “For Pete’s sake, help me kill this thing!”

      “No one’s killing anything tonight,” Wade replied, then brought his hands up again. The gargoyle dodged several fire pellets, then decided to deal with the source, directly.

      In three wide jumps, it reached Wade and pounced at him.

      “Don’t let him get away!” Wade shouted at me.

      “Let who get away?” I replied, then glanced over my shoulder and saw the wounded guy trying to run off.

      “If he gets out there, the gargoyle will go after him before I get a chance to catch it. Keep him here!” Wade grunted as he tackled the gargoyle with what looked like Judo moves.

      What in the world is he doing?

      Nevertheless, I caught the guy by his sleeve, pulling him back and farther away from the middle of the street, where Wade was struggling to get on top of the gargoyle.

      “Just stay here. He says it’s safer if you don’t run. Let him do his… thing,” I said to the guy, then stared at Wade for a couple of seconds.

      The beast got the upper hand and punched him so hard, Wade flew twenty feet to the right, then slid over the fence and slammed against the passenger door of my car. My heart hurt as I heard the metal dent on impact.

      “My baby!” I gasped, as Wade quickly came to and frowned at me.

      “Your baby?” he muttered.

      “Ah jeez, not you! My car! Don’t scratch my car!” I shot back.

      The gargoyle didn’t wait for Wade to get up. It rushed at him, and I knew that if I didn’t do something quick, my Daisy was going to pay the price. Fueled by fear itself, I sprinted forward and found the strength to clap my hands and do something I hadn’t done since I’d nearly destroyed the shed of my last foster home.

      The friction of my palms coming together created sparks, and the adrenaline pumping through me provided the energy I needed to generate a thin sheet of fire, which I aimed directly at the gargoyle.

      Wade froze, his eyes wide as he saw the blaze coming. Just as I’d manipulated the creature earlier with telekinesis, I employed the same arm movements to guide the fire sheet as it slipped right in front of Wade, prompting the gargoyle to come to a grinding halt, its knees scraping the asphalt.

      “Hah!” I cackled, then brought my arms back, as if pulling two ropes, and the fire sheet moved closer toward the gargoyle. The creature scrambled backward as the flames licked at its back.

      Wade jumped to his feet and ran around the beast, depositing small green crystals in a circle, before he stopped, dropped, and slapped the ground hard, muttering something. I stilled as the green crystals lit up from the inside, my fire curtain gone in a flash. Bright, greenish-white beams shot out from the gems, then became flexible and lashed around the gargoyle. The creature didn’t know what to do, scared by my fire and blinded by the strange, flashing ropes that stretched over it in a net-like pattern.

      Wade got back up, casually dusting himself off, as the now-incandescent-green ropes tightened into a trap and knocked the gargoyle down, forcing it into submission. The creature struggled and growled, but whenever it tried to stand, the incandescent ropes burned into its thick skin, far worse and deeper than any of the fires that had been thrown at it earlier.

      Only then, as I managed to catch my breath, my knees and arms shaking from both physical exertion and shock, did perfectly reasonable questions start knocking the air out of my lungs.

      What was that trap? How did it work? How could light be bent like that? How come Wade could use fire the way he did? Did it come from those rings on his fingers? How did he know what a gargoyle was? Why had the creature tried to attack the guy? Where had it come from?

      Of the many darting through my head at this point, I figured I deserved answers at least to these questions. I shifted my focus to Wade, understanding right then and there that (a) I wasn’t the only one with peculiar abilities, and that (b) he clearly had the answers I needed.

      Answers that I’d been looking for since I was seven years old and first noticed how different I was from everybody else.
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      Thank you, once again, for reading, and I can’t wait to see you there!

      Love,

      Bella x
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