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      Our lives were never easy, but they were never boring, either.

      Every period of calm and prosperity was eventually followed by some kind of challenge, an unexpected crisis or a frantic quest to get our loved ones back home. I guess, in a way, getting into trouble was part of the Novaks’ way of life.

      Six months had passed since our young ones had managed to liberate Neraka, a beautiful planet far away in the In-Between, a natural gem that orbited three suns and carried three moons of its own. It was home to a variety of fascinating creatures whose lives had been turned upside down by the arrival of the Exiled Maras. The Imen, the Manticores, the Dhaxanians, and the Adlets had already been dealing with a local threat—the daemons—when the Exiled Maras landed and made everything worse.

      And the Maras had only gotten there by chance. The interplanetary travel spell had not had a specific destination. It was supposed to be their opportunity to start anew and be better creatures. Instead, they did the exact opposite and turned everything from bad to worse.

      By the time they’d reached out to us under false pretenses, they’d already decimated the Imen population and had formed a horrible alliance with the daemons. They’d captured a Druid delegation and imprisoned their swamp witch—Lumi, now the last of her kind. They’d used her spells to fortify their position in the Nerakian food chain and to cause misery to those who’d opposed them.

      Fortunately, they didn’t count on us sending a dragon to join the recon mission. In their greedy, bloodthirsty minds, they’d thought they could stage an elaborate play to fool us and draw more supernaturals to Neraka, so they could capture and force them into breeding camps solely for the purpose of replenishing their food source. They’d become addicted to consuming souls on top of their appetite for blood, and that had made everything worse.

      But our kids and allies were strong and determined, driven to restore the freedom of the oppressed Nerakians. We were all so proud of them—Harper, Caia, Blaze, Avril, Scarlett, Patrik, Heron, Jax, and Hansa had turned that place around. They befriended the local rebels and worked to systematically dismantle both the daemon kingdom and the Mara city. The bonds they made were unbreakable. The relationships they built would last a lifetime and beyond.

      Most importantly, they succeeded. Our intervention toward the end was pretty much minimal. Harper had already killed the daemon king. Hansa, Jax, and the others had defeated the Mara Lords. By the time we managed to get to Neraka, all we had to do was get the innocents out and let the dragons loose.

      Time flowed smoothly after that. We buried the dead, we established a Nerakian GASP base, and we helped the planet resume its progressive ways. When they weren’t shackled or mind-bent, the Imen were extraordinarily cultured and artistic people. We had a lot to learn from them, in fact. Perhaps one of the biggest discoveries we made there was the existence of Hermessi—supernatural entities made of pure energy that manifested as the four natural elements. Fire, water, air, and earth weren’t just naturally occurring phenomena. They were the manifestation of elemental spirits—the same who fueled the fae, in fact. Harper had only met one of them, though; Ramin had concealed himself in the form of an Ekar bird. In exchange for an unspecified favor, the Hermessi helped Harper against Shaytan, the daemon king. Afterward, Ramin was nowhere to be found.

      But we knew about them. We were aware of their existence. The Imen and the other Nerakians believed in them. The more faith people had in the Hermessi, the more powerful they would become. Derek and I agreed that it was only a matter of time before the elements would begin to manifest, to present themselves to those who acknowledged their existence.

      After numerous back-and-forths with the Nerakians, Jax agreed to surrender the sentenced Exiled Maras back to the newly formed daemon-Iman alliance. According to Zane, the young daemon king, and Wyrran, the elected leader of the Imen, it was only fitting that those who’d wanted to conquer Neraka were forced to spend the rest of their prison terms in the underground daemon penitentiaries. Velnias, former High Warden of Draconis and now Zane’s right-hand man, had been put in charge of the prisons. He, too, agreed that the Exiled Maras deserved to experience loneliness, emptiness, and desolation. He considered it a way to give those creatures a taste of their own medicine.

      However, with GASP present on Neraka, we made sure that the prisons themselves followed a humane protocol. Fiona and Wyrran shared a joint leadership position in Neraka’s GASP, which was befitting of the new alliance, too. After all, Fiona was going to one day become the queen of daemons via her marriage to Zane, and Wyrran represented the Imen, the people most oppressed by the Exiled Maras. Nevis, prince of Dhaxanians, continued to lead his people and work with the local GASP chapter, while scoping out potential missions outside Neraka to satisfy his urge to travel. Neha, the Manticore queen, and Hundurr, Adlet pack leader, had also joined the local GASP leadership in executive and tactical roles.

      Zane had become a king equally respected and feared. The daemons obeyed him, almost unequivocally. His firm rule made sure that no one dared cross him. His harsh punishments secured the new alliances and protected the Nerakians as a whole. The daemons who’d given in to their soul addiction were currently forced into rehabilitation programs. Those who recidivated, however, were jailed for life. There was zero tolerance for soul-eaters, and it was the only way in which peace could be pursued and preserved in the long run. Those who refused to get with the program and insisted on eating souls paid a heavy price.

      Despite the rough reforms, we were all looking at a long period of peace ahead.

      Eritopia had also fully regained its balance, with the Daughters and Druids working closely together to rebuild their societies on all twenty planets. Persea’s Grand Temple was flourishing and bringing forth new and highly skilled Druids. The Maras were exceptionally ruled by Jax. And our Eritopian GASP bases were a welcome addition to their development.

      The Shade was prospering. Our family tree was growing.

      The younger generations were adjusting to their new roles in GASP, excelling at everything they did. There were new couples coming together. The dynamic had shifted, and inclusiveness had become a crucial component of Shadian culture. We were an organic society of hybrids, as love transcended species and entire galaxies, in the end.

      We grew bigger and stronger as a whole each day, and that filled my heart with joy and warmth. It gave me hope for even better days ahead. We could always do better, after all.

      For now, however, we were all on edge, nervously huddled in a waiting room inside the Green Clinic—a hospital operated by mostly Druids, and annexed to Luceria, Calliope’s leadership residence. Aida had gone into labor.

      Derek and I kept to one of the corners, while the rest of our ever-growing clan occupied the seats. Field was in the delivery room with Aida, holding her hand every step of the way. Jovi was with us, nervously pacing the room back and forth, over and over, unable to take his eyes off the door to Aida’s room. River watched him quietly. She was worried and excited at the same time. We all were, for that matter. Pregnancies were usually a cause for joy, but, until labor was over, there were always risks to consider. It was even more dangerous where hybrids were concerned.

      There were rarely problems, and that had mostly been due to having Corrine and the other White Witches on board. Their magic and skills had kept all our young mothers safe throughout their pregnancies and during labor.

      “Honey, you’re going to dig a ditch into the floor,” River said softly.

      Jovi sighed but kept moving. “Sorry, Aunt River. I just can’t sit still,” he replied. Anjani didn’t take her eyes off him, endeared by his brotherly concern.

      “Relax, dude,” Dmitri chimed in, then smiled broadly. “Our sister’s a warrior. I doubt delivering a baby will do much to hold her back.”

      “The pregnancy increased her appetite to dangerous levels,” Phoenix mumbled.

      Serena, Draven, Vita, and Bijarki were also present, as were Harper, and Caspian. Viola was inside the birthing room, with the rest of the Daughters, as well as Field, Corrine, Arwen, and Lumi—Aida had the best care anyone could ever ask for.

      “Yeah, I’m glad that part’s over.” Jovi chuckled softly.

      “It’ll be okay, Son,” Bastien said. “The Blackhall line is extra sturdy, given their wolf genes.”

      “You’ve got that right,” Victoria replied.

      The whole Novak gang was crammed inside the waiting room: Grace and Lawrence, Hazel and Tejus, Yelena and Benedict, Vivienne and Xavier. Even Marion and Lucas had made their way to Calliope for this special moment. We’d kept the others away and in charge of key GASP roles in our absence; fortunately, there were enough of us to go around for pretty much anything.

      There are obvious advantages to having a big family.

      The other Hawk brothers were whispering and chuckling among themselves. It was their boyish way of dealing with such an important milestone. After all, they were minutes away from becoming uncles.

      “Jovi, have they picked out a name yet?” Sky asked, stifling a grin.

      Jovi stopped, then looked at him. He narrowed his eyes. “Yes, they have. And no, they’re not naming my nephew Mountain or Spring or whatever else you’ve got cooked up in your heads.”

      Sky chuckled, then nudged Dmitri, who was sitting next to him. “Says the guy named Jovi. I mean, what kind of a name is that?”

      “It’s the name we picked out for our son,” Bastien interjected, wiping the grin off Sky’s face, then laughing lightly. Bastien had a way of intimidating the Hawk brothers, almost effortlessly.

      “And he wears it with great pride,” Anjani replied, smiling at Jovi, who softened like a blob of jelly whenever she looked at him.

      Just then, Aida’s cries of labor pain pierced through the waiting room once more. The contractions were getting more frequent, their intensity increasing as well. The sounds of labor pain exhilarated and terrified me at the same time—memories of my own experiences coming back to me… but not in a bad way, I realized. Lately, I’d been thinking about the joys of motherhood.

      Sure, it was a messy and tiring business, but it was all worth it. Gifting the world with amazing creatures did come with its perks. My favorite was the pride I felt whenever I looked at Ben and Rose. They’d done so well for themselves. They’d been through their own ordeals, and they’d risen to the top, relentless and filled with love.

      I knew the day would come when Aida and Field would experience that same mix of emotions. I could only imagine their expressions while in the delivery room, as the baby prepared to enter this world. Meanwhile, in the waiting room, Jovi’s face depicted pure dread. He’d stilled, his eyes wide and his face covered in a sheet of sweat, as he listened to his sister’s wails.

      “I should be in there,” Jovi breathed.

      “Aida was pretty specific about you and all of the immediate family staying out here,” Dmitri replied. “Field barely made it in there!”

      “She sounds like she’s in a lot of pain, though,” Phoenix said.

      “You’re not helping!” Serena shot back, then gave Jovi a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. Seriously. Aida’s getting the best care right now. She and the baby will be okay.”

      “Did you see something?” Jovi asked, putting on a hopeful expression.

      Serena giggled. “I peeked in a little, yeah. She’s close, Jovi. It sounds horrible, I know, but Corrine’s got her covered,” she replied. “It was Aida’s choice to have a fully natural birth. Besides, Field is in there with her.”

      “My guess is she didn’t know what she was getting herself into,” Dmitri muttered, crossing his arms.

      “None of us knew,” Jovi replied, then chuckled softly. “But I can’t wait to see my nephew… or niece.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I interjected, “Field and Aida decided to keep the baby’s gender a surprise.”

      Jovi nodded. “They’ve got the names ready, and the room was painted in a more neutral tone, anyway,” he said. “Though I’m hoping it’s a boy.”

      “Why a boy?” Sky asked. “A girl’s too much of a handful for ya?”

      “If it’s a girl, and she’s even half as gorgeous as her mom, do you realize the number of males that Field and I will have to put the fear of the Novak clan into?” Jovi replied, grinning. “That is a lot of hard work, buddy. I’m not trading my sister’s cravings for the sheer horror of looking after a niece—because we all know I’ll be babysitting a lot.”

      “And if it is a girl?” I asked, then laughed lightly as a resigned expression settled on his face.

      “If it is a girl, well… I’ll have about seventeen years to prepare for her first prom,” he said, then pinched the bridge of his nose. “Gosh, if I’m feeling like this already, I can only imagine what Field is going through. He’ll be doomed to a lifetime of misery once she goes away.”

      “For a father, it will be just as painful with a son.” Derek finally spoke, mildly amused. He stood, then walked over to Jovi and put a hand on his shoulder. “Jovi, that’s the thing with having children. We don’t have them forever. We only get a few years to spend with them. Whether it’s a boy or a girl, it doesn’t really matter. The process will be pretty much the same. I have no doubt that Field and Aida will raise an extraordinary creature, anyway. And that creature is already incredibly blessed to have an uncle like you.”

      Jovi teared up, just as Aida’s screams cut through me, directly.

      “Aida’s generally loud, anyway,” Serena murmured. “She’s probably just externalizing everything at a higher volume, as per usual.”

      “Making a big deal out of nothing?” Dmitri retorted.

      “She’s in labor, dude. That’s not nothing,” Serena shot back, laughing.

      Vita’s baby bump was showing now. She, too, had fallen victim to mood swings and cravings. And Dmitri had inadvertently just set her off. She scowled at him.

      “Oh, you think Aida’s loud with her labor pains?” she demanded. “Cool, I promise I’ll make your ears bleed when it’s my turn!”

      “Who says I’ll be around for that?” Dmitri replied with a grin.

      “I do.” Anjani cut him off, giving him a cold death stare. Nothing worked better to keep Dmitri grounded than the young warrior succubus. While Jovi fawned over her, Dmitri was downright intimidated by her. We’d all agreed that he secretly worshipped her, but that if she were to make any kind of sudden move, he’d jump out of his skin.

      We all chuckled throughout the exchange. Vita was handling her pregnancy quite well, despite her petite stature. Bijarki was still literally glowing, his silvery skin shimmering extra bright—a sign of intense emotions in his species. Fatherhood definitely suited him.

      As expected, the guys noticed just that, for the umpteenth time.

      “I can’t take my eyes off you, Bijarki,” Dmitri said, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You’re literally too bright.”

      Bijarki grinned, then shrugged. “Can’t turn it off,” he replied, gently brushing his knuckles against Vita’s baby bump. “I’m ridiculously happy.”

      “And I’m ridiculously pregnant.” Vita sighed, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Yeah, but you’re the one who’s supposed to be glowing, not lantern-husband over here,” Sky said.

      “He’s glowing enough for the both of us,” Vita replied, smiling.

      “Bijarki, the lighthouse warrior,” Jovi said, stifling a laugh.

      “Bijarki, the radioactive incubus,” Harper pitched in.

      The group burst into roaring laughter, Bijarki included. He shook his head slowly, then dropped a soft kiss on Vita’s cheek. “Hardy-har-har, but I’m the luckiest creature in the world.”

      A baby’s high-pitched cry made us all freeze. My heart skipped a beat.

      The doors opened, and Corrine came out wearing a pale yellow hospital gown. She was beaming like Neraka’s triple suns.

      “Well, then, everything is A-OK in there,” she said, then looked at Jovi and Dmitri. “Congratulations, pups! You’re the uncles of a healthy, gorgeous baby boy!”

      Cheers burst from the entire waiting room, as we all shot to our feet and applauded. It was a funny reaction from all of us at once, but I figured it still made Aida feel better, after everything she’d just been through.

      Jovi, the poor thing, was beside himself as he hugged Corrine and burst into tears. Corrine laughed lightly, then pulled herself back and squeezed both his shoulders.

      “Now, we don’t yet know what kind of hybrid he’ll be, but we’ve taken some blood samples,” she added. “We’ll have the results over the next few days.”

      “I’m not sure I care about that right now,” Field replied from inside the delivery room, then called out to River, whose tears of joy were already streaming down her cheeks. “Mom… I’m a dad now. Can you believe it?”

      We entered the room with, Victoria, Bastien, River and Ben and witnessed a most incredible sight—Aida, sweaty and exhausted, but smiling so brightly that she lit up the whole room. Field, trembling like a leaf next to her. And the Daughters and Lumi huddled around the baby on a separate table, taking care of the umbilical cord and wiping him down. River sighed, then hugged Field. He wrapped his arms around her.

      “I’m so happy for you. So proud of you,” she whispered in his ear.

      “We all are,” Bastien chimed in. Victoria was hanging by a thread—barely.

      She and Bastien were grandparents now.

      Our family was growing bigger and even more beautiful. Sometimes, I felt guilty for experiencing this much happiness. I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help it, either. In all fairness, we’d worked hard, and we’d suffered a lot to get to this stage in our existence. Others weren’t so lucky. We’d made the best of what had been given to us, and then some.

      We’d earned our happiness, and so had Field and Aida.
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      We took turns spending a little bit of time with Aida, Field, and their newborn baby, since the birthing room wasn’t big enough to hold us all. The waiting room had barely sufficed. We were a big family.

      Vivienne and Xavier joined us in the room, shortly after Jovi, Dmitri, and the Hawk brothers presented their congratulations and best wishes—as well as the many parenting jokes they’d been holding on to since Aida had first broken the news about her pregnancy.

      “Oh, my…” Sofia gushed, unable to take her eyes off the little one. “He’s absolutely gorgeous!”

      Aida held her newborn close, wrapped up in soft linens. He was tiny, his skin still flushed from his journey into the world. His eyes were closed, but he sure loved making noise, calming himself whenever he heard Aida’s gentle, loving voice.

      “Congratulations, baby,” Victoria breathed, then kissed Aida’s forehead and hugged Field.

      We gathered around the bed, watching the couple as they gazed at their son. My heart swelled, barely contained by my ribcage. My very soul was soaring, and I could only imagine what was going on in Xavier’s and Vivienne’s heads. It seemed like only yesterday we’d cracked the first jokes about them becoming parents… then grandparents… and now, great-grandparents.

      “He’s the cutest little pink raisin I’ve ever seen.” Xavier chuckled.

      Aida was glowing—not as brightly or as literally as Bijarki, but she wasn’t far off, either. She looked tired, but alert. I recognized the look on her face. It was a mixture of unending love, exploding joy, and heart-filling pride. I had seen it on Sofia when Rose and Ben were newborns (well, after we’d gotten Ben back from Aviary).

      “Congratulations, Aida,” I said, moving closer to get a better look at my great-great-nephew. “You did it.”

      “Welcome to the Novak parents’ club,” Sofia added, laughing lightly.

      “I’m exhausted,” Aida replied, then smiled at her little bundle of joy. “He’s so… weird.”

      We all chuckled. We’d heard that before.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie. You were just as red and crinkled when you first popped out!” Victoria said, laughing.

      “Jovi, too, huh?” Aida asked, grinning.

      “Oh, yes. And out of the three of you, Dmitri was the loudest!” Victoria replied.

      “Chances are he’ll be one of the most devastatingly handsome Blackhalls,” Bastien chimed in, beaming with pride as he crossed his arms.

      “And the Novaks,” Field chimed in.

      “What name have you picked for him?” I asked, looking forward to adding a new member to our ever-growing family tree.

      Aida took a deep breath, then exchanged a quick glance with Field, and smiled at us.

      “We’d like to introduce you all to Voss Blackhall-Novak,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

      “Hi, Voss.” Bastien addressed his grandson, who squirmed inside his linen swaths.

      “It’s a beautiful name, Aida,” Sofia replied. “You’ve chosen well.”

      I couldn’t help but tear up. My vision was hazy, and my throat was burning up. It wasn’t in my nature to get this emotional, but I’d been around long enough to understand and cherish the value of life, especially when a new one made its way into existence.

      “Oh, honey,” Sofia murmured, then slipped an arm around my waist and pulled herself closer. I welcomed the feel of her figure against mine and pressed my lips against her temple before I shifted my focus back to the young parents.

      “The Novaks are more powerful and richer than ever, now that they have Voss,” I said. “May he fill your hearts with nothing but love and joy. May he bring you light and happiness, and may he grow up to become the very best of you both.”

      “Thank you, Grandpa,” Field replied, giving me a faint nod.

      “He’s going to break so many hearts when he grows up,” Vivienne said, gushing over the little one.

      “Yeah, I think I should start writing an apology letter template, for the parents of all the girls who will fawn and sob over him,” Field replied, chuckling softly.

      “How does it feel to be a grandad?” I asked Bastien, grinning.

      He scoffed, then scratched the back of his head. “Honestly? I have no idea. It’s weird as hell,” he said. “But it’s amazing. I can’t wait to spoil him rotten.”

      “If you want access to him just once per year, by all means, Dad,” Aida retorted. “Spoil him, make my life hell, then see what that gets you.”

      We all laughed, while little Voss wrinkled his nose and cried out a couple of times. Aida shushed him gently, then kissed his perfect little nose. He instantly relaxed. The effect she had on him was incredible. I’d seen the same in Victoria when she’d first given birth to Jovi, then Aida, then Dmitri. Every single time, the little ones made noise until their mother’s lips found them.

      “You’re a baby-charmer, just like your mother,” Bastien told her.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” I replied, chuckling.

      “Well, she did charm Field first!” Jovi’s voice cut across the room.

      “What are you three still doing here?” Field asked, watching Jovi, Anjani, and Dmitri as they stood in the doorway.

      Jovi shrugged. “Sorry, man! Your kid’s just so darn cute, we can’t stay away!”

      “Plus, he’s an uncle now. He can’t get over that. I don’t think he ever will,” Anjani chimed in, smiling.

      Aida giggled, then looked at Voss. “Did you hear that, baby? You’ve got an uncle. No, wait, you’ve got two uncles! No, wait… the Hawks, too… Voss, you have so many uncles!”

      “Yeah, he’s going to get spoiled out of this world.” Dmitri chuckled.

      “Well, we could always spread the spoiling around a little bit,” Anjani replied. “Jovi and I could make you an uncle, too.”

      Jovi froze, his cheeks turning red and his eyes nearly popping out of his head. “Wait… what?”

      Anjani shrugged, while the rest of us were suddenly on edge. She was a succubus warrior, and she’d never hinted at wanting to have a baby before. We’d simply assumed that it wasn’t something they were planning for, at least for another decade or so.

      “I’ve been thinking about it lately,” Anjani said quietly. “And seeing how ridiculously happy you are with a nephew, I can’t help but wonder what a son would do to you.”

      “I’m totally on board with that,” Jovi replied, lovingly staring at her.

      “Did you hear that, Dad?” Dmitri chuckled, looking at Bastien. “The Blackhall clan’s bound to boost its numbers again.”

      “All I ask is that you don’t rush and give us a third grandchild too quickly,” Bastien replied. “My heart wouldn’t take it. Give me an adjustment period first.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Dmitri said, smiling. “As much as I love this whole family thing we’re into, I’m way too happy as a single half-breed,” he added. “I doubt I’ll consider settling down anytime soon.”

      Victoria frowned slightly. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

      “Mom, he’s free to do whatever he wants,” Aida cut in, giving Dmitri a friendly wink. “Besides, we never plan for love to happen. When it does, it hits us over the head like a sledgehammer. Usually, the more we avoid it, the harder the blow.”

      “By that logic, shall we assume Dmitri will get his brains splattered all over the place by… love?” Jovi replied, a grin slitting his face from ear to ear. Dmitri replied with a brief growl. “That’s what I thought.”

      Laughter made us all shudder, until Anjani, Jovi, and Dmitri moved inside the room, by the wall, so that Lumi, Corrine, and Viola could come in. They’d changed into their usual garb, wearing warm smiles on their faces. It was always a pleasure to see them together—such different creatures, so powerful, yet so kind and so much alike.

      “How are you feeling, Mommy?” Corrine asked Aida, who gave her a bright grin in return.

      “Worn out, but good,” Aida replied. “Thank you. All of you. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Pish-posh!” Lumi scoffed. “You were fantastic, Aida. You nearly broke my wrist in the process, but you pulled through. We barely did anything.”

      “Sorry about that.” Aida sighed. “The pain…”

      “I know, honey,” Lumi replied. “Trust me, you weren’t even half as bad as my first lamia delivery. She was seconds away from choking me to death.”

      “You’ve helped deliver babies before,” Sofia concluded, as if she was seeing Lumi through different eyes, all of a sudden. We’d all thought of her as the secluded and sharp-tongued swamp witch, the last of her kind. Thousands of secrets hid behind her white eyes and their bluish edges.

      Lumi nodded. “Back when there were more of my kind, yes,” she said. “They used to call us out for high-risk pregnancies because of our magic.”

      “And, speaking of magic, we have a gift for little Voss,” Corrine added.

      They reached the foot of the bed. Corrine took out a small ring—a band, in fact, made of three rings, each forged from a different metal. She handed it to Aida, who took it and brought it up to get a better look at it.

      It was simple but elegant, with tiny engravings both on the interior and exterior.

      “This is beautiful. And so tiny!” Aida giggled.

      “It’s for Voss to start wearing as soon as today,” Viola replied. “It’s made of three different rings, each imbued with a special charm. The silver one is from me. It will help his wounds heal faster, much like a vampire.”

      “The gold one is from me,” Corrine said. “It will act as a beacon. You’ll be able to find Voss anywhere in this world and the others.”

      “Oh, gosh,” Aida breathed, tearing up. “Thank you all so much…”

      “The rose gold one is my little gift to you,” Lumi said. “It amplifies his abilities. Think of it as a little booster of sorts, just enough to give Voss equal standing among his vampire and werewolf peers.”

      “You can put it on now,” Viola added.

      Aida nodded, then slipped the little ring onto Voss’s tiny finger. The band settled and gently reshaped itself to fit perfectly.

      “It can only come off with the help of one of us,” Lumi said. “There’s no risk of him swallowing it. It will grow with him, too.”

      “That is so cool.” Field smiled at the three ladies. “You’re like the fairies from the earthly fairy tales.”

      Corrine laughed. “I guess you could say that,” she said. “We figured Voss deserved something truly special. It’s a little trinket, something to make his life easier.”

      “Can I get one?” Dmitri asked, his eyes twinkling with excitement.

      “What for?” Lumi replied.

      “To amplify my abilities…”

      Lumi chuckled softly. “Oh, sweetie. It doesn’t work like that. First of all, it’s a unique gift, made especially for Voss. You go ahead and have your own kids, and they’ll get a special present, too. Second, if you’re thinking a ring like this will amplify your nature and enable you to turn into a wolf, like your father… well, you’re wrong.”

      Dmitri was suddenly deflated, his shoulders dropping.

      “The wolf is inside you already,” Lumi added. “It’s been inside you all along.”

      “But I can’t go full wolf,” Dmitri replied.

      “Yes, you can,” Lumi insisted. “And so can Aida and Jovi. You thought you couldn’t, but you can. You just don’t know how. You’re half-breeds, so it doesn’t come as easily, that part is true. The process takes some time, and it requires plenty of willpower, but it’s in your hands. I can smell the wolf all over you three.”

      Silence settled over the room for a few moments, as the new information sank in.

      Because Aida, Dmitri, and Jovi were only half-wolves and had yet to experience a complete transformation, we’d all assumed the wolf gene was watered down through the family tree. But I was more inclined to believe Lumi.

      “How do you know?” Dmitri asked, frowning slightly.

      “Didn’t you hear me just now? I can smell the wolf inside you,” Lumi replied.

      “Yeah, but I can smell Aida’s and Jovi’s wolves, too,” Dmitri said. “But they’ve never been able to turn.”

      “That’s because they’ve never tried hard enough,” Lumi explained. “It’s different with half-breeds.”

      “You seem to know a lot about werewolves,” Bastien said, genuinely intrigued. “More than me, for that matter.”

      Lumi shrugged. “I’ve come across your kind before,” she said. “I’ve traveled through the In-Between. I’ve met creatures that slipped through the cracks from the Supernatural Dimension. Werewolves, harpies… all kinds of fiends. You all carry the same genetic packaging, in a way. The same features. The same heritage along generational lines. A full wolf takes seconds to turn. A half-wolf will need to put in the extra effort, and I’d be more than happy to help with this.”

      Dmitri straightened his back and nodded feverishly. “Hell, yes, please!”

      “That’s fine, I’ll make time for you. I suppose your siblings will want to join in, too,” Lumi replied, “so it’s best if you all agree on a group session.”

      Aida and Jovi were beside themselves already. Not that I could blame them. They’d grown up thinking they couldn’t shift. They’d probably forced themselves to try hard before, but not to a level even remotely close to what Lumi was referring to. I had to admit, I was intrigued and grateful that Harper and her crew had managed to rescue Lumi from the Exiled Maras. She was an absolute treasure.

      “You’re amazing,” Jovi murmured, staring at Lumi. “I never thought it was possible.”

      “It’s okay, wolf-boy,” Lumi replied, smirking. “It’s practically no effort on my part to help you, and it’s barely a fraction of what I’m willing to do to repay the Novaks for saving my life,” she added, then shifted her focus back to Aida and Voss. “And, when the time comes, I will do the same for Voss. Technically speaking, he’s a quarter-wolf. Even with the triple ring, he will need some help to summon his inner-wolf.”

      Aida smiled, filled with gratitude.

      “Thank you, Lumi. Thank you all, for that matter,” she said, her voice trembling. “I… We’re so lucky to be a part of this family… a part of GASP. I can’t think of a better world for me and Field to raise our son in.”

      “Yeah, our little tyke is in good hands,” Field replied, smiling as he inched closer to his wife and child.

      Voss Blackhall-Novak was in good hands, indeed. He had us all on his side. Each of our children, our grandchildren, our great-grandchildren, our nephews and nieces… every single creature that came into our family had all of us, in one way or another. The Novaks looked out for one another.

      On top of that, the Novaks had come to look out for everyone else, too. GASP was an extension of us, officially transcending space and dimensions. So, yes. Voss was going to be a part of it all. Greatness had already been written in his life, from the moment he was conceived. With parents like Aida and Field, he was bound to flourish.
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      A couple of weeks later, we had yet another reason to celebrate—the biggest one yet, as it came attached with a massive party. The Shade extension was completed and taking in new guests. The inauguration event was designed with full pomp and circumstance, complete with dinner and drinks to satisfy each of the creatures in attendance.

      And we had plenty of creatures to begin with! The humans from the Vale, the vampires, the dragons and the witches, the werewolves, the fae, and all the hybrids of The Shade were present. Emissaries from the Supernatural Dimension came by, as well, bearing gifts and well wishes. Eritopians from all twenty planets joined us, along with the many new friends we’d made on Neraka.

      There were hundreds of people scattered across the newly built structure. Its framework was made from a virtually unbreakable steel alloy. The floors were all fancy white marble, as were the walls. There was plenty of natural light bathing each of the three hundred new units during the daytime—and it was even more beautiful at night, with the moon twinkling through the floor-to-ceiling glass windows and glass roofs. They all had shades and awnings to adjust as desired. The extension sprawled like a plethora of palm leaves, stretching across the Pacific Ocean, yet safely underneath The Shade’s protective shield. Unlike the rest of the island, the extension offered both daytime and nighttime lighting, thanks to a magic adjustment made by Corrine.

      We’d brought The Shade closer to perfection. It looked stunning, both from afar and up close. It was light and breezy, elegant and minimalistic—a pleasure to admire at all times of day.

      However, that wasn’t the only thing we were celebrating on this occasion. We’d been getting a lot of wonderful news lately, so we’d had to compartmentalize a little bit. Tonight, we were focused on The Shade’s extension, the roughly six hundred years of The Shade’s existence, and the announcement of three major wedding dates.

      Viola and Phoenix had finally decided to tie the knot, after Safira had taken Phoenix aside and asked him when he was planning to get serious with her sister. According to Phoenix, that was a hilarious exchange, as both he and Viola had been looking for a way to tell the Daughters that they did, in fact, want to get married—they’d simply been fearful of their traditions. No one had even gazed upon a Daughter of Eritopia until Phoenix, his sister, and his friends were brought there by Draven. Nevertheless, Phoenix did manage to explain that to Safira, then obtained the Daughters’ blessing and proposed to Viola.

      Caspian had already given Harper a ring, before they’d even come back from their Nerakian adventure, though he’d clearly stated it wasn’t an actual proposal, but rather a token of his unending love for her. They’d already bonded, both body and soul, anyway. That was unbreakable in itself. But Caspian did propose, eventually, while they were out on a mission on Persea, one of Eritopia’s planets and home of the Druid Temple. She’d said yes. Obviously.

      Avril and Heron got engaged on Neraka, though the proposal had been botched—mostly because of Heron’s inability to gather enough courage to ask Avril. From what I was told, Nevis, despite his deep-cutting bluntness, had managed to rectify the situation and forced Heron’s hand to show Avril an engagement ring. Whenever Avril told that story, I couldn’t help but crack up.

      Even after all this time, I’d yet to meet Nevis. We’d repeatedly missed each other in The Shade and on Calliope during his visits. I was curious about him, especially since all the girls on the Nerakian GASP team described him as “chillingly perfect,” while Heron fondly referred to him as the “frosty schmuck.”

      The party was buzzing and very much to my taste. There were so many guests, I easily got lost in the crowd, hovering from one social group to another. I left Mom, Dad and my brother, Varga, with Grandpa Yuri and Grandma Claudia, making my way across The Shade’s stylish extension to get a blood refill. My flute was empty, and I’d become partial to the spice mixture we’d recently received from Neraka—it made blood taste even better and made me feel less sorry about no longer being able to enjoy real food.

      Everybody was here. Zane and Fiona had come all the way from Neraka, via the Calliope portal set up by the Daughters of Eritopia. They looked gorgeous and very much in love, wearing matching black leather tunics and a dazzling array of gold and gemstone jewelry. Fiona was really coming into her own as the future queen of daemons. She carried herself with grace and poise, and Zane barely took his eyes off her.

      They were with the rest of their Nerakian group, which included Velnias, one of the bigger daemons I’d come across; Pheng-Pheng, Harper’s Manticore friend, who’d come with her mother, Neha, the Manticore queen, and her consort, Kai. They’d left their newborn baby back on Neraka, in the Manticores’ loving care; Vesta, who’d relocated to Calliope with her parents, along with Ryker and Laughlan, the two Druids that Harper and her crew had rescued from Shaytan’s prison. Next to them stood an almost ethereal creature.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was tall, with a slender frame but toned muscles visible beneath his royal white silk tunic, which was encrusted with diamonds and sewn with silver thread. His long white hair was braided down his back, with two sets of frost laurels resting just above his ears. His eyes were sharp and icy blue, scanning (and most likely judging) everyone. The blade of his nose cast a soft shadow over his lips, and—my heart skipped a beat as he looked at me for the first time.

      I froze there, holding my empty flute, just twenty feet away from him and the Nerakian group. I had only seconds to get my brain back into gear and do something, anything, so as not to come across as… blank. I remembered I had a blood refill to get, so I went right and stopped by one of the blood bars, where the bartender, a young vampire named Dean, fixed me up with a peppered blood mix. I had known Dean since his human days back in the Vale. He’d recently been turned, and he was enjoying his newly developed abilities. I could tell from the way his gaze darted all over the place, the way his ears moved, and his nostrils flared—heightened senses, after all.

      “How’ve you been, Lenny?” Dean asked me, using my nickname.

      Our parents moved Varga and me to The Shade shortly after Harper and Caia turned fourteen. I was older than them in human years, but Varga and I had both already turned vampire. We’d been raised in Nevertide, but we felt as though something was still missing from our early life experience and education. It just didn’t feel right for us, so mom and dad had decided to let us stay in The Shade and see if we liked it better. They were obviously quite emotional about it. They looked at Varga to eventually come back and take over Nevertide when the time was right, but, until then, they felt we’d be happier if we lived in The Shade for as long as we wanted or needed.

      GASP had already been grooming Varga to join them, so, for him, the move was a bit of a no-brainer.

      Of course, our parents came to see us often, since dad had put together a governing council to help with the administration of Nevertide. Personally, I was thrilled with my new life in The Shade. I felt… at home. Soon enough, I became enamored with the humans. My brother and I were enrolled into The Shade Community College in the Vale, to further enrich our education. We weren’t the only vampires there, but the humans were the predominant species.

      I quickly fell in love with the idea of one day living among them, in the human world. I had a hard time imagining myself settling anywhere supernatural at the time, I guess… Varga, not so much, but he was still interested in learning more about the human society. Their culture and cities captivated me, and I was flirting with the idea of a career in law enforcement, knowing that my vampire abilities would come in handy, on top of my sentry nature. Of course, that dream went up in flames when I became the target of some cruel jokes—typical college crap—and when I fell for the wrong guy. Dean knew him. He knew the whole story. In fact, Dean was one of the few humans who had really stood up for me during my college years in the Vale.

      My brother was difficult to contain when it came to protecting me, so I did my best to not tell him about what was going on. I didn’t like being the little sister who needed Varga to get her out of trouble. I could take care of myself, and his over-protectiveness was hard to handle sometimes. With mom and dad mostly in Nevertide, my care had fallen in Varga’s hands, and he took his role seriously. A little too much for my taste, but, hey, that’s family…

      Shade humans were still humans, after all. There was gossip, jealousy, rumors, and intrigue. As a vampire-sentry hybrid, I was considered elite, in a way, by most of the more popular kids. My introverted nature didn’t help, though. Dean made my college years a tad easier, which was why I always enjoyed seeing him, especially since he’d turned.

      “Oh, you know, same old, same old,” I muttered, watching as he poured the peppered blood into a fresh glass flute. It smelled amazing, and I couldn’t help but lick my lips.

      Dean noticed, then chuckled softly. “Yeah, I know what you mean. I’ve been guzzling this stuff all night,” he said. “I might’ve had too much, though. Is there such a thing as a blood overdose?”

      “No, but it does give you one hell of an indigestion problem,” I replied, grinning, as he handed me my drink. “Just make sure you drink a lot of water tomorrow. It’ll thin it all down.”

      “How’s your brother?” He asked.

      “Nothing new. I left him with mom and dad. It’s his turn to entertain the grandparents,” I chuckled.

      “Meh, I doubt he dislikes that. Varga’s always been a bit of an old soul,” Dean replied, then narrowed his eyes at me. “By the way, Connor went back to the mainland,” he said, the shadow of a smile crossing his face.

      For a moment, I was bombarded by the least pleasant of my college memories. Connor was the wrong guy I’d fallen for when I was there, basically experiencing my first real heartbreak—albeit later than most. He was a cool guy, but a fundamentally selfish and narcissistic overachiever. He broke my heart, and he was one of the people who’d managed to make me doubt my self-worth.

      Once Varga found out about how some of the Vale humans had been treating me, particularly Connor, all hell pretty much broke loose. It took me and six other humans, including Dean, to stop him from breaking Connor’s face.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, as if the thought of Connor leaving The Shade altogether made everything a bit better.

      “Oh, he did?” I replied dryly. “He did often say he was destined for great things, well beyond the Vale.”

      “Oh, yeah, Mr. I’m-Going-To-Be-President-One-Day. Yeah,” Dean muttered. “He said he had a Yale scholarship, a full ride for law school.”

      “Good for him. I guess four years of college weren’t enough for him,” I said, doing my best to look like I didn’t care.

      I did, but not because I was still hung up on Connor. No, I just held on to the hope that karma would come around and bite him in the ass for having been such a jerk to me. I’d paid for my overly accepting nature. I’d swiftly amended that part of me.

      “That’s what he said,” Dean replied, now wearing a Cheshire cat grin.

      I briefly glanced over my shoulder to check on the Nerakian group. I’d already made plans to join them after my quick chat with Dean. The white-haired guy with piercing blue eyes was watching me, but his expression was firm, unreadable. Surprisingly, he kept his emotions under control, too. His aura was a mélange of serenity, curiosity, and amusement. Nothing quite out of the ordinary. But his gaze was close to drilling a hole in my soul, so I shifted my focus back to Dean.

      “Okay, but I suppose you know more? Or different?” I asked, then took a sip from my blood drink.

      Dean chuckled. “He got kicked out in his first semester. He’s currently bussing tables in Los Angeles. He’s trying to sell a screenplay and make it big in Hollywood.”

      “Wow,” I replied, stunned. “Connor, the grade-A chief debater, the apple of his parents’ eyes, the football superstar with a square jaw and a string of girls around his neck… Surely, you jest!”

      “Nope. Honest truth!” Dean said, stifling another laugh. “He got cocky and ended up on the bad side of the wrong people at Yale.”

      “Hah.” I scoffed. “Karma is real, then.”

      Dean gave me a friendly wink. “If you ask me, he’s had it coming for a long time.”

      “I shouldn’t rejoice in his misery, though, should I?”

      “Meh. I think you’re allowed a minute or two,” Dean replied.

      I laughed, then mentally prepared to join the Nerakian group. Avril and Heron had just stopped by to catch up with them.

      “See you in a bit, Dean,” I said. “And thanks!”

      “Thanks for what? The drink, or the update on Connor?” he asked, smirking.

      “Both.”

      

      By the time I reached the Nerakians, they were all laughing hard. I didn’t catch the joke, but Heron’s slightly offended sneer pretty much gave it away for me. Someone had said something to poke him.

      The royal-looking dude with white hair and icy blue eyes noticed me first. Shivers ran down my spine as I realized who he was. I’d heard the description. I’d seen his face in pictures before, too. This was Nevis, prince of Dhaxanians.

      Suddenly, Heron’s expression made more sense. Nevis was, after all, the chief troll in all things Heron-concerned. Yet, this time, his attention was focused on me, and it made me nervous.

      I brushed the feeling away as best as I could, keeping my cool as I hugged Avril and gave Heron and the others a friendly nod. Ryker and Laughlan smiled at me, both teary-eyed from the previous bout of laughter.

      “Where have you been, Lenny?” Fiona asked, clinking her blood flute against mine.

      I shrugged, then took a long sip from my drink, still feeling Nevis’s eyes on me.

      “All over the place,” I replied. “So many people here tonight! This party is probably the best and biggest one this century.”

      “Well, we have what, three engagements, six hundred years of awesome Shade life, and this beautiful extension?” Avril said, motioning around her as she rested an arm around Heron’s waist.

      “Plenty to celebrate, for sure,” I agreed.

      “Oh, shoot, I forgot, you’ve never met Nevis,” Avril replied. “Nevis, prince of Dhaxanians, this is Elonora Goode. We lovingly call her Lenny.”

      My throat closed up, as I had to look at Nevis and nearly lost myself in those cold blue pools he had for eyes. I offered him a weak smile and a polite nod.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said, my voice barely audible.

      I felt as though I’d just been smacked over the head with a sledgehammer. Am I crushing on this guy? What the hell?

      “Likewise, Miss Goode,” Nevis replied, his tone flat. It didn’t feel like we were off to a good start, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Please, call me Elonora. Or Lenny,” I said, trying to diffuse the sudden tension cluttering between us.

      “And you can call me ‘Your Grace,’” Nevis said.

      I gave Avril a quick sideways glance, managing to spot her eyeroll. Was this guy for real?

      “Your Grace?” I scoffed.

      “Well, yes. I am royalty, after all,” Nevis replied.

      “Good for you, but there’s no way in hell I’m calling any guy ‘Your Grace,’” I retorted. “Too much of a stretch. Not my style. With all due respect.”

      I’d never been too crazy about the notion of royalty. I understood respectful gestures and titles, but “Your Grace” was just too much for me. I’d spent most of my youth with humans in the Vale. We made fun of each other; we came up with crappy nicknames and thrived on the pranks we set up. At the end of the day, respect didn’t come in the form of a fancy title, in my book. From that point of view, I was more American than most Vale humans.

      Nevis, however, didn’t seem pleased with my reaction. I’d expressed it politely and with a calm tone, though. Plus, I’d added “with all due respect.” That had to count for something.

      “Is that your personal choice?” Nevis asked.

      I nodded slowly, then looked around us. The whole group had fallen silent, watching us like they were at the movies and something big was about to go down. Had I poked the polar bear?

      “Yes. Besides, you’re among friends here,” I replied. “How about we skip the labels and use our names? That way no one is above the others, and we all get the same level of respect.”

      “I take it you’re one of the anarchists of Earth? You know, the kind who started the French Revolution and cut off the king’s head?” Nevis inquired, narrowing his eyes at me.

      “Whoa, you’ve been brushing up on human history, I see!” Heron chimed in, chuckling softly.

      Nevis gave him a dry smirk. “It’s only a few thousand years. It keeps me busy during my travels from Neraka and back. Besides, a cultured supernatural is more powerful than a plain one,” he said.

      Heron raised an eyebrow. “Did you just call me plain?”

      “I thought you knew that already. How is it a surprise?” Nevis shot back.

      Avril pressed her lips in a thin line, stifling a chuckle as she followed the exchange.

      “And yet, I’m the one marrying Avril,” Heron replied, putting on a victorious grin.

      “We all agree that she settled,” I cut in.

      It was enough to make everyone double over—except Nevis, of course. Even Heron was chuckling, despite his flushed cheeks. This was our usual banter, anyway. We took turns poking each other. No one got hurt.

      There was a flicker of amusement in Nevis’s eyes as he looked at me, enough to make my heart jump around like a hyperactive mountain goat. Heron was the first to notice, and he used it as ammo for the burns Nevis and I had delivered, albeit separately.

      “Hold on. You like her,” Heron said to Nevis.

      I must’ve gone paler than my usual shade when I heard that. I could almost feel the color draining from my face, my blood freezing in my veins.

      “Whoa,” I said. “What gives?”

      Nevis was still and quiet, scowling at Heron, whose gaze kept darting between us.

      “Yeah, he’s right,” Avril chimed in. “There’s definitely some chemistry here.”

      “Have you been drinking spoiled blood?” I shot back, laughing nervously.

      I was ready to lie through my teeth at this point. I felt so exposed and vulnerable, and flashbacks from college came back to sting me like a thousand angry wasps. I didn’t like it one bit. It wasn’t Avril’s fault, but I had to put an end to this before it got worse for my psyche.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Nevis scoffed, crossing his arms. “She’s far too young and inexperienced in the affairs of life for me to even consider or acknowledge her.”

      My ire was suddenly aimed at him, directly. I frowned, slightly cocking my head to the side, as if waiting for him to say something else, to flatten the dismissal he’d so casually flung at me. I was genuinely offended.

      “Oh, please!” Avril replied, chuckling. “I was ‘young and inexperienced’ too when you asked me to be with you,” she added, reminding him of the request he’d made during her first incursion into the icy fortress of Athelathan. Avril and her group had come to ask for the Dhaxanians’ help against the daemons and the Exiled Maras, but Nevis had suggested she stay with him, instead, since he wasn’t interested in breaching his agreement with the daemons at the time.

      Nevis sighed, his shoulders dropping as he shook his head.

      “You’re just making a big deal out of nothing,” he said. “Just because you and the bloodsucker are all hearts and sprinkles doesn’t mean the rest of us feel the same way about each other. Especially two people who have literally just met, one of whom doesn’t think the other deserves the respect of being addressed by his royal title.”

      Ah, there it was—the jab aimed at me and my refusal to address him as “Your Grace.” He was definitely more of the “frosty schmuck,” and less of the “chilling perfection.”

      “Hey, man, don’t hate,” Heron cut in, visibly amused. “Besides, it’s written all over your face, no matter how hard you deny it. I know the look all too well.”

      “I’m starting to agree with Miss Goode here,” Nevis retorted. “You’ve been drinking spoiled blood.”

      My temperature then spiked. This was getting out of control. I had to pull the emergency brake and end this conversation quickly. No matter what.

      “You guys need to get this idea out of your heads,” I blurted, my throat drying up like a desert. “Nothing’s going to happen between his royal whatever and me. Ever. No way.”

      I had a feeling I was lying. But I had to save face.

      “You’re telling me you don’t like him, Lenny?” Fiona chimed in, smiling.

      “Good grief, no. Enough with that already,” I replied, then chuckled some more. I was seconds away from breaking into a cold sweat. I had to end this. Fiona, Heron, and Avril were surely just joking and testing the waters here, but this was somehow very serious for me. I’d yet to understand why, but I knew I had to regain control of the situation. I just didn’t want to come across as vulnerable in any way, especially in front of Nevis. “Besides, I’ve got my sights set on someone else,” I added, mumbling.

      There was a pang of instant regret cutting through me, but it was too late. I’d already dropped the lie. I took a deep breath as eyebrows raised in surprise around me—Nevis’s too, for some reason.

      “Wait, you’re crushing on someone already?” Heron asked, suddenly serious.

      I nodded, trying to find the right words. I felt terrible for perpetuating the lie, but I’d gotten myself into this. I had to get myself out.

      “Who?” Avril replied, narrowing her eyes at me.

      “Dmitri,” I croaked, then cleared my throat.

      “Oh, wow. Really?” she asked.

      She seemed surprised, and for good reason, too. I hadn’t once looked at or said anything to Dmitri to even hint that I liked him. Because I didn’t. Dmitri was a great guy, but he wasn’t my type. He was a fabulous sparring partner, but definitely not boyfriend material.

      “Yup,” I replied, praying for the earth to swallow me whole, until I saw the look on Nevis’s face. It seemed like befuddlement, based on the mixed colors in his aura.

      “Does he know?” Avril sighed, somewhat disappointed.

      These people really want to hook me up with Nevis, it seems.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not yet.”

      Heron laughed. “Does Varga know?”

      Oh, crap.

      I shook my head again, but kept my mouth shut. The more I said, the deeper I dug myself into a hole I’d have trouble getting out of later.

      “Who’s Varga?” Nevis asked.

      “My brother,” I replied flatly.

      “Older brother, vampire-sentry, pretty much the textbook definition of a ‘badass,’ if you ask me,” Heron said, smirking. “You don’t want to get on his bad side, that’s all I’m saying. Oh, dear… We need to protect Dmitri!”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” I shot back.

      Just then, I made a quick mental note to let Dmitri know I’d implicated him in my white lie. Then I cursed my ego—my childish weakness, my drive to not let anyone see me vulnerable, in any way, shape, or form. It got me into unnecessary trouble… every damn time.

      “Anyway!” I added, changing my tone and putting on a plastic smile in an attempt to change the subject. “Where are you guys having the weddings?”

      “Definitely Neraka for us,” Fiona said, smiling at Zane.

      “She’s going to be crowned queen, after all. Her new people will want to witness that moment,” Zane replied, his red eyes glimmering with pride.

      “We’re doing White City,” Heron said, pulling Avril even closer. He dropped a kiss on her temple, making her giggle softly. “On a full moon.”

      “That’s cool,” I murmured.

      “How about you and Dmitri?” Heron shot back.

      I groaned, then gave him the death scowl. “You’re seriously asking for it.”

      My cheeks burned. I felt eyes on me. One glance at Nevis, and I knew—he was watching me like a hawk, his expression firm and his aura burning in what looked like a thousand colors. It was nearly impossible to understand what emotions he was experiencing. The more I tried to figure him out, the more confused I was.

      The only thing I knew for sure was that he rattled me in ways I’d never experienced before.

      I wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing, or a bad thing.

      At least not with my previous romantic experiences.
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      The new Shade extension had this futuristic feel—the mixture of steel and glass against the ocean water created a plethora of light reflexes that simply dazzled me. By contrast, the party was a splash of color and fluid shapes versus the sharp design lines of the new living units. I had trouble looking away. They’d truly done a marvelous job with this place.

      I spent most of the evening with Mom, Dad, Grandma Corrine and Grandpa Ibrahim, and, by extension, Sofia, Derek, Hunter, and the rest of the “old boys club.” Because of my magical upbringing, I was more comfortable with the elders, rather than those my age. Elonora and I got along great. By most standards, we were pretty much besties. We’d hit it off since we were kids, probably because we were weirdly different from the rest of The Shade.

      I’d spent a lot of time traveling and spending time with the humans, while Elonora had practically grown up in Nevertide, prior to moving to The Shade, where she’d fallen for the humans’ way of life. We’d both had dreams of going out in the world and living in their societies. Our favorite spot was New Orleans. But life had this way of throwing us off the path and making us change our direction. Elonora was the first to choose GASP over humans a few years back, shortly after Connor broke her heart. It took me longer to put New Orleans aside—everything changed for me when I met Lumi and understood the power of the Word.

      Swamp witch magic resonated with me in ways I’d never thought possible. Over the last three months, Lumi had been patiently grooming me to join her as an apprentice. At first, she’d asked me directly if I wanted to follow the path of the Word. She’d said I had the spark, the talent, and the resilience required for such an endeavor. She’d also told me to take as much time as I needed before I committed. In the meantime, however, she’d started teaching me.

      My sessions with Lumi kept me away from The Shade for longer than usual. My mom and dad had noticed my frequent visits to Calliope, but they didn’t say anything. Mom always said that I should only do what made me happy, as long as it didn’t infringe on the happiness and wellbeing of others. So she didn’t ask too many questions. I had a feeling that, deep down, she and Dad knew.

      I didn’t tell Grandma Corrine much about my sessions with Lumi, either. But she didn’t seem too happy about me spending so much time with a swamp witch. I wasn’t sure why, since she and Lumi had become close friends, but I’d made a decision the night before regarding my path, so I wanted to take advantage of the party to tell the family altogether. With parents and grandparents present, I figured their reactions would be contained by the size of the crowd—so they wouldn’t get too vocal or overreact. I wasn’t very good at guessing their potential reactions. In a way, I felt like the party was a good place to open this can of worms, especially since Grandma Mona and Grandpa Kiev were away. I knew Grandma Mona would’ve had something to say about my choice, too, and I wanted to first start with Grandma Corrine and Grandpa Ibrahim.

      The only one who knew all the details of my work with Lumi and my plans was Hunter. Sofia’s adopted brother, a white werewolf, was my best and closest friend. We’d practically grown up together, and he knew me better than most. He understood each and every one of my quirks, accepting me for who I was, no questions asked. He knew how much swamp witch magic had come to mean to me. He’d listened to me drone on and on about it, from the first day I’d met Lumi.

      And, as I stood there with him, my parents, my grandparents, Sofia, Derek, and Aiden, I frequently sought Hunter’s gaze for an ounce of comfort. I was getting more nervous, the closer I got to making my announcement.

      “Have you spoken to Lumi lately?” Grandma Corrine asked me.

      The half-smile she wore told me that question had a deeper meaning, as if she knew what I’d been doing with Lumi. I felt a little guilty for not telling her and Grandpa Ibrahim or my parents about it, but I’d decided to keep it all to myself until I made a decision about the apprenticeship. That was a choice I didn’t regret.

      “I saw her yesterday,” I replied, taking a sip from my fruity cocktail drink.

      The crowd buzzed around us. Strings of laughter, conversation snippets, and musical notes from nearby speakers undulated across The Shade extension. The place looked and felt so alive, it filled me to the brim with pure white energy—the kind that made me move mountains and reach for the stars. It put me in a good mood.

      “You know, you’ve been spending a lot of time with her lately. Don’t think I haven’t noticed,” she said, then looked at Mom and Dad, slightly amused. “I’m guessing you two are aware of this?”

      Mom and Dad glanced at each other, then gave Grandma a pair of nods and smiles in return.

      “Kailani is a big girl and a capable witch,” Mom replied. “She knows what she’s doing, and she also knows I’m here if she ever wants to talk,” she added, looking at me.

      I loved Mom for that. She’d not once pressured me to do anything I didn’t want to. She’d let me go out into the human world on my own when I turned sixteen. She knew I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself. In all fairness, I’d proven that repeatedly while growing up. After all, I was one of the youngest supernaturals to be accepted into GASP at the time.

      “Does Mona know?” Corrine asked, pursing her lips.

      “Well, she and Grandpa Kiev are away,” I replied. “We’ll catch up when they’re back, of course.”

      Derek and Sofia looked a bit confused as they watched the exchange. I took a deep breath. It was time to tell them.

      “I actually wanted to talk to you all about something,” I added, my voice trembling slightly. I was nervous. Hunter briefly winked at me as a form of encouragement. “About Lumi, that is.”

      I had my family’s full attention now. Grandma Corrine was amazing, and I looked up to her. I’d grown up wanting to be like her, Mona, and Mom. But sometimes we did butt heads, probably because we were equally opinionated and ambitious, always speaking our minds even when it made the others feel uncomfortable.

      “You see, Lumi has been teaching me swamp witch magic for the past three months,” I continued, carefully watching the expressions around me. I tucked one of my long, dark brown curls behind my ear, then smiled. “She asked me if I would be interested in becoming her apprentice and learning the power of the Word,” I added. “Last night, I decided to say yes.”

      A couple of seconds passed in heavy silence. Mom and Dad didn’t seem shocked. They didn’t seem much of anything, really. They didn’t show any emotion, but they listened, quietly. Grandma Corrine, on the other hand, didn’t look happy. Grandpa Ibrahim had an eyebrow raised, as if waiting for me to explain myself. Derek and Sofia were surprised, though not necessarily in a bad way. Hunter just smiled. It warmed me up on the inside, knowing that I could count on him for stuff like this.

      We’d talked about it before, even prior to the party. He’d said something that had stuck with me—if I didn’t tell them now, as soon as I made the decision, I would give them the impression that I wasn’t happy with said decision, or not sure of my choice at all. Determination had become one of my most well-known personality traits among the Shadians. I had to live up to it.

      But I’d already felt Grandma Corrine’s skepticism about my involvement with swamp witch magic. She didn’t even have to say anything, specifically. It was written all over her face whenever I came back from a session with Lumi, and it made it difficult for me to speak up.

      “You’re telling me you want to become a swamp witch?” Grandma Corrine asked, her tone clipped and her face straight.

      I nodded. “Yes. I know it’s a long journey, with lots of trials and tribulations. But I love Lumi’s craft. I’m amazed by what one can accomplish, just with words, once they’ve connected to this power. I want that for myself,” I explained. “It just… feels right. I mean, I’m already a witch, and I know my way around magic. Taking in the power of the Word would basically amplify what I can already do. I could help so many people with it.”

      Grandma Corrine scoffed, but Mom was quick to intervene, gently squeezing my shoulder. “Are you sure about this, honey? Do you fully understand what the implications are, what it takes for you to become a swamp witch? Because we don’t,” she said. “Lumi keeps the induction rituals secret, as part of tradition. But I’m hoping she has told you, at least.”

      “I doubt you know what you’re getting yourself into, sweetie,” Grandma Corrine interjected. Now, I was truly thankful that I’d kept Grandma Mona out of this conversation. I was going to have to go through the same process once she was back, but if I didn’t get Grandma Corrine on my side, chances were I wouldn’t get Grandma Mona, either. I listened carefully, though, as Grandma Corrine spoke. “I’m not sure you understand the sacrifices you’ll have to make for this. The one thing I do know about swamp witch magic is that, once you go down that road, you can never come back.”

      “I know, Grandma,” I replied. “And rest assured, she’s told me everything I need to know to begin my journey. I’m confident I can pull this off.”

      “I trust your judgment, honey,” Mom said, smiling. “And, whatever you choose to do with your life, I’m behind you. As long as—”

      “As long as it doesn’t infringe on the happiness and wellbeing of others.” I chuckled softly. “I know, Mom. Thank you,” I added, then looked at Grandma Corrine. “I need you to trust me on this.”

      Corrine exhaled sharply, then crossed her arms. I could almost feel her closing up. She wasn’t convinced, but I needed her to be okay with this.

      “Can you tell me what the induction rituals are about?” she asked. “I’ll feel a lot better if I know what she’s going to put you through.”

      “What if you don’t like the rituals? Do you think you’ll be able to stop her from doing what she clearly wants to do?” Lumi cut in.

      My heart jumped. I hadn’t even seen her approach us. Judging by the surprised looks on the others’ faces, they hadn’t spotted her, either, until she stood by my side. Grandma Corrine gave her a polite nod and a brief smile.

      “I doubt I would ever be able to get between Kailani and whatever objective she sets for herself,” Grandma Corrine said. “But I’d like to sleep a little better at night, knowing what she’s about to get herself into.”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that,” Lumi replied. She then looked at me, her bluish-white eyes leaving puncture marks on my soul. She had this way of demanding my attention. “Kailani has been made aware of what the transition ritual entails. And I’m glad to hear she decided to accept my proposal. I wasn’t aware until now.”

      I smiled, then shrugged lightly. “Sorry, I just wanted to tell my family first.”

      “As you should,” Lumi replied. “It’s an important decision.”

      Grandma Corrine groaned slightly. “Will it be safe?”

      “Corrine, I doubt Lumi would let anything happen to Kailani,” Derek cut in. “She’s a friend and a partner of GASP.”

      “The journey is not without its perils,” Lumi said. “But it’s something that Kailani is willing to undertake. Becoming a swamp witch requires some level of sacrifice, but it will be between Kailani and the Word to agree on what that entails.”

      “What sacrifice did you have to make to become a swamp witch, then?” Grandma Corrine asked.

      Lumi sighed. “Relax, Corrine, I didn’t give up a kidney or anything like that,” she replied, then chuckled softly. “The traditions and my choices are a secret. They are strictly between me and the Word. The same will be true with Kailani when she connects with its power for the first time. A deal will be made. Terms will be agreed upon. And Kailani will have the option to say no, should she consider the price too high for her to pay.”

      “Grandma, please,” I said, frowning. “You know me. You know I’m not impulsive. I thought about this a lot before even making the decision. But I’ve already seen what swamp witch magic can do. I can’t get it out of my head. It just… It feels right for me, down to my very core. Can you please just trust me on this?”

      “Corrine, I’m pretty sure we’ve become friends in the time since we first met,” Lumi chimed in. “I say this from the bottom of my heart: I would never put Kailani, blood of your blood, in a life-threatening situation. Ever. Arwen and Brock have raised her well, and your influence on her, Mona and Ibrahim’s as well, are indisputable. My craft would simply amplify all that and take her to the next level. There is greatness in Kailani’s path. I only wish to get her there.”

      “But you do get something out of this,” Corrine replied, grinning.

      “Of course,” Lumi agreed. “I get a disciple. I get to perpetuate the power of the Word. My magic will not die with me. I’ll have an heir. You know we don’t live forever, Corrine. We do have a lot of time in this world, and we have to make it count for something. I refuse to go out as the last of my kind. And Kailani has what it takes to become a superb swamp witch.”

      Just then, I caught movement somewhere behind Hunter. A beautiful succubus passed by, her hourglass figure splendidly clad in black silk. She must’ve unleashed her nature on him, because I could see Hunter’s pupils dilate and his nostrils flare. He caught her scent. And something tugged at my heart.

      “Can you promise me that you won’t let anything happen to her?” Corrine asked Lumi.

      Mom, on the other hand, was clearly getting tired of this. “Come on, Mom. Life is dangerous. Our choices are dangerous. Sometimes, they get us killed,” she said. “That doesn’t mean I like it or that I’m comfortable with it, but I’m confident I raised a whip-smart witch who knows what she’s doing and will not get herself killed in perfectly avoidable scenarios. I refuse to believe otherwise. You should give Kale a bit more credit, like you did with me when I was her age and just as hard-headed.”

      Dad chuckled softly, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Grandma Corrine smirked, her eyes glimmering as she probably remembered the exact moments that Mom had just referenced.

      “Besides, I can’t promise you that,” Lumi replied. “Only Kailani can do that. This will be her trial, her choices. Not mine.”

      Grandma Corrine nodded slowly, gradually internalizing the entire conversation. I had a hard time concentrating at that point, as, for some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off Hunter. The succubus passed by him. Her presence and her scent made him turn his head.

      Their gazes locked on one another, and, a split second later, I watched Hunter quietly leave our group and proceed to chase the succubus through the party crowd. My stomach churned.

      “Kale, can you do me just one favor?” Grandma Corrine asked, demanding my attention.

      I tore my eyes off Hunter, letting him vanish into the sea of supernaturals present, and gave her a weak smile. “Sure,” I murmured.

      “If it feels wrong, or… I don’t know, too dangerous, will you promise me to step back and really think about whether it’s worth it?” she replied. “I understand you’re crazy about swamp witch magic, but I’m hoping you’ve got enough sense not to let it take over and push you over the edge.”

      “So we’re kind of agreeing to disagree here, then,” I said, putting on a playful smirk.

      Grandma Corrine grumbled something, then shook her head slowly, scowling at me. “Can you just promise me that?”

      “Yes. I promise,” I replied, then stepped forward and hugged her. She wrapped her arms around me and held me tight. Seconds later, Grandpa Ibrahim, Mom, and Dad joined in, squishing Grandma and me between them.

      We laughed as we separated, with Mom caressing my cheek.

      “You know I’m proud of you no matter what, right?” she asked.

      “Yup,” I replied, feeling my heart swell with all the love I had for her. Mom had been my forcefield growing up. She’d held me when I couldn’t stand. She’d raised and nurtured me—I was who I was thanks to her. “And you know I will never do something to hurt you or cause you any kind of grief, right?” I asked her, and she replied with a nod. I then shifted my focus back to Grandma Corrine. “That goes for you, too, you know!”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Corrine muttered.

      “Whatever you decide, Kailani, you have our full support,” Sofia said.

      “I’ll have a talk with Mona when she’s back,” Corrine grumbled, crossing her arms. “She’ll need to hear this from me, first.”

      “Thanks, Grandma,” I murmured, giving her a soft smile.

      I looked around and found myself surrounded by some truly amazing people. I’d spent my whole life looking up to them, emulating them, and sharpening my own goals in life. My mission was to leave a mark on the world, to do great things and to help people, to be free and happy, and, at the same time, to change lives along the way.

      Swamp witch magic felt like one of the most perfect tools to assist me in this endeavor. I gave Lumi a brief glance, then smiled, thankful to have her and my family. I was one lucky witch!

      About ten minutes later, I excused myself and left the group behind to get a refill on my fruity cocktail. I made my way to one of the more secluded bars that had been temporarily fitted inside the ocean-facing glass units. The lines weren’t that long there, and there were plenty of quiet corners where I could just retire for five minutes.

      I took a sip from my freshly mixed drink, then went on a short search for the perfect nook overlooking the ocean—a quiet spot for me to take a few deep breaths and be thankful to the universe for making my announcement much more pleasant than I’d expected. It hadn’t been easy, but it hadn’t left room for any family tension, either.

      The night sky was covered in stars. The moon watched over me, casting its milky light across the rippling ocean waters. A couple of deep breaths later, I found that I was at peace with my decision. Most importantly, I’d let my family know. I’d already started learning the craft, but I’d just made it official. There was a trial coming. I was going to become a swamp witch and increase Lumi’s coven of one to two. It felt good.

      A giggle reached my ears, followed by a low growl.

      I couldn’t help but frown as I looked around, wondering who was ruining my little moment of peace and quiet. I walked along the edge of the terrace, which connected all the units on that extension wing. There were twenty- to thirty-foot-wide spaces between the new homes, with greenery and flowerpots scattered here and there.

      The farther I walked, the louder the giggles got.

      Something clawed at my stomach as I recognized the growl. It was low, guttural, and just a tad raspy. That was unmistakably Hunter. I’d grown up with him. I could spot or hear him anywhere, at any time.

      I found him just around the corner, hidden between two units and further secluded by a decorative potted fern. He was making out with the succubus I’d seen earlier. Those were growls of pleasure that I’d been hearing. Her skin glimmered silver as his hands moved up and down her body. He’d hidden his face in her hair, nipping at the side of her neck.

      I froze. My heart stopped. My blood ran hot and cold at the same time. I couldn’t move, yet I desperately wanted to get out of there. I hated what I was seeing, though I shouldn’t have felt that way. Hunter and I were best friends. There had never been anything romantic between us. Not even a hint.

      In all fairness, I’d always had a soft spot for him, but I’d pushed that back a long time ago. I was supposed to have gotten over him, already. He’d always referred to me as his best friend. I’d met his previous girlfriends. As the years went by, he’d listened to me drone on about my high school crushes. I’d heard his tales of conquering the ladies of the Vale. It had hurt a little, somewhere deep down, but not once had I felt as awkward and as betrayed as I felt in that moment.

      Right then and there, I’d been brutally faced with an unpleasant truth: I still had feelings for Hunter, feelings I’d never told anyone about. Feelings I’d thought—or hoped—were gone.

      The succubus stilled, her gaze finding mine.

      All of a sudden, my heart went back on, galloping like an indigo horse. I broke into a cold sweat as Hunter noticed the succubus’s stiffness and raised his head. He saw me and turned pale.

      I felt horrible for being there. I could almost feel myself slide into damage-control mode, as I thought of a way out.

      “Kale.” His brow slowly furrowed.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but the words just wouldn’t come. The succubus raised an eyebrow at me. She clearly wasn’t happy to see me. I’d just ruined a good moment for them. I took a couple of steps back, until I felt the terrace’s steel railing against me.

      “S-Sorry,” I managed. “I… I didn’t know you were here. Sorry.”

      My cheeks burned. I couldn’t even bear to look at Hunter anymore. The look in his blue eyes confused me even more. I dashed away, retracing my steps back to the bar, eager to return to the party, to mingle with as many creatures as possible and to forget about what I had just seen.

      The claws kept tearing through my stomach, so I gulped the rest of my drink down and headed straight for the bar, aiming for a third. It did temporarily soothe my discomfort, so there were benefits to having another fruity cocktail, given the circumstances.

      I was so overwhelmed by the plethora of thoughts storming through my head that I didn’t even hear the footsteps behind me.

      “Kale, wait,” Hunter breathed, then caught my arm.

      I stilled, just twenty yards away from the bar. To my left, the ocean trembled and murmured in the night. To my right, floor-to-ceiling glass windows offered a prime view of one of the new living units. Beyond that, I could see the decorative torches and the hundreds of supernaturals enjoying the party—laughing, talking, and drinking.

      And I was stuck there, on the terrace, feeling suddenly miserable and not ready to accept that I still had feelings for Hunter.

      “What’s up?” I asked, my voice noticeably pitchy. I cleared my throat and turned around, just as Hunter let go of my arm.

      All of a sudden, I felt awkward and out of place, comparing myself to the succubus for some reason. I didn’t look half as good as she did in that black silk dress. I’d opted for a short, coral-red cocktail dress and sparkly heels. I didn’t have legs for days like she did, but I could hold my own. Hunter was three times my size, his muscular frame towering over me. His navy-blue suit, complete with a crisp white shirt, had been tailored to fit him perfectly, hugging his large figure.

      I could see why the succubus had been attracted to him. I could also see why he’d been attracted to her. My only problem was, why did I feel so bad about all this? Why was I comparing myself to her? What the hell had gotten into me? You were supposed to be over this!

      “Are you okay?” Hunter asked, his voice low and gruff.

      It tickled my throat. “Yeah. Sorry I disturbed you,” I murmured. “I… I didn’t know you were there.”

      “No, no, I’m sorry. I… I guess I should’ve been more careful,” he replied.

      “With what? It’s not like you were hiding from me,” I shot back, instantly going into a defensive mode I knew I’d have trouble coming back from. “You can obviously do whatever you want, whenever, with whomever you want,” I added, then chuckled nervously. “It’s not like we’re together.”

      Hunter didn’t say anything, but his pupils dilated as he looked at me. Within seconds, his eyes went from cool blue to deep black, and it nearly cut off my breath.

      “Dude, it’s fine,” I added, further cementing myself into a friendzone I seemed to not like anymore. “You go back and, you know, do your thing.” I grinned. “I need to freshen this up, anyway,” I added, raising my empty glass. “Later, tater.”

      I didn’t give him a chance to reply.

      I walked away, holding my breath and focusing on the sound of my sandal heels clicking against the wooden floor. My heart was throbbing. My temperature was off the rails. This time, however, he didn’t come after me again.

      Hunter had his way with the ladies—that much I had known since his first crush on a female werewolf when he was fourteen. The years had been kind to him, and he’d grown into a gorgeous creature, with short blond hair, chilling blue eyes, and the kind of square jaw they wrote stories about.

      I knew he was a heartthrob. And yet, that evening… it didn’t sit well with me.
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      I spent some time with Caspian, Heron, Avril, Jax, Hansa, and Zeriel. We’d been mingling with the rest of the crowd earlier, welcoming them to the new extension, presenting the gorgeous living units, and directing them to Rose and Ben to discuss potential accommodation. The Shade had become a hit with the Maras and daemons, in particular.

      Zane had brought over a delegation from Infernis, all of them tall, dark, and devastatingly handsome. Needless to say, the Shadian females were fawning all over them. Even as I stood with Caspian and the rest of our group on the edge of the terrace, we could see the Vale ladies circling around Zane’s generals and councilors.

      Zeriel raised an eyebrow, following my gaze. He noticed the effect that the daemons had on the women, then scoffed.

      “I swear, I don’t get why you girls love them,” he complained. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll poke your eyes out with those horns?”

      We all chuckled. “I don’t know, Fiona seems okay,” I replied. “Both eyes intact.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re miffed about the daemons getting all the attention tonight,” Heron shot back, smirking.

      “Well, I do remember my first visit to The Shade. I was the talk of the town. They’d never seen a Tritone before, especially not one as dashing as me,” Zeriel replied, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      “You’re yesterday’s trend, my friend,” Jax said. “Daemons are the new thing now. It’ll wear off, though, just like it wore off with you.”

      “Ouch,” Zeriel retorted, feigning offense. “I’ll have you know that I don’t go out of style that easily.”

      “Maybe, but the humans, as beautiful as they are, do have incredibly short attention spans,” I said.

      Heron laughed. “Zeriel can relate to that.”

      I doubled over this time, while Zeriel huffed and crossed his arms.

      “You know, just because you’re a Dorchadas, it doesn’t shield you from my wrath,” Zeriel said, giving Heron a cold grin.

      “I’d love to see that wrath, though,” Jax interjected. “It’s been centuries now, and it has yet to manifest.”

      “Admit it, Zeriel, you’re a ball of fluff deep down.” Avril giggled. “You talk tough, but we all know you’re a softie.”

      “I’m the king of Tritones,” Zeriel announced.

      “And a softie,” I teased. “It’s a good thing, though. Not all girls are crazy about the tall, dark, and handsome type.”

      Zeriel laughed. “Oh, no. Just the majority. With or without horns, you ladies love your baddies. I mean, case in point,” he replied, pointing at Jax, Caspian, and Heron.

      We looked at each other, visibly amused. Avril sighed, slipping an arm around Heron’s waist.

      “Sorry, but I didn’t get a baddie,” she murmured.

      “It’s true,” Heron said, grinning. “She got a loudmouth.”

      “Ah, so there is still hope for me,” Zeriel shot back.

      We burst into laughter once more, but Zeriel quickly stilled when Vesta came over, accompanied by Caia and Blaze. It didn’t take a scientist to notice the chemistry between the Tritone king and the young fae. I wasn’t sure they were aware of it, but I could definitely see it. And, judging by the way Avril watched them interact, she’d noticed, too.

      “Hey, guys, gals,” Vesta said, smiling at us. “I’m really liking this party.”

      “It’s not your first, is it?” I asked, specifically remembering that she’d attended a couple of other Shadian events.

      She shook her head, then stole a glance at Zeriel before she looked at me again. “No, but it’s the biggest so far. It’s amazing. I’ve never seen so many species in one place before.”

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” Zeriel asked, suddenly all tall and serious.

      I pressed my lips into a thin line, stifling a smirk, as I watched the exchange.

      Vesta nodded. “Very much so,” she said, then shifted her focus back to me. “When are you making the announcement?”

      I checked my watch. “In a few minutes actually,” I replied. “Phoenix set up a few monitors in the main square, right in the middle of the extension, just for this.”

      Zeriel kept watching her, instantly looking away whenever her gaze found him. It was so obvious that Vesta stirred him.

      “Tell you what,” Caia said, then took Vesta’s hand. “Let’s make our way to the main square, then, and grab one of the good spots before everybody else.”

      Vesta chuckled and followed Caia and Blaze back into the crowd.

      As soon as they were out of earshot, Avril couldn’t help herself. “Zeriel, you’ve got the hots for our Nerakian fae.”

      Zeriel’s eyebrows popped up. “What are you talking about?”

      “You. Vesta. It’s obvious,” Jax replied.

      The Tritone king chuckled nervously, brushing the idea off with the wave of a hand.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.” He nodded at the crowd, which had already begun moving toward the main square. “Let’s go.”

      We’d made sure to let everyone know that there would be a speech taking place shortly before midnight. As expected, they’d all remembered—though there were also plenty of Shadians around to remind the guests that the time had come for everyone to gather in the square.

      “Actually, I know exactly what I’m saying,” Jax shot back. “I know you better than most, Zeriel. You shouldn’t try to pull the wool over my eyes.”

      Heron chuckled. “Oh, yeah, that’s right. You two are as thick as thieves. You’ve got Pyrope going on and everything.”

      “Pyrope is just me repaying an old debt,” Zeriel replied. “It doesn’t make Jax privy to my innermost, intimate thoughts.”

      “So, you admit you’ve got the hots for Vesta,” Avril said, set on drilling him.

      “I’m not telling you.” Zeriel scoffed, then moved to join the rest of the crowd as they headed for the main square.

      We watched him go for a few seconds, before Jax sighed.

      “He’s not denying it, though,” he said. “Zeriel is virtually unable to lie, and he hates having to tell the truth sometimes. It’s really fun to watch him squirm, if you think about it.”

      

      Once we reached the main square, I left Caspian with Jax and the others and took center stage with my brother and sister as we waited for the crowd to settle. Everyone was looking at us with warm, bright eyes. In a way, we represented the future of The Shade. We were the hybrid fruits of love that had brought together different species. We were everything that Derek, Sofia, and the others had worked to achieve during The Shade’s early days.

      Phoenix started the slideshow, which was shown simultaneously across five massive screens that had been strategically set up in the middle of the square.

      “On behalf of GASP and The Shade, we’d first like to start by thanking you all for being here tonight,” I said, raising my voice. I gave Serena and Phoenix a brief smile, then cleared my throat and worked my way through the speech we’d prepared. “I’m lucky to be here today, alive and able to tell you about our adventures on Neraka. For a moment, it was touch and go for us, but love and the undying desire for freedom prevailed. We went to Neraka to help other creatures, only to end up being hunted. Yet, I stand before you today, thankful and happy to officially announce three weddings that are, in fact, the direct result of our Nerakian expedition.”

      I chuckled, stealing a glance at Caspian and allowing his love to fill me to the brim. One deep breath later, I was ready to continue, as images of Caspian and me, Heron and Avril, and Fiona and Zane flickered on the screens. The pictures depicted us on Neraka, Calliope, and in The Shade.

      “You see, I went to Neraka to help people, and I found love there,” I said. “The kind of love that cannot die, because our souls are now bound, forever. Caspian is a part of me, and I am a part of him, which is why we’ve made it official and set a wedding date. Next year, in June, to be specific,” I added, just as the crowd offered a round of applause.

      I motioned for Caspian, Avril, Heron, Zane, and Fiona to join us in front of the crowd.

      “Heron and I found love on Neraka, too,” Avril said, coming forward, then turning around to face our guests. “We didn’t think it would happen. We didn’t plan for it, but it did happen. Love doesn’t seem to care about species or origins. That much I can tell you. Well, that and the fact that we’ve set our wedding date for next year, too.”

      “But we’re doing July, to give everyone some breathing room,” Heron chimed in.

      Another round of applause followed, after which Fiona spoke up.

      “About a year ago, I was just training and prepping for some GASP missions,” she said, “though I didn’t know where they would take me, or what I would go through. Once I got to Neraka with the rest of our crew, however, everything changed. We saw the daemons as a hostile force. Irredeemable, in more than one way. But then Zane came along,” she added, her voice raw with emotion as she looked at him. The love between them was beyond obvious. “This daemon prince who believed that there was a better way, that Neraka could be a better world. It didn’t matter that I’m a vampire and he’s a daemon. It didn’t matter that I’m from The Shade, while he’s from this distant planet in the In-Between. Nothing mattered, other than our common goal and the love that blossomed between us.”

      “Our wedding date has been set for March next year,” Zane added, his hand resting on the small of her back. “It will be a royal affair, and it will include a coronation ceremony. Therefore, it will take some time to organize. Neraka will see its first non-daemon queen of daemons. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      The daemon delegation members that had come with Zane and Fiona were the first to burst into a fiery round of cheers and applause. Soon enough, the entire crowd joined in.

      “Point is, love always prevails,” I said, as the cheers died down. I looked at Derek, Sofia, Lucas, Xavier and Vivienne, Corrine and Ibrahim, and all the others who had founded The Shade as we knew it. My heart filled with love and gratitude toward each and every one of them. “Love made creatures like me happen, too,” I added, my voice breaking.

      I took a step forward as Phoenix settled the slides on a group photo of our Nerakian crew, Zane and Caspian included. It had been taken days before we went back to Calliope, after the siege of Azure Heights. We looked so relieved, so happy…

      “All of you are, of course, invited to our weddings,” I continued. “But that’s not even the main reason we’re celebrating tonight! We’re also inaugurating this stunning new extension, and we’re celebrating approximately six hundred years of Shade harmony. Frankly, our weddings are the least exciting of these three things. Because none of this would be possible without our founders,” I added, then looked at Derek and Sofia again.

      They were filled with pride, smiling and projecting endless waves of love and affection. Serena, Phoenix, and I were the luckiest. Our great-grandparents were truly some of the most extraordinary creatures to ever walk this earth or any other world.

      “Tonight, we have another important announcement to make,” Serena chimed in. “But first, we’d like to ask The Shade’s founders to step forward. The first generation, without which none of us would still be here, please… come closer.”

      Derek and Sofia were baffled. They briefly looked at each other, then at Xavier, Lucas, and the others. One by one, however, they did come forward. All the guests applauded as Derek, Sofia, Xavier, Vivienne, Lucas, Corrine, Ibrahim, Claudia, Yuri, Cameron, Liana, and Aiden joined us in the middle of the square.

      “Eli couldn’t be here with us tonight, as he’s on a very delicate diplomatic mission on Purgaris for the next few months. Mona and Kiev are already on a romantic getaway, hidden somewhere in the Witches’ Sanctuary, back in the Supernatural Dimension,” Phoenix said, “but they’ve sent us their love and best wishes. Unfortunately, they won’t be back for at least a few more months. We’ve got another surprise waiting for them when they get back, but, in the meantime, we’ve decided to do something special for our original Shadians.”

      “For everything they’ve done for us, this was literally the least we could possibly do.” I chuckled.

      We turned to face Derek, Sofia, and the others. They all looked so confused, they were downright adorable. For the first time in what felt like forever, I had a feeling we’d actually managed to surprise them. After everything they’d seen and been through, I hadn’t thought it was possible.

      But the looks on their faces said otherwise.

      “What is this about?” Derek asked.

      I chuckled softly. “Well, like I said, we’re not just celebrating our wedding dates,” I replied. “You’ve accomplished something amazing with this new extension, for which you deserve our congratulations, of course.”

      We all clapped. Cheers rippled through the crowd, particularly from Ben, Rose, and our parents. The werewolves howled with delight. The dragons and Zane’s daemons roared, just to rile things up even more. We were loud and fiery, all right!

      Derek smiled, holding Sofia close to him. Xavier and Vivienne were already tearing up. Corrine and Ibrahim were both blushing, their eyes wet and their cheeks cherry red. Even Lucas was beside himself. Aiden, Cameron and Liana, and even my grandparents were staring at us, wearing broad smiles and trying to adjust to that much attention.

      This was the first time in years that anyone had brought them forward like this, to emphasize their contribution and the crucial role they’d played in the development of The Shade. They deserved the praise, though.

      “The Shade was once a dark and cold, downright scary place,” I said. “But you and Sofia, Xavier and Vivienne, Cameron and Liana… All of you, Grandpa Derek, all of you turned it around and made it into a safe haven for creatures who didn’t have a place in the world. The Shade is what it is today because of you. GASP exists because of you. We live and breathe because you guys refused to back down, because you fought for what was right—love, justice, and freedom.”

      “Thanks to you and your incredible offspring, there is peace on Neraka,” Zane chimed in.

      “Not to mention Eritopia,” Serena added. “Point is, Grandpa Derek, you guys are amazing. We’ve looked up to you since were kids. We all want to be like you. We all want to leave our mark on the world, and, hell, even on the observable universe, just like you did.”

      “We love you. We respect you. And tonight, we would like to honor and to spoil you a little bit,” Phoenix said, then clicked a button on his remote.

      The screens lit up with a satellite-like view of the Meahiri Galaxy, which we’d been studying, exploring, and preparing for what we’d referred to as “the ultimate gift.” We already had the planet names and some coordinates from what little we’d found in the Druid Archives, regarding the galaxy. But that had been all that we’d had to work with. Everything else was our research and expedition efforts.

      “You’ve done a lot for us,” I replied. “Now, it’s our turn to do something for you.”

      They looked over their shoulders at the screens. Their eyes widened with surprise, their lips slowly parting. The crowd, too, murmured at the sight of one of the most beautiful galaxies we’d come across. The screens didn’t do it justice. From up close, Meahiri was absolutely breathtaking.

      As the seconds went by, I could see an idea wiggling its way to the surface, manifesting itself into tiny glimmers of realization, as Derek, Sofia, Xavier, and the rest of the founders understood what they were looking at.

      Phoenix zoomed in on Strava, the planet we’d chosen for this surprise.

      “Oh, wow,” Lucas murmured. “It’s incredible.”

      “You like it?” I asked.

      The planet was in full view—a giant turquoise marble with endless oceans and thousands of islands and atolls sprinkled across its surface. It was a masterpiece of the In-Between, with streaks of white clouds drawn over the waters. A single, bluish moon orbited the planet, its azure reflections echoing the color of Strava’s oceans.

      “I love it,” Derek said.

      “Good. Because it’s your new vacation destination!” I replied, a grin splitting my face from ear to ear.

      The look on Derek’s face was priceless.

      We’d really done it. We’d stunned him.
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      It wasn’t often that our young ones managed to leave me speechless. This was certainly one such occasion. I found myself staring at one of the large screens, where a beautiful picture showed me a secluded corner of paradise.

      I gave Sofia and the others a quick sideways glance—they were as surprised as I was. Moreover, I could tell from the looks on their faces that they’d instantly fallen in love with this place.

      “What is this?” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around it.

      Harper, Serena, and Phoenix looked at each other, then flashed a triple grin at me.

      “It’s called Strava, Grandpa Derek,” Harper replied. “It’s in the Meahiri Galaxy, a quadrant about forty-five light-years away. We’ve studied it from afar, we’ve organized small expeditions there, and, once we were confident it was the right place for what we’ve been planning, we built a small resort there.”

      “Wait, you what?” I gasped.

      Phoenix zoomed in closer to Strava’s surface. In the middle of the turquoise ocean, just south of a large archipelago and surrounded by hundreds of small patches of white sand, was an island—small, but glorious. Over 60 percent of it was covered in thick jungles rolling down two hills, with beaches all around.

      On the southwest side was a structure, sprawling over fifteen hundred square feet. Phoenix then pulled up actual photos and videos of the resort. It was a magnificent construction, with smooth wood beams and large glass windows. The ceilings were made of glass as well, with retractable shades for our vampiric comfort.

      It had plenty of open spaces, with lush greenery and palm leaves. They’d even fenced in the beach portion in front of the resort, where they’d installed a light bamboo-like frame with textile awnings. It was meant to make it possible for us nightwalkers to enjoy some of the daytime without getting burned.

      “We built a resort,” Phoenix explained. “It’s got all the modern amenities, about twenty huge apartments with patios, common areas, and interior courtyards, plus the massive beach. It’s all solar-powered, and the climate is perfect. We’ve checked the air quality, we’ve tested the soil and waters… They’re clean. They’re like Earth, but actually much cleaner.”

      “You built a resort,” I repeated, genuinely amazed by what they’d accomplished. “How did you find this place?”

      “We scoured entire galaxies for the right spot, and we dug through the Druid archives for some pointers, too. Most of the older texts were in a dead Druid language, but we were able to identify Meahiri and the names of its planets. We then spent some time studying it from afar,” Serena said. “It took us a while, but we settled on Strava as the perfect vacation destination. Because, believe me, it’s perfect. There are only two seasons, the predominant one being summer. The temperatures are decent, though it does get hot and humid on the more extreme days. Think of it as a perpetual summer in Saint Tropez, basically.”

      “And you want us to go on vacation there?” Sofia interjected, frowning slightly.

      Harper, Serena, and Phoenix looked at each other, then at us, and nodded enthusiastically.

      “Yes,” Harper replied.

      I’d never really considered a vacation. I loved The Shade, and I traveled consistently to the In-Between. Technically speaking, I hadn’t had an actual vacation in decades—not since Sofia’s and my honeymoon. And that was okay, because I loved my job of making sure GASP and The Shade operated to the highest standards. Thousands of creatures, both human and supernatural, depended on us. I had a hard time imagining a Shade that didn’t have me in it, even for a week.

      “Okay, let’s get something straight first,” Serena said. “You guys have done enough. Seriously. You’ve been at this for centuries. We all understand that you love what you do, but we also think you could do with a couple of weeks away from it all, to just disconnect and enjoy doing absolutely nothing. Strava is beautiful and uninhabited. It’s the perfect place to just enjoy some peace and quiet, and even to explore the area. There are literally thousands of islands with varied ecosystems, yours to wander through as you wish.”

      “I mean, think about it. You guys took GASP from a peacekeeping mission in the earthly dimension to a multiversal organization that has successfully restored the peace and independence on twenty-one planets!” Phoenix added. “The Shade is growing bigger, as evidenced by this marvelous extension. The vampires have a home now; the treehouses are theirs. The mountains belong to the witches, the jinn, and the dragons. The Vale belongs to the humans, and there’s a wide variety of creatures sharing the beaches. The Shadian population is thriving. We have peace, love, and diversity.”

      “Therefore, for this and everything else you’ve done, Grandpa Derek, you deserve a vacation,” Harper replied. “You’ve earned it. And we’ve gone to great lengths to make sure you make the most of it. We scoured Strava for signs of life. We studied the ecosystem as best as we could. It took us a couple of months to build the resort, and we’ve made it to the highest of specs, just for you, guys.”

      “This is amazing,” Vivienne murmured. “It’s a shame Mona and Kiev aren’t here to see this.”

      “Oh, they’ll get their chance when they come back,” Phoenix replied. “That resort isn’t going anywhere, anytime soon.”

      I crossed my arms, then looked around once more. All our guests seemed mesmerized by what they were seeing. The kids had put in a lot of effort to get this done. It was obvious from the pictures alone. Plenty of work had gone into building the resort. They’d definitely done their homework, particularly after all their experiences in Eritopia and on Neraka. I knew they’d made sure Strava was safe.

      But I still had a hard time seeing myself away from GASP.

      Xavier didn’t seem too convinced, either. Corrine, Ibrahim, Claudia, Yuri, Aiden, and Kailyn were star-struck and smiling. They were up for the trip. Lucas and Marion… I wasn’t sure. Lucas was hard to read, in general. The shadow of a smile fluttered across his and Marion’s faces, though.

      “I don’t know what to say.” I exhaled sharply. “It looks great, but—”

      “Grandpa Derek, you have to see it live to understand!” Harper said. “It used to be inhabited. We found some ancient stone structures there. We scanned the planet, and there’s nothing but all this lush flora and fascinating fauna. There’s no sign of intelligent life. It’s not like we’re colonizing it or anything. But no one owns it, and it is such a shame—”

      “Oh, and fun fact!” Avril interjected. “We’ve hunted some of the wild animals while we were there, building the place up. Their blood tastes fantastic. You are in for quite the treat!”

      “How did you do all this without any of us knowing?” I asked.

      The kids all looked at each other, making it easier for me to identify the “culprits”—Harper, Serena, Phoenix, Avril and Heron, Kailani, Jovi and Anjani, Aida and Field, Dmitri, Elonora, Vesta, Caia and Blaze, even Vita and Bijarki… Ben and Rose, my own flesh and blood, didn’t seem surprised, either.

      I had to give them credit for this project. It was big and ambitious, and yet they’d pulled it off without either of us getting word that it was happening. We’d all raised them well, it seemed.

      “We’re very good at planning and keeping secrets, I guess,” Harper replied, grinning. “Plus, we’re trying to promote a healthier work environment. You haven’t had a vacation in, what, ninety years? I mean, come on, what kind of example does that set for the rest of us, huh?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      It looked beautiful. It sounded amazing. But the pang in my stomach refused to go away. It wasn’t instinct telling me there was something off—in fact, it was the absence of any reaction from my subconscious that made my stomach tighten itself into a marble.

      I was usually able to recognize patterns, to have one look at a scenario and recognize the potential outcomes, both good and bad. This time, however, I had nothing. No bad omens. No butterflies in my chest. Nothing. A big, flat nothing.

      And I didn’t know what to do with that.

      For the first time in… many years, I didn’t know what to say.
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      The research and effort that had gone into all this was simply overwhelming. Moreover, my heart swelled with pride at the sight of what our grandchildren had achieved in the course of a few months. There was definitely some magical assistance involved, though, and, based on the smiles plastered on Viola’s and Kailani’s faces, they’d had a key role to play in all this.

      Strava was beautiful. By all possible standards, it could very well be a secluded paradise, a hidden gem of a distant galaxy. Everything about it screamed “Yes!” at me. But, knowing Derek, it would take more to convince him to leave The Shade and GASP behind.

      “We’re proposing a two-week vacation on Strava,” Harper said. “The nights are long and gorgeous. You can rest during the day and explore the backyard jungle at night. There are ten islands within reach. There are boats, and we’ll supply you with all the equipment and swamp witch magic for whatever you might need out there.”

      “And we even created a device for you. It’s not just a communication device, for you to let us know if you need anything,” Phoenix added, showing us a metallic sphere that could fit in the palm of his hand. “You just tell it what you want, and it either does it or tells you how to do it yourself. It’s practically a tiny AI system that knows everything we’ve learned about Strava, too. It’ll give you live weather updates, details about the indigenous animals and regional fruits, anything you need, in one cool little sphere! We call it Bowie, for no particular reason.”

      “It uses radio waves for communication, and it’s been fitted with a little bit of swamp witch magic. Just a couple of charms to make sure all messages are sent out in real time,” Serena said. “We’ve thought of everything.”

      “So! Who wants to go?” Harper asked, the enthusiasm twinkling in her bluish-green eyes. “Derek, Sofia? Xavier, Vivienne? Lucas, Marion? Cameron, Liana? Claudia, Yuri? Aiden, Kailyn? Corrine, Ibrahim? Come on, guys, don’t be shy!”

      Derek sighed, shaking his head slowly.

      “I am honestly impressed. You’ve done an amazing job, kids,” he said. “But I just don’t see myself leaving GASP behind like this. This work is a part of me, of who I am. Besides, someone needs to look after all our operations, especially since our Nerakian expansion. We’re looking into nearby solar systems, as well. I can’t leave all this work behind.”

      “Grandpa Derek,” Harper replied, pursing her lips, “Ben and Rose have agreed to take over for you. It’s only for a couple of weeks, anyway! Besides, Mom, Dad, River and Caleb, and Victoria and Bastien will help them. Plus us! We’re all here, ready to cover for whatever. It’s not like you’re leaving The Shade or GASP’s affairs unattended. We’re perfectly capable of taking care of all this for you while you just disconnect for a while.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you called us via Bowie in a couple of weeks and told us you’re extending your stay because of how amazing Strava is!” Phoenix said, chuckling softly.

      Claudia scoffed, resting a hand on Yuri’s shoulder. “Screw this, I’m sold,” she said, then looked at her husband. “How about you, lover boy?”

      Yuri seemed to think about it for a while, then gave her a broad smile.

      “Well, you’re obviously not going there alone,” he replied. “With your penchant for trouble? No way. We’re going, and we’re making the most of it, too.”

      Claudia giggled with delight, then kissed him full on the lips. She looked at Derek and me, raising an eyebrow.

      “You two need to get out more, anyway,” she announced. “Stop being old sourpusses and join us!”

      “We’re in,” my father, Aiden, chimed in, holding Kailyn close. “It looks amazing, and it’s a whole new world altogether. I’m looking forward to exploring it. It’s been a while.”

      “It’s been six months, Dad,” I shot back, slightly amused. “Remember Neraka? You couldn’t get enough of it.”

      Dad laughed. “What’s the point of immortality in this vast universe, if you can’t go out and explore it, sweetheart? The world is a big place, and we have the knowledge and ability to explore it. You heard the kids. The Shade’s in good hands!”

      I let out a sigh, then looked at Derek. He’d yet to get on board. I could see it in his eyes.

      Cameron groaned, briefly glancing at Liana. “Eh… She’ll have me sleep on the couch for the next twenty years if I say no to all this awesomeness.”

      “Hah!” Harper exclaimed and clapped her hands once with excitement. “Okay. Three pairs of the legendary founders club are in! Lucas? Marion? You know you want to!”

      “Mom, Dad, come on,” Avril interjected, resting her hands on her hips. “The kids are okay. You two need a break away from all this. It’ll be therapeutic!”

      “Therapeutic for what?” Lucas replied.

      I stifled a chuckle, remembering what a dark and gloomy fiend he used to be.

      “Dad, seriously,” Avril shot back. “It’s a beautiful place, with endless beaches, delicious animal blood, and nobody to bother you and Mom. Tropical paradise at its finest. Let us do this for you. You deserve it!”

      “Sweetheart, thank you,” Marion replied. “Don’t worry, we’re going. Whether your father likes it or not, we’re going.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t like it,” Lucas said. “I just don’t see what’s so therapeutic about it.”

      “Lucas, it’s a tropical paradise with clean air, zero noise, and good food. What isn’t therapeutic about that, you old fool?” Ibrahim retorted with a smirk, then looked at Harper and the others. “I’m inclined to say yes, too, but I’ll let Corrine make the final decision.”

      We all shifted our focus to Corrine, who noticed the sudden flow of attention toward her. She took a deep breath, then narrowed her eyes at Shayla and Arwen.

      “You two!” she snapped, sounding like an army general. “Think you can hack it for two weeks without me?”

      Arwen scoffed. “Puh-lease. It’ll be a joyride, trust me.”

      “I wouldn’t go without Eli, and he’s not coming back soon enough for this, but I’ll happily take the next trip to Strava once he returns,” Shayla said.

      “Besides, Grandma, you’ll have some time to think about this whole swamp witch business,” Kailani interjected. “Who knows? Maybe, by the time you get back, you’ll embrace the idea of my transition!”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel more at ease, honey,” Corrine replied. “But you all are right. We do need to disconnect for a little while,” she then conceded. “All of us. Even these old bats,” she added, pointing at Derek and me.

      “I don’t know, for an old bat, Derek is still devastatingly handsome,” I shot back with a grin, placing a hand on my husband’s broad chest. I relished the feel of his black suit against my fingertips, and the hard, toned muscles stretching beneath.

      “Now you’re going to make me blush,” Derek muttered, his gaze darkening as he looked at me.

      “How about you, Grandpa?” Jovi cut in, nodding at Xavier.

      Xavier and Vivienne suddenly looked like deer in the headlights. Their expressions were so hilariously transparent, I couldn’t help but feel their “pain.” They were mesmerized by Strava. Vivienne, in particular, had a hard time looking away from the screen. But I knew that, deep down, Xavier wouldn’t say yes if Derek didn’t say yes. Xavier’s loyalty to his brother-in-law knew no bounds. They’d been through a lot together, and they relied on each other for pretty much anything where GASP was involved.

      I took a deep breath, deciding to do what Derek didn’t seem ready to do himself.

      “We’ll all go,” I said.

      Derek’s head turned in a snap, his wide eyes fixed on me.

      I gave him a shrug. “What?” I asked. “We need a vacation. And you know Xavier won’t agree to go without your blessing. We all need this. The kids are right.”

      “Xavier can go!” Derek replied, then gave his brother-in-law a soft nod. “I mean, if you two want to go, please, by all means! You’ve earned it. I just don’t think it’s for me.”

      “Oh, please!” I groaned, slightly frustrated.

      “What?” Derek asked, visibly befuddled.

      “Baby, come on,” I said, smiling. “You and me… An endless beach… A lush jungle… A turquoise ocean as far as the eye can see, sprinkled with virgin islands just waiting to be discovered. Two weeks in paradise, Derek. Why say no?”

      Derek thought about it for a moment, not taking his eyes off me.

      “I haven’t taken a vacation in—”

      “Almost forever, I know.” I cut him off. I knew my husband better than he knew himself. I understood his reluctance, his subconscious fears, but I could also see that, deep down, he really wanted to go. “Derek, The Shade is not going to burn down without you. GASP will continue to work without you. You’ve done it, baby. Our world is self-sufficient and perfectly capable of taking care of itself. You know it.”

      He sighed, a smile stretching his lips.

      “What would I be without you?” he replied, his gaze softening.

      “A pile of ashes?” I replied, raising an eyebrow.

      Xavier cleared his throat, politely demanding our attention, while the kids looked as though they were on the edge of their seats, along with the rest of the crowd. The only possible happy ending for tonight was if we all agreed to go to Strava. The kids had put in all that work—I refused to let it go to waste.

      “If you think about it, we’ve got comms open with GASP at all times via Bowie,” Xavier said.

      “Yes, and we’ll have a telescope constantly aimed at the island, too!” Jovi added, following his grandfather’s reasoning. “I mean, it’s not high definition or anything. You’ll all just be tiny black dots, but we’ll have eyes on the resort, if security is your concern.”

      “Actually, security isn’t our main concern,” I replied gently. “We’ve got Corrine and Ibrahim with immense magical abilities, and you said the planet is uninhabited, anyway. It’s not that. Derek and I… Well, all of us old folk… We’re not used to taking vacations, kicking back and doing nothing. Please, forgive our initial reluctance. It’s just our knee-jerk reaction to the idea of a vacation. We’ll go. We’ll all go.”

      The kids cheered. The crowd erupted in thunderous waves of applause.

      “Why is everybody so happy to see us leaving?” Derek muttered, giving me a sideways glance. He made me laugh so hard, sometimes.

      “It’s just proof of how bored everybody is with us,” I replied, chuckling. “I don’t think it’s about us needing a break from this. I think it’s about them needing a break from us.”

      Derek burst into laughter, then wrapped his arms around me and held me tight, covering my face in cool, sweet kisses.

      “I know you’re joking, but at the same time, I can’t help but think you might be right,” he replied, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear.

      “Besides, we could use the time away, babe,” I said softly. “We could strengthen our relationship, talk about what lies ahead. Eternity is a long time, Derek. But we still have to use it wisely.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “I look forward to it.” He sighed, then looked at the kids, who were high-fiving each other like they’d just won the Super Bowl. “All right. We’ll go. It’s a shame that Mona and Kiev won’t be with us, but I guess they’ll get their turn when they come back.”

      “Awesome!” Serena exclaimed. “You’ll love it. I promise. Who knows, after you guys get back, maybe we’ll arrange another trip for The Shade’s second generation. Strava could very well become the Novaks’ favorite vacation destination!”

      Derek chuckled, then gazed at the screen again, no longer hiding his own enthusiasm. He was already head over heels with Strava.

      “It does look amazing,” he murmured.
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      A couple of days later, Ben and I met with our parents, Corrine and Ibrahim, and Xavier and Vivienne. The others were in the process of packing for their Strava vacation. Mom and Dad had insisted on a briefing session prior to their departure, which made all the sense in the world, especially for my father, who was going away for the first time in so many years.

      We organized this meeting in The Shade’s Great Dome, where Phoenix and Jovi had already set up an entire wall for the telescope’s screen feed. The boys had worked with Corrine and Lumi for this, since the telescope had initially been set up in the In-Between. A number of additional spells had been required to allow the lenses to see beyond the earthly dimension, directly into the In-Between.

      “A second telescope is currently being assembled in Luceria,” I explained, while our parents stared at the large screen.

      “And that’s as close as you can get with it?” Dad asked.

      I nodded. “It’s a tad grainy, but it’s accurate and in real time. Besides, you’ve got Bowie with you.”

      “Do you think we should do Telluris, too?” Vivienne replied, frowning slightly.

      “Oh, come on, Viv!” Corrine exclaimed. “We’re going on vacation. The planet’s uninhabited. We’re not going to war. This isn’t Neraka all over again.”

      “Well, Telluris didn’t help on Neraka, anyway,” Ibrahim muttered.

      “Case in point,” Corrine said. “We need to relax a little here. It’s a vacation.”

      My father sighed, then took a seat at the head of the table. We all joined him, and Ben pressed a couple of buttons on the command panel that had been incorporated into the table’s smooth glass surface. It activated a hologram, a beautiful live view of Eritopia, hovering in the air between us.

      “Okay, so, to begin with, I’m confident that you and your brother will do a fine job of looking after GASP and The Shade,” Dad said, giving Ben and me a warm smile. “You’ve both been doing this for a long time, and it would be foolish of me not to trust you.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Ben replied.

      Each of the seats at the table came with its own set of controls for the holographic display. Dad pressed a couple of buttons and shifted our view from Eritopia to Neraka’s tri-solar system. He zoomed in on Neraka.

      “Now, there’s an upcoming shift change on Neraka,” Dad said. “Our previously deployed GASP troops are due to return to Calliope. You’ll need to select and send in their replacements for the ongoing peacekeeping mission. Zane, Nevis, Wyrran, Hundurr, and Neha all agree that we should continue with soldier presence there for at least another year, just to keep potential rebels from starting something nasty. Zane has a good handle on his daemons, but you know how these things can go sometimes, especially when there’s a sudden regime change.”

      “I agree.” Ben sighed. “The daemons can be a handful, especially since they’re getting weaned off soul-eating.”

      “Precisely. Neraka needs our support before it can stand on its own,” Dad said. “Our troops will continue to assist and train the locals in combat and defense, and they will also mediate any discussions between the species. It’s been a while since Neraka has seen peace, and tempers are bound to flare across the spectrum. They’re all inherently good people, but most are still in survival mode.”

      “Ah, yes, especially the Adlets,” I added. “It will take a long time for them to forgive the daemons for enslaving their people and turning them into pit wolves. Their leaders may get along now, but the people don’t forget so easily.”

      “There have been reports of minor skirmishes in the southern regions,” Sofia replied. “I suppose GASP will continue to monitor those parts, too?”

      “Yes. We’ve got werewolves, warlocks, and two fire dragons on that side,” I said. “We’ll make sure to replace them with a similar group when we change the shift.”

      Dad smiled, then nodded slowly.

      “Good. Thank you both for that,” he said, then shifted the hologram back to the Eritopian galaxy. It was still one of the most beautiful clusters I’d seen in the In-Between so far, riddled with ribbons of multicolored stardust and a plethora of young, bluish stars. “Eritopia has been cleared of all rebel factions,” he added. “I received the last reports from Tenebris last week. GASP did a good job there, from beginning to end, and the culprits were either killed or apprehended and imprisoned. They’re currently awaiting their trials.”

      “We’ve got GASP all over the galaxy there,” I replied. “And Draven, Serena, Field, and Aida are doing an amazing job with all of it.”

      “They have incredible support from Jax and Hansa,” Ben added. “Not to mention the Druids. They’re freakin’ superstars.”

      Dad chuckled softly. “That they are,” he said. “Which is good, because now we can start looking at nearby solar systems. And I don’t mean Meahiri, which is still significantly far from Eritopia. We’ve been gathering tremendous amounts of data from around Eritopia, and we’d like to start exploring its neighboring solar systems.”

      “Yes!” Xavier interjected, visibly enthusiastic. “There are three just ten light-years away, with possibly inhabited planets. We’ve been discussing some exploratory missions for them. We want to see if there’s more intelligent life out there, or if they’re just riddled with wildlife.”

      “Just to clarify, are we looking at other planets solely for the purpose of exploration, or are we interested in potentially establishing colonies?” Ben asked, frowning slightly.

      “Well, we’re not dealing with overpopulation of any kind,” Dad replied. “Not at this point in time, anyway. But it would be good to look at in the future. I’m interested in planning ahead. Whether it’s in ten thousand or in five million years, the civilizations we’re allied with may need a new home.”

      Xavier scoffed, a grin slashing his face. “What your dad’s trying to say is that he’d love to explore some new planets, basically. This whole long-term planning thing is just something he’s thought of as a reasonable excuse to do it.”

      We all laughed, recognizing the truth in Xavier’s words. Dad was an explorer at heart, and the relatively recent discovery of the In-Between had awakened his desire to see it all, from top to bottom, and beyond.

      “Well, yes,” Dad replied. “I’ll admit, I’m interested. I think it’s something we should look into when we return.”

      “Hah, that’s why it didn’t take too long to convince you to go to Strava in the first place,” I said with a grin. “Ben and I had thought it would take us days to get you and Mom to agree to go!”

      Mom and Dad looked at each other, then chuckled softly.

      “Tell you what, Dad,” Ben said. “Rose and I will start analyzing the data. We’ve got a second telescope being built in Luceria, so we’ll use it to snap some images of potential locations for us to scout. We’ll keep our search area up to ten light-years away from Eritopia, and we’ll cover the whole radius. By the time you come back, we’ll have a full report ready for you.”

      I nodded in agreement. “We’ll pick out the top five, and, at the same time, we’ll start to screen potential candidates for the exploratory missions,” I added. “Something tells me Harper, Caspian, Heron, and Avril will be the first to put their hands up.”

      “That sounds like a good plan,” Dad said. “There are new generations emerging from the Vale, the mountains, and the beach, too. Possible new GASP members, curious and full of energy. Many are highly capable hybrids. I strongly recommend that you start collecting some profiles from them, while you’re at it.”

      Ben clicked his teeth. “You know, we’ve got a new generation of vampires coming in, too. The Vale humans are starting to turn more frequently. We’ve had to put in yearly schedules, so we can monitor and look after them once they become vampires. The first-year hunger is the hardest.”

      “Ben’s right,” I added. “I know at least a dozen humans turning this autumn. I’ve trained some of them myself, prepping them for the transition. They would be great assets in scouting missions.”

      Dad leaned back into his chair, wearing a broad smile. His eyes glimmered with pride as he looked at Ben and me.

      “You know, I have to admit something,” he said, his voice low. “I am permanently in awe of you. Of all of you. The level of proficiency you’ve reached reinforces what Harper and the others have been saying. I’m actually okay with going away for some time and letting you and your kids run the show.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from blushing.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I replied. “It’s all thanks to you, Mom, Xavier and Vivienne, Corrine, Ibrahim, Lucas… all the others. You’ve made all this possible. You’re the ones who set the standards. All we’re doing is making sure they’re perpetuated.”

      “GASP has established some astonishing standards,” Ibrahim interjected. “The level of training that we offer to our new recruits alone is exceptional. It definitely helped to have different species train them in various combat and recon styles. GASP is probably the best form of cultural exchange possible. It combines the knowledge and experience of three different dimensions.”

      Dad then stood and walked over to the large wall screen, settling his gaze on Strava. He frowned, crossing his arms.

      “It still feels weird to leave all this behind and go there for two weeks,” he said. “I am not entirely comfortable.”

      “Well, tough luck, Dad,” I replied with a smirk. “We’ll take care of all this for you. The Shade will go on without you, you know.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I know, I know.”

      “So then stop being so gloomy!” Mom chimed in, laughing. “We’re not leaving a war zone behind. We’re going on vacation. Va-ca-tion.”

      “I guess it’s knowing that The Shade and GASP will go on without me that actually makes me feel a little… sad,” Dad replied, prompting us all to get serious for a moment.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It’s just that, on one hand, it’s obviously amazing that it’s all such a well-oiled machine. But knowing I’m not really needed here anymore… It makes me feel a little bit useless,” he murmured.

      “Oh, darling.” Mom sighed. “That’s so self-pitying and childish, it feels as though I’m back with the Derek I first met.”

      “Ah, yes, the wallowing, moping version of my little brother,” Lucas cut in. “Seriously, Derek. Take it down a notch. It’s not that bad.”

      I knew they were all poking fun at Dad for this, but I sort of understood how he felt. He’d found his purpose in redeveloping The Shade into what it had become. He’d put in a lot of effort to make it into the supernatural haven that had even led to the creation of GASP. It was his baby, in a way.

      And now, his baby was all grown up and self-sufficient. It bothered him.

      “Dad, we’ll always need you, you know,” I replied. It got my father’s attention, and he turned to look at me. “The Shade won’t be the same without you. You’re the glue that keeps us all together. We’re fine with you going on vacation for a while, don’t get me wrong. But none of us can imagine a world, a Shade, or even a GASP without you. You will always be an essential component of… everything.”

      “You’ve done an incredible job, Dad,” Ben added. “The kids said it themselves. We all agree. We’re all proud of you. You should be proud, too.”

      Dad’s eyes were wet, all of a sudden. That was a rare sight.

      It made my heart twist itself into a pretzel. I knew those were happy tears, but still. They had an effect on me.

      “I’m not sure whether this can be categorized as a midlife crisis of sorts,” he said, then laughed lightly. “I just felt so obsolete when I realized that yes, GASP will do fine without me for a couple of weeks. I know I shouldn’t have felt like that, but… I don’t know… maybe I’m getting old.”

      “I’m not sure you’ll ever get a midlife crisis, honey,” Mom replied, smiling, “but know that I’m with you, all the way. We all are.”

      “Besides, you’re still quite spry for a centuries-old vampire,” Xavier added. “You don’t look a day over twenty-five.”

      We all laughed this time.

      “Yeah, we’re lucky to not look our age,” Dad said, then took a deep breath. “Sorry I got all emotional back there.”

      “It would be weird if you didn’t, Dad,” I replied.

      Harper and the others were right. My father needed this break more than anything. He’d grown so attached to GASP and The Shade that he could no longer imagine life without them. But the beauty of being a vampire, of being granted eternal life, was that you could do pretty much anything you wanted with such a gargantuan amount of time. His entire identity had come to revolve around The Shade, yet there was so much more to him than that—he just needed to discover it, too.

      He’d come a long way, though. The Shade had once been dark and cold, a place of sorrow, pain, and misery. Mom’s arrival had changed everything, including Dad. They put everything they had into this place. They rebuilt it, expanded it, and turned it into the majestic slice of supernatural heaven that was our home.

      Dad wasn’t the young vampire he’d once been—well, physically, yes, he was the perpetually handsome twenty-five-year-old. But he was stronger now, more determined, and highly ambitious. His head was clear, his heart full of love. Our family had grown. Our reach had found the In-Between. We now had GASP bases on twenty-one planets, and we were looking into doing more.

      We all wanted him with us, forever. But he needed this break. He needed to see what else was out there. He needed new goals—something else to strive for. The Shade and GASP were growing on their own, now. Deep down, I knew that a day might come when he and my mom would consider following another path. Moving away, even. It wasn’t crazy to think about it. Planets died, too. Someday, we might all have to leave this place.

      But until then, I made it my mission to empower my father.

      He had every reason to be proud.

      And I had every reason to be proud of him, in return.
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      The night of the grand trip was upon us.

      We gathered on the platform on top of Luceria, home of Draven and Serena, and the castle residence of Calliope. I could see Mount Zur from there, with lights flickering inside our GASP base. The entire Novak clan was present, along with some of our closest friends and allies, ready to bid Derek, Sofia, and their group a fond farewell for the next couple of weeks.

      Lumi prepared the interplanetary spell, while Harper, Serena, Jovi, and I offered some last-minute advice to our travelers. They’d opted for an open form of transport, directly inside the spell’s light orb, so they could see everything as they traveled across the galaxies toward Meahiri.

      “We left a transport capsule behind your resort on Strava,” Harper said to Derek. “It also has all the ingredients and instructions for casting an interplanetary spell for your return.”

      “The best animals to hunt come out after midnight,” I added. “There are plenty of daytime critters, too, but the nocturnal ones have the truly delicious blood. Oh, and there are these really cool trees just behind the resort, with massive, heart-shaped fruit. I bet Corrine and Ibrahim will love those.”

      “Absolutely!” Jovi chimed in. “They taste like honey and passionfruit and happiness, all rolled into one!”

      “And we’ll have Bowie to communicate with you in real time, if we need to,” Sofia replied, holding the tech sphere in one hand.

      I nodded. “Yeah, if you need to. Though, frankly, I doubt you’ll have time. There are just so many wonderful things to see and do there!”

      “Did you pack your smartphones and cameras?” Harper asked Derek.

      “We all did, yes,” he replied. “Mom.”

      Harper grinned. “Good. We connected your phones to your earpieces and Bowie, too, for ease of communication if you decide to venture out separately. Take videos and snap photos of everything. We haven’t done any in-depth explorations ourselves,” she said. “We were more focused on making sure the planet was safe and uninhabited, and then on building the resort, so we didn’t get to enjoy it the way you will.”

      Vivienne frowned slightly, then pointed at four metallic egg-shaped capsules, each capable of fitting up to six crew members, lined up on the platform’s edge.

      “What are those?” she asked.

      “Those are ours,” I replied. “We figured we might as well start developing something that wasn’t entirely dependent on swamp witch magic. They’re transport shuttles. They’re mostly human-based tech but powered by magic. They can withstand up to four trips, tops, over distances of up to eighty light-years. They’ve got swamp witch protective shields, and they can be steered, piloted quite easily.”

      “Thing is, the interplanetary spell is a very simple, A-to-B kind of thing,” Harper added. “We can maneuver the shuttles, set courses, and change them as needed. We’re hoping to come up with longer-range and more resistant models soon, but these are a really good start.”

      Corrine raised an eyebrow, looking impressed. “When did you make these? Who helped with the magic parts?” she asked.

      Kailani cleared her throat, then smiled. “I helped,” she murmured. “After my sessions with Lumi, I’d meet with Jovi, Harper, and the rest of our gang here, and just work on different models. These are the best ones we’ve come up with. We’ve done a Strava trip with them already. It wasn’t easy to do all this under your noses, but hey, we pulled it off! These pods can last another round before they’ll need parts changed and stuff.”

      “Kale, these are amazing,” Ibrahim replied, his eyes wide as he stared at the shuttles. “Do they have all the interior mods? You know, unlimited oxygen, gas and fuel recycling, exhaust systems and whatnot?”

      Kailani nodded. “Yup. The ventilation systems are perpetual and circular, running throughout each shuttle. They basically last forever, provided the structure is intact,” she explained.

      “Well done!” Ibrahim exclaimed.

      Arwen put an arm around Kailani’s shoulders, then dropped a kiss on her temple. “My kid’s a bit of a genius, obviously. I can’t wait to show these to Mona and Kiev when they’re back.”

      “Yeah, no kidding!” Xavier exclaimed. “I do hope you’ll make more of these while we’re away. We’ll definitely need them for future missions.”

      “We certainly intend to get more done over the next couple of weeks,” Kailani replied, blushing. Hunter, who was standing next to her, gave her a soft nudge.

      “See? Told you they’d be thrilled.” His smile amplified the color in her cheeks. I barely contained my grin, noticing the chemistry. Hunter was probably unaware or in denial of it, while Kailani was utterly quiet about it. As if it took a rocket scientist to spot the flames.

      Derek took a deep breath, then went around to each family member to hug us all goodbye. Ben and Rose reassured him that everything would be okay.

      “We’ve got everything covered while you’re away,” Rose said to him. “We’ve got the agenda and our plans set out.”

      “Good,” Derek replied, then gave her and Ben a warm smile. “But please, both of you, don’t overdo it. Take time to rest and be with your families, too. Workaholism never did anyone any good.”

      “Says Dad, after ninety years without a vacation,” Ben shot back, chuckling.

      Xavier and Vivienne hugged Victoria and Bastien, then Aida, Field, Dmitri, Jovi, and Anjani. Xavier took an extra minute to kiss little Voss, who was gurgling and cooing in his mother’s arms. Xavier was beside himself whenever he made eye contact with the baby.

      “I swear, it feels as though Voss can see right through my soul,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, I noticed that, too,” Bastien replied.

      Aida chuckled softly. “Maybe he’s just aware of how positively awesome you both are,” she said.

      “Ah, that definitely explains why he looks at me that way,” Jovi cut in, grinning with pride as he established eye contact with little Voss, who was growing a little bit faster than regular humans—it probably had something to do with his Hawk genes. He’d already surprised Aida and Field with his development, but Field had reassured her that it was just a temporary growth spurt. Apparently, all the Hawk brothers had fast-forwarded like this through the first few weeks of life. Voss was looking more like a three-month old, now, rather than a few days. The baby reached a hand out, prompting Jovi to lean in close enough for Voss to instantly grab his curly hair and pull. Jovi yelped from the mild pain. Aida laughed as she untangled Voss’s fingers from Jovi’s hair.

      “Yeah, now we know why he’s interested in you.” I chuckled. “You’re his favorite toy.”

      “I’m his favorite something. That’s good enough for me,” Jovi replied. “He’s growing up a little too fast, don’t you think?” he asked.

      “Hawkish growth spurt,” Field said, smiling. “It’ll tone down soon.”

      “Well, now we know he’s definitely inherited something from you,” Jovi chuckled.

      Lucas and Marion hugged Avril and Heron. As usual, Lucas was quick to remind Heron how important his daughter was to him.

      “I feel like I don’t say this enough,” Lucas said flatly, “but, then again, I never get tired of saying it, either. Heron, look after my girl, or I will skin you alive.”

      Heron nodded firmly, his lips pressed into a thin line, while Avril discreetly covered her mouth so as not to be seen smiling.

      “Count on me, sir,” Heron replied.

      After a minute-long glare, Lucas scoffed, then nodded, as if satisfied with Heron’s response. Then he and Marion joined Derek, Sofia, Xavier, and Vivienne in the middle of the interplanetary spell’s pentagram.

      Aiden and Kailyn said goodbye to Hunter, while Varga and I hugged and kissed our grandparents, Claudia and Yuri.

      “You two be good,” I said, putting on a serious face. “Don’t get into any trouble while you’re there.”

      Grandma Claudia laughed. “Oh, honey, it’s like you don’t know me at all,” she replied. “I will do whatever the hell I want, whenever the hell I want. And your grandpa’s going to have to put up with it, whether he likes it or not.”

      “Don’t worry, Lenny,” Grandpa Yuri added, the corner of his mouth twitching. “I’ll keep an eye on your grandmother and bring her back in one piece.”

      Grandma Claudia exhaled sharply, slowly shaking her head. “Almost two decades in, and I’m still wrapping my head around this whole grandmother business.”

      “Hey, that’s cool!” I replied, laughing lightly. “I like you just the way you are. You’re not the classic grandma type, and that’s perfectly okay.”

      “I concur. I prefer having awesome grandparents like you. No offense, grandma, but you actually get cooler with age,” Varga smirked, then dropped a kiss on her forehead. He worshipped Grandma Claudia—he was a lot like her, in fact. Despite his usually calm demeanor, Varga had a wild side, and that had always made Grandma Claudia extra happy to assist him in breaking some of the “house rules” as a kid.

      “That’s because she spoils you rotten, then blames your grandfather,” our mom, Ruby, chimed in.

      Grandma Claudia smirked, then hugged her and my dad. “That makes me a very smart grandma!”

      Kailani said goodbye to her grandparents, as well, then stepped back with the rest of us, as we moved away from the interplanetary spell’s pentagram. Lumi assumed her position in front of Derek and the others, then took a deep breath.

      “Is everybody ready?” she asked.

      Derek and Sofia, Xavier and Vivienne, Lucas and Marion, Corrine and Ibrahim, Aiden and Kailyn, Cameron and Liana, and Grandma Claudia and Grandpa Yuri all nodded simultaneously, then gave us a final round of winks and smiles.

      “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Derek muttered.

      Lumi chanted the interplanetary spell’s incantation. By the time she uttered the last words, a bright orb of white light swallowed the entire group, humming as it grew larger. Lumi took a couple of steps back, then slowly raised her arms out from her sides.

      As if responding to her movements, the orb rose from the platform and hovered above us for a few moments.

      It then shot into the night sky with lightning speed.

      Seconds later, it was just a tiny sparkle against the starry, dark indigo celestial backdrop.

      Jovi gently squeezed my shoulder, breaking me out of my brief moment of stargazing. I looked to my right and found him smiling.

      “The telescope has been connected to a camera feed and a screen, both here and in the Great Dome, back in The Shade,” he said. “We’re recording everything. The view’s a tad grainy, as if shot through a Strava satellite, but it’s good enough to tell us the basics.”

      “Thanks. They’ll be fine, though. I’m not worried,” I replied, then shifted my focus back up into the night sky.

      “I know, I know,” Jovi said. “But, just so you know, the recorder was also set to react to movements in and around the resort. We’ll check on them once a day.”

      My heart was pounding, and only then did I become aware of it, for some reason. I took a deep breath, then exhaled sharply.

      “Okay,” I replied. “I get that you’re worried for no real reason, but there’s no need to project that on me,” I added, giving him a wide grin.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m not the one whose heart is threatening to jump out of her chest.”

      I paused.

      I’d forgotten about his wolf senses. Jovi, Dmitri, and Aida were perfectly capable of sensing and accurately assessing my vitals. The slightest change in my pulse, an erratic heartbeat, a sucked-in breath—they could easily spot and identify it all.

      In a way, Jovi was reading me like an open book.

      “Okay, fine,” I grumbled, crossing my eyes as I scowled at him. “So, I’m not completely comfortable with this. It’s totally normal. They’re my family, and they’re going far away. I know we sent them somewhere safe, but I can’t help it. I’ll be fine.”

      “We’ll all be fine,” Varga cut in. “We’re all worried, you know. Some of us more than others. It’s what families do, though. We needlessly worry. I think it comes with the job description.”

      I chuckled, and Varga rested an elbow on my shoulder.

      We all looked up this time, trying to catch one last glimpse of the interplanetary spell, before it vanished into the vast darkness of space. I had no reason to be worried. I knew that.

      But like Jovi had just said—they were family. I couldn’t help it.
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      The universe of the In-Between was truly a marvelous thing to look at. The vast black emptiness, sprinkled with colorful stardust, bright galaxies, and wandering asteroids, all traveling at incredible speed through the cosmos… I couldn’t get enough of it.

      We all sat down in the middle of our interplanetary travel sphere, watching billions of stars go by in vibrant flashes of light. I felt motionless, even though we were darting through the In-Between at incredible speed.

      “I think we’re getting a prime, front-seat view of some of the In-Between’s most beautiful corners,” Lucas said.

      Indeed, while the objects closest to us flashed by, the distant galaxies seemed unmoving—purple, pink, and yellow swirls of gas and dust; thousands of solar systems with millions of possibly habitable planets orbiting solitary or clusters of stars. It never ceased to amaze me.

      The trip to Neraka had involved a somewhat similar view, but, this time, as we went in a completely different direction, I had a feeling we were seeing a previously undiscovered part of the In-Between. The wonders of these new sights left me speechless. All I could do was watch and wonder how long it would’ve taken for any of these celestial bodies to come to life.

      “This is incredible,” Sofia murmured, gently leaning into me.

      I put my arm around her, then pulled her closer, as we both gazed at the stars.

      “We’ve got about twelve hours of just this, right?” Vivienne asked, looking at me.

      I nodded. “Yes. And I doubt we’ll get bored,” I replied. “I mean, just look at all this.”

      A few minutes passed in silence.

      “You know, don’t tell any of the kids I said this, but I can actually breathe easier, now that we’re out here,” Xavier said.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I know it took some convincing to get me to do this, but I must admit, I, too, feel a sense of relief to be away from it all. If just for a little while,” I said.

      “Yeah, so we’re definitely not telling the Hellswans about this,” Lucas replied, grinning.

      “We’re on an official break, huh?” Claudia added. “It feels amazing, doesn’t it? Like endless possibilities at our fingertips.”

      “The upside to all of this is we’re going to an uninhabited planet,” Yuri said. “Which basically means we can get into all sorts of mischief, with zero witnesses.”

      “Good grief, Yuri, Claudia’s really rubbing off on you, huh?” I shot back.

      We all laughed.

      “Hey, I never said I’d be a good influence on anyone!” Claudia retorted with a devious grin.

      But she’d come such a long way since her early days. She’d chosen the wrong path before, and she’d done less-than-noble things in the past, but, with The Shade’s atmosphere and good people, Claudia had managed to temper herself and attain a moral and emotional balance that she’d lacked before.

      “I don’t know,” Sofia replied. “You’ve been an amazing influence on Elonora and Varga, for example.”

      “I agree,” I added with a nod. “Lenny has taken on some of your best traits, Claudia. And so did Varga. They’re quite different individuals, but I see big chunks of you in both of them.”

      “Well, Yuri’s had a part to play there, too. And, to be honest, Lenny is fundamentally an extension of Ash and Ruby,” Claudia mused, staring ahead. “If I was able to give her anything good of my own, then great. But Lenny is all Lenny. I wouldn’t dare take any credit for the wonderful person she’s become. Hell, the same goes for Varga, too. I like his rebellious streak hidden under that old-soul-goody-two-shoes attitude he carries himself with, but it’s all him. I barely had an influence.”

      “Oh, look at you, all modest and crap.” Lucas chuckled, prompting her to smile in return.

      I took a deep breath and let it out as the heaviest of sighs, looking at Sofia. “You know, I didn’t expect to feel this way,” I said to her.

      “What do you mean, darling?” she asked.

      “Liberated. Free. I might even dare to say relaxed,” I replied. “In hindsight, I should’ve said yes right away. I haven’t felt like this in such a long time.”

      “That’s what happens when you go on vacation, Derek,” Xavier said, grinning. “You disconnect. You only take your beach slippers and an extra towel, and you leave your worries and responsibilities at home.”

      Lucas scoffed. “If that’s all you packed, you’re in a lot of trouble, mister,” he replied.

      “You know, I do look forward to spending some time just with you and these old hags,” Sofia said to me, then gave me a playful wink.

      “Say what you will, but for an old hag, I look spectacular,” Corrine replied, pulling her curly brown hair up into a loose bun and posing as if for a fashion magazine.

      I laughed again, surprised to see us all so temporarily carefree. We’d been so busy adulting for the last few decades that we’d forgotten to just let loose and let go. Even as we sat in our interplanetary spell bubble, we were already unwinding in ways I’d forgotten were even possible.

      “I think it’ll be great for us to spend some time together, like we used to,” Vivienne said. “You know, before the kids, the grandkids,” she added with a grin.

      “Ah, yes, the early days of The Shade,” Xavier replied.

      “Back when I was still a vampire, wreaking havoc, or back when I was stuck in the Underworld for twenty friggin’ years?” Lucas frowned slightly as sadness settled on his face.

      “Hey, you overcame all that,” I said. “You’ve come a long way since the early days of The Shade.”

      Lucas sighed, as Marion gently caressed his face. “Feels like such a long time ago, doesn’t it?”

      “It kind of was,” I replied. “Before Sofia came into the picture, you and I were feuding like crazy. The Shade itself was dark and full of sorrow. It was a place of pain and misery that only served to quench our bloodthirst.”

      “I don’t look back on those days with fondness, I admit,” Xavier added. “But they served as one hell of a lesson, if you think about it.”

      Lucas nodded slowly. “I certainly have a keen appreciation for life now,” he muttered. “I used to take it for granted. Ironically, it took me dying to figure that part out.”

      “And now, we’re all on the same wavelength,” I replied. “We’re grateful for everything we have. And we’ve transformed The Shade into what it is today. If it weren’t for you, Lucas, even in your worst days, I doubt we’d still be here.”

      Corrine snorted. “I think that’s being a bit generous. I, for one, could have done without his evil ass lurking around.”

      I gave Lucas a smirk. “Maybe. But he was the one who found Sofia.”

      Lucas scowled at the two of us. “Yes, I’m glad you haven’t forgotten that.”

      “Um, by ‘found’ you mean drugged and kidnapped,” Sofia cut in, reaching over to poke Lucas in the shoulder.

      I laughed. “In any case, when Lucas came back to us, he found a different Shade. A different world altogether.”

      “Oh, definitely different.” Lucas scoffed. “The first thing I noticed, and it’s something I remember to this day, is how Derek had stopped wallowing in self-pity.”

      “We all changed,” I said, smiling pleasantly. “Especially you.”

      Lucas sighed, then scratched the back of his head. “I don’t really remember that old version of myself, to be honest. There was so much poison, so much hate inside me. It made everything murky. The Underworld was a place of reflection for me. It was there that something changed inside me.”

      “I’m still glad we got you back, even though you came out as a fae,” I replied.

      “Well, the Novak family tree did need to spice it up a little bit, huh?” Lucas said.

      “Yeah, some vampires, a fae, a witch, and a warlock traveling through the universe in a ball of light,” Corrine chimed in, giggling. “Sounds like the setup of a supernatural joke.”

      “At least we’re not walking into a bar. That would be absolutely painful,” Aiden added.

      “Speaking of which, do we have a bar in the resort?” Claudia asked, raising both eyebrows as she looked at us.

      Lucas chuckled softly. “I’m sure we can fix something up.”

      “You depraved bastards,” Cameron replied, shaking his head.

      His remark made us all double over this time. It took us a minute or two to regain our collective composure, as the spell continued to shoot through the In-Between.

      “The kids were right,” Sofia concluded, looking around. “We have come a long way. Look at all the creatures that now call The Shade home. The millions of supernaturals and humans who rely on GASP’s support and protection. Hell, we made it all the way into the In-Between. You know what? Yeah, we’ve earned this. We’ve totally earned this!”

      “Uh-oh, Sofia is starting to unwind,” Cameron replied. “We’re in for a treat, I believe.”

      “Count me in!” Claudia chimed in, a grin stretching her lips.

      Yuri sighed, then pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m in so much trouble.”

      “And we haven’t even landed on Strava yet!” Claudia replied. “Wait till my feet touch that white sand. Ah, heaven!”

      A few minutes went by, as we inevitably relaxed and looked further back in time. A lot of things had changed since I’d first met Sofia. Myself included. My sister, Vivienne, too. Xavier was a different guy altogether, since he’d found Vivienne’s love—not to mention Claudia and Lucas. Even Corrine, despite her consistent sauciness, had come a long way. The passage of time had tempered our impulses.

      We had greater clarity and more patience. Wisdom, and a better understanding of life and the purpose it served.

      However, for a couple of weeks, we were back to our more primal selves.

      Sofia was absolutely right. We not only deserved this—we needed it.
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      As the hours passed, I realized that, indeed, it was impossible to get bored with the view. The interplanetary spell carried us forward at tremendous speed. Then, as it approached the Meahiri Galaxy, it began to slow down.

      “There it is.” Derek’s gaze was fixed on the multicolored swirls of stardust, planets, and stars unraveling ahead.

      “It’s superb,” I breathed, feeling my eyes widen at the sight of such splendor.

      We entered the galaxy, passing by giant, ice-cold planets and red-hot solar systems—the wild fringe of the cluster. The closer we got to the center, the calmer everything seemed. The light orb descended gently, headed for a familiar-looking solar system. I’d seen it before, on the screens back in The Shade.

      The sun was huge, probably thrice the size of the earth’s sun. There were eight planets here.

      “What do we know about this system?” Xavier asked.

      “Not much,” Derek replied. “Draven is looking into the Druid archives for any mention of these coordinates, but I doubt we’ll hear anything soon. Long before Azazel took over, the Druids used to explore the neighboring galaxies with the help of swamp witches. It’s been a long time since someone went out like this.”

      “Yeah, and let’s not forget, not all expeditions ended well,” Corrine said. “Case in point: Neraka.”

      “I know Strava is the only planet with the perfect atmospheric conditions for life,” Ibrahim chimed in, shrugging. “I’ve read the brief in detail, including the details they put in from the Druid Archives. The Druids were quite the travelers back in the day. Anyway, the planet closest to the sun is called Qalada. The second is Kianus, followed by Ieorus. The red one, there,” he added, pointing at it. “Then, there’s our beautiful Strava.”

      “Oh, I see it,” I murmured.

      It was even more beautiful in real life. The images that Jovi had captured didn’t do it justice at all. It looked like a giant turquoise marble, sitting quietly in the middle of space’s vacuum. Wisps of white clouds obscured large swaths of the planet, half of it bathed in sunlight. Thousands of small islands were scattered across the water, like tiny drops of paint on the ocean’s canvas.

      “The planet next to it is Oscippe,” Ibrahim continued, pointing at Strava’s neighbor, which was painted in various shades of dark blue and was rich in dry land, as well. “It’s believed its atmosphere could also sustain life, albeit at lower temperatures. It would probably suit the likes of the Dhaxanians, but no one’s had a chance to study it in detail. At least, I don’t think so. Maybe the Druid archives have some notes about it.”

      “It looks cold,” Corrine observed, then pointed at the next planet. “What’s that?”

      “That’s Roskapus, followed by Sasperon, Brone, and Bradus,” Ibrahim replied. “They’re the smallest and coldest in this solar system.”

      I nodded slowly. “I can see that,” I said.

      Brone and Bradus were essentially white globes, covered in pure ice and snow, with streaks of pale blue where an ocean could be seen beneath the frosted layers.

      Strava grew bigger before us, as the spell brought us closer to it.

      “There it is, the Prekk Archipelago,” Ibrahim exclaimed enthusiastically.

      “Ah, now I remember who The Shade’s nerd was,” Lucas muttered.

      “You need a nerd on this team, my friend,” Ibrahim replied. “Otherwise you’ll be dead by morning.”

      We all chuckled as we glided toward Strava’s atmosphere. The interplanetary spell’s sphere began to hum a little louder. As soon as we pierced the ozone layer, our bodies started to vibrate, as a direct result of intense friction.

      Once we were past the top layer of clouds, however, the spell resumed its regular, soft hum. Beneath us, an endless turquoise ocean sprawled. The Prekk Archipelago majestically stretched over hundreds of square miles. On its southwestern border, a small atoll poked out from the water.

      Noagh. The island of our dreams.

      It was a gorgeous hidden gem of the In-Between—that was obvious from the moment I laid eyes on it. However, the closer we got, the more in awe I was of what I was seeing.

      “I’m telling you, all the photos and videos that the kids brought back from this place do not paint a full picture,” Lucas murmured, staring at the island.

      It was shaped like a horseshoe, hugging a pale blue lagoon. Its beaches were covered in almost-white sand. The resort rose proudly from smack in the middle of the inner arch, overlooking the lagoon. Behind it, in a wider semicircle, was the lush jungle, spreading for at least a couple dozen miles farther back, followed by another thin strip of sand and giant rock clusters.

      Palm trees fanned out, casting shadows over the water. The winds rustled their giant leaves. I could almost hear their whispers.

      The spell landed softly on the beach, right in front of the resort.

      As soon as the light faded away and the swamp witch magic dissipated, our feet sank into the white sand. It was night, and a big, bluish moon watched over us from above. The pink-and-purple streaks of neighboring galaxies shimmered to the west. Billions of stars twinkled overhead.

      We all stood there for a while, in absolute silence.

      We listened to the ocean water lapping at the shore behind us. The breeze rushing through the giant palm trees. The crinkling and chirping of wild animals scuttling through the dark jungle. It was something out of this world—incredibly beautiful, peaceful, and quiet.

      I took my first deep breath, filling my lungs with what felt like pure oxygen. The air was definitely cleaner on Strava. I raised Bowie, the spherical computer, and pressed one of the small buttons to open up a live communication line with The Shade.

      “Mom? Mom, is that you?” I heard Rose’s voice through the sphere.

      “Can you see me?” I asked, looking at a tiny, blinking red light.

      “Yes! Are you okay? Did you have a smooth landing?” Rose replied.

      “Everything’s okay, honey,” I said, looking at the others, then smiling into the hidden camera. Applause and cheers erupted from the other end of the line. The kids were with Ben and Rose. I couldn’t see them, but I could definitely hear them. They’d all been waiting for us to confirm landing. “Oh, darlings, this is beautiful!”

      “Enjoy it, Mom! We’re here if you need us!” Rose replied.

      I nodded, then ended the call and put the sphere inside one of the bags. We’d gathered all our luggage in the middle, and now, the guys were carrying it all to the resort. It was a stunning construction. The ocean’s reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows was the first thing to catch my eye. Then, the sensors.

      As soon as Derek set foot on the front porch, the entire resort lit up automatically.

      “Hah, motion sensors.” He chuckled. “Smart kids.”

      “Look at this front yard,” Vivienne said, circling the firepit. It had been dug into the white sand and surrounded by beach-style furniture, with massive shades and umbrellas. This was where we were most likely to spend a lot of time, throughout the day. “And all the greenery.”

      Indeed, the outer patio lining the entire resort was decorated with potted flowers and miniature palm trees. Awnings extended from the roof, providing a healthy amount of shade during the day.

      “You look different,” Derek said, looking at me as he came back out. He stopped at the top of the small stairs connecting the resort to the beach, then smiled. “This moon paints you in a different light.”

      Only then did I spot the difference, as I looked at him, then back at my arms. The bluish moon cast a peculiar glow over us. My skin wore a faint shimmer that accentuated my paleness. It wasn’t as though I’d been made of diamonds or anything, but the iridescence was certainly noticeable.

      “You’re even more beautiful, though I didn’t think it was possible,” Derek said lowly, gazing at me, completely bewildered.

      “It has the same effect on you, you know,” I said, smiling at him while pointing at the moon. He came down and stopped in front of me, his gaze darkening and making my cheeks burn.

      “I’m speechless,” he whispered.

      “Hah! Derek! Check this out!” Lucas called out from one of the rooms, as he stood in the open doorway. We both shifted our focus to him, just as he pressed a control button by the door, turning the glass windows into opaque, nearly black shades, then back to their transparent mode. “And it actually adjusts automatically. You don’t even have to press anything. The kids left instructions in every room. Everything is automated and solar-powered. It’s incredible!”

      Yuri came out, hands resting on his hips. “I’m in awe of our grandchildren. I’m… Is there a better word for ‘impressed?’”

      Derek laughed, as the others came back out, equally mesmerized by their vacation quarters.

      “Flabbergasted,” he said. “Stunned. Titillated. Amazed. I could go on.”

      “No, no. You had me at ‘titillated,’” Cameron replied with a grin.

      I let out a deep sigh, then turned to face the ocean. I could see the neighboring islands, patches of sand and jungle rising over the dark blue waters. The bluish moonlight trembled on the surface, rippling across the water like the brush strokes of an impressionist painting. It was so nice and warm…

      “It’s perfect, my love,” I said.

      Derek wrapped his arms around me, warming my back with his muscular figure. He rested his head on my shoulder, his jaw gently brushing against mine as he nodded slowly.

      “It’s like a little slice of heaven,” he replied.

      “And it’s ours for a while.”

      “Mm-hmm,” he breathed, then left a trail of kisses along the side of my neck.

      I could definitely get used to all this.
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      After we set our clocks to the local time zone and got comfortable, we met outside on the private beach. Adapting human measurements to the length of a Stravian day gave us a couple of extra hours. Basically, Strava offered twenty-six hours per day, as opposed to Earth’s twenty-four. The midnight breeze was soft and pleasantly warm, and the air was fresh, yet slightly salty. This part of Strava had all the conditions to qualify it as the perfect vacation destination. I’d lost all doubt about it.

      The ocean carried a dark blue hue, but we could see glowing jellyfish underneath the surface, about half a mile from the sandy shore. The bluish moon’s reflection rippled across the water, and all kinds of animals chirped and purred in the blackness of the jungle behind our resort.

      “This is amazing,” Sofia breathed, slowly walking toward the water.

      She’d slipped into a black, one-piece bathing suit, her auburn hair loose and cascading down her back. Her shadow stretched across the sand, quietly reaching out to me. Almost ninety years later, and I was still head over heels with Sofia. Every time she smiled, every look she gave me, and every breath she took made me feel like I was the most fortunate creature in all the universes, for she’d chosen me to spend an eternity with.

      “It would be empty and grim without you in it,” I said.

      She giggled softly, giving me a brief glance over her shoulder. I stepped forward, drawn to her like a sailor to a siren’s song. Only, my siren was the single most precious woman in the world—kind, sweet and fierce, patient and noble… perfect.

      To my right, the others made their way toward the water. Vivienne, Kailyn, Marion, Corrine, and Claudia had changed into one- or two-piece swimsuits in varying shades of blue, green, and orange, while the guys had stripped down to their shorts, like me. I felt like a carefree sixteen-year-old again, and it was a delightful thing to experience after everything I’d been through.

      “Last one in the water is a slimy Sluagh!” Claudia said, then dashed toward the ocean.

      The others laughed, but didn’t stand still, either. They ran, racing to avoid being classified as a “slimy Sluagh,” a derogatory joke we’d been circulating among our group since the discovery of Eritopia. Not that long ago, Sluaghs had wreaked havoc and helped tipped the balance in Azazel’s favor. The Sluaghs were parasitic, worm-like creatures that occupied bodies and had zero morals. The worst of the worst, and, once separated from their meat suits, the stuff of nightmares.

      “It’s official! Ibrahim is a slimy Sluagh!” Lucas announced, as he left Corrine’s warlock husband behind and jumped into the water.

      Ibrahim shook his head slowly as his feet met the first round of sea foam settling on the wet sand. “Obviously, we’re all twelve years old now,” he muttered.

      I shifted my focus back to Sofia. The water reached up to her waist, and she’d turned around to face me. Sheer happiness brightened her up, her smile filling my heart with liquid sunshine. This was probably as close as I would ever get to feeling the sun on my skin.

      “You’ve got the makings of a sea nymph,” I said to her. As soon as I reached her, I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. Water slipped between us, lapping at our hips as the ocean trembled back and forth in its tide. “And I am positively hooked.”

      “It’s nice to know I still have that effect on you,” she replied, smiling.

      “I doubt you’ll ever stop having that effect on me.” I sighed, then chuckled softly when I heard Xavier’s yelp, followed by a turbulent splash.

      Sofia and I both looked to my right, only to find Lucas and Xavier wrestling in the water, slipping and splashing around like bottlenose dolphins. Lucas refrained from using his water abilities, so he could tussle his brother-in-law, like the little boys they still were, deep down. They were laughing and challenging one another, while the rest of our crew gathered around them and picked sides to cheer on.

      “Come on, Xavier, show Lucas how you fight in the water!” Vivienne encouraged him.

      Xavier’s head poked out of the water, but Lucas brought him back under.

      “It’s like wrestling a manatee!” Xavier managed once he came back up and put a few feet of distance between him and my brother. “A very… agile manatee.”

      Lucas raised an eyebrow, panting as he wiped some of the water from his face. “Out of all the marine wildlife out there, that’s the animal you chose to compare me to?”

      “You’ve got its strength, so I’m pretty accurate,” Xavier shot back. “Or would you rather be a hammerhead?”

      “I was hoping you’d put me up there with the killer whales, but okay,” Lucas replied, then jumped out of the water and tumbled into Xavier. A second round of aquatic wrestling ensued, while the others went swimming around, relishing the feel of warm water against their skin.

      “They look so happy,” Sofia said. “I barely recognize them.”

      “They were just taken out of their usual environment,” I replied gently, keeping my eyes on Lucas and Xavier.

      “Not that they weren’t happy before, but… this feels like a side of them that I didn’t even know was there,” Sofia murmured, smiling softly.

      “We’ve been adults for too long, baby,” I replied. “It was about time someone unplugged us like this.”

      We spent the next hour swimming and exploring the nearby depths. We found enormous coral reefs underwater, all virgin and untouched, unraveling in bright tones of orange, pink, lime green and citrus yellow. The fish were equally spectacular, most of them triangle-shaped and flat, covered in yellow and blue stripes. There were plenty of other varieties, but the yellow-and-blue ones seemed like the predominant species on that side of the island.

      We spotted silhouettes of larger marine animals farther away, but we kept our distance. It would’ve been bad luck to rile up the locals on our first night.

      After we splashed around for a while, we all came out of the water, dried ourselves off with soft towels, then slipped into light linen clothes and went into the jungle. It was time for a hunt. After all, Harper had already enticed us with the local fauna’s blood quality. It would’ve been a pity not to start our vacation on Strava with a taste.

      

      “What do you think we’ll come across in there?” Corrine asked, pointing at the jungle in front of us. It was dark and bushy, but my vampire sight allowed me to see deeper and clearer than most. I’d already spotted several deer-like creatures, as well as large feline predators lurking in the massive, gnarled trees farther ahead.

      “Hot-blooded animals,” I replied. “I can see some from here already.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Vivienne said, narrowing her eyes as she followed my gaze. “What are those?”

      “Well, we don’t have a name for them, but a working name could be ‘Stravian deer,’ I guess?” I suggested, then shrugged. My sister chuckled, shaking her head slowly.

      “Okay. Stravian deer it is, then,” she said. “I see four of them. Two-hundred-and-fifty yards to the southeast from here. Shall we go for those, first?”

      “Meh,” Yuri chimed in, exhaling sharply. “We might as well go deeper and see what else there is. We can always snatch one or two of those… Stravian deer on our way back, if nothing else pops up.”

      “Aw, my husband’s in his exploratory mood,” Claudia replied, then pushed herself up on her toes so she could kiss him.

      “I just don’t want this to be an in-and-out kind of thing,” Yuri said after the kiss. “We’ve got time. I could eat, but it’s nothing to warrant any rush.”

      The others murmured and nodded in agreement.

      “Time for a stroll through the woods, then, ladies and gentlemen,” I replied.

      I took the lead, with Sofia close by my side. Xavier and Vivienne walked along with us, to our left, while Claudia and Yuri stayed to our right. Corrine, Ibrahim, Lucas, Marion, Cameron, Liana, Aiden, and Kailyn were right behind us.

      We walked through the jungle, going deeper and leaving marks on nearby trees for quick reference on our way back. The moon still managed to peek through the thick foliage crowns overhead, the occasional ray of bluish light cutting through the night.

      “There must be thousands of insects in this place,” Cameron said. “I think I’ve heard at least five different kinds of chirps, all around us.”

      “Look at the flora, too,” Liana replied, then pointed somewhere above us.

      “And the fruit looks yummy,” Corrine murmured.

      We slowed down, just so we could take it all in. Flowers the size of our heads looked down at us. Their wide petals opened outward, displaying a dazzling array of colors, from all kinds of yellows and pinks to pure white and bold streaks of blue, surrounded by flat, waxed leaves. All the trees had flowers in their crowns. Those already shedding, however, wore fruit pods instead, hanging heavily from their elastic branches.

      A plethora of ferns and wildflowers skirted the trees wherever we looked. The path ahead was narrow and grassy. This place hadn’t been touched in decades, at least.

      “You know, the kids said there were ruins somewhere to the northeast,” I said. “We should check them out while we’re here.”

      “We could take some samples and even some artifacts, if any have survived,” Corrine suggested. “They might shed some light into what kind of creatures used to populate the planet.”

      “We don’t know what made them disappear in the first place, do we?” Lucas asked, frowning slightly. Knowing him, he was probably navigating different dark scenarios in his mind. He’d experienced enough in his lifetime to know that some of the most beautiful places hid terrible secrets. Our most recent example was Neraka.

      “No, but it doesn’t seem to have been anything biological,” Corrine replied. “No pathogen, no plague or anything like that. The planet itself is pristine.”

      “So why would anyone leave it?” Lucas wondered.

      “Maybe they didn’t,” I offered. “Maybe they died out. Extinction doesn’t discriminate. Or maybe there was a pathogen, but it, too, perished with the people… Who knows?”

      Xavier then shushed us and stopped. “Look over there,” he whispered, pointing somewhere to the north. “Is that… What is that, actually?”

      I focused my attention on the creature he’d spotted. It stood quietly just fifty yards away, its long neck and small head poking out from a shrub. It reminded me of a giraffe, except that it was more like the size of a small horse.

      Its coat was made of short, light brown hair, with black streaks on its back. Its eyes were big and round, like those of a young doe. There was a flicker of fear in them, and for good reason, too. We were, after all, hunters.

      “Are there more like it?” I asked, then looked around.

      “I don’t think so,” Xavier replied.

      “Then let’s leave it alone and focus on getting some of those deer, instead,” I said. “I’d hate to be responsible for the death of a nearly extinct species or something.”

      Lucas scoffed, slightly amused. “Just admit you’re getting too old for the hunt. That creature does look like a runner.”

      Liana and Claudia giggled.

      “I’m perfectly happy to prove my physical prowess, if you wish,” I shot back with a smirk. “You old fruit bat.”

      “I’m physically younger than you,” Lucas replied.

      “But you’re technically older. Also, me vampire, you fae, in case you forgot,” I held my ground, reminding him of the time lapse when he was in the Underworld. Physically speaking, yes, Lucas did have a few years under me. But he had been born before me. He was and always would be my older brother, and I did have fun reminding him of that once in a while.

      “My previous circumstances exempt me from that consideration,” Lucas retorted with a childish pout. “Not my fault I kicked the bucket and spent two decades in limbo.”

      Sofia laughed lightly. “Well, actually, it was very much your fault.”

      Lucas grumbled, just as Marion ran her fingers through his hair and gave him a warm and loving smile. “For what it’s worth, mon cheri, I’m sure you were a very handsome and capable villain in your early days.”

      “Yeah, he was quite a handful.” Xavier chuckled.

      “You sound almost nostalgic,” Lucas replied. “Shall I give you a taste of the old me, then?”

      “I thought you barely remembered that old version of yourself,” I chimed in, stifling a grin.

      Lucas smirked, then gave Xavier a quick wink. “I’m okay with digging through the old drawers of my memory if Xavier misses the bad ol’ Lucas,” he said.

      “Nope. Nope. Hell, no,” Vivienne replied. “Some things are best left in the past.”

      “We agree, then.” Lucas sighed, then dropped a kiss on Marion’s temple. “Besides, being a baddie is quite the hassle these days. We’ve outgrown our old selves. I think a revival would be downright bland, if not pathetic, compared to the fiends we’ve dealt with recently.”

      “You can say that again,” Claudia muttered. “He was dead by the time we got there, but Shaytan sounds like the worst of the worst. Do you think he’d put the Elders to shame?”

      That question brought back memories of much darker times. But it was a good question to ask, because hindsight was always 20/20.

      “I think so,” Sofia replied. “The Elders only had themselves and their formless evil to work with. Shaytan had swamp witch magic, which he’d learned to adapt and modify. Thankfully, he never connected with the Word, otherwise it would’ve been a hell of a lot worse. I think Azazel was just as bad, though he never had the chance to unlock that kind of power.”

      A small herd of Stravian deer was grazing in a clearing just sixty yards to our right. I motioned toward them and exchanged glances with Cameron, Yuri, Xavier, and Vivienne. From our group, we were the most frequent hunters. We enjoyed the chase the most. Sofia and the others were more content with just drinking the blood. This was just one of the many ways in which we completed each other, as couples, as friends, and, most importantly, as a family.

      “There will always be evil in the world,” I said. “It will take different forms, some more powerful than others, but, in the end, it will always be vanquished. Provided, of course, that we face it head on and together, just like we’ve done in the past.”

      “United, we’re unstoppable,” Xavier added, setting his sights on one of the deer.

      “It’s dinnertime, kids,” Aiden replied, then dashed toward the first deer.

      One by one, Xavier, Yuri, Cameron, and Vivienne followed. The others spread out and around the herd to keep them from scattering away. We moved fast, whizzing by like fluttering shadows, our feet light on the ground.

      Leaves rustled. Twigs crackled.

      Then our claws came out. We went straight for the larger deer—the bigger and heavier they were, the harder it would be for them to run away. We gave the others, particularly the offspring, a chance to survive.

      I had to admit, it was thrilling to hunt on foreign land. It added a different dimension to the whole process. We focused on four of the bulkier males and quickly took them down. Corrine and the others picked some fruit, as well. We had quite the feast ahead of us.
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      I watched as Derek and his sister, along with Aiden, Xavier, Cameron, and Yuri caught four healthy-looking deer. Corrine cast a preservation spell on the creatures. We then carried them back to the resort, where the firepit was hot and blazing, waiting for us. I took a deep breath and thanked all the stars for being there. We were about to feast and spend the rest of that first night together, as friends, as brothers and sisters, just like in the early days.

      We gathered around the firepit and tucked in to our meal. The resort came with a fully fitted kitchen stocked with food. Our kids had thought of literally everything.

      Sated and utterly relaxed, we leaned into our lounge chairs and stared at the flames for a while. Something moved in the darkness nearby. Derek instantly let out a soft, low growl as he noticed the creatures. There were three of them, eerily similar to the panthers we had on Earth, though these were much bigger specimens.

      They stilled, watching us with big, curious blue eyes. Their fur was short and light blue, almost turquoise. They could’ve easily dismembered a full-grown human with just their giant paws.

      “I think they caught a whiff of the blood,” Aiden said, his gaze fixed on the creatures.

      “We knew there were predators around,” Lucas replied with a shrug, somewhat unimpressed by their presence. “They were bound to show up.”

      “I doubt they’ll get closer,” Derek said. “They can see they’re outnumbered.”

      “Maybe they’re just hungry,” Marion murmured, frowning as she stared at the Stravian panthers.

      Lucas sighed, then picked up a large chunk of meat and calmly walked toward them. The panthers lowered their heads, growling, but took several steps back. They recognized Lucas as potentially dangerous. It was a good reaction to have, as Lucas could’ve easily burned them to a crisp within seconds.

      Lucas stopped in front of them, then slowly got down on his knees and put the meat a couple of feet in front of him. He waited, patiently, while we watched. I had to admit I was a little nervous. Even with Corrine, Ibrahim, and our vampire blood handy, I hated seeing one of our own get wounded.

      “Everybody, keep quiet,” Lucas muttered, maintaining eye contact with the predators. One of the panthers sniffed the air, then reluctantly came forward. “That’s right, buddy.”

      Lucas rested his palms on his thighs, keeping his breathing even, despite his thundering heartbeat. The panther moved closer, checking the meat out and occasionally looking at Lucas, who didn’t move a muscle.

      With one swipe of its paw, the blue panther pulled the meat back, then caught it between its large fangs and ran off, accompanied by the other two.

      “I think that’s a mother with her cubs,” Lucas said, matter-of-factly. “Notice she’s the bigger one in the group, and the other two didn’t move an inch without her.”

      “How are you not shaking like a leaf?” Corrine gasped.

      Marion was pale, but relieved. The rest of us were amazed, not only by Lucas’s courage, but also by the animals’ behavior. He was probably right.

      “Excellent self-control,” Lucas replied flatly, his face straight. “Though I may need to change my underwear now.”

      Xavier snorted, then motioned for him to come back. “Come on, bad boy. Get back here before the mother changes her mind and decides to come back and tear you to shreds.”

      “I think she liked me.” Lucas huffed, then did as asked, and resumed his lounge seat next to Marion, who gave him a worried frown.

      He smiled in return, then leaned out and gave her a soft kiss. It was enough to get her to instantly relax. Marion loved Lucas with a fire and intensity rarely seen in this world, or any other, for that matter. They’d had their fair share of ups and downs, but, in the end, Marion had accepted Lucas for who he was, but also for who he had been. Women like Marion were not easy to come by.

      “That was awesome,” Claudia said, her eyes wide as she watched the panthers disappear behind some shrubs, farther away from the resort.

      “I find Harper’s initial assessment of Strava to be faulty,” Lucas said. “She said there was no intelligent life here, but she clearly left out those weird blue panthers.”

      “Well, she did mean actual civilizations. But they were beautiful, though,” I murmured. “And I guess that coat helps them blend in with the environment better.”

      “I’ll bet they’re fabulous swimmers, too,” Ibrahim said. “They probably hang out in lagoon-type areas, where other animals come to the shore. The ocean water is barely salty here, so I don’t think the critters would have an issue drinking it.”

      Claudia grinned. “Normally, I’d laugh at you for drinking seawater, but you’re right. It does taste different here.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle, watching us all gathered around the fire like this. It was enough to get their attention.

      “What is it, honey?” my father asked me, the flames twinkling in his eyes.

      “We’ve all come such a long way from our first days around one another,” I replied. “I mean, look at you, Dad. You’ve gone from vampire-hating hunter to one of the biggest fanged softies I’ve ever come across.”

      “Oh, yeah, imagine what this vacation would’ve been like ninety years ago!” Corrine gasped, then burst into laughter. “We would’ve been at each other’s throats. Derek would be running around trying to keep Sofia safe from Lucas. Aiden would be hunting Derek and brooding all over the place about how ‘vampires must be eradicated,’” she added, lowering her voice to mimic Aiden.

      Vivienne chuckled. “Sofia and Claudia would be clawing each other’s eyes out.”

      “Ugh, I still regret what I did to Ben,” Claudia muttered.

      “Long time ago,” I replied. “Water under the bridge. Albeit bloody water, but, still, it’s all gone now.”

      “Trying my best, here,” she said.

      Derek cleared his throat, smiling. “I know. We all know. But, to be honest, I tend to agree with Sofia here. This vacation would’ve been virtually impossible a few decades back.”

      Lucas grinned. “I bet Xavier, Yuri, and Cameron would’ve been the first to die, if we did this ninety years ago. I had such an issue with your number one fans, Brother.”

      “I would’ve loved to see you try.” Xavier scoffed.

      “I’m pretty sure I did a couple of times,” Lucas shot back. A warm smile settled on his face as he took a deep breath and looked at his sister. “Although, to be honest, I’ve always had a soft spot for you, Little Sis. I think what really bugged me the most was the way you chose Derek over me, all the damn time.”

      Vivienne nodded slowly. “You didn’t give me much of a reason to pick you in the battles we had.”

      “I know. I was a mess,” Lucas replied.

      “Join the club,” Claudia chimed in, raising a hand. “We all remember my greatest hits, right?”

      “Like boinking my husband?” Marion retorted, raising an eyebrow while stifling a smirk.

      “Hey! Ancient history!” Claudia said. “Besides, you two weren’t even a thing at the time.”

      “I know, I know.” Marion giggled. “Besides, I had my own skeletons in the closet when I met Lucas. Heck, we all had something wrong with us in our pasts somehow, didn’t we?”

      Corrine shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been more or less the same.”

      “Your sass almost got us killed a few times over the years,” Ibrahim replied bluntly.

      It was enough to make us all laugh wholeheartedly.

      “All in all, everything changed when Sofia came in,” Derek then said, his hand gently covering mine. “I was moping and wallowing in my nature, unable to see anything good coming out of my existence. She was my light during that long, dark night.”

      “Yeah, Sofia had a wonderful effect on The Shade. On all of us, for that matter,” Vivienne agreed, then gave me a warm smile. “By the time Lucas made it back into the world of the living, we were all already on to something much better.”

      I had nothing but love and admiration for each and every one of these people. Even my father, who’d abandoned me as a child to go hunting for vampires, had turned his life around. They’d all overcome the worst challenges that life had thrown at them, and they’d all come out beaming and defiant.

      “The potential was always there,” I murmured.

      “True, but you were the catalyst, Sofia,” Yuri replied. “You’re the one who talked sense into Derek and got him to embrace his nature and make the most of it. You’re the one who helped turn The Shade into what it is today. Had you not been brought there, we would be an absolute mess, to this day.”

      “The Elders would still be alive,” Vivienne said, her gaze darkening for a moment as she remembered that whole ordeal.

      Corrine sighed. “Azazel would still be ruling Eritopia, tearing it down, brick by brick. Twenty planets doomed to nothing but bloodshed and misery.”

      “IBSI would still be hunting down innocent supernaturals and doing all sorts of nasty stuff on top of that,” Claudia added.

      “And Neraka… The Exiled Maras and the daemons would still be tormenting and wiping out the Imen,” Derek said. “Looking back now, Sofia, I don’t deserve as much credit as I’ve been given. None of us do. Not as much as you do, to be precise. Because your arrival at The Shade was the life-changing fallen domino piece that put everything else in motion.”

      Lucas then exhaled sharply. “I mean, sure, you got me killed in the process, but yeah, new me, so… silver lining.”

      I teared up, touched by the appreciative glances I was getting. I knew they were all being sincere by acknowledging my contribution to The Shade’s transformation. Deep down, I had to admit that they were right. Had I not met Derek when I did, had I not fought to break him out of his misery and show him the better parts of life even as a vampire, none of us would be here now.

      “Point is, we’ve been at this a long time,” I said, smiling. “We’ve all got our more-or-less sordid pre-Shade histories, and yes, we would’ve torn each other apart had we taken this vacation fifty years ago. But we didn’t. We’re here now, and, frankly, I’m looking forward to spending as much time with all of you as possible.”

      “Hear, hear!” Corrine exclaimed.

      Derek gave me one of his “I adore you!” looks, then poured a couple of glasses of blood, offering me one.

      “I think the part I love most about The Shade today is its diversity,” he said. “It’s not just a haven for vampires or other pure breeds. It’s a cluster of all kinds of hybrids, and I’m genuinely in awe of it. I didn’t think most of our Shadians could have children outside their species, but I keep being proven wrong!”

      “We’ve grown big and strong, too,” Xavier replied. “Personally, I’m looking forward to seeing what kind of a supernatural Voss will grow up to become.”

      Lucas scoffed. “If he turns out to be a winged wolf, we’re all screwed.”

      “Conceiving hybrids has been risky for many of the couples, though,” Corrine interjected, frowning slightly. “I’ve done my best to ease the process, but there are things that even I can’t fix.”

      “You’re talking about Jax and Hansa, aren’t you?” I asked, remembering my last conversation with Hansa, during the kids’ engagement party.

      “Yeah. Her silver blood is toxic to Jax. It could even kill him if ingested in large quantities,” Corrine explained, her shoulders gradually dropping. “Even if they do conceive, there’s a high chance she won’t be able to carry the baby to term or, worse, will die.”

      Derek sighed. “There are things that magic cannot fix,” he said. “But Jax and Hansa are okay with that. They said they’d adopt once they decide they’re ready to be parents.”

      “Love prevails in the end,” Kailyn chimed in. “No matter what we do, we always end up together. We fight our way out of everything, tooth and nail, so we can be with the people we love most in this world. And if we can’t create new life together, there is always a soul somewhere out there, in desperate need of a home and a loving family. I guess that’s what keeps us standing, despite everything that the universe has hurled at us.”

      “I agree,” Vivienne added. “It’s why The Shade functions the way it does. Why GASP is expanding. Why we manage to succeed at everything we do,” she said. “We’ve got love flowing through our veins, in a way.”

      “Well, it’s that and the fact that we’ve already seen the worst in ourselves,” Lucas interjected. My father, sitting next to him, nodded in agreement, as did Claudia. “And we’ve decided that we can do better, that we can be better, and, most importantly, that we can do our damn best to stop others from making the same horrible mistakes we did.”

      Many of our enemies had been reprehensible and impossible to change, in any way. In most cases, we had to destroy them in order to give the world a chance to survive. But in some wonderful exceptions, we managed to gain new friends and allies. Claudia, Lucas, and my father were just three examples.

      The Shade was home to many creatures that had started out dark but had later changed their ways. And so were Eritopia and Neraka. Everywhere GASP left its mark, hope blossomed and a better future was made possible again.
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      A couple of days went by in blissful silence. Mom reached out once more after they landed, to tell me how incredible the place was and how much they were all loving it. She said Strava had turned Dad and the others into frolicking teenage kids again; they were all swimming, hunting, and exploring through the night and sleeping through the day.

      I had eyes on the resort via the video feed that Jovi had connected to Corrine’s telescope. Whenever I looked at it, everything seemed peaceful. Black dots moved around occasionally, throughout the day, before they’d disappear for hours—my dad and the whole gang exploring the area.

      Caleb, Ben, and River joined me in the Great Dome that morning to catch up on all GASP-related issues. After we’d heard from our parents when they landed, we’d all instantly relaxed. Frankly, I was more worried about traveling in a light bubble throughout the cosmos, than I was about our people relaxing on a relatively unknown planet. But, since everything was okay, my mindset had shifted to a more productive attitude.

      “How is the selection going for Neraka’s shift change?” I asked Ben, who’d taken it upon himself to oversee all the screening processes. He’d spent half of the past couple of days on Calliope with Phoenix and Draven, just for that.

      “Pretty smoothly, actually,” Ben replied. “We’ve already covered 20 percent of the positions. I think we’ll be done and ready by next week, if we keep this up.”

      “This new generation of Shadians joining GASP has definitely helped,” River said. “They’re young, extremely capable, and eager to prove themselves.”

      “Those are some of the qualities that make the selected candidates stand out, actually,” Ben said, flipping through some personnel files. “I’ve got a kid here, for example, one of the ten I’m due to screen tomorrow. He’s half vampire, half fire fae, which is, if I’m not mistaken, pretty unheard of. You know, since we, as vampires, don’t exactly react well to fire on our skin.”

      “He was recently turned, wasn’t he?” Caleb asked, frowning as he motioned for Ben to give him the file. He checked the kid’s profile, then nodded. “Yeah. A year ago. He’s well-adjusted, too, and seems to have retained all his fae abilities. The amazing part is that this is the one vampire you can’t burn alive.”

      “This is the first instance of a fae turning vampire successfully, right?” I replied, my heart throbbing with excitement.

      “Pretty much, yeah,” Caleb said. “According to the notes in his file, he was warned of all the possible risks, yet he went ahead and did it anyway. I’m impressed.”

      “It means that Caia and Vita can turn, too, if they want. Or Grace, right?” River asked.

      I understood her vested interested in this topic, given that Caia and Vita were her granddaughters and possibly two of the most precious creatures in River’s entire existence. They’d floated the theory of fae turning vampire before—as we knew now, it was possible. It was just particularly risky for fae with a predominant fire ability.

      “We can consider this a preliminary yes,” Ben replied. “But I think we should monitor this kid going forward and attempt a couple more transformations before we clear Caia and Vita for this. Maybe have Varga, Lenny’s brother, assigned with him?”

      “I agree. Varga is strong and capable enough to keep the kid in check, if needed,” I said. “It’s one thing to try it on a human. But fae have different physiognomies and their genetic structures are literally out of this world. Vampirism stems from the Supernatural Dimension, but the fae belong to the In-Between. There are still many biological unknowns for us, especially when we conceive hybrids.”

      Caleb chuckled softly. “You’re all still placing bets on what Voss will turn out to be, huh?” he replied, changing the subject. “My money’s on winged wolf, by the way.”

      “If only!” Ben shot back. “I’m betting on Field’s Hawk genes. Aida, unfortunately, is only half wolf. Her genetic package may not be as influential as Field’s.”

      I leaned back into my chair, crossing my arms and pursing my lips as I looked at my brother. He shrugged, raising his eyebrows at me.

      “What?” he asked.

      “There’s no other GASP business for us to talk about, is there?” I replied.

      “Nope,” he said. “Everything is running smoothly. Everybody knows what they’re doing. I swear, I don’t understand why Dad was so reluctant to go on a vacation. GASP is running like a lean, mean, well-oiled machine.”

      River laughed. “Derek just hasn’t been away from his GASP baby since he first founded it. He knew, deep down, that it would function just fine without him. He said so himself.”

      “Yeah, and now he’s out on Strava, swimming, hunting, and doing whatever else you’re supposed to do while on a break,” I replied. “I’m willing to bet that, two weeks from now, they’re going to tell us they’re staying for another week or two.”

      Ben chuckled softly, scratching the back of his head. “You know, Strava isn’t inhabited or owned by anyone. We might as well turn it into a resort planet, from top to bottom. Make it into a prime vacation destination.”

      We all thought about it for a minute.

      “For free?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Free for registered GASP members, maybe. The others could pay, in gold, money, or goods. Nothing exorbitant, but enough to help fund our space exploration operations. Think about it… We need certain materials to build our spacecrafts. We might as well capitalize on Strava.”

      “That makes sense. I mean, there’s only so much that magic will cover on its own,” I replied. “We could build multiple resorts across the two main archipelagos, for example. Enough to bring in the numbers without having an impact on the planet’s environment. The revenue could totally fund some of the materials we need… Yeah, sounds good. I’m on board. Let’s work on a business plan over the next few days and have a proposal ready for Mom and Dad when they get back.”

      “Draven’s still checking the Druid archives for info on Strava’s extinct population, right?” River asked Ben, who replied with a nod. “If nothing comes up, and it’s all clear, we could open a GASP base there, too. Heck, if it’s such an amazing place, we could consider it a potential second home, not just for us Shadians, but for any Eritopian or Nerakian who might be interested.”

      Ben gave her a warm smile. “I knew I married the smartest girl on Earth.” He kissed her softly on the lips. He shifted his focus back to me and grinned. “And we should definitely try Strava ourselves after our parents get back.”

      “You’ve been itching to go since the kids mentioned it, huh?” Caleb asked.

      “Absolutely!” Ben replied, making me chuckle. “You’ve seen the place. It’s fantastic! Let’s do this second-generation vacation next, then let Grace and Lawrence, Hazel and Tejus, and Yelena and Benedict do a third-generation round. We can take Pippa and Jeramiah and Victoria and Bastien, too.”

      “Send all the Novaks to Strava, but in generational turns, so as not to overwhelm the planet, huh?” I shot back, outright laughing to the point of tears.

      My brother had this way of stepping back and looking at the whole picture, then oversimplifying everything to best suit his narrative and his personal needs. That skill certainly came in handy during diplomatic meetings and negotiations with foreign supernaturals, but it didn’t really fly in the family.

      “Pretty much, yeah,” Ben replied.

      “Just say you want to do all kinds of crazy stuff without having the kids around,” I said, reminding him that I could see right through him. “I’m not going to scold you for it. I’m behind you 100 percent on this. We need a vacation of our own on Strava. No kids and no parents. No GASP and no Shade. Just us, the sand, the ocean, and the jungle, in a land far, far away.”

      Ben crossed his arms, his lips stretching into a conspiratorial grin.

      “See, this is why Mom was always afraid to leave the two of us alone for too long when we were kids,” he said. “When we put our minds to something and worked in tandem to achieve it, it spelled trouble for the Novaks.”

      “Only, this time, we’re the smart and reasonable adults,” I said, laughing. “I think we can sell this as a feasible plan.”

      Both Caleb and River nodded in agreement. It meant the world to me to know that our loved ones supported us on this and pretty much any other ambitious endeavor we took on. Ben and I had grown incredibly close over the years, and we’d been helping mom and dad run GASP for decades, now. The bigger it grew, the more work came to us, since there was only so much our parents could do over the course of twenty-four hours.

      “We could even call Strava ‘the Second Shade,’” Caleb suggested.

      Ben’s eyes lit up, and he made a quick note on the back of a file. “Writing this one down, putting it into the final presentation,” he muttered.

      “Shall we start planning for our own half-month vacation, then?” River asked, eager to get ready for Strava. “I mean, in less than two weeks, our founders are coming back. Perfect timing for us to take their place.”

      “We might as well!” Ben replied enthusiastically.

      A vacation on Strava didn’t sound bad at all. We’d been at this for plenty of decades ourselves, as relentless and as dedicated as my dad. I, too, looked forward to some swimming under the moonlight, fresh blood by the firepit, and nothing but lush jungles to explore at night.

      In the meantime, however, we had a multi-universal organization to run, a Shade to look after, and some peace missions to pursue. On top of that, we had some new places to explore. Those required extensive research and preparation, and, to be honest, were my favorite part of my role in GASP.
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      Three days in and we were already practically unrecognizable. We didn’t even realize how much pressure had gathered between our shoulder blades until we kicked back with zero responsibilities. Derek and I couldn’t get enough of each other. We spent half of each day locked in our bedroom, rediscovering one another, as if for the first time. The other half was spent resting and practically oversleeping.

      The nights were ours to do with as we pleased. We swam in the ocean at midnight, then went for a hunt in the jungle and spent time with our group around the firepit. After that, we went on trips around the island. The small boats came in handy, as we managed to cover tens of miles in a single venture.

      Noagh was surrounded by thousands of other small islands, some just dry patches of white sand no bigger than our bedroom, while others boasted hills and mountains with rich greenery and deep jungles. We’d managed to identify approximately sixty different species of animals and insects of all shapes and sizes. Most of the predators were nocturnal and wore natural colors that matched their environment.

      The predominant wildlife were mostly different types of deer and boar-like creatures, primates, and reptiles, along with the bluish panthers, the white sand wolves, and the underwater creatures that put blue whales to shame with their majestic figures.

      We snapped as many photos and videos as we could, storing all our data on Bowie. That little sphere was a phenomenal gadget with an impressive memory, able to hold dozens of terabytes without diminishing its performance. The kids left us alone, and I took comfort in the fact that they had eyes on us via the telescope. If something went wrong, they would most likely spot it, either on live feeds or on the recordings.

      Derek and I went for a walk a couple of hours before sunrise. We’d had a full night and an entertaining hunt with Lucas, Vivienne, and the others. We’d made a habit of walking alone along the strip of the white sand beach prior to retreating to our room.

      I loved how the bluish moon cast its light on Derek. It gave his pale skin a sapphire-like shimmer, and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. It didn’t take him long to notice.

      “This moon puts us in a good light, doesn’t it?” he asked, the corner of his mouth twitching.

      I chuckled softly, then put my arm around his waist as we walked south along the shore. “I’d love to explore it at some point,” I said. “I wonder what kind of soil it has to make it glow like this. It makes me feel like I’m seeing the world through a special filter.”

      “It’s most likely a combination of exotic minerals. It looks a lot like Earth’s moon, if you think about it. Except, of course, for the bluish hue,” Derek replied, looking up. I followed his gaze, and we both stared at the moon for a while. “It’s seen its fair share of asteroids.”

      Shadows swirled across the moon’s surface—scars from its collision with passing space debris of different sizes. Nothing was ever truly safe in this universe, from the looks of it. A simple moon could suffer irreparable damage to its surface, simply because it was in the wrong place, at the wrong time.

      “I think we should explore this island tomorrow,” Derek said. “Let’s see what the atoll holds on that side.”

      “More islands, probably,” I replied with a smirk.

      “Yeah, but who knows what creatures live there?” Derek sighed. “This place is amazing. I’d like to see as much of it as possible before we go back.”

      “We’ve got a week and a half left, darling, and we could always extend our stay,” I said softly. “The Shade hasn’t burned down yet, which means the kids are doing a good job.”

      Derek smiled. “They’re so considerate, too,” he replied. “Notice how they’re not buzzing us every few hours to check up on us?”

      “Well, we are on a vacation, honey.” I chuckled. “That does come with some ‘do not disturb’ benefits.”

      I’d had some time to think about many things since we’d landed on Strava. One thought, in particular, had settled in the back of my head, demanding my attention. I’d been mulling it over for well over a day now, and, as I let out a deep, wholehearted sigh, I decided to bring it up with Derek.

      “What do you see in the future, for the two of us?” I asked him.

      He looked at me for a little while, as if not fully understanding the question.

      “What do you mean?” he replied.

      “I mean us, Derek,” I said, my voice low. “What are we doing? Where are we going? What are we going to do with ourselves? Is this everything?”

      He shook his head. “No. Not at all,” he said. “But I wouldn’t know how to answer all those questions, either. Not right now, I guess. But I have a feeling you want to say something more with this, my love, so why don’t you?”

      I chuckled softly. “You know me too well.”

      “And yet, you continue to surprise me,” he said, then stopped and turned to face me. “What’s on your mind, Sofia?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I do… but I’m not sure if you’ll agree.”

      “How can I agree or disagree if I don’t know what’s troubling you?” he asked, the shadow of a smile crossing his face. I narrowed my eyes at him in response.

      “You’re still a remarkable smartass, you know that, right?” I shot back.

      Derek laughed. “I have to keep up with you!”

      It was then that I found the courage I needed to ask a more specific question.

      “What do you think about having more kids?” I murmured, keeping my eyes on his and searching for every little change in his expression. “I know it would be too dangerous for us to turn human again after our trials and tribulations, but maybe we could adopt.”

      He looked at me but didn’t say a word. It made me feel nervous, but the warmth in his blue eyes took some of the edge off.

      “Ever since Aida had Voss, I’ve been feeling this emptiness inside me, a kind of longing,” I added. “I guess I miss being a mom. I miss both the good and the less pleasant parts of the job, if I’m honest. We’ve done such a good job with Ben and Rose… I think we can do it again. There are kids on Earth who need a home and a family. I want to hold a little human in my arms again and watch him or her grow, right before my eyes.”

      Derek kept quiet, but the look on his face made my heart swell. There was so much love pouring out of him, I could almost feel it, as if I were a sentry.

      “I’d love to have another go at parenthood. That’s all,” I continued, still uneasy with the silence. “It’s not a requirement or anything. I don’t want you to think I’m putting any pressure on you. Not at all. It’s a decision we should make together. I’m just putting it out there.”

      A few moments later, he finally spoke, his voice trembling with emotion.

      “There’s nothing that would make me happier than to be a dad again, Sofia. You’re an incredible woman, a wonderful wife, and an amazing mother,” he said. “Looking at Ben and Rose… Yes, we’ve done a good job. I’m proud of them. I’m proud of you.”

      I blinked several times, processing his response.

      “You’re serious,” I whispered.

      “Of course,” he replied, smiling gently. “I mean, sure, we lost our own kids for a while, and that was an experience I never want to go through ever again, but after all these years, why the hell not? There aren’t enough Novaks in the world, Sofia, but there are plenty of souls who, like you said, need a family. So, yes. Let’s adopt.”

      My eyes stung as tears came up. My emotional state was turned up to eleven, my throat closing up and my heart throbbing. Derek immediately sensed my reaction and wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight as he kissed me. He raised a hand to caress my face, then deepened the kiss and sent my senses flaring. I loved him so much, it almost hurt.

      I rested my head on his chest, and we stood like that for a while, listening to each other’s erratic heartbeats. We were both thrilled and excited to do this again. We were also nervous and a little scared—but that is every parent’s turmoil, from the moment a decision is made and until the day they die. You never stop being a parent. You always worry about your children, even after they grow up. Parenting is not, in any way, easy. But it was one of the best things I’d done with my life, and I wanted to do it again.

      “You know, I look at my father,” I murmured, “and I see the joy he got from raising Hunter. Even though he was way past the so-called ‘dad stage’ in his life when he took Hunter in, he… he excelled at it. It opened him up; it transformed him… it changed him altogether. He’s so happy now and so… fulfilled, I guess.”

      “We’ll never be too old to be parents again, Sofia,” Derek said. “Time flows differently for us. We could always start over.”

      “Over and over again,” I replied, then looked up at him and smiled. “You know, Xavier and Vivienne are also considering having more kids,” I added. “Lucas and Marion wouldn’t mind one or two more of their own, either. I guess our kids have inspired them.”

      Derek chuckled. “That’s interesting. Neither of them said anything about it.”

      “Oh, I spoke to Marion and Vivienne about it a few months back,” I explained. “They’re just ideas floating aimlessly around, for the time being. I think I’m the only one who’s spoken up about it, specifically with my soulmate and partner in crime,” I added with a grin.

      “Well, I’m glad you did. Because it’s a resounding yes from me, my love,” he replied. “But what about Lucas and Marion? Xavier and Vivienne? Are they looking at natural conception?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think they’ve talked about it yet. But I don’t think they’re excluding adoption,” I said. “I mean, Viv and Xavier would have to turn human for this, and so would Marion. There are so many kids out there who already need a loving home. It would be a tad selfish on our part to disregard them for the sake of having our own, even if we could. Does that make sense?”

      Derek smiled. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from The Shade and GASP, it’s that family doesn’t end with blood, Sofia. So, yes, it makes perfect sense.”

      I exhaled sharply, the weight suddenly gone from my shoulders.

      “Good… Good. So, we’ve got something more to look forward to once we go back, then,” I said.

      “Yeah, but I’m in no hurry to leave yet,” Derek replied, putting on a mischievous smirk as he looked around.

      We’d stopped in a secluded part of Noagh’s beach, out of sight and with nothing but the ocean, the sand, the jungle, and the moon keeping us company. We were on our own, and I was starting to feel like I had in the early days, when Derek and I used to run off to the Lighthouse, just so we could be alone.

      My heart began to thud violently, as Derek’s fingers drew invisible lines up the sides of my body, from my hips to my ribs, before moving up my arms, my shoulders, and finally brushing against my lips. I sucked in a breath as his gaze darkened.

      “I still can’t get enough of you, Sofia,” he whispered.

      “Good. Because I can’t function without you,” I replied.

      He groaned gently, then ravenously kissed me. I welcomed him, forgetting about everything else as he meticulously pulled the straps of my summer dress over my shoulders. With one swift move, I stood before my husband, naked and yearning for him.

      His gaze traveled up and down my body, before it settled on my face.

      “I love you more than yesterday, Sofia,” he said.

      “And I will love you more tomorrow,” I breathed.

      He slipped out of his shorts, then took my hand and guided me into the water. The sky was a deep, dark blue, slightly paler to the east, where the sun was slowly getting ready to rise. The ocean felt cool against my skin.

      When the water reached our chests, we stopped. Derek pulled me close, our bodies so close together, we nearly merged with one another.

      “We’ve got at least an hour left before sunrise,” Derek whispered in my ear, then gently nibbled on my lobe, sending my blood rushing and swirling frenetically through my veins.

      I couldn’t help but moan as his mouth took over mine. I unraveled in his arms. We made love in the water, frolicking and giggling like feisty kids. We reached for the stars, and, in our peak of ecstasy, we nearly disintegrated.

      I was weightless and happy. He was powerful and intense.

      The contrast was delightful.

      “I’m nothing without you, Sofia,” he murmured, his lips brushing against mine.

      With my arms around his neck, I looked into my husband’s eyes and experienced another wave of pleasure and sheer happiness, flowing through me like liquid sunshine. After almost ninety years, we were still two pieces of the same puzzle, in perfect sync. Our souls were bound.
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      Our second week on Strava was even more fascinating. After we got used to the surroundings and got a good idea of the atoll’s layout around Noagh, we ventured farther to the south and west, where more islands awaited.

      We had tremendous amounts of fun together and on our own. I’d even begun spending the early evenings alone, walking through the jungle behind the resort. I left Sofia with Vivienne and the others in the kitchen, as they prepared a scrumptious dinner feast. After my walk, I would return to a table worthy of praise, as Sofia had discovered some local spices that added real kick to the blood. On top of that, Lucas had come across a very special fruit that took forever to peel but, once washed and sliced, tasted like heaven, according to him, Corrine, Kailyn, and Ibrahim.

      After Sofia and I had agreed to expand our family once we got back to The Shade, I found that I needed the one or two hours alone, just to think about what it all entailed, and how it would affect our lives going forward.

      As I went deeper into the jungle behind the resort, I found the pros to significantly outweigh the cons of having another child. Of course, I’d known that from the moment I’d said yes to Sofia, but, still, it felt somewhat reassuring to go back and consider the issue over and over. The conclusion was the same every time. I looked forward to another kid in our treehouse, and I was confident that both Ben and Rose would welcome a little brother or sister.

      Harper, Serena, Phoenix, Vita, and Caia were definitely going to be over the moon about this. Serena had, in fact, previously hinted at Sofia and me that we should consider having more kids—subtle drops during dinner conversations, the kind that we never addressed in front of them, but carried with us to sleep, nonetheless. I took a deep breath, smiling at the thought that we’d decided to do this. It felt great.

      I was more than two miles away from the resort, on the northeastern side of the island, when I spotted a creature I’d never seen before. I stilled, then hid behind a tree and kept quiet, just so I could get a better look.

      It was a monkey of sorts, with long limbs and a thick coat of fur—a dazzling array of pinks, yellows, and lime greens displayed in horizontal, uneven stripes, as if it had been repeatedly dipped in different buckets of fluorescent paint. It was half my height and slender, remarkably light and agile as it circled a tall tree. Fruits hung high in clusters, on branches too thin for the monkey to reach on its own.

      Its big green eyes looked around, then settled on some rocks big enough to fit in its long-fingered hands. The creature grabbed one stone, sniffed it, then threw it upward, aiming for a fruit cluster. The projectile missed its mark by inches, prompting the monkey to groan and try again.

      After five more attempts, it managed to dislodge an entire cluster. The fruits, shaped and colored like peaches, fell and scattered on the leafy ground. The monkey rushed around to collect them, then looked around again, as if making sure no one was watching it. I held my breath for a second, fascinated and amused by its intelligent behavior. Lucas was right: Harper had definitely neglected some of the animals on Strava when she’d said there was no sign of intelligent life on this planet.

      I followed it deeper into the jungle, keeping my distance so as not to spook the creature. As I glanced around me and noticed the tree layout and density, as well as the ground elevation, I realized we’d yet to explore this part of Noagh. There were no familiar scents, either, which reinforced my conviction that this was my first time in this area.

      It was secluded and dark, the tree crowns completely obscuring the evening sky. Insects chirped all around me. Various reptiles rattled and hissed, but none were brave enough to get closer. Even the larger predators stayed away, though I wasn’t sure whether it was because of me or something else, something potentially more dangerous lurking in these parts of the jungle.

      I didn’t spot anything alarming, so I stayed focused on the monkey. It carried its fruity stash to the top of a massive rock and—I came to a sudden halt. The creature vanished somewhere ahead, but the big, black hole in the rock caught my full attention. It was a cave.

      Careful not to make any noise and stir the local fauna, I made my way through the woods and reached the cave entrance. Cool darkness oozed out of it in a quiet way that sent shivers down my spine. I briefly glanced over my shoulder, purely out of reflex, then went inside.

      The temperature dropped substantially, to the point where my body needed a few seconds’ worth of goosebumps to readjust. It was pitch black, but my vampire vision helped me make sense of my surroundings. I walked through the narrow corridor, going farther inside the cave. It looked smaller from the outside, but, as I reached the end of the passageway and noticed the multiple openings and tunnels leading in different directions, I realized this was an entire network of grottos.

      They were all interconnected. I noticed the descent, too. I was deep underground at this point. Taking a deep breath, I started exploring the smaller grottos. Their walls were black and slick with moisture. Crystal formations hung from the ceiling at sharp angles, in bright shades of blue and green. The ground was covered in soft moss.

      A dim glow caught my eye as I turned right into another grotto. There were what looked like cables mounted on the tunnel wall, leading into the chamber. They were about three to five inches thick, glowing blue. They seemed to go on through multiple caves, so I followed them through several spaces until I found a larger, round grotto that took my breath away.

      First and foremost, it was perfectly round, like a smooth globe. Second, its ground was covered with metallic pods big enough to fit any creature up to ten feet tall.

      I stared at them for a while, then noticed the glowing blue cables spreading out and connecting through each pod. This place was quite big, the domed ceiling reaching a height of fifty feet. I walked between the pods, trying to make some sense of their purpose.

      Everything was so quiet, all I could hear were my own footsteps.

      Each metallic pod was simple and shaped like an egg. There was nothing across their surface to indicate that they could be opened in any way. I could see my reflection, though, clear as day. The only disruption on the pods’ flawless outer layer was the slot in which the glowing blue cable went.

      I looked around again and counted.

      There were about three hundred pods in this chamber, but the cables went out to adjacent grottos. Chances were, I’d find more of these capsules if I kept following the cables.

      The one thing I knew for sure was that these pods were not of natural origin.

      They’d been put down here by someone. Those cables served a purpose.

      Most importantly, they all looked clean and carefully crafted—certainly not the work of wild animals.

      Was there someone still here?

      Or were these pods just remnants of a civilization long gone?

      My heart skipped a beat as I examined both possibilities. Each scenario piqued my interest in a different manner, but my conclusion was the same either way: I had to show this place to the others. They had to see this.
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      “I’m surprised we didn’t find this place before,” I murmured, following Derek into the cave system he’d come across an hour earlier.

      Lucas, Xavier, and the others were right behind us. Derek guided us through the tunnel, going deeper underground until we all saw the cables emerging from, then lining the black stone walls. They were strange, indeed, thick and glowing blue.

      “It’s well hidden,” Derek replied. “I found it by accident. The woods are thick in these parts.”

      “It’s cold down here,” Xavier muttered.

      “It gets even cooler in the chambers,” Derek said.

      He led us to the main chamber first, where we all counted and confirmed three hundred pods. I had to stop and take a deep breath, just to take it all in. The sphere-shaped grotto was simply out of this world—dark, mysterious, and perfectly round.

      The glowing cables ran through all the pods, then connected into what looked like a mainframe computer of sorts on the other side of the room. It wasn’t immediately visible, though.

      “I only saw it after I got to that side,” Derek explained, walking over to it.

      I stayed close to him, while the rest of our group spread out to get a better look at the metallic pods. The computer was about my height, mounted into the wall, and was about seven feet wide. It was made of a strange steel alloy with black glass screens, but no buttons whatsoever. There were several small, rectangular slots at the base, but nothing to indicate its function, or how to even turn it on.

      “One thing is for sure: this thing here has something to do with the pods,” I concluded, pointing at the glowing cables. “Have you figured out how to turn this thing on, by any chance?”

      Derek shook his head, checking the mainframe’s edges. He was double-checking the entire system. “I looked at it before, but I can’t, for the life of me, understand how it works. I am, however, willing to bet there’s a circuit board and hardware system behind it. It’s got an operating unit. This may not be our planet, but science and technology follow the universal values of mathematics. This whole system was most likely built on that basis.”

      I touched the black screens, but nothing happened. Upon a closer look, I noticed the small symbols engraved on the edges. “Derek, did you see these?” I asked.

      Derek came closer and narrowed his eyes at the symbols. “No,” he said thoughtfully. “But it’s definitely a language.”

      “These pods are weird,” Lucas said. He’d stopped in the middle of the chamber, staring at one of the capsules. “I see the cable going in, but that’s it. How do you open them?”

      “I don’t know,” Derek replied. “I’m wary of opening them, though. What if we compromise their contents?”

      “Well, what do you think is in them?” Vivienne asked, standing farther to the left, in front of another pod. “They’re big enough to hold the likes of us…”

      “Or maybe whoever inhabited Strava before,” Xavier offered.

      The pods varied slightly in size, from six to ten feet in length, and up to six feet in width. Their shape was identical, and they were all crafted from the same reflective metal alloy. I left the presumed mainframe behind and stopped in front of the nearest pod.

      I moved around it, checking every angle, while the others discussed possible uses and origins.

      “Maybe they’re meant to preserve creatures,” Ibrahim said, scratching his stubbled chin. Corrine lowered herself to her knees to have a look underneath one of the capsules. “That might explain the cables. They could be feeding oxygen into the pods.”

      “And this could be their command system,” Derek replied, nodding at the mainframe. “There are a few more chambers like this, but just with pods. The cables all lead to this panel.”

      “How many in total?” Lucas asked.

      “Five hundred and five,” Derek said. “This is definitely the main room.”

      “How old could these things be?” Claudia wondered, frowning at one of the cables where it went inside a pod.

      Derek sighed. “They look relatively new. The cave’s ecosystem is definitely helping with their preservation. There’s no dust, and the surfaces look clean, with barely a scratch on them. Off the top of my head, and judging by the moss growth around each pod… I’d say maybe a hundred years?”

      A sudden click drew our attention to Corrine, who was still looking under the pod. It startled Ibrahim, who instantly pointed at the top of the capsule, his eyes wide with shock.

      “Corrine, something’s showing here!” he croaked.

      Corrine shot to her feet. We all hurriedly converged on their location.

      “What did you do?” Derek asked her.

      She shrugged. “I found a tiny little button underneath, barely noticeable. I pressed it,” she said, then nodded at the small black screen that had become visible on the top side of the pod. It had been incorporated into and concealed by the metallic surface. “Then, I guess, that happened.”

      We all gathered around it. Derek touched the screen several times, but nothing happened. He grunted, somewhat dissatisfied by the lack of answers and increasing number of questions we had at that point.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” he muttered.

      “They’re completely sealed. No crevice or nook… Nothing. There’s probably some access code or key,” Lucas replied, crossing his arms. “This is, as you said yourself, an intelligent computer system. I’m guessing that whatever is inside these pods is heavily protected, probably to stop unknowing passersby such as ourselves from pressing the wrong button and compromising everything.”

      “Or everyone,” Corrine said. “These are definitely big enough for people.”

      “Yeah, but what kind of people?” Cameron asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Derek sighed. “We don’t have any tools or information to study this place further, that’s for sure,” he said. “I suggest we all go back to the resort and either reach out to the kids or just prep an interplanetary spell and go fetch what we need before we come back here.”

      Corrine nodded slowly. “Some civilizations employ a variety of technologies to preserve their people,” she said. “The purposes vary, from rescuing an entire species to waiting out some natural or biological disaster under safe and contained conditions. Either way, we shouldn’t—”

      Something popped, followed by a low hiss that echoed through the entire chamber.

      Only then did I notice Claudia just two pods over to the left, as she shot to her feet with the guiltiest expression I’d ever seen. My blood ran cold when I saw the loose end of a cable in her hands.

      “Oh, crap, Claudia, what did you do?” Yuri stared at her.

      “I swear, I had no idea it would come off so easily,” she managed, pale as a sheet of paper.

      The hissing continued—akin to the sound of a cabin losing pressure or air.

      “You pulled that out of a pod?” Derek replied, absolutely stunned.

      “I just tugged at it,” Claudia replied, shrugging. “I didn’t know or even think it would pop right out the way it did… Sorry.”

      Yuri pinched the bridge of his nose, while Claudia and Ibrahim moved around the maybe-damaged pod, trying to figure out if there was anything they could do. In hindsight, I should’ve seen this coming. Claudia always did have a knack for getting herself into unnecessary trouble.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Corrine said, unable to hide her concern. The hissing stopped. “The screen isn’t lighting up. There’s no beeping or alarm blaring or whatever. Maybe there’s nothing inside the pod, or maybe removing the cable didn’t affect it. I don’t know.”

      “I’m really sorry, guys,” Claudia murmured, pouting.

      “You didn’t mean it. It’s okay,” I replied. “Or, at least, I hope it’s okay,” I added, looking at Corrine and Ibrahim. Both replied with baffled shrugs.

      Derek cleared his throat. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do now,” he replied. “We’re going back to the resort. We’re going to have dinner, plan our departure for the morning and talk about returning with some tools and resources. I’m dying to know what’s inside these things, but I don’t want to risk compromising them in any way. Does that make sense to everyone?”

      We all nodded in agreement.

      “We should bring Lumi with us when we come back. Her swamp witch magic might be needed,” Corrine suggested. “It’s endemic to the In-Between; it might help. This is definitely not just technology at work here. There’s some magic involved. We don’t know what’s powering the system. There aren’t any solar panels or anything remotely similar in this entire area. It could be crystal-powered, and therefore magic. Or something else. That’s all I can say at this point.”

      “We should bring a sentry back with us, too,” I said. “Someone who can look inside the pods and see past that mainframe panel. Phoenix and Jovi will definitely have some useful equipment for this. I’m thinking ultrasound scanners, soil-sampling tools, and so on.”

      “I recommend bringing a Daughter along, too,” Ibrahim chimed in. “Corrine and I can definitely do our best in making sure the contents of the pods aren’t compromised once we get them open, but our craft might not be enough. We need a controlled environment.”

      “I agree,” Derek replied. “We shouldn’t do this alone.”

      “So, let’s not touch anything anymore, okay?” Lucas shot back, scowling at Claudia, whose cheeks turned red almost instantly.

      “I got it!” She groaned, rolling her eyes. “I told you, I had no idea the cable would come off so easily.”

      “Well, think about it this way,” Cameron replied, bitterly amused. “Best-case scenario, there’s nothing in these things, or you just ruined a century’s worth of fruit preserve. Worst-case scenario, you killed one of the surviving members of some nearly extinct species. No biggie.”

      “Gee, thanks. That’s reassuring.” Claudia scoffed.

      I stifled a chuckle, then pointed toward the exit. “Let’s get out of here, then, and get ready for the morning,” I said.

      Derek took the lead again, and we followed.

      On our way back to the resort, we went over all possible scenarios, some more ludicrous than others. The conclusion was always pretty much the same: there was probably something inside those pods that had been deemed worthy of preservation or protection. They were all connected to a computer and powered by something.

      They’d been hidden inside that cave system for their safety. Someone must’ve assumed at some point that others would come to Strava, either on purpose or accidentally. The pods were secluded and out of sight, meaning that their maker didn’t want them to be found.

      That was pretty much all we had to go on, but it was enough to pique our interest.

      Our Stravian vacation had just gotten a whole lot more interesting.
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      Where training was concerned, Varga was my go-to guy. However, he’d just been told he was going to be assigned to Neraka for a few months and had begun special training of his own with some of the daemons that had been transferred to The Shade.

      In his absence, I stuck with Harper and Avril. We’d practically grown up together, even in my Nevertide days, and they knew my strengths and all my weaknesses. Harper, in particular, was adept at pointing out my openings and helping me work on them for better combat performance.

      We met regularly at our GASP base on Mount Zur. I’d just been temporarily stationed on Calliope, and I was looking forward to my first missions. I’d carried out several team operations in the human world, but they mostly involved capturing and rehabilitating rogue werewolves and lost vampires. Nothing too heavy, in my opinion.

      Eritopia and Neraka were where the real action happened. Both worlds had survived devastating wars and required local GASP interventions to help maintain peace. While the major rebel factions had been either neutralized or brought into the fold, there were still rogue entities out there doing damage to small farming communities—most of them on Purgaris and Calliope. There were even rumors of Sluaghs surviving and hiding out somewhere on Persea. I was especially interested in wiping them out, after their unforgivable treachery.

      Another reason I preferred training and spending time with Avril and Harper was that, like Kailani, they knew my history well. They understood what I’d gone through during my college years. They’d even related to my early desire to integrate in the human world, prior to the Connor debacle.

      “Have you heard about Connor’s recent… troubles?” Avril asked.

      We were in one of the training halls, sharpening our swords with diamond stones. We were doing live weapons exercises today, which were highly dangerous but necessary. Nothing taught a GASP fighter more about combat wounds than the cut of a real sword. Had we been human, our superiors would’ve made us stick to wooden swords, but this was just one of the perks of being a vampire.

      “You mean his expulsion from college and subsequent attempt to make something happen in Los Angeles?” I replied, then chuckled as I ran the diamond stone along the edge of my steel blade.

      Harper grinned. “Who said there’s no such thing as karma, huh?”

      “To be honest, I thought I’d be more pleased about it, but I don’t really care,” I said.

      “Connor relentlessly courted you for a whole year,” Avril replied. “He made you fall for him, and then he subjected you to that horrible, downright dumbass prank. I would’ve chopped his head off. It’s a miracle Varga didn’t obliterate him.

      “Oho, he did try!” I chuckled.

      “Frankly, I’m glad he’s having trouble. I hope there’s more ahead for him,” Avril said.

      I exhaled. “I agree. But I don’t know, I guess I just… I guess I got over it.”

      “I remember how you used to swoon over him,” Harper said. “Your eyes lit up whenever his name came up. The dashing human prodigy boy of the Vale.”

      “Yup. But then he orchestrated my hazing during the Mount Rushmore trip, which nearly got me killed, since they snatched me from my room and tied me to a pillar till sunrise,” I replied. “I could feel my skin warm up right before dawn. Sure, Sarah Willoughby and her jerk clique were close by, ready to cover me and get me out, since they only wanted to scare me, but still… I didn’t even know it was Connor who’d organized it all, until I caught him making out with Sarah later, and she let the whole thing slip. So, like I said, I don’t care what happens to him, as long as I don’t ever see him again.”

      “He’s lucky he’s still breathing,” Avril said. “To this day I remember how he wept and groveled before Varga, begging for his life.”

      “Well, I told Varga not to get involved at the time, but, hey, we both inherited our stubbornness from dad, so… You know, not easy to unhook my brother off his prey once he goes into kill-mode,” I replied.

      “Someone had to get involved from our side!” Harper replied. “The humans in the Vale didn’t even know that Connor had been the one behind your hazing. I mean, it’s one thing to do this kind of stuff when you’re ten and stupid, and something else entirely when you’re a human adult living in The Shade. We have rules, and we protect them fiercely. Like Avril said, Connor’s lucky to still be alive. Heck, he’s lucky you didn’t press charges.”

      “I didn’t get hurt. And, frankly, after it was all over, I just wanted him out of my life.”

      I shrugged, then put the diamond stone away and wiped my blade with a silk cloth. I checked it carefully and concluded it was ready for a sparring session.

      “It feels like such a long time ago,” I breathed.

      “I think it’s been three years now. It ruined college for you. I get that you grew up in Nevertide before turning vamp, but still… It spoiled the whole experience for you. It put you off your plans of living in the human world,” Harper replied. “You loved the idea of living in New Orleans, remember? Doesn’t it bug you that Connor’s crap made you choose a different path? I’d be pissed!”

      “I was angry for a while,” I said.

      “And quiet. And closed off. We barely got you out of your room when you came back to the treehouses,” Avril said. “Lenny, what Connor did changed you forever.”

      “True. And I like who I am now. I like what I’m doing,” I replied. “Not that I believe in the whole ‘everything happens for a reason’ crap, but I certainly think I’m on a better path now. GASP is where I belong.”

      Harper walked over to one of the large, floor-to-ceiling windows that gave us a stunning view of Luceria and the night sky. She then turned around to face me, grinning like the Cheshire cat.

      “I’ll bet. Is that why you asked to be transferred to Calliope? Because you like GASP? Or because you’re into Dmitri?” she asked.

      My face was on fire. I’d completely forgotten about that little white lie I’d told, just so Nevis wouldn’t have the satisfaction of rejecting me—in the context of a potential coupling I hadn’t even asked to be a part of. That was the trouble with large Shade gatherings: it was the perfect opportunity for some to pair people off and encourage relationships and lovey-dovey feelings. It just wasn’t my thing, and it put me in awkward circumstances.

      I groaned, then rolled my eyes and let out a long, tortured sigh.

      “I lied, okay?” I replied. “I didn’t like how you guys were basically throwing me into Nevis’s arms. I didn’t like how he acted all mature and superior. I didn’t like how he made it sound like I was unfit for his greatness—which, by the way, epic load of crap. So, I lied. I have no interest in Dmitri whatsoever.”

      Avril and Harper looked at each other for a moment. Avril then burst into laughter, while Harper pursed her lips, looking somewhat disappointed. I was confused.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I told Harper you made the Dmitri stuff up just to save face, and she didn’t believe me,” Avril replied, giggling.

      “You knew?” I shot back.

      “Yeah, it didn’t take a scientist, since you and Dmitri are practically like brother and sister. Besides, wolf-boy knows better than to go after Varga’s sister,” Avril said. “But there was definitely something between you and Nevis, whether you admit it or not.”

      I shot to my feet, clutching my sword in one had. “There’s nothing! Why do you keep bringing it up?”

      “Because it’s there!” Avril replied, then gave me a warm smile. “But don’t worry, I won’t tell Nevis anything about it. He’ll figure it out for himself, soon enough.”

      My heart started racing for no apparent reason. I sheathed my sword, then crossed my arms.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Avril sighed. “Babe, I’ve seen this before,” she explained. “I’ve seen it with Patrik and Scarlett. I’ve seen it with Harper and Caspian—”

      “Hear, hear,” Harper murmured, looking hilariously guilty.

      “Not to mention Heron and me!” Avril continued. “It’s not something you’re instantly aware of. It’s not even something you notice straightaway. Chances are you won’t realize it’s there until it’s too late and he’s literally the only thing on your mind, at all times. That’s how love works. It sneaks up on you and sabotages everything.”

      I didn’t like that idea. If I were honest with myself, I would agree that Nevis was, by far, the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. My body definitely reacted to his presence. But his holier than thou blue-blooded attitude really got on my nerves. On top of that, my heart was still healing from the damage that Connor had done. I couldn’t bring myself to trust anyone with my love. I knew it would all heal at some point, but it wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

      “But I do understand why you went on the defensive,” Avril continued. “I know what heartbreak feels like, though, to be honest, I didn’t have it as bad as you, Lenny. Nevertheless, rest assured, I’m not going to poke you about Nevis again. I promise.”

      “You’re still healing, I guess,” Harper added, giving me a sympathetic smile. “Just don’t close yourself off from the possibility of loving someone again. First love is a double-edged blade. Sometimes, it’s great, but then, at other times, you get the short end of the stick. You’re past that, and you’ve got a potential eternity ahead of you. And, to be honest, there’s more to Nevis than meets the eye.”

      I scoffed. “Are you still trying to hook us up?”

      Avril laughed, then shook her head. “No, no. She’s telling the truth, though,” she replied. “Don’t let Nevis’s obnoxiousness fool you. That’s just an outer layer he wears with everyone. He’s become one of my closest friends in the span of… wow, six months.”

      “I’m not interested, but thanks,” I muttered.

      The temperature dropped all of a sudden. It didn’t feel natural. Avril grinned.

      “He’s here,” she said.

      “What? Who?” I asked, confused.

      I looked around, then froze at the sight of Nevis, freaking prince of Dhaxanians, standing in the doorway. He wore a simple but elegant white tunic, with diamond and silver embroidery covering his chest and shoulders. His long white hair was braided once again, and diamond laurels rested above his slightly pointed ears. There was a certain elegance to his posture that was impossible to describe or reproduce.

      No one demanded attention and admiration like Nevis did. No wonder all The Shade girls were swooning over him, even though he rejected them all on the grounds of their “natural insufficiency,” as he called it. I, too, had been deemed as such, and the worst part wasn’t that I’d taken offense, but that it had made me wonder what I could possibly do to change his mind. Of course, no one knew I’d thought about him this way.

      “Nevis! What brings you here?” Harper greeted him first.

      Nevis came into the training hall, walking with his hands behind his back. Chills ran down my spine as our eyes met for a brief moment.

      “I’m on my way back to Neraka,” he replied. “I wanted to come say goodbye,” he added, looking at Harper and Avril and deliberately ignoring me.

      That just ticked me off. Was he being a jerk on purpose, or was that just his nature? I couldn’t really ask Avril about it, though, since I’d just stated that I wasn’t interested in him. I’d lied. Again.

      Just then, he turned to look at me. I felt like a deer in the headlights of a monster truck.

      “How have you been, Miss Goode?” he asked me, his tone flat. “Still pining over the wolf-boy?”

      “I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” I retorted.

      “You’re the one who mentioned him in the first place,” Nevis replied. “I take it you’ve yet to gather the courage to tell him how you feel?”

      “I take it you’ve yet to figure out that my personal life doesn’t concern you past the point of what I choose to disclose about myself?” I shot back.

      Avril stifled a chuckle. Nevis kept his icy blue gaze fixed on me. It was nearly impossible to read his aura. There were so many colors flaring at once. How could someone be so conflicted on the inside?

      “When are you coming back?” Avril asked, changing the subject and prompting Nevis to shift his focus back to her.

      “As soon as Derek returns, I imagine I will be summoned back to discuss my involvement in a foreign mission,” he replied. “I’ve already applied to be considered, going forward.”

      “Wow, you really don’t like your home planet, huh?” I scoffed.

      The scowl he gave me made my blood freeze. “I would like to see what else is out there. With a lifespan as long as mine, it would be foolish if I didn’t want to get out, once in a while. You should try it, Miss Goode. It might teach you a thing or two about manners.”

      I took a deep breath, then nodded at Harper and Avril.

      “I’ll see you gals later,” I said. “I’ve got something I need to take care of.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I turned around and walked toward the exit.

      “See you later,” I heard Harper mutter behind me.

      “You’re such a jerk,” Avril whispered to Nevis, making me smirk as I left the training hall.

      My legs were shaking. My knees were gooey.

      My ribcage was too small for the acrobatics that my heart was doing.

      Nevis definitely had an effect on me. But my fear was impossible to ignore, as it choked everything down to the bottom of my being. I was attracted to the Dhaxanian prince. There was no point in denying it. But the dread of having my heart broken again was too powerful. It held me back, and, in a way, I was thankful for it.

      It stopped me from jumping in head first, especially with a guy who had no remorse about talking down to me the way he did. Nevis was dangerous to me, in more than one way. And I sure as hell had no intention of getting involved with a “bad boy” of his caliber. That attitude of his might’ve worked on the other ladies, but I wasn’t going to let it alter my behavior in any way.

      If anything, I just needed to get him out of my head altogether and forget he existed.

      He was going back to Neraka, anyway. He was scheduled to return, but…

      When is he coming back?

      I mentally slapped myself as I stalked down the corridor and headed for the locker room. I had no idea what I was doing or why I was going to the locker room, but it was better than standing idly in the hallway and thinking about Nevis.
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      My apprenticeship with Lumi was far more daunting than I’d imagined. I finally understood why she and her coven kept the whole thing secret in the first place. Some of the steps required would’ve scared others off, but once I’d made my vow to follow in her footsteps, I couldn’t back out. There was no torture or anything particularly gruesome involved, but it wasn’t for the faint of heart, either.

      The first five out of ten stages to becoming a full-fledged swamp witch had required physical exertion and mental strength, achieved through a combination of spell-casting and meditation. The sixth stage, however, was something else entirely.

      “Are you ready?” Lumi had asked me two days ago, prior to submerging me inside a black capsule filled with a special kind of water.

      I’d nodded and listened carefully to her instructions.

      “No sound. No image. No physical weight,” she’d said. “Just you, weightless inside the void. Clear your mind of absolutely everything. Think about whatever you want until you have nothing left to think about. Only then, when your consciousness is devoid of any focus, will you be able to get in touch with the Word. Only then will the power touch you. Only then will you truly take your first step toward becoming a swamp witch.”

      I’d gotten inside the pod, taking deep breaths as Lumi put the lid back on and locked me in there. I had the option of getting out, but that meant abandoning my apprenticeship completely.

      “You’re either in it all the way, or you’re out,” Lumi had declared. “There are no half measures in the life of a swamp witch.”

      Blackness swallowed me, as the capsule’s walls blocked all the light and sound. The liquid inside it kept me weightless. I breathed air, with the help of a discrete ventilation system incorporated into the pod. The water was warm, infused with a variety of herbs, flowers, and minerals meant to relax me and enhance my senses. There was no noise coming in. This kind of sensory deprivation was, at first, a tad scary, making me feel like I’d lost my physical form altogether.

      But once I got comfortable, floating in what felt like an abyss, I relaxed.

      My muscles loosened up. The tension left my spine and shoulders. And a flurry of thoughts swirled through my head. I lost track of time, as I processed every idea, every memory, and every single thought that came to me—from my early days in school, to my dreams of being in the human world and doing some righteous stuff with Lenny in New Orleans, to my recent desire to become a swamp witch and the opposition I’d encountered from Corrine.

      I heard, saw, and felt nothing as I thought about everything, about why I was doing this and what my endgame was. The aim was to clear my head completely and reach a meditative state that would establish a primordial contact with the Word—the energy that could manipulate matter through spoken commands.

      With the right combination of chants and ingredients, pretty much anyone could perform the majority of spells from the swamp witches’ triple tome. But a real swamp witch could do a lot more with much less, provided her soul was able to connect directly to the Word. That was my purpose inside the pod.

      My mind wandered to the Hermessi, the elemental entities that fueled life on all planets and that gave fae their ability to manipulate water, fire, earth, and air. Harper was the first to hear about the legends—among us Shadians, anyway. After she came back from Neraka, Sherus and Nuriya confirmed that the fae, too, had long-lost legends about such powerful entities that fueled them, though they had no name for them.

      Harper was also the first to see a Hermessi. It had taken the form of an Ekar bird, and it was a fire spirit. Their kind thrived on people’s belief in them. The more of us who knew and were certain that they existed, the stronger they became and the more power they could push into their conduits, of which only the fae were known.

      The existence of such entities fascinated me. I’d spoken to Lenny about them, too, and I wholeheartedly believed in them, wishing that, one day, I’d make contact with one, just like Harper. They were clearly capable of incredible feats, and I longed to understand the true extent of their power.

      Both Lenny and I had made plans to one day try to reach out to a Hermessi, though we weren’t sure how that could be done. One of the first things on our list had been to get copies of Nerakian lore and read up on everything they’d written about the Hermessi. Information was key, and the Imen had managed to salvage most of their pre-Shaytan texts.

      But that felt like a distant dream now, after two days spent in the pod. I didn’t sleep—I didn’t feel the need. My body and mind were continuously fully rested, and that was one of the upsides of sensory deprivation. It relaxed the hell out of me.

      Not long after my musings about the Hermessi, my heart started pounding. Hunter slipped into my consciousness, and I found myself wondering how I truly felt about him. I’d put great effort into pushing the notion of us away. It had taken some time, and I’d thought I’d gotten over him, until the party and the succubus incident.

      Seeing him with her put me in a bad mood that didn’t go away for days.

      We were best friends, and Hunter had not once hinted at us getting together. As far as I knew, he had no interest in me whatsoever. That had been the defining force behind my decision to get over him during my teenage years. It wasn’t going anywhere, and I was only going to get my heart broken if I pursued this.

      But now, things were different.

      I’d grown up, basically. And, upon seeing him with someone else, I experienced emotions I’d thought long gone. Worst of all, we’d both been reassigned to Calliope, part of the same crew as Lenny, and we had rooms next to each other in Luceria. I heard the giggles of his late-night visitors. The sounds clawed at my stomach.

      The control I’d thought I had over all this was gone. Poof! Like a cloud of dust obliterated by the wind, my resolve had scattered away, and I was left feeling awkwardly nervous around Hunter, unable to look him in the eyes. The giggles coming from his room, those thin walls be damned, genuinely irked me.

      My pulse started racing, as I realized I was having trouble getting past this thought. I’d resolved everything else in my mind, including my future conversations with Corrine and Mona regarding my path as a swamp witch. But Hunter… Hunter stayed. My breathing grew heavy as I battled a sudden and unexpected bout of claustrophobia.

      I exhaled. I closed my eyes. It was pitch black either way, but I felt as though I had more of a grip over my state if I kept them shut.

      “Forget about him,” I murmured. “He’s not into you. Forget about him. Get over it.”

      Hours later, it was just as bad, if not worse. I was seconds away from seriously wanting to get out of there. A panic attack was lurking just around the corner. I could feel it creeping up on me.

      I reached out and pushed the pod’s lid, wondering if I could sneak a quick breath of fresh air and some light, without anyone seeing me. Maybe I could cheat for a couple of seconds, enough to get me away from Hunter, who was practically stuck with me inside the pod, albeit not physically. But the lid didn’t budge.

      Then all hell broke loose as my pulse lost control and my throat closed up.

      My brain screamed at me, begging me to get out of there.

      I pushed the lid again, but the end result was the same. I was stuck there.

      I could hear my heartbeat echoing in my ears.

      The water rippled around me. My face was above the surface.

      Something pulled me under.

      All of a sudden, I was being dragged through what felt like a never-ending ocean. I struggled to get back up, but nothing worked. Another minute, tops, and I’d drown. Panic hit me hard, knocking the air out of my lungs. Whatever force was keeping me under, it had no regard for what I was experiencing.

      I fought hard to free myself, but I wound up taking in water.

      The meat trembled on my bones, as the thought of drowning inside the damn pod crippled me. I couldn’t do anything. I tried to scream, but I only felt the air bubbles leaving my mouth. I was making it worse.

      Then, I stilled.

      I wasn’t drowning. I was breathing the water, somehow!

      My eyes popped open. Darkness and nothing else. I inhaled and felt the water fill my lungs. I exhaled, then started over, making sure I had this right. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t normal—not that anything in my life was ever even close to that threshold.

      My entire body hummed, as I relished the sensation of breathing water.

      My mind was… vacant, at last.

      Everything warped around me, as if I were being sucked into a void, like water through the shower drain. I swirled and got myself twisted around, surrounded by constant blackness. I let go of everything, wondering where it was taking me. I was convinced, at that point, that I wasn’t in the pod anymore, but I hadn’t left it, either.

      A faint light flickered to my right. I turned my head just in time to see a spark buzz past me. Seconds later, another one caught my eye, somewhere to my left. I turned around, over and over, trying to catch the lights.

      They looked like liquid fire, looping and twisting around, forming words across the emptiness—words I couldn’t understand.

      Soon after I noticed the first light, I caught the rhythm. The strange words were appearing in a certain order, at specific times. Like a heartbeat. Badum. Badum. Some were short. Others were long. But they lit up in the same succession—it was a sequence. A message, maybe?

      I floated around for what seemed like forever. I didn’t understand any of the words, but they resonated deep inside me. I couldn’t explain how or why, but, somewhere in the back of my head, I began to register and comprehend what was happening.

      Thousands of words written in liquid light fluttered around me, in different lengths and sizes, but always following the same rhythm in a precise succession.

      It hit me then.

      This was the Word.

      I’d made contact with the Word.

      A swamp witch’s most precious asset, written nowhere in the material world. The power that could change thoughts and matter itself. It was glowing around me, trying to speak to me.
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      Two weeks had passed since my parents had gone to Strava for their vacation. They hadn’t been in touch for the last two days of the trip, but I’d seen the black dots moving around the resort via the telescope feed. I’d assumed everything was okay. Otherwise, they would’ve reached out via Bowie. I’d checked the signal. It was nice and clear.

      But when midnight passed and there was no sign of my parents, I began to worry a little. Maybe I was overreacting, but I knew Mom would say something before boarding the interplanetary spell back to Calliope, at least.

      I made my way back to the Great Dome and checked the live telescope feed again. From what I could see, they were still on Strava. I couldn’t zoom in any closer, but the black dots were moving around the beach outside their resort. It all seemed peaceful. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, then found myself smiling. Perhaps they were really enjoying their stay. Maybe they were even considering extending the vacation—I knew I didn’t mind. They deserved as much time off as they needed. But Dad was a devout workaholic. So I got curious.

      I opened up a communication channel with Bowie. The tech was pretty simple, similar to a walkie-talkie system, requiring the user to hold down a button to speak, then to release it and wait for a response.

      “Mom, can you hear me?” I called out through the comm’s channel.

      Nothing came back. I pressed the button again, holding it down.

      “Mom, Dad? Guys? You there?” I asked.

      Still quiet all around. But the black dots were moving—now headed toward the resort. Maybe they’d left Bowie inside.

      “What are you doing, Sis?” Ben’s voice cut through the hall, startling me.

      I gasped, then shook my head slowly. “Dammit, you scared me.”

      “Sorry,” he replied, giving me an apologetic smile. “What’s going on?”

      I looked at Ben, then at the screen, then back at Ben, and sighed. “Nothing. Just watching the feed. They’re still on Strava, from what I can see,” I said.

      “Good! It means they’re really enjoying it, if they’re not back yet!” Ben replied, then came to stand next to me in front of the screen. “Were you trying to talk to them via Bowie?”

      I nodded. “Mm-hmm, but they’re not answering.”

      He narrowed his eyes at the screen, following the dots around. “Eh. They probably left it in the room or something. I’ll bet they’re gossiping like crazy up there,” he said, grinning.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I murmured, prompting Ben to shift his focus back to me and analyze my expression carefully. I felt like an ant under a looking glass.

      “Something’s off with you,” he said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I guess,” I replied flatly, then exhaled and decided to be truthful. My twin could see right through me, anyway. “Well, I haven’t spoken to them in two days, and they were supposed to be back by midnight. And they didn’t answer via Bowie, either. I… I confess, I’m a little uneasy.”

      Ben thought about it for a moment, then checked the screen again.

      “They look okay from here,” he said. “Give them another day or two. Mom will get in touch before they head back, anyway. You know her.”

      I sighed, then crossed my arms. “Yeah, she’s the most responsible out of the whole crew.”

      “What, more than Dad?” He chuckled.

      “I don’t know, maybe? I mean, once you unplug Dad, you know what a carefree doofus he can be,” I replied, laughing lightly.

      Ben smiled. “Maybe they’re really feeling this vacation, Sis. Let’s not hover over them. Give them until tomorrow or something. I’m guessing Mom will see the voice message alerts on Bowie when she gets back to it, anyway.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. They’ll be blinking on the screen.”

      “There you go. Problem solved,” he said, then took a deep breath and turned serious all of a sudden. Something was off about him, too; I could feel it. “You know, I’m seriously considering a getaway on Strava soon. Just River and me, you know? Away from it all…”

      My stomach churned. I didn’t like the sound of his voice. There was a raw emotion I hadn’t heard in a long time, and it troubled me.

      “Ben, what’s wrong? Are you and River having problems, or something?” I asked.

      He gave me a sad smile. “There’s been some tension between us lately,” he said quietly. “I mean, nothing serious, but we could both use the time away, I think. We end up bickering over the smallest, most insignificant of things, and it’s not healthy.”

      I had to admit, I was floored by his confession. He and River had always been one of the strongest couples I’d ever met. To me, their bond was virtually unbreakable.

      “I… I didn’t know,” I croaked. “How… How long has this been going on?”

      He shrugged. “About a year, I think.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Hey, it’s nothing. I mean, we keep this stuff to ourselves, you know. We argue, then we make up, and that’s it. It’s just that it’s been a little too much, lately, and we both agree we need some time away. Somewhere quiet, peaceful.” He nodded at the screen. “Like Strava. We’ll be fine, Sis. Really. If it were something worth addressing with you or anyone else in the family, I would’ve said something, trust me.”

      “No, I get it, I guess,” I replied, then squeezed his shoulder. “We’ve been under some pressure filling in for the oldies in GASP, anyway. I bet we’ll all need a break by the time they’re back,” I added, chuckling.

      “Caleb’s feeling the weight of it all, isn’t he?” Ben shot back with a smirk.

      “Pretty much. We’re all feeling it, I think. You don’t realize Mom and Dad’s responsibilities until they’re away. Sure, we’ve got it easy, with no ongoing conflicts, but still, it’s a lot to take in on a daily basis,” I said.

      “Oh, yeah. The daily reports alone are basically half of my day.” Ben laughed.

      “We’ll definitely need a trip to Strava ourselves,” I replied. “You and River, too. I think Hazel and Tejus, Grace and Lawrence, and even Victoria and Bastien will be hightailing it out of here as soon as the parents come back.”

      Ben smiled, then nodded and put his arm around my shoulders. This was the side of him that I loved the most. Even when he had troubles of his own, no matter how big or small, he always looked after me. He always worried more about me than himself. River was still one of the luckiest ladies in all the universes, as far as I was concerned.

      “You know, I love River. More than anything. More than before,” he said slowly. “As the years go by, we’re only getting closer to one another. And she has yet to get bored with me, which I hope speaks to my character,” he added with a grin, then sighed. “After everything we’ve been through, I’m confident that our marriage can overcome pretty much anything. We just need a break.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “This is just a tiny hurdle. It’s bound to happen. I’m sure Caleb and I will have our own little issues soon enough. We’ve had some in the past but, like you said, nothing serious. Nothing we couldn’t just talk about and fix together.”

      “Yeah, I guess this is what comes after the ‘happily ever after’ part, huh?”

      “Nobody is designed for permanent happiness, I think,” I said. “Not even us, the immortals. Actually, especially us. Humans have short lifespans, and still, they get mad, they fight, they break up, then they go their separate ways or get back together. We’ve got endless lifetimes ahead. I’m sure we’ve got our own share of hurdles, both big and small, just around the corner.”

      “True. But we’ve got each other, too. Some of us have even died once.” He chuckled. “We’ll be okay, Rose. Whatever’s ahead, we’ll be okay.”

      I knew he was right. Deep down, I knew that was our undeniable truth. We were all going to have our ups and downs. At times, it was going to be harder. But, like Ben said, we were all together. A family like ours was truly unique. Ever growing, always moving onward and upward, constantly seeking to improve ourselves and the lives of those we loved.

      We’d made it farther than most already, and through some incredibly difficult circumstances. As I stared at the telescope feed of Strava and the black dots of our parents, uncles, and friends, a tiny knot formed in my stomach. It wasn’t enough to just say that we were going to be okay.

      I intended to make sure of it. No matter what.
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      I’d initially wanted to continue living on Neraka. I loved that planet… But mom and dad were haunted by nightmares, strained by post-traumatic stress, so I suggested we move to Calliope for a while, hoping the change would help. It did, and, although I missed Neraka, I was quickly becoming attached to Calliope, too, and its people.

      I did organize the occasional trip to Neraka, to catch up with my Imen tribe, but I spent a lot of my spare time with my parents. Now that we were together again, every moment we had together was priceless. However, my duty to GASP soon began to come first. The best part? I got to travel some more.

      This was my first time venturing to the Tritones’ lagoon, and I wasn’t all that comfortable with seeing Zeriel again. To be honest, it wasn’t that I didn’t like seeing him. I did, maybe more than I should have. But his presence made me so nervous!

      Field had assigned me to this mission, to assist the Tritones in strengthening their territory. My ability to manipulate water and earth was key in his decision to appoint me for this. I’d been working on my earthly powers over the past few months, and it had gotten to the point where I could modify relatively large swaths of terrain with barely a sweat. I was getting stronger, and GASP was noticing.

      The Tritones had a beautiful territory—a vast azure lagoon, surrounded by a wide beach, with the eastern side guarded by a tall stone peak. According to the Tritones, that towering rock wasn’t enough to protect them from an invasion. Draven had tried to convince them that Calliope was finally at peace, but the creatures insisted on enlisting the help of a fae to “redesign” their eastern border. “Just so we’re at peace,” they’d said.

      As soon as I arrived, I was welcomed by four young Tritones, led by Zeriel. As expected, my heart was already racing, and, as soon as he smiled at me, it nearly stopped. It took plenty of self-control for me to keep my cool, but I did it.

      “Your Grace,” I said, my tone flat as I offered a curt bow. I’d been taught to be respectful of royalty, regardless of their species. Apparently, the Eritopians took great pride in their titles. “I’m here on behalf of GASP.”

      Zeriel grinned, crossing his arms as he stood on the edge of the lagoon, flanked by his young guards. His blue eyes were fixed on me, and I couldn’t help but get somewhat irritated by the glimmer of amusement in them.

      “Out of all the fae on Calliope, they sent you?” Zeriel replied.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, raising an eyebrow and temporarily forgetting how freaking gorgeous he was. My blood was boiling. The one thing I hated most was being underestimated, especially by creatures who had never seen my abilities manifest.

      “Well, you’re quite young,” Zeriel said. “You’re what, eighteen? Barely out of childhood.”

      “Yeah, and?” I shot back, anger coursing through me like a mindless blaze.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in school? What are you doing working for GASP?”

      I scoffed, then looked at his guards. Their expressions were firm. I couldn’t tell if they agreed with him or not. They carried blades on their leather belts. I should’ve been intimidated by their presence, but, frankly, after all the daemons and Maras I’d fought back on Neraka, I knew that I could take all four of them down within seconds.

      Zeriel, on the other hand, exuded a certain danger, despite his seemingly carefree façade. He was tall and athletic—not massive, but his frame was imposing, especially when he towered over me. His broad shoulders and long arms told me that he was pretty good in close combat. Given that their legs instantly fused into fish tails underwater, I was convinced that he’d be quite the handful in an aquatic fight. His self-confidence basically oozed out of him. For a potential hostile, it definitely worked as a deterrent. It had a different effect on me, however, though I wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was so damn confusing…

      He struck me as the kind of guy who needed to be put in his place and proven wrong. So I took a deep breath and summoned my inner strength. I put my right arm out, pointing it at the “guardian peak.” I spread my fingers and ejected my intentions in the form of a powerful pulse that rippled through the air and cut through the stone, from top to bottom. Within seconds, their precious peak had been split in three. The stone curled outward, making it look like a sculpture of sorts.

      The ground rumbled beneath it.

      Zeriel and his guards were stunned, their eyes nearly popping out of their orbits and their mouths gaping as they stared at what I’d done.

      “I’ve been asked to come help you rearrange your lagoon territory, Your Grace,” I hissed. “My education is none of your concern. Now, do you want my help or not?”

      Zeriel stared at me for a while, the corner of his mouth twitching. I was trying so hard to come across as a serious professional, but he made me feel nervous, naked, and small, somehow. I hated the effect he had on me but had no choice but to finish the job and get out of there as fast as I could. My instincts were flaring—though I wasn’t sure why. Was my subconscious warning me to stay away from him?

      “Absolutely,” Zeriel replied, beaming at me. “I’ve clearly underestimated you.”

      “You can say that again,” one of the Tritones muttered behind him, but Zeriel quickly shushed him.

      “I’ll have you spend the night in the ocean,” Zeriel told him, then looked at me. “All right, then. Let’s see what you’ve got!”

      I sighed, my shoulders dropping. “Well, do you have specific plans in mind for your new fortress?”

      He grinned again, but this time, something was different. His gaze darkened, drilling right through me to the point where heat exploded in my throat and spread through my cheeks. He bit his lower lip, then exhaled sharply and motioned at the beach.

      “We need a sturdier border against the continent and a deeper seabed,” he finally said. Something told me it wasn’t what he’d originally intended as a reply, but I brushed the thought away, thankful to stay on topic instead. “Our numbers are growing,” he added. “The western border is an entire ocean, and we’ve got a rich coral reef underneath to protect us from any aquatic predators. But the land border is flimsy. Oh, and we need more space on the beach for the kids, so they can practice their legs-to-tail shifts.”

      I nodded, then took my boots off and walked over to the eastern shore. The water lapped at the wet sand, tickling my feet. I ignored Zeriel and his guards for the next couple of hours, as I summoned the earth and manipulated the terrain to meet the Tritones’ requirements. I could feel him staring at me, but I lacked the courage to even glance at him. Instead, I focused on the terrain.

      Putting my arms out and measuring my breaths, I managed to raise the stone walls higher from the ground. The grassy edges that had once lined this side of the beach were now sixty feet up in the air. It took about an hour to raise it all in an arched border, both ends reaching the western edges. Trees and shrubs in shades of green, red, and purple were sprinkled at the top, but I felt as though they weren’t enough.

      I made my way to the newly risen wall and placed my hands on the cold stone. I inhaled deeply and released my earthly energy into it. I could feel it spreading and headed for the top. Moments later, I took several steps back and watched as thick, bright green moss came down and covered the stone like a natural glaze. The entire wall was covered in it, while its top practically exploded in a plethora of greenery. I exhaled and smiled, pleased with what I’d managed to do. Their western border was definitely more secure, not only with a risen, arched wall, but also with a thick jungle at the top, making it difficult for anyone to get through.

      I spent the second hour half-submerged in the water, my feet deep in the sand. My entire body hummed as I lowered the entire seabed beneath the lagoon by another twenty feet. I stood on the edge, so I wouldn’t go down with it, but I could see the blue water gradually darken.

      My finishing touch came in the form of a strengthened coral reef. I moved to the western edge of the lagoon, just by the opening that connected it to the endless, trembling ocean. I gripped the nearest coral arm underwater from where I knelt and focused on growing the entire natural barrier.

      In the meantime, more Tritones had popped to the surface, watching in awe as their home changed. I heard them gasp when new corals bloomed underwater in bright shades of orange, pink, red, and yellow.

      “You now have a better filter for the ocean, too,” I said to Zeriel at the end, wiping the sweat off my brow. This whole gig had taken its toll on me. It wasn’t only physical energy I was exerting. It kind of drained my brain, too, to the point where I inadvertently lowered my defenses in front of Zeriel, who simply gazed at me—smiling and genuinely impressed.

      His guards were astonished, gazing around as if rediscovering their home and seeing it in a different light. Technically speaking, it was a new home, even though it was in the same place.

      “Consider me impressed,” Zeriel replied with a smirk. “You’re a capable kid, Vesta.”

      My hands balled into fists. A sudden surge of energy burst through me. I raised my hand to point a finger at him and to scold him for calling me a kid, but I accidentally released a gust of air that smacked him away. The ensuing splash made my blood freeze. Whatever anger I’d felt was swiftly replaced by dread, as I’d literally hurled the Tritone king into the lagoon without even touching him.

      His guards stood there, staring at him. One by one, they shifted their focus back to me, their brows furrowed. I slowly put my hands up in a defensive gesture, breaking into a cold sweat.

      “I swear I didn’t mean it,” I mumbled. “It was an accident.”

      I then rushed to the shore, looking for Zeriel. I’d managed to throw him about twenty feet away. Ever since I’d come back to Calliope, my fae powers had grown significantly—as evidenced by my progress. But sometimes these abilities got out of control, though never as bad as what I’d just done to Zeriel. A thousand worst-case scenarios rushed through my head, as I worried about potential repercussions for tossing the Tritone king in the water. I’d only wanted to point a finger at him…

      “Your Grace!” I shouted. “Are you okay?”

      One of the guards scoffed behind me. “He’s fine,” he grumbled. “It’s not like he’s going to drown.”

      The others chuckled, making me glance over my shoulder and realize that they weren’t angry at all. They were, in fact, amused by what had just happened. That just confused me even more, because it made their relationship with their king murky. Did they respect Zeriel? Did they fear him? Or were they standing behind him simply because it was their duty, and not because they held him in high regard?

      “What kind of king are you?” I muttered under my breath as I looked around. I couldn’t see him anywhere. The water came up to my knees. I contemplated going deeper to search for him. I couldn’t rest until I saw Zeriel with my own eyes again, feeling terrible for my slip-up.

      A shadow darted toward me. It came at me fast.

      Instinctively, I raised a hand to stop it with a water barrier, so it wouldn’t hit me.

      I was too late.

      My legs were swept out from under me, and I got dragged deeper into the water. I yelped, but only air bubbles came out as I was pulled toward the center of the lagoon. I kicked and flailed my legs, struggling to free myself. Panic added extra spunk to my hits.

      A pair of blue eyes, accompanied by a playful smile, appeared in front of me.

      I was free, albeit submerged in the blue lagoon. Zeriel floated in front of me, wearing a devilish grin as he looked at me. His legs had turned into a majestic fish tail, about seven feet long and in vibrant shades of orange and white. A translucent fin lined his spine, its edges gently undulating in the water. His sand-blond hair was loose, and I couldn’t help but stare at his bare chest and chiseled abs for a few seconds. The colored organza layers of his belted loincloth covered his waist, creating a soft contrast of reds against his orange-and-white tail.

      He was absolutely stunning.

      And I was gawking like an idiot.

      I moved my arms around and tried to make my way to the surface, but Zeriel swam around me, fast and agile, playfully poking me as I ascended. I waved him away. My fae ability was still flaring, it seemed, as Zeriel tumbled backward several times.

      He didn’t give up, though.

      My head pierced the water’s surface, and I took a deep breath, filling my lungs, then exhaling loudly. Zeriel popped out right in front of me, his face just inches from mine, still wearing that smug, yet playful smile.

      “I was going to say sorry for tossing you out like that, but I changed my mind,” I spat.

      He chuckled softly. “I take it you don’t like being called a kid?”

      “I’m not a kid. I’m eighteen, going on nineteen! I’ve fought against daemons and Exiled Maras for five years! I’ve survived in hostile environments and participated in numerous hunting missions. I even took down pit wolves and Death Claws, all by myself! I’m not a kid,” I shot back.

      Zeriel blinked several times, his smile fading slowly and his gaze darkening to a point where it made my temperature spike. Something had shifted between us—so fast and unexpectedly that I didn’t know what to make of it. All I knew was that my cheeks were flaring.

      “You don’t like being called a kid,” he said, his voice lower than usual. His tone made my entire ribcage vibrate. It sent shivers down my spine.

      I shook my head. “I haven’t been a kid since my parents lost me, and I wound up protecting my adoptive family and village from hordes of bloodthirsty fiends.”

      “I guess there’s more to you than meets the eye,” he replied, a muscle ticking in his jaw.

      “You can say that again,” I muttered.

      “Good. Because there’s nothing I like more than to be surprised,” he shot back, then inched closer. His hot breath brushed over my face.

      I cleared my throat, then flicked my wrists, beckoning the water to gently carry me back to shore. Zeriel didn’t follow this time, but he kept his eyes on me. Something had definitely changed about him, and I wasn’t sure what it was. I only knew that it made my heart skip multiple beats. I didn’t like the way I couldn’t control myself in his presence. It made me feel weak.

      As soon as I got back to the shore, I turned my back on him and walked away in an awkward rush. I gave his guards a brief nod, then darted across the beach and ran up the narrow set of stairs I’d naturally carved into the stone wall. Once I reached the top, I looked over my shoulder.

      The lagoon sprawled toward the ocean like a giant sapphire. It was absolutely breathtaking. Below, Zeriel came out of the water, his tail shifting back to his long, muscular legs, his waist covered by his leather belt and red organza loincloth. He looked up at me and smirked.

      “Thank you for your service, little fae,” he shouted.

      I groaned, wishing I could smack him for still teasing me like that. He clearly hadn’t learned his lesson, but I didn’t want to test his limits, either. That was the downside of dealing with royalty. I didn’t know at which point they’d snap. I just didn’t want to be near them when that happened. The last thing I wanted to hear was, “Off with her head!”

      Summoning every ounce of self-control I had left in me, I replied with a nod and walked away. My indigo horse was waiting about two hundred feet down from where I stood, at the bottom of the newly risen wall. I’d created a trail through the thick jungle, which would close up as soon as I got out of the area—just one of the many little artifices I’d learned I could do lately.

      With my heart pounding and my breath short, I ran down the trail and got back to my horse. I rode out into the east, headed for Luceria, leaving the lagoon and its Tritones behind. It was obvious that Zeriel had a nearly devastating impact on me.

      But what surprised me the most were the spikes in my fae abilities. I wondered if they had anything to do with the Hermessi. Were they stronger on Calliope, maybe? Were they responsible for this surge in my powers, or was I just reaching my natural fae peak as I stepped into adulthood?

      I’d never hurled someone by accident. I’d never started fires in my sleep before, either, yet that had become a weekly occurrence. Fortunately, I always woke up quickly and put them out before they caused any damage, but still. There was obviously something going on with me.

      Maybe my powers were growing because I’d started to believe in the Hermessi…

      Whatever it was, I had a pretty good handle on it, and I didn’t want anyone to think otherwise, so I kept it all to myself. I doubted Zeriel would say anything about the incident. No male would ever admit to having been tossed around like a ragdoll by a “little fae.” The thought gave me comfort. All I had to do, going forward, was to better control these random spurts of energy. If I failed, however, I had no choice but to ask my mom and dad about this.
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      The next day, I was back in the Great Dome, checking the comm’s system for any messages. There was nothing. I zoomed in on the resort on Strava again, but there was nothing. Of course, that could simply mean that they were all sleeping—it was daytime there, too. And yet, there was a part of me that was growing more anxious now.

      I pressed the comm’s button again.

      “Mom, are you there? Did you get my last message?” I called out. There was a slight tremble in my voice. I recognized it as angst. Caleb had spent half the night talking to me, reassuring me that everything was okay, and that my parents were probably too busy having fun to check their messages. “Anybody? Hello!”

      There was no answer. My stomach tightened into a cluster of raw nerves as I started pacing the hall. Maybe they were all okay, but still… I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Mom should have at least replied to my messages.

      A couple of hours later, after numerous back-and-forths with myself over this, I summoned Ben to the Great Dome. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of nothing. After all, these were our parents and the founders of GASP, not our inexperienced kids stranded on a foreign planet. Heck, our group wasn’t even stranded. They were on vacation.

      “Still no answer?” Ben asked as soon as he walked in.

      I shook my head, frowning slightly.

      He stared at the screen for a while. “Well, it’s daytime now. They’re probably sleeping.” He noticed my subtle eyeroll and chuckled softly. “Okay, okay. Tell you what. Let’s wait until sundown, then pay Viola, Jovi, and Phoenix a visit on Calliope. Maybe they’re seeing something more from their telescope there, or maybe they can help, okay? Assuming, of course, that Mom and Dad won’t get back to us by then. You haven’t even given them a full day since your last message.”

      I scoffed, then crossed my arms, pouting. “I’ll bet you think I’m overreacting.”

      “A little, but it’s okay,” he replied, smiling. “Our family does have a history of getting into unexpected trouble, so your concerns are not misplaced. It’s just that Harper and the others checked the planet before they even built the resort. We know it’s safe. Nevertheless, you have every right to be worried, and I promise I will do my best to address that. Sound fair?”

      I thought about it for a second, then nodded.

      A few hours passed, and the sun came down. Ben and I left River and Caleb to hold down the fort in The Shade, in our absence, and slipped through the portal directly into Luceria’s throne room. The place was as beautiful as ever, with ivory-white marble walls and gilded details on a domed ceiling. Draven and Serena were standing by one of the tall windows overlooking the green, seemingly endless fields to the north.

      Serena lit up like the sun when she saw me.

      “Grandma Rose!” she exclaimed, then rushed to hug me. I held her tight for a minute, welcoming the energy she filled me with whenever we touched. Maybe it had something to do with her sentry nature, or maybe it was just her contagious happiness. Whatever it was, I loved it, as it took the edge off of everything I was experiencing in that moment.

      “Hi, sweetie,” I said, then nodded at Draven. “Good to see you both.”

      “What are you doing here?” Serena asked, stepping back as she looked at both me and Ben.

      “What, so I don’t get a hug?” Ben quipped.

      Serena laughed, then wrapped her arms around him and held him tight for a good half minute. “Sorry, Uncle Ben. I thought you weren’t the huggable type.”

      “Nonsense. I am always up for some family love!” He chuckled, then looked at me. “Your grandmother and I are here to see Phoenix and Viola. And Jovi, if he’s around.”

      “Is everything okay?” Draven asked, his grayish gaze fixed on me. The Druid had a knack for spotting the slightest change in my expressions. Sometimes, his accuracy scared me, but, to be honest, it did come in handy to be able to read body language like that.

      “Yes, everything’s good,” I said. “I… We just want to check on our parents on Strava. They haven’t replied to my last messages, so I just want to make sure they’re okay.”

      Serena thought about it for a moment, then frowned. “Maybe they’re just sleeping. Or busy, out exploring the islands. There’s so much to see there. Two weeks are not enough, I tell ya.”

      I gave her a weak smile. “I’m sure, honey, but still. For my peace of mind.”

      “Oh, sure, absolutely!” Serena replied, then gave Draven a quick glance. “Do we know where my brother and cousin are?”

      “They’re on Mount Zur. You’ll probably find them in the main training hall. The telescope is upstairs, though,” Draven replied. “Ben, Rose, you two go upstairs, and I’ll have Viola fetch Phoenix and Jovi for you.”

      I nodded, then headed for the door, with Ben right behind me.

      “Thank you both,” I said, just as Ben opened the door and waited for me to go out first. Ever the gentleman…

      “Do you need us for anything?” Serena asked.

      “We’re good, honey. Don’t worry!” I replied, then walked out.

      

      Less than twenty minutes after we settled in the observatory room on the top floor of Luceria’s palace, Viola appeared out of thin air, holding Jovi’s and Phoenix’s hands. Both boys looked pale and queasy, slightly wobbling from their unnatural trip.

      “Gah, I’ll never get used to this.” Jovi blinked several times to regain focus.

      Viola smirked. “You will. At some point.”

      “Get used to having my whole being disintegrate, scatter away, and regroup in a different location? I highly doubt that,” Jovi replied, then raked a hand through his curly black hair. “Corrine’s a lot smoother with this stuff…”

      “I’m a Daughter, not a witch,” Viola said.

      “Grandma Rose, Uncle Ben,” Phoenix greeted us. “Draven said you needed to talk to us?”

      Ben and I looked at each other, then smiled at the kids.

      “Yes. Thank you for coming,” I replied. “Is there any chance you could maybe zoom the telescope even closer to Strava?”

      “Why? What’s up? Everything okay with Great-Grandpa Derek and the others?” Phoenix asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Well, that’s not a satisfying answer,” Jovi cut in, his brow furrowed. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing we can be sure of,” Ben replied. “Personally, I don’t think we should be worried, but your great-grandma hasn’t replied to any of Rose’s messages via Bowie since yesterday.”

      “Weren’t they due to come back last night?” Phoenix asked, then went over to the telescope and fiddled with its control gears and looked through its large visor piece.

      “Yes, but we figured they wanted to extend their stay,” I said. “We saw black dots moving around the resort, particularly on the beach, so we know they’re there. I just don’t understand why they’re not picking up on Bowie.”

      “Ugh. Maybe there’s something wrong with Bowie,” Jovi offered. “It is a prototype, after all, and this is his first long-term trip to Strava to begin with. The longest we’ve had him out there was for five days, and we didn’t encounter any glitches.”

      “You’re right, there might be something wrong with the comms,” Ben replied. “But still, I think both Rose and I would be more comfortable if we had better eyes on our parents and the others.”

      Viola took a deep breath, then glanced at the telescope with a pensive expression.

      “There’s something I’ve been considering for the past couple of days,” she murmured. “I’ve been itching to improve the telescope’s accuracy, to be honest. I’ve only put it down in theory, on paper, but I haven’t tried it.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Adding a couple of specialty lenses,” she replied. “I can sharpen them with swamp witch magic and mount them on top of the others. Technically speaking, it could give us a better view of the resort, though I don’t know with what level of image quality.”

      “Would it be better than what we already have?” Ben asked, then took Phoenix’s place by the telescope, to check the view through the visor.

      “I think so, yes,” Viola said.

      Phoenix smiled, lovestruck as always. He’d fallen in love with the Eritopian equivalent of a half-goddess, but it was her mind, not her power, that made him adore her. He’d said so himself, more than once.

      “You never cease to amaze me.” Phoenix gazed at Viola, who smiled in return, her cheeks turning pink.

      “You give me too much praise,” she replied, as sweet and as humble as always, and the complete opposite of her sometimes-capricious sisters. Nevertheless, the Daughters of Eritopia were a force to be reckoned with, so I felt pretty comfortable with the idea of Viola helping us.

      “Okay, let’s do it, then,” I said, smiling. “Is there anything we can help you with?”

      Viola shook her head. “Not really, no,” she replied. “You could try to relax, though. I’m sure Derek, Sofia, and the others are okay.”

      My shoulders dropped, and I exhaled sharply. “I know, I know. I’m probably overreacting, but—”

      “Nonsense, Grandma!” Phoenix chimed in. “You have every right to worry. Not sure you remember, but we vanished from a fae party and landed in the middle of an Eritopian war!”

      Ben and I chuckled. “Yeah, but this is different, Phoenix. We know where they are and why they’re there,” my brother said.

      “Yeah, we sent the old bats on a vacation,” Jovi cut in, grinning.

      Ben jokingly narrowed his eyes at him. “I’ll make sure Xavier and Vivienne know you said that.”

      Jovi’s grin vanished in an instant. “You don’t have to take things to such an extreme, Uncle Ben.”

      It didn’t take Viola long to perform an upgrade on Corrine’s telescope. All she needed were a couple of clear lenses, crafted from a relatively rare crystal. Fortunately, Draven had been stocking up on spell materials and had a steady supply coming in from the southern markets on a weekly basis. Viola had everything she needed within her reach.

      She carefully carved the swamp witch symbols onto the edges of each lens, then mounted them inside the telescope, in front of the others. Once all the screws and pieces were back on and tightened, she whispered the incantation required to activate the additional lenses.

      A bright flash flickered inside the telescope, then faded.

      “Where’d you learn to do that?” Jovi asked her.

      Viola shrugged. “I’ve been toying with adaptations of swamp witch spells,” she replied. “I’ve deciphered the rest of the triple tome, and I’ve been studying possible combinations. Every incantation in that book can work on its own, or it can be combined with others to produce a different outcome or effect. The lenses were just a recent idea that I’d yet to put into practice.”

      “Well, good thing I tend to worry a lot, then.” I chuckled.

      She gave me a sympathetic smile, then looked through the visor and tweaked the view by turning different knobs next to it. She gasped. “It worked!”

      My heart jumped. I rushed to her side, but politely waited for her to move out of the way so I could look. Within seconds, Ben was standing next to me, equally anxious to see closer into Strava. For all his laidback remarks, he sure seemed eager to check on our parents now!

      Viola looked at me but didn’t smile this time. There were shadows of concern gathering in her bright violet eyes. I didn’t like it one bit.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “You’d better look for yourself,” she replied, then moved away so I could take her place.

      I peered through the visor, astonished by the image clarity and overall accuracy. I could see the white sand’s faint texture, the palm leaves, and the resort in full detail. But the black dots we’d seen before weren’t my parents and their friends. At least, not at this point, as I was seeing it.

      There were large feline predators prowling around, with turquoise fur coats and long tails. There was no sign of Mom, Dad, Xavier, Vivienne, Lucas, Marion, or anyone else. The resort itself was in pristine condition. There was no damage done anywhere—no broken glass or wooden railings… no trace of any kind of struggle.

      The felines themselves were outside, on the beach and curiously sniffing around the firepit.

      Something gripped at my stomach as I took Bowie’s mobile counterpart, a second metallic ball, out of my coat pocket, and pressed the comm’s button.

      “Mom, Dad! Are you there? Can anyone hear me?” I called out again, keeping my eyes on the resort. There was no sign of them whatsoever.

      “What’s wrong?” Ben asked.

      I stepped back and motioned for him to look. He settled in front of the visor and took his time, moving the telescope slightly and checking the surrounding areas, as well. I heard him curse under his breath.

      He then straightened his back and looked at us.

      “What is it, Uncle Ben?” Phoenix asked, visibly concerned.

      “They’re not there,” Ben replied. “Not sure if the animals we saw just now are the same as the black dots we’ve been spotting on the feed for the past couple of weeks.”

      “What?!” Phoenix croaked, then looked through the visor as well, followed by Jovi.

      “I don’t think so. I mean, I spoke to Mom… four days ago,” I said, my voice trembling. “Maybe they’re still out, exploring, or something.”

      Somehow, I’d gone back to a stage of denial, while Ben’s alarm was increasing. We’d switched places in a way, probably because, deep down, I refused to accept the possibility that something must’ve happened.

      “Those are big cats,” Phoenix said, crossing his arms. “They’re big, but any of our elders can take them on, easily.”

      “Exactly,” Jovi added. “They probably caught the scent of blood from whatever Derek and the others have been hunting. It wouldn’t be the first time. They did the same when we were there, building the resort. They’re drawn to the smell of flesh. It’s food for them.”

      I let out a tortured sigh.

      “Grandma, did you see the fire still burning in the pit?” Phoenix asked.

      I frowned, then went back and had a second look through the visor. Phoenix was right. There were still a couple of blazing embers in the firepit. It looked as though it had been burning for a while, though I couldn’t give an accurate estimate.

      “Yes. But it’s dying out,” I said. “It’s probably been burning for, I don’t know, six… ten hours? I can’t be sure.”

      “Where are they, though?” Ben replied, scratching the back of his head.

      It all became clear, at least for me, what we had to do from that point onward.

      “Ben, let’s go there,” I said. He looked at me, his eyes wide and eyebrows raised. “Just you and me, for now,” I added. “There’s no need to alarm the others. Like you said before, maybe they’re out there exploring or whatever. But, since Bowie may not be working, I’d be a lot more comfortable if we just traveled there and looked for them ourselves.”

      Phoenix scoffed. “We’re coming with you.”

      “No, there’s no need,” I replied firmly. “Not at this point. I don’t want Mom and Dad to think we’re micromanaging them or something. I’ll take Ben. We’ll set up the Telluris spell and use the interplanetary spell. Easy stuff. We’ll be back by midnight tomorrow.”

      “What if you can’t find them?” Jovi asked.

      “Then we’ll call for help and get a search party down there,” Ben replied. “Rose is right. Our parents—hell, that whole group is fearsome. There’s no way a bunch of wild animals got the better of them. Not with a witch and warlock on their crew. We’ll just go check things out, and if everything’s okay and they’re just wandering through the woods like careless teenagers without checking in with us, we’ll just reprimand them and come back,” he added with a half-smile.

      Viola nodded. “I’ll summon Draven, then, so he can set up Telluris with you,” she said, then closed her eyes. She lit up pink as she reached out to the Master Druid of Calliope telepathically—yet another Daughter trick she’d discovered over the past couple of months. Viola wasn’t as well-versed as her sisters, but she was growing fast and catching up. By the end of the year, I was confident she’d be on par.

      As the pink light faded away, she opened her eyes and smiled. “He’s on his way,” she murmured.

      “Can you set up an interplanetary spell for us?” I asked her.

      “Yes, I can,” she replied. “We brought back soil samples from Strava. I’ll use them to set your destination.”

      Ben scoffed, shaking his head slowly. “Am I… Are we being paranoid now?”

      “I thought you said it was okay to be worried,” I shot back with a smirk.

      “Yeah, but now I’m starting to think that maybe I was wrong,” he replied.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” I told him teasingly. “We’ll go check it out ourselves. Whatever we find, we’ll be together, and we’ll know what to do, okay?”

      Ben stared at me for a while, then smiled gently.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve done a mission together, huh?” he said.

      I nodded. “It’s about time we got the twinkies crew together, don’t you think?” I replied.

      He sighed. “Absolutely.”

      I couldn’t shake the doubt sneaking into my soul. Maybe something was wrong on Strava. Maybe we’d missed something during our initial review of the planet. Then again, maybe Mom, Dad, and the others were just out on a longer trip, venturing farther away from Noagh and the entire Prekk Archipelago.

      Either way, there was only one way to know for sure.
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      As soon as the interplanetary spell faded away, and our boots began to slowly sink into the soft, white sands of Noagh, I knew there was definitely something off about the place. Whether it was my instinct or just my perception being skewed by concern, it didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to stop until I knew my parents and our close friends were okay.

      Ben and I had geared up for this. We’d packed some swamp witch spell supplies and healing potions, just in case. It was well after midnight by the time we reached Strava. The bluish moon cast its azure light all over the resort, which stood quiet before us, overlooking the beach and the ocean. I could see other small islands in the distance.

      “The boats are still here.” Ben pointed at the small jetty just fifty yards away. All five vessels were tied to the wooden pillars, gently moving with the undulating waves beneath.

      “That means they’re still on the island, somewhere,” I replied.

      I walked over to the firepit, where fading embers were left. The flames had died completely, and the warmth they’d left behind was already dissipating. I heard branches break. I looked around, searching for the source of the noise.

      Twenty yards to the west, six turquoise panthers came out.

      “Don’t move,” I whispered.

      They were big creatures, and quite a sight to behold. The males had a short white mane on the backs of their necks—they were also bigger than their female counterparts. They saw us, but didn’t seem fazed, and sauntered toward the water. One by one, they jumped in and started swimming toward the deeper fascia of ocean, where winged fish pierced the surface, flopping around before disappearing underwater again.

      “That’s interesting,” Ben said, then came over. “They like to fish.”

      “I imagine that’s where the blue fur helps,” I replied. “They can hunt underwater and blend in with that environment.”

      “Come on, let’s check the house.” Ben sighed.

      He made his way up the patio steps, then went inside. We checked all the rooms and common areas. All of the group’s belongings were still here, including their cameras and… Bowie. The metallic ball sat idly on a nightstand in what I quickly recognized as Mom and Dad’s room. The new message light was blinking on it, green and intermittent. They’d yet to listen to my voicemails.

      Something clutched at my heart as I took my time to analyze every single corner of the room. It seemed as though they’d left in a rush. The bed wasn’t made. Their clothes were still in the dresser. The bathroom light was on. A large charcoal-colored towel had been left on the floor.

      I heard Ben searching through the other rooms, but I couldn’t really move. Something had gotten my parents out of bed. Something must have happened, for them to leave like this. Mom was a stickler for keeping everything tidy, and they never would’ve left without Bowie unless it was urgent.

      Curious, I picked the tech ball up and swiped across its surface. The control screen lit up green on a black background. They’d recorded videos and messages on it, along with hundreds of photos. I flipped through them, following the date and time stamp on each.

      One of the videos started from the resort.

      “Okay, I’ll start filming from here, just so we’ve got the whole trip to the cave recorded,” Mom said from behind the camera. Dad was in the frame, along with Lucas, Xavier, Vivienne, and the others. They were dressed in shorts, shirts, and hiking boots. The video had been shot at 6:48 pm, two nights ago.

      I let the video play, following my family as they got out of the resort and followed Dad deep into the jungle. I recognized the concerned look on his face. That was his investigative expression.

      “Derek, what did you find?” Vivienne asked him from off camera.

      “I’ll have to show you,” Dad replied. “It makes no sense to tell you what it looks like. It’s better if you all see for yourselves.”

      “Should we be worried?” Mom asked.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Dad muttered. “But we should check those Druid archives and ask around once we go back to Calliope. There were definitely creatures living here. Highly advanced creatures. With technology and culture and everything.”

      My blood ran cold, though the news of this planet having once been inhabited didn’t come as a shock. We’d all seen the ancient structures they’d left behind. But my father had definitely found something else. Not willing to wait through the whole recorded trip until we went there ourselves, I fast-forwarded through the video until the first full view of a cave opening came up.

      “Oh, wow,” I murmured.

      “What’s up?” Ben asked, startling me.

      I paused the video, then looked up at him. “Any sign of them?” I asked.

      He shook his head, visibly concerned. “Nope. Nothing. Looks like they just up and left. They left everything behind… phones, cameras… I see they left Bowie, too,” he said, nodding at the tech ball. “There’s some dust settling, and their scent is fading. They’ve been gone for one, maybe two days now.”

      I exhaled sharply. A part of me was already fearing the worst. The Novaks had terrible prior adventures. I took a deep breath and focused on the video, instead. I pressed the play button and showed it to Ben, too. We both stood there, in silence, as we watched our parents and family group enter the cave.

      It was dark, but eerily spacious. The camera switched to infrared, unable to capture nighttime images like our eyes could. I spotted glowing blue cables on the walls, and so did Mom.

      “Derek, what are those?” she asked.

      “You’ll see in a bit,” Dad replied.

      My jaw dropped when they reached a large, dome-shaped chamber with slick black walls. The camera followed the glowing blue cables as they spread out and fed through hundreds of metallic pods.

      “Whoa,” Ben breathed by my side, his eyes wide with shock.

      “What the hell is this place?” I murmured.

      Mom got Bowie closer to what looked like a computer mainframe of sorts, taking closeup shots of its panels. None of the symbols engraved into the screen edges seemed familiar, but the entire ensemble gave me the creeps.

      “One thing is for sure: this thing here has something to do with the pods,” Mom said, pointing at the cables, then at the computer panel. “Have you figured out how to turn this thing on, by any chance?”

      We watched the whole video, their entire survey of the weird-looking cave and its multiple chambers. They’d counted five hundred and five pods, all connected with those glowing blue cables to the computer panel mounted on a wall. We heard the hissing sound, the result of Claudia tugging one of the cables and accidentally pulling it out of a pod. We saw them leave the cave behind and come back to the resort.

      “All right, we’ll pack up and get out, first thing in the morning,” Dad said to Vivienne and Lucas before retreating to his and Mom’s room. “I’ll see you all at 6 am.”

      “Whoa. So they agreed to come back,” Ben concluded, staring at me after the video ended.

      I nodded. “That was the night before last,” I said. “They were going to come back earlier to tell us about the cave and to get some survey gear.”

      “We need to find the cave,” he replied. “It might have something to with their whereabouts… maybe?”

      I shrugged. “Worth a shot. We’ll need to scour the jungle anyway. Might as well.”

      We headed out through the back door, crossing the small garden path leading directly into the jungle. I replayed the video on Bowie, with the volume turned off. We used the recording to retrace the group’s steps, from the moment they left the resort.

      About fifty feet into the jungle, however, I stopped.

      “Telluris Draven!” I called out, then looked at Ben. “We forgot to check in with them.”

      “They’ve got the telescope on us, anyway. And we’ve got Bowie now, too,” he replied.

      “Yeah, but still. Best to be proactive about this,” I muttered, unwilling to repeat the past mistakes of our family members.

      There was no answer via Telluris. I couldn’t feel him, either. That just added another dollop of anxiousness to the already-increasing cluster of raw nerves I was dealing with.

      “Nothing.” Ben let a heavy sigh out.

      “Telluris isn’t working,” I concluded, my stomach clenching.

      Ben thought about it for a minute, then pointed ahead, somewhere deeper in the jungle. “Listen, let’s go check that cave out and do a search of the woods,” he said. “We’ve got the interplanetary spell to go back with. We can leave right now, if you want, but—”

      “No, you’re right,” I replied. “Let’s do what we came here to do. Hopefully this isn’t another Neraka mess, where we can’t leave the planet.”

      “How? There’s no one here, besides our people!” Ben groaned.

      “I don’t know!” I shot back, raising my voice. I was letting my frustration and fear get the better of me. “Sorry. It’s just that—”

      “It’s okay,” Ben replied, then gave me a sympathetic smile and pointed at Bowie. “Come on, hit play, and let’s go find our people.”

      I chuckled, then let the video play. We followed the route that my parents had taken before us, going deeper into the jungle. We reached an area where the tree crowns were so thick and lush that they completely obscured the night sky. Insects chirped all around us. There were all kinds of animals prowling nearby, but none had the courage to approach us.

      We eventually found the cave. We stopped in front of it, then looked around. Several weird-looking monkeys stared at us from above. Their coats were multicolored, their eyes big and blue. Had we not been on a mission to find our parents, I would’ve loved to spend some time to get to know these creatures a little better. They looked positively adorable, and there was a spark in their eyes that denoted a high degree of curiosity.

      We checked the video again, frame by frame.

      “So they went straight inside,” Ben said.

      I nodded, then went in. He stayed close as we made our way through the main corridor. About fifty feet in, the glowing blue cables emerged from the walls and lined them toward the upcoming chambers. I could feel the cold air currents as they rolled out.

      “They look so weird,” I murmured, occasionally glancing at the cables.

      “Where do you think they draw their power from?” Ben asked.

      “I don’t know, but if I were to make an educated guess, I’d say it’s either some subterranean source, such as a river or gas stream, or it’s solar, and there will be panels somewhere above the cave. You know, where the monkeys were,” I replied.

      “Can you smell it?” he asked quietly.

      “What? Our parents’ scent?”

      He nodded. “It’s faint.”

      “Yeah. I don’t think they came back here after the video,” I said. “The trail’s gone cold here.”

      Ben sniffed the air again, then frowned. “Something’s off,” he whispered. “There’s something else.”

      I caught the scent. It was sharp, almost pungent, and heavy, a mixture of sweat and citrus and a tinge of ammonia—or a similar substance.

      “Not ours,” I said. “Foreign presence. Or… damn, could be local. Definitely not from our group.”

      “It’s faded, too, though. Whatever it was, it was here at the same time as our parents, or shortly after,” Ben replied.

      We found the domed chamber and froze in the doorway the moment we laid our eyes on its contents. I instinctively clutched Bowie in my hands. My heart started racing, and beads of cold sweat instantly bloomed on my face.

      The cables fed into metallic pods and a computer mainframe of sorts, as per the video. But there was one crucial difference between what our parents had recorded, and what we were looking at. The three hundred pods were all open. Their lids were set aside, and steam kept rolling out from inside.

      “Holy crap,” Ben breathed, then rushed inside.

      I followed, then we split up and toured the room, carefully checking every pod and cable connection. The interior of each metallic egg was padded with sponge-like and fabric materials. There were trace impressions of creatures that had been staying in each pod. Most of them were slightly taller than us, from what I could tell.

      “These are biosystems,” Ben said, his eyes wide with shock. “They were conservation pods. There were people of some kind living in these things, in some kind of stasis.”

      “What makes you say that? The stasis part, I mean.”

      “Well, according to the video, these things have been here for a while,” Ben replied. “And Corrine said it, too. Any intelligent civilization would look for a way to preserve specimens and save its species in the face of potential extinction. This could be one such instance,” he explained, then pointed at the inner walls of a pod. “I mean, look at this. It’s made for comfort, long-term living like this, lying down. The glowing cables power each pod…”

      There were circuit and command boards inside each pod, on the left-hand side. Upon further inspection, I came to the conclusion that Ben was dead-on with all of it. Chills ran down my spine.

      “You’re right.” I pointed at the small exhaust holes and control buttons. “These replicate a living environment. In and out shafts, for oxygen and carbon dioxide, respectively. Temperature and humidity control switches. Those are the only symbols I recognize, as they seem to be universal.”

      The two switches had the stylized image of a flame and water drops engraved onto their surfaces. “Yeah, it doesn’t take a scientist.” Ben sighed. “So, there was something living in these things.”

      We stared at each other for a while.

      “Five hundred and five somethings, to be precise,” I replied. “There are two more chambers like this, from what Dad says in the video.”

      Ben looked at the round doorway, then nodded. “Let’s go check them out.”

      We didn’t need to see the rest of the video again, for this part. The chambers were adjacent to the main one and linked via the same glowing blue cables. There were a hundred pods in one grotto, and a hundred and five in the other. They all looked the same, their top halves off and revealing the soft, padded interiors.

      We roamed through the rest of the cave but didn’t find anything else of interest. I sighed as we went back inside the main room, then looked down and froze. Ben watched me quietly as I crouched and brushed my fingers against the moss covering the cave’s floor. There were footprints pressed into it—thousands of them, going in different directions.

      I got down on my knees and sniffed the floor. The same citrus scent hit my nostrils. I looked up at Ben. “Whatever was in those capsules got out, shortly after our group was here,” I said.

      “I hate to say this, Rose, but you were right,” Ben replied. “Something definitely happened here.”

      “And it might’ve spilled into the resort, somehow,” I added, then got back up, resting my hands on my hips. “What now?”

      “Let’s check outside,” he said.

      We made our way out, then climbed on top of the stony mound where we’d seen the colorful monkeys. There were dozens of nests there, made with twigs, waxy leaves, and patches of fur. There were fruit peels and hard seeds discarded here and there.

      “Primates live here, for sure,” I said.

      “The ones we saw, right?” Ben asked, and I replied with a nod. He frowned as he moved between the nest clusters, then crouched and gently lifted one off the ground. “Rose, come see this,” he said then.

      I carefully moved toward him but stilled at the sight of black glass panels hidden beneath the nests, visible only after Ben had lifted one.

      “Let me guess… solar panels?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      “Mm-hmm. I think they’re all over this mound,” he said, pointing toward a distant edge. “They’re not all covered, though. You can see some farther on that side, clearly. My guess is whichever panel captures the sunlight, it spreads it through the others, and then the circuit stores it underground and fuels the pods.”

      “This is some serious tech,” I replied.

      He nodded. “We definitely need help here. We can’t do this ourselves.”

      Ben was right. This was a new and unexpected development. Our parents, uncles, and friends were missing on a planet that was presumably uninhabited. There were strange pods that they’d found all clean and sealed—which were now opened, with five hundred and five unknown life forms out there, somewhere.

      We had no way of reaching Mom and Dad, either. And the two of us were not enough for what had suddenly become a search mission. Then again, we had no definitive proof linking the creatures in the pods to our group. After all, Corrine and Ibrahim alone could fend off pretty much anything on their own. Adding all the vampires and Lucas and Kailyn’s fae powers into the equation, it still worked out in their favor.

      Maybe our people were somewhere else entirely. Or maybe they were with whatever creatures had been hibernating in those pods. There were no signs of struggle anywhere—not at the resort, and not in the cave, either. Nothing torn or broken. No blood of any kind. I was beyond worried at that point.
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      “What if the travel spell doesn’t work?” I asked, watching Rose as she drew the pentagram in thick lines of chalk on the hard ground outside the cave.

      “It brought us in, didn’t it?” she replied.

      “Yeah, but the same happened on Neraka,” I shot back. “What if… Ugh, what if this is Neraka all over again?”

      Rose looked at me, then scoffed and added herbs and crystals inside the pentagram’s designated points. “I doubt the universe is dull enough to put us through the same crap twice,” she said. “Besides, they’ve got the telescope on Strava, too. If they can’t reach us, or if we don’t come back, they’ll be here by sunrise. And in large numbers.”

      I nodded slowly. “You’re right,” I said, looking around us.

      The jungle was a beautiful place, with thick tree trunks and rich crowns of waxy leaves, each the size of my palm. Fruits hung from some of them. Ferns and wildflowers surrounded each tree at the base. Patches of grass covered the reddish ground here and there. The area around the cave was a clearing of sorts, but the deeper one went into the jungle, the fuller and taller the grass became.

      Shadows rushed in the distance—animals either fleeing or hunting.

      “What do you think happened with Mom and Dad, Rose?” I asked.

      She sighed. “I don’t know. Part of me is worried it has something to do with those pods. But there’s no sign of a struggle. No blood. Nothing to indicate any kind of peril. So another part of me insists that they’re okay, just… either lost or off the island but without the boats, I guess?”

      “What if they’re with whatever creatures slept in those pods?” I replied.

      “That wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing,” she said. I had to admire her strength. Though she’d been the one worried most about Mom and Dad from the very beginning, she was the one searching for the bright side, even after I’d been proven wrong. “I mean, maybe they’re with them and talking? Discovering a species thought extinct? Who knows?”

      “Fair enough,” I muttered. “Do we bring back a search crew?”

      “Yeah. And make sure we’ve got a Bowie system set up. Oh!” Rose stilled, then pulled the metallic ball out of her pocket. She pressed the call button on it. “Draven, Viola! Guys! Not sure you’re getting this, but Telluris doesn’t work. We’re on our way back now!”

      After she sent the message out, she looked at me, pursing her lips.

      “We both forgot about Bowie, I know,” I said, my cheeks burning.

      “It’s not like we’re rookies or something,” she replied.

      “Yet, here we are.” I chuckled.

      Rose smiled, then stood and motioned for me to get inside the pentagram.

      I got off the cave’s mound and walked over to her. She muttered the incantation, and a bright ball of white light emerged around us and swallowed us whole. Seconds later, the spell hummed as it lifted us off the ground.

      I instinctively took Rose’s hand in mine and held it tight.

      “Here goes nothing,” she murmured.

      “We’ve got Viola’s protective upgrades on this, though, right?”

      “You mean the modifications she made when we went after Harper and the others on Neraka? Yeah. We’re not blowing up if there’s some kind of shield up there,” she replied.

      We shot through the sky at an increasing speed. The islands turned into white-and-green dots against the ocean’s turquoise backdrop. We pierced a nearby blanket of white clouds, then sat down as the light orb trembled, shooting through the atmosphere.

      “Fingers crossed,” I croaked.

      Sparks flew past us. My heart skipped a beat.

      We were out!

      My entire body relaxed almost instantly, and I looked over my shoulder and saw Strava getting smaller behind us. We were back in the black void of the In-Between, shooting past stars and neighboring planets, clouds of stardust and shapeless, wandering asteroids.

      “We did it,” Rose gasped. “So there’s no shield holding anyone hostage on Strava.”

      “Thank the stars. I cannot put up with a Neraka 2.0 scenario here,” I muttered.

      Rose chuckled softly, then nudged me with her shoulder. “It’s actually a good thing. It means we can go back and forth as much as we want. Nothing’s changed. Oh, wait,” she said, then frowned. “Telluris Draven!”

      She was trying Telluris again. We waited for a couple of seconds, and then Rose’s eyes lit up.

      I heard Draven inside my head, too, as I’d also been connected to him via the same spell.

      “Are you both okay?” Draven’s voice echoed between Rose and me.

      We looked at each other and smiled.

      “Yeah, we’re coming back now,” Rose replied.

      “Did you find Derek, Sofia, and the others?” Draven asked.

      “No, but we found something that will be of interest. We’ll need to get a search party back on Strava,” Rose said. “Also, I need you to get Jovi and Phoenix in. They need to help us recalibrate Bowie. I think there’s something wrong with the comms.”

      “We’re talking via Telluris, though,” Draven replied. “Do you think a gadget is necessary, still?”

      “Yeah,” I interjected. “Turns out Telluris doesn’t work on Strava. We tried reaching out to you earlier, but we didn’t get through, it seems.”

      Draven groaned. “That is never a good sign.”

      “It’s different this time,” Rose reassured him. “You’ve got eyes on us via the telescope. Plus, we’ve got tech that’s good enough to withstand the forty-something light-years of distance between Calliope and Strava.”

      “We’ve learned plenty from our previous missions,” I said.

      Draven cleared his throat. “So you didn’t find Derek, Sofia… no one?”

      “Nope. But there’s no sign of a struggle and no traces of blood, either. The scent trail is fading, too,” I replied. “We’re trying not to think of a worst-case scenario here, but at this point and with what we found in the jungle behind the resort, a search party is warranted.”

      “What did you find behind the resort?” Draven asked.

      Rose and I looked at each other once more, then simultaneously sighed.

      “You’ll need to see it yourself. Describing it doesn’t do it justice,” Rose said.

      “You know what you can do, though?” I added. “Have a second look at that Druid archive of yours regarding Strava and that entire solar system.”

      “Sure, but why? Do you think we missed something?” Draven replied.

      “You could say that,” I murmured.

      Whatever was going on in the jungle behind the resort, I couldn’t help but feel like it was somehow connected to my parents. The coincidence was a little too much. One moment, Mom, Dad and the others are okay, all chatty and discovering the cave with its weird pods, and the next, they’re all gone, including the creatures in the pods. We were missing something, for sure.

      Like Rose, part of me held on to the hope that this was unrelated, and that Dad and his crew were simply elsewhere. That they’d maybe forgotten to take Bowie with them on some long trip farther away from Noagh.

      But the ominous feeling creeping up my spine wasn’t subsiding, either. My instincts told me that something might’ve gone wrong, after all. And I would never forgive myself if I didn’t check every possible avenue and turn every damn stone on Strava until I found our parents again, alive and well.
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      An emergency meeting was called on Mount Zur. It was early morning, and I’d barely gotten a couple of hours of sleep after a heavy training session with Harper and Bijarki. The incubus was still glowing like a lightbulb and was somewhat upset that he couldn’t stay by Vita’s side at all times. She’d actually warned him to give her some Vita-time or “face the consequences.”

      Ben and Rose led the meeting inside the main assembly hall of our GASP base. All the remaining Novaks were there, along with our closest friends and family. I had not heard anything from my grandparents, Claudia and Yuri, or anyone else in their vacation group, and the emergency meeting didn’t feel like an auspicious sign at all.

      I stood close to Kailani, Harper, and the others in our generation, as the rest of the GASP officers made their way into the assembly hall. The temperature suddenly dropped by a few degrees, prompting me to look over my shoulder. I spotted Nevis coming in, accompanied by four of his Dhaxanian guards. Chills ran down my spine, and I shifted my focus back to Ben and Rose, who were standing on the small, oval podium in front of the crowd.

      “Do you know what this is about?” I asked Harper.

      She frowned, then shook her head slowly.

      “It might have something to do with Derek and the others,” she muttered. “They were supposed to be back two nights ago.”

      “Ugh, Varga’s not going to like this…” I groaned.

      “He’s gone to Neraka, hasn’t he?” Harper replied.

      I nodded. “Yeah, he took the vampire-fae recruit with him, to prepare for the shift change before the others get there. Extra-training, he said.”

      Rose then raised her voice, forcing the crowd’s murmurs to die down.

      “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” she said. “We’re going to keep this brief, as we already have enough on our plates. Derek, Sofia and the others were supposed to be back two nights ago, at midnight. Telescope feeds didn’t show anything suspicious, though we’re still scouring the recorded footage. They didn’t respond to our communications, either, so last night, Ben and I traveled to Strava to see what was going on.”

      Ben then cleared his throat and pressed a button on the small remote he was holding. A hi-def screen came down from the ceiling, behind them. On it was a highly detailed image of the resort, as seen through the upgraded telescope lenses. Black dots had been circled in red.

      “What we’d thought were our parents and friends turned out to be large endemic predators,” Ben said. “We know that wasn’t the case until four days ago, when we last communicated with Mom. When we got there, the resort was empty, except for these large turquoise cats.”

      An image of the creatures showed up on the screen. I held my breath for a second, for they were truly gorgeous.

      “There was no sign of struggle, no sign of a fight, not a single trace of blood,” Rose continued. “But our group’s scent had faded. They haven’t been in the resort in three days, specifically up until the night before their set departure date. They left all their belongings behind, including their cameras and Bowie, the comms system we’d given them. The escape shuttle is also there, untouched.”

      “We did find some interesting footage on all cameras, as well as on Bowie,” Ben said, then pulled up video of our grandparents exploring a cave filled with weird metallic pods.

      “Whoa,” I murmured, my eyes widening as I took it all in.

      “There isn’t much we know about this place,” Rose explained. “It’s a cave, approximately three and a half miles southeast of the resort, hidden deep within the jungle. Had we not known how to find it, chances are we wouldn’t have just stumbled upon it. It’s quite secluded. We found something akin to solar panels on top, and there are cables running through the entire structure, connected to these pods and what looks like a computer of sorts. All signs of an advanced civilization.”

      “Yeah, but they were supposed to be gone or extinct,” Harper cut in. “We didn’t find that cave when we checked the island. We scanned the entire planet before we built the resort, and there were no signs of a still living advanced civilization, besides the ruins to the east.”

      “I know, and it’s not your fault,” Rose replied. “Our guess is that these pods blocked out any scanning equipment. Otherwise they would’ve popped up on your screens. We believe they were designed to preserve creatures in stasis, but we have no biological data to back this up. There were plenty of footprints inside the cave, though.”

      “So, what happened?” Kailani asked. I could see her aura turn dark red, a shade of heavy concern. It resonated with the worry that had begun to stiffen my muscles.

      “We know that our group discovered the cave, with the pods inside and intact, the evening before their set departure date,” Ben said. “We know that they planned on coming back early to grab a research team and go back, so they could study those pods in an environment that would be safe for both themselves and whatever creatures could be stored inside. But that’s all we know.”

      “When we got to the resort, they were gone,” Rose added. “Like I said, no blood or signs of struggle. So they might’ve left of their own accord. They might’ve changed their minds and decided to explore some other part of the nearby Prekk Archipelago, for example, even though they didn’t take the boats.”

      “Of course, they have Grandma Corrine with them, so the boats could be a little redundant,” Kailani interjected.

      “Plus, my dad and Kailyn—perfectly capable fae.” Avril crossed her arms.

      “Exactly,” Rose replied. “So, we’re not excluding the possibility that everything is actually okay, and that they’re out there, somewhere, having lost track of time. Based on Mom’s accounts from the previous days, they were already contemplating the idea of staying another week, though no decision had been made at the time. However, Ben and I are concerned about one thing.”

      “When we found the cave, all the pods were open and empty,” Ben explained.

      Multiple gasps erupted from the crowd, and for good reason, too.

      “Do we know what was in them?!” Hunter blurted, visibly alarmed.

      Ben shook his head. “No, but just like with the resort, there was no blood or sign of struggle. According to Corrine’s suggestions, the pods may have been used to preserve specimens of the Stravian civilization we’d first thought extinct. It’s not clear where they went or whether they’re with our group, but they’re definitely out there somewhere.”

      “How many?” I asked.

      “We counted five hundred and five pods,” Rose replied. “We brought Bowie back for a recalibration. Telluris doesn’t work on the surface of Strava, but we’ve had no trouble going in and out. There is no evidence of hostility of any kind, at this point, and it would be better for the local environment if we didn’t invade the whole planet looking for our people. Any impact we make in large numbers will affect the animals’ grazing and feeding habits, and we don’t want to leave such a mark on Strava.”

      “If there are five hundred and five Stravians awake and walking now, the last thing we want is to scare them off,” Ben added. “On top of that, our parents, and everyone else in that group, are highly experienced and extremely powerful. But we can’t find them,” he added, his shoulders dropping.

      Rose sighed. “We want to put together a search crew, to not only look for them, but also to study those pods and the technology behind them,” she said. “We want to be discreet and efficient. Given that there’s an upcoming shift change on Neraka, we’re a little bit stretched in terms of personnel.”

      Jovi stepped forward, his brow furrowed. “What do you need?”

      Ben and Rose looked at each other for a moment, then nodded.

      “First, Rose and I will be leading the search mission,” Ben said. “Our parents and uncles are basically missing, and we are personally vested in this. We’ve also seen the cave and are well acquainted with the island. Caleb and River have both been kind and supportive enough to cover our spots in GASP and The Shade for all the ongoing operations that we’re currently managing,” he added, then gave River a half-smile and a playful wink. “Good luck with those daily reports. They’re a freaking nightmare.”

      “Hazel, Tejus, Victoria, Bastien, Pippa, Jeramiah… We need you guys to keep an eye on everything here,” Rose added, nodding at the second-generation crew standing in front of the crowd. “We’ve got our work cut out for us, not only on Neraka, but also here, in Eritopia. The Shade is more or less self-sufficient and has little to no issues. Ash, Ruby, Grace and Lawrence and the rest of the crew there can handle it.”

      “Jovi, Phoenix, we need you to scan the entire planet again via the telescope,” Ben instructed. “Make a note of everything that might come across as suspicious or unnatural. With Viola’s lens upgrades, you’ve got a much better view,” he added, then looked at Shayla and Arwen. “That being said, we’ll need eyes on our team, too.”

      Arwen nodded. “We’ll put together a second telescope to follow you around. We’ll have the kids take turns and get the footage recorded, as well.”

      “Thank you,” Rose replied with a soft smile. “Now, regarding the team we want with us. The planet is 90 percent water, so we need water-friendly creatures to come with us.”

      My hand shot up in a flash, as did Kailani’s.

      “I’d like to volunteer,” I said. With my brother on Neraka and our parents handling The Shade, I had a duty to go after our grandparents. “I’m no genius with water, but I can obviously swim…”

      “That’s fine, Lenny,” Rose replied. “You’ve got Claudia and Yuri there. I get it.”

      “Me too,” Kailani chimed in.

      Rose stared at us for a few moments, then let out a long and heavy sigh. “I did say water-friendly creatures, but your grandparents are in that group, too, so… Okay, you’re in.”

      “We do need a witch,” Ben muttered.

      “Rest assured, I’ve got what you need for this mission,” Kale said, her voice lower than usual.

      Upon a second look at her, I realized that there was something different about her. Nothing on the surface, but rather a change in her aura. It glowed differently, slightly brighter than the others I could read into as a sentry. I’d never seen it before. The colors were more intense, and, in a way, they all resonated inside my ribcage. I made a mental note to talk to her about it, at some point.

      “That’s fine. So, Elonora and Kailani, you’re on the search team,” Rose agreed. “Who else?”

      I caught a glimpse of Mom and Dad standing next to Hazel and Tejus. They seemed worried, but they both gave me soft smiles and faint nods. Deep down, they knew they wouldn’t be able to sway me on this. Once I set my mind on something, that was it.

      Based on what Ben and Rose had told us, there were two possible scenarios forming in my head. The first was the nasty one, in which something might’ve happened to Derek, Sofia, my grandparents, and the rest of their crew. The second was that they’d gone off exploring like the raucous teenagers they’d probably turned into upon first setting foot on Strava—my grandma had a history of getting herself in all kinds of trouble.

      I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d dragged the others with her, too.

      Either way, I needed to be there when we found them. I needed to make sure they were all okay. For myself, for my parents, and for everyone else in The Shade.
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      From the moment Ben and Rose said they wanted to get a search crew together for Strava, I knew I’d volunteer. My hand stayed up for about a minute, in a sea of many. After Elonora and Kailani had come forward, others in our age group had offered to help. I felt so tiny in the crowd, yet I hoped I’d get picked.

      Ben’s gaze wandered across the assembly hall, trying to filter through the hundreds of sudden volunteers. Everybody in GASP—Shadian, Eritopian, and Nerakian alike—wanted to help.

      “For the sake of efficiency here, I’d like to ask those with non-water-related abilities to put their hands down,” he said. “It’ll make the selection process easier. We’re not going to war here; we’re just looking for our grandparents.”

      “You make it sound like you lost them at a mall, or something,” Dmitri muttered, slightly amused despite his visible concern.

      Ben raised an eyebrow, then scoffed. “They’re your grandparents, too, pup. Get up here. You’re joining the crew.”

      “But he’s not skilled with water in any way!” I blurted, eager to get myself on the team. I had no idea where the spirit of competition was coming from, but I really wanted to help. Whether I was trying to prove something, or I was just eager to fit in, I wasn’t sure yet. The one thing I knew for a fact was that they needed me. “I’ll be happy to take his place.”

      Dmitri scowled at me, somewhat confused. “Nah, I’m going.”

      “Take us both!” I said, keeping my chin up high.

      My mother and father were right behind me. Mom put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Honey, are you sure?” she asked.

      “Please, think about it before you go off to some distant place,” Dad said.

      I gave them a warm smile, looking over my shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m a big girl,” I told them. “I’ll be okay. It’s just a search mission.”

      “We all know our collective predisposition to trouble,” Vita said, her hands resting on her baby bump, as she stood next to Bijarki and my parents.

      “Vesta, Dmitri, you’re in. Come up here,” Rose announced, making my heart perform an ambitious somersault in my chest.

      “We’ll talk later,” I whispered to my parents, then rushed to the podium, where I joined Dmitri, Elonora, and Kailani. “Thank you,” I said to Ben and Rose.

      Rose smiled. “Your enthusiasm was impossible to ignore,” she replied.

      “Yeah, you can say that again.” Dmitri chuckled. Elonora gave him a sharp nudge, following it up with a grin.

      “She’s right, though. You can barely swim to save your life,” Elonora muttered.

      “True, but I’m the finest tracker you’ve got,” Dmitri shot back with a confident smirk.

      We all nodded in agreement.

      “Fair enough,” Ben said, then looked at the crowd again. “Ridan! Please.”

      We all followed Ben’s gaze and saw Ridan as he made his way through the crowd.

      “I know we said we need some water-friendly creatures, but, at the same time, we need a dragon,” Rose replied. “Only for a worst-case scenario where we may need some brute force and plenty of fire.”

      Ridan was tall, well-built, and clad in ropes of muscles. I had no choice but to appreciate his impressive physique, his broad shoulders and long legs—tempered by his brown, medium-length shaggy hair and his stone-cold gray eyes. In his humanoid form, Ridan could break a handful of hearts with just a smile. I could only imagine the damage he’d do as a dragon. I’d spent enough time around Blaze to know that dragons, whether fire- or ice-based, were not to be messed with.

      He joined us on the platform, offering a polite nod to Ben and Rose.

      “I’ll come along,” he said. “The fire dragons of The Shade hold Sofia in high regard. We’ll do whatever it takes to get her and the others back in one piece.”

      Hunter broke rank and jumped onto the podium, his gaze dark and firm, accompanied by a nervously ticking muscle in his jaw.

      “Hunter, you don’t—” Rose tried to speak, but Hunter cut her off.

      “My dad’s out there, with my mom, my sister, and everyone else I hold dear,” the white werewolf said. “Don’t think you’re going anywhere without me.”

      “Besides, two trackers are better than one!” Dmitri agreed quickly. “Oh, and let’s not forget that Hunter’s quite special, since he can turn wolf whenever he wishes. That might come in handy.”

      That was a fair point. It was one of the things that really set Hunter apart, besides his gorgeous white wolf form. Before Bastien, we’d never come across a wolf who could change at will, but it seemed there were others out there who had it as a natural ability—one that didn’t come from black witch magic, as Bastien’s had done.

      Rose looked at Ben first, who nodded, then smiled at Hunter. “That’s fine, Hunter. You have every reason to go with us.”

      “I’d like to put someone forward for this mission.” Jax spoke up as he stood in the front row, next to Hansa, Avril, and Heron.

      Right behind him was Zeriel, gorgeous king of Tritones and the reason my heart started galloping and struggling against my ribcage all of a sudden. It took me a while to get my breathing under control, hoping no one close to me had noticed. Jax tapped him on the shoulder.

      Zeriel groaned, then rolled his eyes and came forward.

      “I could’ve sworn I’d get thrown into this from the moment they mentioned water-friendly creatures,” he muttered.

      “Think of it this way, my friend,” Jax replied. “Do this for me and consider our Pyrope over.”

      Zeriel stilled, gawking at him. “You’re serious?”

      Jax nodded. “You didn’t raise your hand to volunteer for this, so I thought I’d sweeten the pot to make sure you’re extra willing to go.”

      “Say no more. I’m in!” Zeriel shot back, then hopped onto the podium and stood next to me.

      There were only a few inches of air between us, and I could feel the electrical charge increasing with every second that passed. I breathed deeply, measuring each exhale and keeping a straight face. I did my best to avoid eye contact, but, before I even realized it, I was already staring at him. His profile would’ve made sculptors jealous that they’d been unable to create something as beautiful as him.

      “See something you like?” Zeriel asked, and I immediately begged for the earth to swallow me whole. His azure eyes drilled holes through my soul. I scoffed, then looked away and crossed my arms, trying a hostile pose in defense. My social skills crumbled in his presence—not just my self-control.

      “Thank you, Zeriel,” Rose said, offering a curt bow to the Tritone king.

      He smiled in return. “I’m not comfortable with the idea of leaving my lagoon, not to mention the entire galaxy,” he replied. “But A, our friends are missing. I should’ve raised my hand for this, but, hey, it’s me we’re talking about. And B, I get to no longer give Jax my blood. Which is fantastic because I think I’m developing an iron deficiency.”

      Jax smirked, then shook his head slowly. Avril chuckled.

      “You are such a drama queen,” she said, then nodded at Nevis, who was just a couple of yards away to her left. “Speaking of which, Nevis…”

      The Dhaxanian prince looked at her, slightly confused.

      “I’m sorry?” he asked.

      “Remember that big favor you owe me?” Avril replied.

      As soon as Nevis realized what this was about, he exhaled sharply. “Why, Avril?”

      “Because I wish I could go myself, but I can’t,” she said. “There’s a Druid-killer at large on Persea, and they desperately need Heron and me. We’ve been preparing for this mission for days now, and I can’t pull back.”

      “No one tracks better than Avril,” Heron interjected. “Ryker and Laughlan will join us on this. The situation on Persea is more serious than they originally asserted.”

      “Five Druids have been killed already,” Avril added. “You’re of much more use on Strava, given the circumstances and current team, than I am. I’m delegating you to go on my behalf and make sure my parents and the rest of our family come back in one piece.”

      Nevis thought about it for a minute, then nodded and came toward the podium, motioning for his guards to stay back.

      “You’re too emotionally invested in this Strava mission, anyway,” Nevis replied. “I’ll go. Besides, from what I understand, chances are they’re all wandering the woods somewhere on a seemingly not-so-deserted planet. What could possibly go wrong?”

      There was plenty of sarcasm in that last line. After Neraka, the question itself was rhetorical.

      Ben and Rose smiled at Nevis, welcoming him into the fold.

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Rose said.

      “Please, call me Nevis,” he replied, prompting Elonora to huff and roll her eyes. Nevis gave her a sideways glance. “Is there something bothering you, Miss Goode?”

      “Besides you? Nope. We’re cool,” Elonora shot back.

      I stifled a chuckle, as Rose drew attention to the matter at hand.

      “We’ve got enough people for our search crew,” she said. “We depart at noon today, and we’ll be on Strava by midnight. Prior to takeoff, I want us all to go over the mission brief in the main meeting room,” she added, looking at us.

      “The mission objective is quite simple,” Ben replied. “Find our parents and their group and do a proper survey of that cave and its pods.”

      It sounded simple. Strava was uninhabited—except for the five hundred and five unidentified creatures that had come out of those pods. I braced myself for the pep talk I’d get from my dad. This was the first time since Neraka that we were going to be apart by forty-something light-years, after all. They’d lost me before, and they dreaded the possibility of losing me again.

      At the same time, they knew I was strong-willed and perfectly capable of holding my own on this mission. My only concern was Zeriel. With him on board, I knew for a fact I’d have to work twice as hard to keep my wits about me. On one hand, my heart fluttered at the thought of being around him. On the other, I had my work cut out for myself.
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      The briefing session was relatively short, since we didn’t have much information regarding my grandparents and their friends’ disappearance. Our search radius started with the resort and the island of Noagh, and, based on Dmitri and Hunter’s tracking, it was going to expand.

      “Do you think they’re okay?” I asked Ben.

      He stood in front of a screen with aerial images of the resort, his arms crossed, and his brows furrowed.

      “I’d like to give you a wholehearted yes, but I can’t. Not at this point in time, anyway,” he replied. “I’m sorry, Kailani, but we’ll know more once we get there.”

      “Think about it this way,” Dmitri chimed in. “We’re talking about Derek and Sofia here, not to mention the rest of the crew. I mean, my grandparents alone could tear into five hundred whatever-type-of-creatures came out of those pods. Add your grandparents into the mix, and it would be a bloodbath.”

      Hunter raised an eyebrow. “He makes a fair point,” he said. “What if they went looking for the pod creatures? What if they went back to the cave in the morning, saw the pods cracked open, and decided to extend their stay to find them?”

      “That’s also a possibility,” Rose replied.

      We were all geared up and had our backpacks stuffed with swamp witch magic ingredients, healing potions, and other tools we’d need for both the search and the cave study. Dmitri carried most of the tech stuff, along with Hunter and Ben. From our group, they were the ones most familiar with Phoenix and Jovi’s gizmos.

      Jovi, Phoenix, my mom, and Shayla had joined us in the meeting room to give us last-minute advice and indications.

      “Telluris doesn’t work on the surface of Strava,” Jovi said, “but we’ve recalibrated Bowie. It should work now as a mini-command center,” he added, then handed each of us a small earpiece. “These work on radio waves. They’re linked to one another, and they also feed into Bowie, over a three-mile radius. As long as you can hear each other, you’re good.”

      “They link back to Calliope, too,” Phoenix added. “We’ve set up a comms base here on Mount Zur.”

      Jovi nodded, then pointed at my earpiece. “That’s right. You’ve got two channels there. Press the small green button to talk locally, on Strava, and the blue one to reach out to us. Every message is recorded in case we’re not around.”

      I put the earpiece on. It fit and settled perfectly. Jovi then brought over a couple of satellite phones.

      “What are those for?” Rose asked.

      “We modified them. They’re earthly satellite phones,” Jovi explained. “You can use these to send SOS signals back to Calliope if the earpiece and Bowie fail. They’re kind of old-timey, but they’re supposed to work seamlessly across such a distance if you stick to Morse code. Use the one key for the line, and the zero key for the dot.”

      “I know Morse code,” Dmitri replied with a nod. “I’ve got it.”

      He stuffed both phones in his backpack. Shayla and Mom stepped forward.

      “We’ll have the second telescope up and running by morning,” Shayla said.

      Mom came over with a handful of small hypodermic syringes. “I need to collect blood samples from each of you,” she said. “We’re fitting the lenses with a swamp witch tracking spell, and we require something from you.”

      Dmitri sighed. “A lock of hair wasn’t good enough? You have to puncture me?”

      “Scared of needles?” I shot back with a grin.

      He shuddered, then put his arm out. “Just make it quick.”

      I chuckled, watching as Mom drew a bit of blood from Dmitri first, then from the rest of us, storing the syringes in a small, cylindrical cooling box. We’d been bringing some of the human technology to Calliope, as it was easier to maintain and reproduce manually than magic and swamp witch charms. Cooling systems were going to be gradually introduced into the Eritopian society over the next couple of years, anyway, as part of GASP’s effort to help the galaxy evolve.

      “Okay, I think we’re ready to go,” Ben said. “We will be gone for a couple of days, tops, but you’ve got eyes on us, and comms are all working.”

      I hugged Mom. She covered my face in kisses. “You be good up there,” she whispered. “And don’t do anything you’re not sure you can pull off, okay?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She gave me a weak smile. “I know something happened the other day, during your swamp witch trials,” she murmured. “I also know you won’t talk to me about it. But I’m not blind, either. It’s done something to you, though I can’t tell what, exactly. All I’m asking is that you be careful, honey. That’s all. Don’t get carried away. Stay on top of the magic.”

      My stomach churned. I’d felt horrible for not being able to talk to her about what I’d experienced in my sensory-deprivation capsule. It would’ve been hard to describe, anyway. I was still looking for words myself.

      All I could do was nod slowly.

      “I promise, Mom,” I said to her. “I’ll be careful.”

      I was carrying a difficult and heavy burden. The Word had spoken to me, but I’d yet to decipher its message. I carried it with me, seared into my brain. It haunted me in my sleep, and it applied painful pressure on my shoulders. I had a feeling it would get easier, once I understood what the message was. Until then, however, I was sworn to secrecy and due to resume my training once we got back from Strava.

      

      An hour later, Lumi and Viola prepared an interplanetary travel spell around the four space pods, which had been brought up to the launch pad on top of our Mount Zur base. The purpose was to go in via swamp witch magic, then use the pods for flights around Strava, if needed. Lumi had fitted the travel spell with additional protections, making sure it would pierce any type of atmosphere and that it would resist any magic shield.

      “The planet is safe, though,” Rose said, watching as Ben and the boys in our group loaded our backpacks and gear into the pods. “I doubt we’ll have issues.”

      “Some things can change in a matter of hours or days,” Lumi replied. “It’s best if you’re all safe and prepared for whatever comes at you. It’s also imperative that you all get to Strava in one piece.”

      “Like Phoenix says, it’s better to have it and not need it than desperately need it and not have it,” Viola chimed in, smiling as she added the last symbol to the pentagram.

      The others in my crew bid their families farewell. My mom and dad stood back, keeping Shayla company. Lumi came up to me and took my hands in hers.

      “Kailani,” she said quietly. “Your mother gave you good advice earlier.”

      “You heard that?! Where were you?” I gasped, since no one was supposed to have heard what my mother had said to me in the meeting room. Especially since Lumi had been nowhere nearby at the time.

      Lumi smirked. “Darling, I hear everything within ten miles,” she said. “I’ve made a habit of shutting it all off, but ever since I’ve taken you under my wing, I admit… I’ve been eavesdropping a little bit, just to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Wow,” I murmured. “That’s quite an invasion of privacy.”

      She sighed. “Maybe. But my lips are sealed, and I make no judgments. Ever. Anyway, that’s not the point. Your mother is right. Do not exert yourself. You’ve just made contact with the Word. That’s like holding the power of a thousand active volcanoes in the palm of your hand. You must be careful with that.”

      Lumi had been there for me when I broke free from the sensory deprivation pod. She’d held me tight as I convulsed and shivered like crazy, as my body readjusted to the real world. She’d been the first to hear me recite the Word’s message, in a language I didn’t understand, even though I could pronounce every word perfectly. She’d told me that the message was for me, personally, and that I should take my time to understand it on my own, as part of my trials. She, too, had seen the changes that I’d experienced after that moment.

      “I didn’t think I’d have to be careful with my swamp witch magic,” I replied. “I mean, I do feel different, but not in the way you described it. I feel overloaded. Heavy.”

      “Which is normal. Your very being is getting used to the surge of power,” Lumi said. “What I’m trying to say is that this power will now be quite volatile during this adjustment period. So use your swamp witch magic wisely. Don’t overdo it.”

      I nodded. “I won’t go nuclear, I promise.”

      “It might impact your natural witch abilities, too,” she added. “Our coven has never had a supernatural witch join our ranks, so we have no precedent for how the Word reacts to a creature such as yourself. Which, again, makes me ask you to be careful.”

      “Okay,” I breathed.

      “Meditate for a minimum of two hours every day,” Lumi then said. “Keep your link to the Word active. You’ll figure out the message this way. You’ll uncover secrets and improve your skills. The Word wants you. And that, my dear, is a great thing.”

      I sighed, then gave her a hug. Her body stiffened. Lumi wasn’t used to physical affection, but I couldn’t help it, either. She was, by far, one of the weirdest creatures in Eritopia, but also one of the most powerful, right after the Daughters.

      Rose and Ben hugged their sons and daughters, then came over and got in one of the pods, joined by Dmitri. Ridan went in the second pod, followed by Zeriel and Nevis. Elonora, Vesta, Hunter, and I took the other two—I went with Hunter in the third, leaving the girls with the fourth.

      Once we were all strapped in and ready to go, Viola and Lumi activated the interplanetary travel spell. White light swallowed us whole, as the incandescent orb hummed and lifted us off the ground.

      Part of me was excited to go to Strava again. It was truly a stunning place. But my concerns about my grandparents and their group took center stage, weighing heavily on my shoulders along with my newly formed connection to the Word.

      As we shot through the midday sky, I took several deep breaths and prepared for the hours-long journey ahead.

      “Nervous flyer?” Hunter asked.

      This was the first time we were actually talking since I’d found him smooching that succubus. I’d been avoiding him like the plague over the past couple of weeks, thankful to have Lumi to keep me busy. He’d left me a few messages, but I hadn’t called him back. I’d sent him a couple of texts, saying that I’d been busy and whatnot. My feelings for him weren’t going away, either.

      I couldn’t object to him sharing a pod with me, though. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to notice the tension between us—for which I was personally responsible, since we were only supposed to be friends, dammit.

      “Yeah, it’s been a while,” I replied, staring ahead at the vast universe unfolding before us.

      Billions of stars shot past us as the spell zoomed through the In-Between toward Strava. I could feel him staring at me, but I didn’t have the courage to look him in the eyes.

      “It’ll be fine,” he said. “Just focus on the stars.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I nodded slowly.

      My cheeks were burning. My heart was racing.

      The longer I spent in Hunter’s presence, the hotter and more awkward it got for me.

      This is going to be a long trip.
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      Meahiri was one of the most beautiful corners of the In-Between. Eritopia was superb as well, but there was something about Meahiri that just left me breathless. Whether it had to do with the seemingly endless swirls of multicolored stardust or the multitude of solar systems stretching outward and hurling through space at incredible speeds, it didn’t really matter. The end result was spectacular.

      Once we landed on Strava, I was instantly reminded of why we’d chosen this planet for what was supposed to have been the perfect vacation. Noagh was a relatively small island, its white sand beaches sprawling toward the turquoise ocean all around, while its lush jungle sheltered hundreds of extraordinary animal species—and a weird-ass cave, it seemed.

      As soon as the interplanetary spell faded away, and our four shuttles were settled on the beach, we all got out and looked around for a while. The silence was almost deafening, given the circumstances. Not a single chirp came from the jungle. The only noise came from the water, gently lapping at the shore.

      “Leave the heavy stuff inside the pods,” Ben instructed us. “Take your bags and whatever survey gear you can fit inside. Our first mission is to retrace the steps of our people and find them. Then we study the cave in full detail.”

      We nodded and did as we were told. As a sentry, I didn’t need any scanning equipment, so I had space in my backpack for some healing and spell supplies. Ben and Rose took the satellite-style phones—one for each, in case our earpieces and Bowie failed. Rose also held on to Bowie.

      Once we were geared up and ready to go, Ben pointed at the shuttles. “We need to hide them, just in case,” he said.

      “Hide them where?” Dmitri asked, somewhat confused.

      “Behind the resort, a couple of yards into the jungle,” Ben replied. “It doesn’t matter who or what comes by at this point. We need to keep the shuttles safe.”

      Kailani shrugged, then motioned for all of us to step back. “That’s cool,” she said. “I can do that.”

      “Thank you, Kale,” Rose replied, giving her a warm smile.

      Kailani inhaled deeply, then put her hands out and muttered a spell under her breath. She walked over to the first pod and touched its smooth, metallic surface. She briefly glanced at me, and then she and the shuttle vanished into thin air.

      I held my breath, then exhaled sharply when I heard leaves rustling and twigs breaking somewhere behind the resort. The air fluttered against my skin as Kailani reappeared right in front of me, grinning.

      “Girl, that was awesome!” I breathed.

      “I know. It’s quite intense, but I think I’ve gotten the hang of it now,” she replied, then went to the second shuttle, repeating the process of touching it, disappearing with it, then reappearing a couple of feet away from me.

      “Two down, two to go!” Hunter exclaimed, genuinely impressed.

      “I know that, as a witch, you can zap from here to there quite easily,” I said, “but I would guess it takes a different level of skill to take something as big as a shuttle with you, right?”

      Kailani nodded. “I’ve incorporated a swamp witch spell into the process,” she said. “It takes a toll on me, though. I need to work on it until it’s second nature.”

      She then did the same with the third and fourth shuttles, storing all four in a patch of jungle just ten yards behind the resort. After she reappeared on the beach, she sighed and looked up at the evening sky. Billions of stars were scattered across a veil of dark blue. Smack in the middle of it all was the moon, big and bluish and eerily charming as it emerged from a bundle of clouds and cast its azure light on us.

      “What can you tell us about the planet so far, from your observations?” Rose asked, as we all gathered around Kailani.

      “There’s no swamp witch magic of any kind at work,” Kailani replied. “There’s no weird shield or spell, or anything of the sort.”

      “Then there must be another reason why Telluris isn’t working here,” Ben concluded. “It works perfectly as soon as you’re off the planet, though.”

      “There’s definitely a disruption, but it’s not swamp witch magic,” Kailani said.

      “Then what could it be?” I asked, frowning. “Telluris is a Druid spell that connects our souls, our consciousnesses, through an invisible and endless thread. It’s supposed to be resilient to most disruptions.”

      “Remember that they combined Druid magic with swamp witch charms to block Telluris,” Vesta interjected. “If there’s no swamp witch involved here, it doesn’t mean there’s no magic of any kind at work.”

      “Okay, so we’ve got the good ol’ fashioned magic,” Dmitri concluded, nodding at Kailani, “as evidenced by Kale here, who’s a natural-born witch. We’ve got swamp witch magic, which, again, we’ve got Kale representing,” he added with a smirk. “Then there’s Druid magic. Could there be Druid magic involved, then?”

      We all looked at each other for a while, none of us able to offer an answer.

      “I wouldn’t exclude the possibility,” Kailani finally said, “but I wouldn’t bet on it, either. Having Druid magic here would mean that there are Druids on Strava. And we’ve scanned the whole damn world, all around, and we didn’t see any bipedal creatures popping up on our screens.”

      “That was before Derek and the others discovered those cave pods, though,” Hunter replied. “What if there were Druids in there?”

      Rose groaned. “What are the odds that there are Druids this far out in the In-Between?” she asked. “They’re endemic to Eritopia, aren’t they? And Draven is still combing through the travel records. There were no delegations in the vicinity mentioned so far. This isn’t Neraka all over again. It can’t be.”

      “Listen, right now there’s little we know for sure,” Ben said. “But let’s start there. The first thing we know for sure is that our family and our closest friends, our mentors and GASP founders, are missing. So, let’s look for them first, and focus on the rest later.”

      Hunter nodded, then pointed at the resort.

      “I agree,” he replied. “We should start in there.”

      Whatever was going on here, my instincts told me that it wasn’t right. As much as we tried to convince ourselves that Derek and his group were just out exploring or lost, I knew, deep down, that something must’ve gone wrong. It didn’t mean they were in mortal danger or anything, but it didn’t mean they weren’t, either.

      The uncertainty annoyed the hell out of me. However, as Ben had said, we had to prioritize. Finding Derek, Sofia, my grandparents, and the others was at the forefront of our mission.
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      We scoured all the rooms and common areas, including the kitchen, the lounge, the bathrooms, the indoor pool, and the dining room. We brought out all the phones and cameras that had been left behind and put them on a coffee table in the middle of the lounge.

      “Hunter, Dmitri, our olfactory senses are good, but not like yours,” Rose said. “What can you tell us from whatever scents you’ve picked up?”

      We all settled on the sofas to rest for a few minutes and to discuss our tracking activities. Hunter and I looked at each other. He motioned for me to go first.

      “Well, they’ve been gone for a little over four days now,” I said. “Which is nothing new; you’ve confirmed it as well. There is no blood anywhere, no traces, nothing. The place wasn’t wiped clean, either, so it’s not like someone cleaned up a murder scene or whatever—”

      “Good grief,” Ben groaned, rolling his eyes, while the others scowled at me.

      I shrugged. “What? I’m just being honest and giving you the good news here!” I replied. “Our grandparents and friends didn’t die here. That should be good news, right?”

      “Yeah, it’s just that the whole notion of a murder scene makes my blood curdle,” Ben muttered.

      “As it should.” I sighed. “Thing is, their scent is weak. But I did catch a whiff of something… lemony, I guess? Barely noticeable, like a top note on a perfume. You only catch it after you smell it for a while.”

      “Me too,” Hunter said. “I got the same. Like citrus, maybe even lemongrass. There’s an undertone of crude green, if that makes sense.”

      “Maybe… Maybe like lemon tree leaves, crushed or cut up to release the aroma,” I mumbled, trying to identify the scent. It was present everywhere, albeit faintly.

      “It sounds like you’re describing a Mediterranean-style dinner.” Elonora scoffed. “Do you smell almonds and rosemary, too?”

      “Snark all you want, but there’s definitely something lemony here,” I shot back with a smirk.

      Rose cleared her throat. “It sounds like what we picked up in the cave. I bet it’ll be stronger there,” she said.

      “Whoa. So that means that whoever was in those pods must’ve been here, too?” Kailani asked.

      “Maybe? But not all of them. Otherwise, the scent would be stronger,” Rose replied, then looked at me. “Right?”

      I nodded slowly. “Possibly, yes. There’s also this subtle whiff of… I think ammonia, or something pungent, medical. I don’t know how to better describe it at this point. I doubt it’s natural. It could be a chemical of artificial origin.”

      “Like what, a serum or disinfectant or something else?” Ben asked, his brow furrowed.

      “I hate not being certain about this, so I’m going to go with ‘possibly’ again,” I said.

      Hunter picked up one of the smartphones on the table and tried to unblock it. “Maybe there’s something useful in here,” he said, then swiped his finger across the screen. “Ugh, great, passcode required.”

      Elonora stared at the phone in Hunter’s hand for a few seconds, then narrowed her eyes. “Is that Grandma Claudia’s phone?”

      I craned my neck to get a better look at the screen. There was a photo of Claudia and Yuri as a screensaver. It had been taken on the beach outside the resort. Claudia had her tongue stuck out at Yuri.

      “Yeah, that’s Claudia’s,” I said. “Yuri’s a tad more conservative.”

      Kailani chuckled and picked up another phone, pressing the lock button to show us the passcode request and the screensaver image of Claudia—captured from behind as she glanced over her shoulder and smiled at the person holding the phone at the time.

      “This is Yuri’s,” Kailani replied. “I wouldn’t say it’s more conservative, but it shows how much he worships her.”

      Elonora sighed. “Grandma Claudia has my mom’s birthday as the passcode.”

      “How do you know?” Vesta asked.

      “I’m willing to bet all of them have our parents’ or our birthdays as passcodes,” Elonora declared. “Let’s not forget that our elders aren’t exactly super tech savvy. They would never complicate their lives with difficult-to-remember passcodes. Just try 0312 on Claudia’s. Trust me.”

      Hunter pressed the numbers on the screen’s keypad, successfully unlocking the phone. He looked up at Elonora, then grinned as he handed her the phone.

      “Nicely done,” Hunter said.

      Elonora then looked at Kailani. “My grandpa will probably have the same code. If not, it’ll be my birthday.”

      Kailani smirked, then put in the same code. It was rejected, so she tried Elonora’s birthday next. It worked.

      “Hah! Spot on!” Kailani exclaimed.

      Hearing that, Ben and Rose fished for their parents’ phones and attempted the same, with their own birthdates.

      “Wow, they are so freaking predictable,” Ben muttered. “Mom has our birthday.”

      “Dad, too.” Rose chuckled.

      One by one, we unlocked the other phones, too. My grandma had Mom’s birthday, and my grandpa had Jovi’s. Kailani’s grandparents had Arwen’s and her birthday, and so on.

      “Old people and technology, huh?” I chuckled.

      “I don’t know about ‘old’, though. They all look fantastic for their age, and chances are they’ll put any of us to shame in close-combat situations.” Elonora grinned. “They’re not decrepit organisms, dude. They were born in eras of advanced technology, too.”

      “Well, yeah, but the passcodes are still ridiculously predictable. They’re a hacker’s dream!”

      “What’s a hacker?” Nevis asked, looking confused.

      At a second glance, Zeriel was equally baffled, while Vesta tried to wrap her head around the technology. It wasn’t like they were seeing this for the first time, but they hadn’t had the chance or the time to catch up to our industrial advancements.

      We’d been born on Earth, where the humans had made incredible technological progress. From a progressive point of view, while Neraka and Eritopia were magically advanced, they’d yet to advance anywhere near our earthly tech.

      “A hacker is someone who can remotely enter any computer and bypass every passcode and protection available.” I tried to explain as clearly as possible.

      “Like a virtual burglar,” Elonora added.

      “Anyway, we’re digressing.” Ben shook his head, swiping through photos on his mother’s phone. “I’m not getting anything of use here, just a disturbing number of couple selfies and sunset photos.”

      Hunter stood, nodding toward the patio’s sliding glass doors. “I’ll go outside and see what scents I can pick up from around the resort, then.”

      “Yes. Take Kale with you,” Ben replied.

      I had no idea why Kailani’s eyes got so big, so fast, but no one else seemed to notice, as she quickly regained her composure, then got up and followed Hunter outside.

      “Rose, can I see the footage on Bowie again, please?” I asked. There was nothing of use on my grandparents’ phones, either. Just lots of jungle photos with some really interesting animals. All the images they’d gathered would help later, once this was all over and we were putting together a Stravian biology atlas, but until then… useless.

      Rose nodded, then handed over the metallic ball. I swiped my fingers over the black screen, which lit up in reaction to my touch. I pulled up the video from the cave and watched it again, from beginning to end, then went back to the moment when Claudia accidentally tugged the cable.

      I raised the volume, prompting everyone to go still and look at me, as they all heard the on-camera hiss. Ben raised an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, we heard that, too,” he said. “Right after Claudia pulled the cable, right?”

      Elonora moved closer on the sofa, so she could get a better look. I angled Bowie so she could see the screen as well, then replayed the hissing scene.

      “The sound came from either the pod or the cable,” Elonora observed. “When Grandma Claudia pulled it out, it must’ve stopped the flow of air or something into the pod. If those are bio-stasis pods like we assumed, and they’re tied to that computer thing on the wall, wouldn’t it be reasonable to conclude that pulling a cable out like that might’ve triggered some preservation protocol, or something?”

      “You mean, like waking everybody up and opening all the pods, if one of them is compromised?” I replied, following her reasoning.

      “Yes. What if Grandma pulling the plug on one of those things woke everybody up, just not right there, on the spot?” Elonora suggested.

      Ben and Rose looked at each other for a moment, then back at us.

      “That might be exactly what happened,” Ben mused. “Each pod might have its own solar battery, I’m thinking. Once it’s depleted and the cable is out, some security protocol automatically kicks in and wakes everybody up to alert them that the system’s been compromised.”

      “Sounds reasonable. I mean, that’s how I’d design a stasis chamber, anyway,” Rose added. “In order to preserve a lifeform inside it, one needs to have contingency plans and procedures for whatever possible scenario.”

      “And my dear grandmother must’ve been one of those scenarios.” Elonora sighed.

      I could hear the tremor in her voice. We were all probably thinking the same thing—that something must’ve happened to them, but none of us had the courage to say it out loud. I gently squeezed her shoulder and gave her a reassuring smile.

      “Lenny, we’ll find them,” I said, my voice low. “You’ve got two of The Shade’s top sniffers on your team. It’ll be okay.”

      She gave me a weak smirk in return.

      Nevis shot to his feet and headed for the patio.

      “I’m getting bored here. Nothing left for me to see. I’d rather go outside and check the surroundings,” the Dhaxanian prince said, then narrowed his eyes at Elonora, who suddenly stiffened next to me. “You should really tell him how you feel. Bottling up your emotions is unhealthy. Downright toxic.”

      Elonora scoffed. “Just go outside, get some fresh air, mind your own beeswax.”

      As soon as Nevis was out, we all stared at her, genuinely befuddled. She shook her head.

      “There’s nothing for me to tell you. It’s just a misunderstanding,” she said, then focused on the video footage on Bowie, brushing that entire moment away with the wave of her hand. “So, assuming Grandma Claudia’s blunder caused the pods to open and wake whatever creatures were in there—and if our wolves here are smelling the same lemony trace you caught in the cave,” she added, looking at Ben and Rose, “wouldn’t it be fair to assume that those pod creatures came here?”

      Silence fell over the lounge area, as a possible and troubling truth settled. Ben rubbed his face with his hands, while Rose leaned back into the sofa, staring at the screen.

      “I was hoping that wasn’t the case,” Rose muttered.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s possible,” I replied. “If this is the same scent, of course. I’ll need to see the cave for that.”

      There wasn’t much left for us to look at inside the resort. Hunter, Nevis, and Kailani were already checking the surroundings. It was only a matter of time before we all joined them. The phones and cameras weren’t offering any viable leads, either, and I had very little faith that we would find something of use in them.

      From what I could tell, things had suddenly gone wrong in the resort.

      Up until Derek and the group found the cave, everything seemed fine and oozed of tropical vacation spirit. There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Then, as soon as they all set foot in that cave, and Claudia accidentally unplugged one of the pods, something must’ve happened.

      The last footage we had of the group was right after they came back to the resort, after exploring the cave. After that, nothing. Looking around, I was positive that there wasn’t a struggle, and that not a single drop of blood had been spilled. So, whatever was going on here, it definitely had something to do with those damn pods.
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      My cheeks were burning. I had a feeling that lava was bursting through my veins at that point, and it took a mountain of patience not to go out and hurl something blunt and heavy at Nevis’s head. Then again, I shouldn’t have brought Dmitri into my little white lie to begin with. That would’ve prevented two of the most embarrassing minutes in my life from ever happening.

      Also, what was Nevis’s deal with my love life? Seriously!

      Ridan grumbled as he scoured the photos and videos on Cameron’s phone. “I think I might have something here,” he said.

      That was enough to break me from my mute moment of rage. I moved over to the other side of the lounge area, where he was seated, so I could get a better look. Ridan was the only one still looking at camera or phone contents. The rest of us had given up because there was nothing related to the cave or my grandparents’ disappearance. Just vacation pictures. Beaches, the jungle, weird but cute animals, and plenty of the ocean at night.

      But Ridan zoomed in on one of the evening photos—close enough to make me want to smack myself for not having checked the images on the other phones more carefully. There was a photo of Cameron and Liana at dusk, shortly after the sun came down, and the sky was still blazing orange and red. They’d taken the selfie on a beach somewhere, but it wasn’t on Noagh.

      “Is… Is that a pier?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      He nodded, then enlarged the image with his fingers to zoom even closer. It was a pier, indeed. It wasn’t massive, though. At first glance, it was about fifty yards in length, extending out into the ocean. There was a small lighthouse by the shore, while the wooden platform went out over the water for a significant distance. To my surprise, there was also a ship anchored to it, at the very end.

      It was half sunken, from what I could tell.

      “It’s abandoned,” Ridan confirmed. “But it’s a pier somewhere nearby.”

      “Not on this island,” Rose cut in, as Ridan handed her the phone so she and Ben could look, too. “It must be on one of the neighboring patches of land. Or a neighboring atoll, maybe.”

      I nodded. “We scanned the area, and there wasn’t anything,” I said, then pulled up a printed map on my tablet. I’d packed hard copies in my bag, just in case. I zoomed in and used a marker tool to flag the area we’d scanned around Noagh, then showed it to Ben and Rose. “We covered what’s in yellow. The pier is somewhere outside that radius, for sure.”

      “Look at the sky,” Ben said. “It’s brighter toward the left edge of the photo.”

      Rose gasped, her eyes widening as she realized what he was trying to say. “You’re right. That’s where the sun had just set,” she murmured. “And judging by the pier’s position in the photo, it’s somewhere to the northwest, isn’t it?”

      I got up and went outside. The others followed, as I motioned for them to join me.

      “I can use my True Sight to have a look,” I said. “I’ve got a three-to-four-mile radius. It might not be in it, but I could still catch a glimpse of it if I focus on the northwestern quadrant.”

      The ocean breeze brushed against me, both warm and cool, like the perfect midsummer night’s dream. The not-so-salty air filled my nostrils as I took deep breaths and welcomed the natural splendor of Strava into my very being. Then, after my five seconds of personal enjoyment passed, I focused my True Sight on the northwestern part of the horizon.

      “Ugh, nothing.” My fists clenched. “I can’t see it anywhere.”

      “It must be farther,” Ben replied. “It’s okay, Lenny. At least we know it’s to the northwest, so we don’t have to fan out and scatter like crazy.”

      “It’ll probably be in the next atoll,” I said. “It’s closer to a clear swath of ocean waters, perfect for navigating, come to think about it.”

      Just then, a light flashed across the night sky, somewhere to our left.

      “Whoa… What was that?” Kailani asked, as she and Hunter came around.

      They’d all seen it.

      A second flash followed, then a third. Soon afterward, we lost track. There were dozens of them, like comets obliterated by Strava’s atmosphere—or so it seemed. Long streaks of light continued to appear and disappear at five-second intervals.

      Seconds later, we heard bangs echoing in the distance, like thunderclaps.

      “Whatever those things are, they’re fast.” Dmitri stared at the sky. “Those are sonic booms. They’re breaking the sound barrier.”

      “What do you think? Comets? Meteor shower?” Ben asked.

      It was too far for me to see with my True Sight, so I had no response to give in return.

      “Could be,” I said, then shrugged. “But they’re going in very different directions. Look at that!”

      I pointed at one flash, which shot from right to left, then vanished with a sonic boom. Another followed, this time headed upward across the sky. The third cut down through the middle. And on and on they went for about five minutes—chaotic flashes of light that left thunder behind.

      “This is fifty kinds of weird,” Dmitri muttered. “Natural phenomena?”

      “Maybe?” I replied, equally baffled. “We haven’t experienced all the seasons here, if you think about it.”

      “There are only two seasons,” Kailani reminded us.

      “Well, yeah, but we’ve only been coming here for what, six months?” I said. “We’ve only got six months of data, and that includes climate and atmosphere. Maybe it’s an electrical storm.”

      Kailani’s expression led me to believe that she didn’t agree. However, she chose to stay silent on the matter. Knowing her, it was most likely because she had no viable alternative scenario to offer.

      “I could fly out and have a closer look,” Ridan offered, his fingers already working the zipper on his slim, fabric combat suit. We’d opted for lighter materials in this expedition, given the regular Stravian temperatures. None of us had been aching to bake inside leather suits. The new line that Arwen and Corrine had made for us was fantastic—light and airy, it felt like a second skin.

      The flashes stopped. Once more, silence fell over that little slice of Strava.

      “Too late,” I muttered. “Stand by for the next round, I guess?”

      Ridan gave me a friendly wink and pulled his zipper back up. He frowned, looking up at the sky once more. “Did anyone notice how some of those flashes changed their trajectory?”

      “From what I could tell, they were all either straight-shooters or arched,” Ben replied.

      Ridan shook his head slowly. “Most of them, yes. But there were a couple, maybe five, that broke from a straight line and arched to the left or right, then vanished.”

      “So, what, not a natural phenomenon?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      His shrug didn’t clarify anything, either.

      “All right, everybody, get ready,” Rose announced, checking her wrist watch. “We’ve got nine hours of nighttime here. Let’s make the most of it and check out the cave.”

      Chills tumbled down my spine—partially because of the pod footage I’d seen, but also because of the way Nevis was looking at me. It wasn’t a scowl, per se, but something was definitely bothering him where I was concerned, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, understand what I’d done to irk him. I deliberately ignored him, though, and shifted my focus onto the mission at hand.

      We had a two-mile trek through the jungle ahead of us, followed by the weirdest and creepiest cave I’d ever heard of. Because, let’s face it, if there are stasis pods that were opened overnight involved, it’s weird and sets the stage for a sci-fi horror flick.

      Whatever came next, though, I was more than ready to handle. After all, my grandparents and our closest family friends were out there. We looked after our own. We never left anyone behind. We went to great lengths to protect our people. And this was no exception.

      All I had to give me comfort was the thought that our elders were well-versed in combat, with decades of experience, during which they’d survived some truly life-changing events. Strava certainly wasn’t going to be the end of them. We were going to make sure of that, too.
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      We led our search team through the jungle and to the cave. We showed them the “monkey” nests on top, along with the black glass screens. Dmitri, who was most familiar with the technology, confirmed that they were, indeed, solar panels.

      He used a metallic tool from his backpack to pry one out and inspect it.

      “Yup, you were right,” he said. “It’s a similar circuitry to the panels they use back on Earth. I mean, it’s the same concept, anyway. It functions on the same basic principle. Sunlight goes in, it gets processed through the glass cells, and then it gets transferred through these wires.”

      There were hundreds of slim metal wires connected to the back of the glass plate. They led somewhere inside the cave, most likely through the glowing blue cables.

      “I’ll pop one of the glowing ones open in a bit,” Dmitri added.

      He climbed off the top of the cave’s stony mound and joined us inside. As soon as the glowing blue cables came out of the black stone wall, Dmitri got down on his knees and put on a pair of rubber gloves, giving me a childish smirk.

      “I’ve gotten myself zapped one too many times before.” He chuckled. “Live circuits and all that.”

      “Oh, well, that explains a lot,” Kailani shot back with a grin.

      Dmitri chose to ignore her, but let a low growl out, enough to let her know that he’d definitely heard her. I stifled a chuckle and quietly watched as he cut through a cable section. Sparks flew, but once the live connection was severed, they were gone. He brought the metal tool up and touched the open end of the cable. The current zapped through, releasing another round of sparks.

      “Yup, definitely a live circuit here!” Dmitri said, slightly amused. “But there’s more to it,” he added. “The glow isn’t electric. It only covers the membrane, the cable coating. Which isn’t metallic. It’s…” He sniffed it, wrinkling his nose. “Dude… It’s organic! I don’t know what, exactly, but it’s not electric, see?”

      He showed us the cable section. The interior was made up of three one-inch-thick metallic cables, neatly wrapped inside the glowing membrane. Each cable had a slightly different color, too, in three shades of green.

      “Why don’t you cut off a section and take it back to the resort, after we’re done here?” Ben asked. “You could do an in-depth survey there.”

      Dmitri nodded. “It’s not like they need it anymore, right?” he replied, shrugging. “I mean, the pods are empty, so I’m not compromising anybody’s life.”

      “At this point, we don’t even know what type of creatures were in there, so…” Kailani crossed her arms. “It doesn’t really matter.”

      “If the circumstances were different, I’d probably advise more caution,” Ben said. “But since this might be connected to our people’s disappearance, consideration for a bunch of cables is really not high up on my priority list.”

      I agreed. Mom and Dad and their group were our priority. Dmitri grinned, then sliced a foot-long section of glowing cable. Unsurprisingly, the piece he removed lost its shine almost instantly.

      “Hah,” Dmitri muttered. “So, it’s not electric in nature, but still connected to the whole circuit,” he concluded. “Okay…”

      “Does it tell you anything about the stasis system?” I asked.

      “Absolutely nothing. I just wanted to sound really smart by saying it out loud,” Dmitri replied. “I think Corrine would be more capable of telling us what all this does. Or,” he added, giving Kailani a sideways glance, “Kale here might want to help me study this thing once we’re back at the resort.”

      Kailani bent down to have a look at the piece of cable, then nodded as she straightened her back. “I could definitely poke and prod at it with everything in my arsenal until we figure out what the membrane does. It’s definitely not for décor.”

      I took a deep breath, once again catching that whiff of the lemon and ammonia I’d smelled during my first visit.

      “Hunter, Dmitri, I’m guessing you can both smell it?” I asked, looking at them both.

      They nodded, as did the rest of the group.

      “We can all smell it,” Elonora replied. “This has to be ground zero.”

      “It’s the same as what we identified at the resort,” Hunter said, his brows pulled into a dark frown. “Whatever came out of here was definitely at the beach.”

      My stomach churned. I’d been floating that suspicion around in my head and desperately avoiding it at the same time, understanding its implications. The creatures that had come out of the pods had definitely been at the resort. In larger numbers and in an enclosed space, like the cave, their scent was stronger. But scattered and miles away from here, their trail wasn’t as easy to catch. That told me something about what kind of creatures they could be—specifically, the kind that had been naturally designed to leave as little trace as possible.

      But the next question popping into my head was whether they were peaceful experts at concealing their tracks, or predatorial experts at keeping themselves hidden from their prey. The latter idea burned holes in my chest.

      I led the search team deeper into the cave. We went straight to the main, sphere-shaped chamber. The pods were exactly as we’d left them—cracked open. Footprints were still pressed into the mossy floor. And the computer mainframe on the wall was still off, despite all the glowing cables.

      “Whoa...” Dmitri gasped, gazing around with the fascination of a human child during his first trip to a planetarium. He looked as though the entire world had just opened up to him, in one splendid but overwhelming wave. He was trying hard to take it all in. “This is incredible…”

      “Have you seen anything like it before?” Ben asked him.

      Dmitri shook his head. “Only in the movies. Oh, and I read about stasis chambers extensively during my sci-fi period,” he replied.

      “You had a sci-fi period?” Elonora shot back, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

      Dmitri raised his chin, pride oozing out of him. “I’ll have you know I’m quite the scholar on the topic.”

      “Is that why you kept getting yourself electrocuted by live circuits?” Kailani cut in, chuckling.

      “Hey! That came before I started reading up on the tech stuff!” Dmitri retorted, pointing a finger at her and feigning outrage. Their dynamic would’ve been absolutely hilarious, had we not been here searching for my missing parents and their grandparents.

      Dmitri gave both Kailani and Elonora a grin, then settled in front of an open pod. He passed his hand along the edges, checking every screen and circuit board in sight. He even pulled the padding out, revealing more complicated systems underneath. He then frowned as he looked up at Ben and me.

      “This is definitely a stasis system,” he said. “Not like anything I’ve ever seen. It’s obviously… alien, for lack of a better word. But! Like with the cables outside, it functions on the same physical and chemical principles. Something is being fed in. See these openings here?” he added, as we followed his finger pointing at various parts inside the capsule. “One of them is for the air. The second and third release some kinds of chemicals. The second reeks of ammonia, by the way, so that’s where that comes from. I don’t recognize the third, but it has a hint of mint to it.”

      Hunter joined him in his survey, sniffing around the capsule.

      “You know, the longer I smell this ammonia gas, or whatever it is, the drowsier I get,” Hunter said thoughtfully. “It takes a minute away from it to regain my focus.”

      “Hah. It smells like ammonia because we don’t have enough Stravian knowledge to name its equivalent, but I’m willing to bet it’s a knockout gas or something,” Ben chimed in, his eyes lighting up with the realization. “Maybe it’s what kept them all in stasis!”

      “And the minty stuff woke them up?” Dmitri asked, raising both eyebrows.

      “That makes sense, actually,” Hunter said. “You get air through this slot. They keep you asleep with ammonia-like gas through this slot. And—”

      “And if my grandma pulled the plug on one of these guys and the oxygen was depleted afterward,” Elonora cut in, “the wake-up protocol would dictate that the system floods all the pods with the minty gas through the third opening. Right?”

      We were definitely on to something. Nowhere near finding my parents, but much closer to understanding how this whole cave system worked. The optimist side of me fed on this discovery. It was the best I could do to stop myself from worrying sick over my family’s disappearance.

      Dmitri then followed the pod’s cable to the mainframe. He stared at it for a while, cocking his head to the side. One by one, we joined him, quietly waiting for him to give us something more to go on.

      “Anything?” Ben asked him.

      “Nothing about this big-ass contraption, if that’s what you were hoping for,” Dmitri replied dryly. “I do look forward to tearing it apart, piece by piece, and understanding how it works. It’s definitely a computer. And most laws of physics and mathematics are universally applicable, across dimensions,” he added.

      “But there’s that lemony scent again,” Hunter said.

      Dmitri nodded, then smiled at Ben and me. “The lemony trace absolutely belongs to the pod people,” he concluded. “I caught a faint whiff of it at the resort, in the jungle, too… not to mention in here. It’s extra strong in a closed space.”

      “The pods, in particular,” Hunter agreed. “So, we’ve got five hundred and five unknown creatures with a lemony scent.”

      “They were at the resort. Maybe not all of them, but some were there. 100 percent,” Dmitri added.

      I scoffed. “Great, so five hundred and five potential hostiles.”

      “Or peaceful creatures who are dazed and have no idea what year it is?” Dmitri replied, trying to look on the bright side.

      “If they’re peaceful, what happened to our parents?” Ben asked. “And your grandparents. And our friends. They’re all missing, and they were definitely in touch with these creatures. I feel like I’m repeating myself, at this point,” he added, then sighed.

      Kailani raised a hand, demanding our attention. “I wouldn’t be too worried about them. We’ve got a fire dragon, a Dhaxanian prince, a fae, and, well… me,” she said, trying her best to stay modest without selling herself short. “Whatever they are, I doubt they stand a chance.”

      “On top of that, think about Derek and Sofia’s group,” Elonora added. “Vampires with plenty of combat experience. Fae with fire abilities. Plus, a seasoned witch and a warlock.”

      Ben let out a long and heavy sigh. “I like how we’re trying to convince ourselves that it’s not all that bad.” His lips stretched into a bitter smile.

      “Tell you what!” Dmitri said. “Let’s find that pier. The image stamp was the sunset before their cave expedition. Let’s see what’s in that area. They could be there, or nearby. Or the pod people might be there. Just spit-balling here, but it beats staying here and theorizing over what might’ve happened. Besides, Derek’s and the others’ scents have already faded. I can’t smell them anywhere in the area. The last trail for them is back at the beach house.”

      I looked at Ben and instantly recognized the look of determination on his face. He didn’t need to say anything. I knew exactly what we were going to do next.

      “Okay. Let’s look for it,” I said. “Northwest of the resort.”

      “And once I’m there, I can try my True Sight again, on another three-to-four-mile radius,” Elonora suggested.

      That was a good plan. It was pretty much our only plan.

      And it was better than nothing, as my nerves were already stretching too far and thin.
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      We headed northeast from the beach, using the boats that had been left behind. Moving slower gave us all the time we needed to take in our surroundings, and for our trackers, Hunter and Dmitri, to capture every possible scent along the way.

      There were twenty islands ahead, each approximately three to four miles in length and width. From an aerial perspective, they looked like blobs of sand splattered across the turquoise ocean. Tall armies of palm trees rose from their centers, with large fruits hanging heavily from their tops. There were plenty of wild animals living on each island. Occasionally using my True Sight allowed me to spot some of the primates that Derek had seen near the pod cave, as well. They were beautiful and hilariously playful by nature, from what I could tell, and their big, bluish eyes were strange and mesmerizing.

      Turquoise felines prowled at the base, prompting gazelle-like creatures to hide deeper in the palm woods, and the funky monkeys to climb all the way to the tops of the trees. Some were devious enough to set some of the fruit loose from their clusters, turning them into projectiles that hit some of the predators.

      “Well, that’s one way to get rid of those who want to eat you,” Dmitri muttered, following my gaze as he manned one of our four boats.

      “You know, it’s weird. This place is so pure and quiet,” Zeriel chimed in. “I find it hard to believe that something nefarious could be at play here.”

      “Most of the places we go to are apparently nice, pretty, and whatnot,” Ben said. “Until you peel away at the first layer and discover the nightmares hiding below.”

      “True, but we actually checked this planet before we even built the damn resort,” I replied. Deep down, I was a little mad at myself, too, for not having dug deeper during the scans. “We should’ve checked better.”

      Rose shook her head. “Don’t beat yourself up over this,” she said. “Dad found the cave by accident. It’s very well hidden, and we’ve already agreed that the metal casing of the pods may have tampered with our scanning equipment, making that entire place go unnoticed.”

      I couldn’t help but sigh. I knew she was right, but still.

      “Let’s stop on that island,” Ben interjected, pointing at the next patch of land, which was situated just fifty yards away. The waters were getting shallow already. “Once you reach the shore, you can do another scan of the area, Lenny.”

      I nodded, and Dmitri, Hunter, Ridan, and Ben paddled our four boats toward the slim white beach. Once we were on dry land again, the guys gathered several long and thick pieces of wood, which they hammered into the shore and used as pillars to tie our boats to.

      In the meantime, I used my True Sight to scan the area in full detail. At first, I was only looking at about another three to four square miles of trembling ocean waters, small islands, and emerging atoll ridges. Then, finally, I spotted the lighthouse, about a mile and a half away and farther to the northeast.

      “I see it,” I said, pointing in that direction. “I see the lighthouse, the long jetty. It’s a small pier, but… Wait, there’s no ship.”

      My brow furrowed. Hunter took out Cameron’s phone and flipped back to the image we’d based our search upon. I zoomed in on it, constantly comparing the photo to what my eyes were seeing.

      “Is it the same pier structure?” Rose asked, anxiously waiting for me to say something.

      I nodded. “Yes. Same length. The lighthouse is identical. But there is definitely no ship there now. It’s… I think it’s gone.”

      “Would this vessel fit five hundred creatures on it?” Hunter replied, narrowing his eyes at the phone image. “It looks medium sized. Or am I seeing it wrong?”

      Ben and Rose inched closer to have another look, then looked at Hunter and me and nodded. “You could definitely cram five hundred on it, provided they’re close to our height and weight. It’s a long vessel, a cruiser of sorts,” Ben said.

      “So, what are we thinking? That whatever came out of the pods traveled all the way to that pier, without boats of any kind, boarded the ship, and vanished?” I asked. It sounded both likely and unlikely once I said it out loud.

      Rose sighed, then shrugged. “Maybe? Dammit, I hate being in the dark like this,” she muttered.

      Nevis stepped forward, keeping his chin high.

      “How about we go take a look right now?” he suggested.

      “We should,” I replied. “Let’s get back in the boats—”

      “Don’t be a child,” he shot back with a dismissive hand gesture. My blood boiled instantly. I could almost hear my ears whistle like a teakettle. “My way is easier and faster.”

      Nevis walked over to the shore and put his hand out. As his long fingers wiggled, frost spread out from underneath his bare feet. It stretched across the water, forming a long platform that measured about six feet in width. The ice was thick, smooth, and sturdy, steady over the ocean surface.

      He took the lead, while the rest of us followed. I couldn’t take my eyes off the Dhaxanian frost. There was a peculiar shimmer in it that I’d never seen in ice before. It wasn’t easily noticeable, either, but it spoke to its mystical origin. Nevis’s species was truly extraordinary.

      He gave me a quick glance over the shoulder, his icy blue eyes darkening for a brief moment.

      “This is awesome,” Dmitri said, grinning like a kid in a winter wonderland.

      “Glad you’re entertained,” Nevis replied, his tone dry and clipped.

      Dmitri frowned at him. Judging by his murky violet aura, the young wolf was confused—not that I could blame him. Nevis’s passive-aggressiveness was most likely related to my little white lie about me having feelings for Dmitri, though I couldn’t understand why the Dhaxanian prince was being such a jerk to him.

      It didn’t feel right to let the animosity between Nevis and me spill out and sting others, especially Dmitri. So, after a deep breath, I moved forward and walked by Nevis’s side at the front. The ice path continued to extend for the next mile and a half, as we got closer to the pier and lighthouse.

      “Why are you being so hard on Dmitri?” I asked Nevis, keeping my voice low.

      Nevis scoffed. “I’m hard on everybody. It’s my nature. I thought Avril gave you the rundown prior to this mission.”

      I felt a tinge of relief, mainly because his reply actually made sense. Nevis did strike me as an all-around elitist who considered himself above everyone else. It didn’t make him any less gorgeous, impressive, or fascinating, but, still, his blunt self-awareness did have an interesting impact on me. Needless to say, it didn’t make me like him less.

      “We’re now five miles northeast of Noagh,” Kailani interjected from behind, checking the map coordinates on her tablet.

      “So, based on the images and videos alone, our people made it all the way here,” Ridan replied. He scoffed, then looked around.

      The ice path ended abruptly once it made contact with the white sand beach surrounding the lighthouse. I used my True Sight once more, but there was no sign of Derek, Sofia, or the others. There were no other creatures either, besides the local fauna scattered across the islands.

      “Still no sign of them?” Ben asked me.

      I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      “Maybe we need a higher vantage point,” Dmitri suggested, then pointed at the lighthouse. “We should climb up there and have a look.”

      We all nodded in agreement, except Nevis, who crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t sure why that smug look on his face didn’t make me want to smack him, despite the fact that I kept telling myself that I should totally want to smack him. Nevis had a strange and alarming effect on me, indeed, but I couldn’t let it get in the way of our mission.

      “It’s too short,” Nevis said. “Here, try this instead.”

      He then put his arms out, his fingers wiggling and glowing in a gentle blue hue. Nevis drew water from the ocean, bringing out billions of droplets and turning them into ice fragments. He moved his hands around, guiding each frozen shard into a twelve-foot-wide tower. Out of nothing but ocean water, Nevis managed to build an ice tower, stretching upward and going much higher than the lighthouse.

      Gasps erupted from our group. My jaw dropped as I stared at his marvelous creation.

      The tower came complete with a spiraling staircase and windows on each of its twenty levels. The moonlight reflected against its smooth façade, casting blue glimmers all around. It was absolutely superb.

      “Holy crap, this is something out of a fairy tale.” Kailani gawked at Nevis’s creation.

      “Thank you, I presume?” Nevis replied, wearing a confident smirk. He looked at me again, but only for a split second, before shifting his focus back to the tower. “Now, who wants to go up there with me?”

      Ben and Rose were the first to frown as they looked up.

      “We wouldn’t be of much use up there, compared to Lenny and Dmitri,” Rose said. “Take them, Nevis. Lenny’s True Sight and Dmitri’s sharp nose will get us more data, for sure.”

      Nevis nodded, then motioned for Dmitri and me to join him. We followed him inside the tower and up the narrow stairs.

      “Oh, they’re not slippery at all,” Dmitri muttered, careful where he stepped.

      “There would be no reason to build a staircase that you cannot climb, don’t you think?” Nevis replied. I didn’t even realize I’d been rolling my eyes until Nevis stopped to scowl at me. “Got something to say, Miss Goode?”

      I scoffed. “Nope. I’m pretty sure my silence says it all.”

      “So does your eyeroll,” Nevis shot back. “I just thought you might want to add some notes to that.”

      “Ugh, can we go up now?” I retorted, pointing upward.

      Nevis continued his climb up the stairs. Dmitri caught my arm, making us slow down until we were a half-level’s distance from him.

      “What’s up with you two?” Dmitri whispered. “Are you interested in killing each other, maybe?”

      I chuckled. “No. Maybe. No.”

      “Then cut it out with the jabs. The guy’s super powerful, and he’s royalty,” Dmitri advised me in a friendly tone. Deep down I knew he was right, but Nevis’s origins were not an excuse for his pompous stings. I certainly wasn’t going to let him get away with it. It would set a dangerous precedent.

      “We’re a team,” I said. “We respect each other. I’m not letting anyone break that one basic rule.”

      Dmitri chuckled. “Come on, Lenny. The guy’s a tad abrasive, sure, but we’re all in the same boat here. We all have our quirks.”

      I sighed and decided not to continue the conversation. Dmitri was a sweet and tolerant guy by nature, and Nevis was his polar opposite. Maybe that antithesis was skewing my perception. Well, that and the fact that I’m obviously attracted to the Ice Lord.

      We made it to the top, and the view simply took my breath away. Nevis’s ice tower offered a 360-degree panorama of the surrounding islands and atolls. There were thousands of white sand and jungle patches, gathered in circular clusters at distances of approximately five miles from one group to another.

      “Whoa,” Dmitri murmured, his eyes wide as he took it all in. “This is beautiful.”

      Nevis stood next to us at the top, his hands behind his back as he gazed out into the distance. He nodded slowly.

      “It’s a superb planet,” he said. “Excellent choice for a vacation destination, indeed. It’s a shame there’s something off about it.”

      “Speaking of which...” I pointed to the east. “That wasn’t there before. I’m 100 percent sure of it.”

      Rising from an island cluster about two miles away was a bizarre artificial structure. Its shape reminded me of a Roman coliseum, though it was built from a clear but sturdy material that glistened in the moonlight.

      “Looks like it’s made of diamonds, doesn’t it?” Dmitri breathed, using his long-distance binoculars. The lenses weren’t able to cover as much as my True Sight did, but for the two miles between us and that structure, they did the job.

      “It’s definitely new,” I said, then pulled out my tablet and opened one of the maps I’d stored on it. We’d previously marked all the islands with artificial structures and building ruins. The nearest one was supposed to be over ten miles away from our location. “It wasn’t there when we surveyed the area. Look,” I added, showing them the map.

      “Who the hell built that, and when?” Dmitri scoffed.

      I could see the rows of arched windows on the coliseum’s five levels. Whatever material it had been built with, it had an iridescent sheen that made it look otherworldly and eerily beautiful. But something clawed at my stomach as I stared at it. Something was off here. Terribly off. My instincts were flaring.

      “What if the pod people built it?” Dmitri added, genuinely stunned.

      “You sound like a conspiracy theorist from Area 51,” I muttered.

      Nevis didn’t catch the reference, which explained the furrow between his eyebrows.

      “Well, how else can you explain it?” Dmitri replied with a shrug. “It wasn’t there before. Then the pod people came out. And now, lo and behold, it’s there!”

      Just then, Rose’s voice came through my earpiece. “What can you see from up there?”

      “The weirdest thing, that’s what!” Dmitri blurted.

      “There’s a structure just two miles east of our location. It’s in a neighboring island cluster, and it looks like a coliseum. Its walls and arches are clear and shimmering, like it’s made of diamonds or crystals or something similar,” I said. “You won’t see it from down there because it’s lined by a thick wall of palm trees. It has about five levels, and it measures approximately six hundred yards in diameter.”

      I heard Rose gasp. “What the hell… I’m looking at the map now. There’s no artificial structure marked there.”

      “I know, I was telling Dmitri and Nevis the same thing,” I replied. “Something’s off here. It wasn’t there before.”

      “Do you think the pod people built it?” Ben interjected.

      In that precise moment, Nevis looked at me, and I rolled my eyes. I hated the concept of “pod people.” It reminded me of tabloid headlines from Earth, dating back decades, back when UFOs were the fad. There had always been rumors about aliens coming down to Earth in their super-techy space pods.

      “Can we find another name for them? Seriously,” I muttered.

      “Lenny, can you see any activity in that… coliseum?” Rose asked through the earpiece.

      I used my True Sight to get a better look. The diamond structure was complete and seemed fully functional, with dozens of chambers and staircases. The central area could be reached via the enormous circular steps that went around it, and it had been built lower into the ground. There were no doors, just wide archways connecting each room.

      My heart skipped a beat as I noticed a figure moving somewhere on the fourth level.

      “Oh, wow,” I said. “Hold on.”

      I leaned into the icy half-wall and narrowed my eyes, doing my best to naturally zoom in on what I was seeing.

      “I see someone,” I said. “Moving… Wearing white…”

      It was difficult to describe the creature I was seeing, at least from that distance. The image was distorted as the figure moved between rooms—the diamond walls were clear, but their fractal structure still broke the images of anyone inside.

      “Is it one of ours? Mom or Dad? Corrine? Anyone?” Rose replied.

      “I don’t think so. I can’t see very well, but whatever that thing is, it’s about as tall as us, I think… Wears white… Has long, blond hair… And that’s about everything I can tell—”

      Something fluttered above us, cutting me off.

      Nevis, Dmitri, and I instantly looked up. There were white clouds gathering overhead—just wisps of cotton drawn together by the nocturnal winds. But the fluttering sound persisted, like dozens of wings flapping.

      “What’s wrong? Lenny?” Rose’s voice came through, but neither of us was able to speak.

      Shadows darted somewhere beyond the clouds, growing bigger and darker. Then, a sonic boom ripped through the night sky, nearly blowing out our ear drums.

      We instinctively ducked and covered our ears.

      “This isn’t good,” I barely heard Dmitri say.

      “Ya think?” I shot back.

      A second boom thundered right over our heads.

      My muscles stiffened. My body instantly prepared to fight for survival.

      Whatever this was, it wasn’t friendly.
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      “What the hell is that?!” Vesta croaked, pointing up.

      We all looked upward and froze. My heart jumped in my throat.

      Sonic booms erupted, thundering above. Shadows shot across the sky, beyond a layer of clouds. They had no precise trajectory. Instead, they crisscrossed and exploded into flashes of light, each burst followed by another bang.

      “They’re the same phenomena we saw earlier,” I muttered. “Only much, much closer.”

      The jumble of shadows and flashes began converging on the top of the ice tower, moving dangerously fast. The booms got louder, too, chilling the blood in my veins. I instinctively pressed the talk button on my earpiece.

      “Lenny, get down from there, now!” I shouted.

      “Oh, no—” Rose managed, but it was a split second too late for any of us to react or do anything.

      One of the flashes broke from the strange aerial phenomena and shot toward the tower. It rammed into it, so hard and with such force that the top of the ice tower exploded in a blinding flash of white light.

      The shockwave that followed was equally violent, smacking into us and throwing us backward. I tumbled across the white sand and landed on my belly, looking up in horror as the ice tower came down in large chunks.

      That was Dhaxanian frost. It wasn’t supposed to break or melt!

      “Lenny…” I croaked, horror clenching at my throat, then found the strength to scream. “Lenny!”

      As the flashes and loud bangs continued overhead, the frost tower collapsed altogether. Out of it emerged a ball of bluish ice—Nevis had caught Elonora and Dmitri inside it, to protect them from the frost debris and the actual fall.

      Ridan growled as he moved to get up and out of his combat suit, hell-bent on retaliating in dragon form, but Ben pulled him back.

      “Don’t! Stand back! Everybody, stand down!” Ben shouted. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet, but if they’re capable of breaking Nevis’s ice, it’s safe to assume they can tear you a new one, too, Ridan!”

      The ice ball rolled out of the tower’s ruins. It cracked open, revealing Nevis as he held Elonora tight in his arms, and Dmitri with his arms wrapped around the both of them. I rushed to help them, accompanied by Ridan and Vesta. All three of them were dazed by the blast, but okay.

      “Nevis was able to cover us,” Dmitri managed as he got up.

      Another bang, this time louder.

      “How many of them are there?” Ridan scowled at the sky above us.

      “Three,” Elonora replied, her eyes glimmering gold as she used her True Sight. “I can’t see what they are; they’re moving too fast.”

      “They’re powerful, though,” Rose said.

      The flashes got brighter. The booms were louder. I figured it was only a matter of time before my ears started to bleed if they kept it up at that rate and in such close vicinity. My throat closed up when I saw the first fiery ball hurling toward us.

      “Watch out!” I shouted, then muttered one of the swamp witch defense spells that I was most comfortable with and put out a shimmering gold shield made of pure energy. It was big enough to withstand the fireball’s impact. Flames erupted outward, then vanished. The hit took a toll on my joints, as the energy shield required my arms’ physical strength to hold it up.

      “They’re attacking!” Ridan hissed. “I should do something!”

      “We can’t! Not yet!” Rose replied.

      A second fireball came down from the sky. This time, it rushed at us in an arched trajectory. Elonora shot to the side and released one of her sentry barriers with full force. The air rippled as it struck the fireball and forced it to dissipate.

      “We need to take cover,” Ben said. “We can’t risk an attack if we don’t know what we’re up against!”

      The hits increased in frequency. It was impossible to catch a clear glimpse of the light flashes. All we could to was gather in a circle, back to back, and put our defenses up. My energy shield and Elonora’s barriers were sturdy enough to withstand the following round of fireballs, but the booms were starting to give me a headache, making it difficult for me to concentrate.

      As a result, my shield started glitching, shooting sparks out whenever a fireball hit.

      Ridan and Vesta fired back. The dragon, though in humanoid form, could still spit fire, so he released a thick column, aiming it at the incoming attacks. Having a bipedal flamethrower with us certainly came in handy. Whatever those flashing creatures were, they now knew that we weren’t easy to take down.

      Vesta threw some well-targeted fireballs back. She’d observed the flashes’ movements for long enough to accurately estimate some of their angles. Two of her fireballs managed to smack into a shadow, seconds before it flashed and released another sonic boom.

      Everything was happening too fast.

      I looked around, desperate for a way out. Ben and Rose were right. We were in over our heads at this point, and couldn’t afford to get injured—or worse, killed—without knowing what we were fighting.

      There was a small, bushy island on the other side of the atoll. It was a mile and a half away and was covered in tall palm trees with broad crowns and giant, waxy leaves. It was good enough for cover, if I got my magic right.

      I hadn’t tried a teleportation with living creatures before, but it was our best shot at survival, given the dire circumstances. I took a deep breath, then looked at Nevis.

      “I need you to cover for me,” I said to him. “Shield them for a few seconds and take my hand.”

      He frowned but didn’t wait to be told twice. He put his hand out. His fingers glimmered blue as a massive shield made of thick ice expanded from his palm. It stretched out above and around us, but it wasn’t going to last for long. Every fireball that came down sizzled through and caused dreadful cracks, threatening its integrity.

      Nevis then took my hand, but stayed focused on the ice shield, rapidly pushing out more of his Dhaxanian frost to fix the fireball damages. I grabbed Elonora’s hand, too, then looked at the rest of our crew.

      “Everybody! Hold hands!” I shouted. “We’re getting out of here!”

      They did as instructed, startled by every bang erupting above.

      I muttered an additional spell under my breath and envisioned the little island with its thick palm tree forest. Once I finished the incantation, I felt my skin sizzle. I was suddenly weightless, as I disintegrated in a flash of light.

      For only a millisecond, a microscopic slice in time, everything was black and nonexistent. Then, the entire world reappeared. I exhaled and looked around. Relief washed over me when I saw everybody alive, in one piece and right there with me, hidden behind the palm trees.
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      I had never experienced something as extraordinarily troubling before. For a moment, I’d lost control over my body and mind. I’d disappeared—or the entire universe had vanished, with me in it. The second I blinked, however, we were all somewhere else, surrounded by palm trees.

      The change was so sudden that it knocked the air out of my lungs.

      “Whoa…” Dmitri gasped, coming to terms with what had just happened.

      “Did you just teleport us?” I blurted, my entire body shaking.

      Kailani nodded. “We’re a mile and a half away, on another island,” she said, then made her way between the trees, headed straight for the edge.

      “Kale, you just zapped us all away from there!” I replied. “That was incredible!”

      She gave me a weak smile. Her aura was strange, mixing a variety of colors and glowing brighter than ever. It seemed to me that its intensity increased whenever she performed a swamp witch spell. Something had definitely changed in her, but this wasn’t the time or the place to address it. We had bigger problems on our plate.

      We reached the edge of the woods. The sky was pitch black over the pier. Lightning flashed above, and thunder ripped through the night, repeatedly. Whatever those creatures were, they didn’t follow us. Instead, they continued to shoot around like manic falling stars, releasing fireballs at the ice shield that Nevis had left behind.

      They battered it with fire until it all came down, crashing and spreading over the white sand like watery snow. They then shot outward and spread over a wider radius. There were definitely three of them. The farther apart they were from one another, the easier it was for me to count and confirm.

      “They’re looking for us,” I muttered. The palm tree forest offered us good coverage, given the circumstances.

      Rose shushed us, just as one of the flashes passed above our little refuge island. We all stilled and waited, but nothing happened. The lights went away, releasing the occasional sonic boom whenever they increased their speed and moved farther out.

      “We should stay here for a while, until they’re gone,” Rose said.

      “I know I’m asking this again, but what the hell were those things?” Dmitri replied, wiping some of the blood off his face. He’d gotten scratched across the forehead and cheeks, most likely when the flash tore into the ice tower.

      Rose scratched the tip of her finger, then dripped some of her blood into Dmitri’s mouth. This wasn’t the first time the wolf had been injured, nor was it going to be the last. Vampire blood was good to have handy at this point.

      “Whatever those things are, they can fly at incredible speeds,” Ben said. “Being able to break the sound barrier like that, over and over… That’s not easy.”

      “They can shoot fireballs, too.” Vesta sighed. “Like me. Like the fae, in general.”

      “Yeah, but no fae is capable of melting a Dhaxanian prince’s frost,” Kailani replied.

      Nevis nodded, visibly concerned. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Dhaxanian frost can be destroyed. Our strength lies in numbers then. The more of my people behind an ice wall, the harder it is to break. But my frost is indestructible. It’s in my royal blood… I don’t understand how they did it. Only I can destroy my ice creations.”

      Ridan grumbled, crossing his arms. “I would’ve loved to take them for a spin, though. Give them a run for their money. I could’ve handled it!”

      “Save your energy for later, Ridan,” Rose told him. “You’re one of our most precious assets. And, judging by how those things move and react—”

      “They would’ve handed your ass back to you, my friend,” Hunter cut in.

      Ridan scoffed but didn’t engage any further. Deep down, he knew Rose and Hunter were right.

      “We’ve clearly struck a nerve with someone, somehow,” I said. “There’s no way those attacks were unintentional. There’s no way those creatures are part of the wildlife. Something is incredibly fishy here.”

      “What if they’re connected to Derek and the others? The capsules, too,” Kailani replied. “What if it’s all linked in some way?”

      Rose exhaled sharply, then ran a hand through her long black hair. “There’s more going on here than before. At least that’s clear,” she said. “Something we missed.”

      “We spent months casing this place.” My exasperation was bubbling back to the surface. Guilt was beginning to gnaw at my insides. “There was nothing off. Nothing strange going on. No aerial phenomena. All clear and no reason to worry…”

      Dmitri then froze for a second. He pressed the long-distance call button on his earpiece.

      “Team Calliope, anyone there?” he called out.

      We all listened quietly. Nothing came back other than static. That didn’t bode well for us.

      “Harper! Jovi! Phoenix! Anyone!” Dmitri tried again, visibly frustrated. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, in desperate need of releasing some of the tension that had gathered over the last day. I groaned, no longer able to contain my ragged nerves.

      “This can’t be Neraka all over again,” I said.

      “It isn’t,” Ben replied firmly. “The comms might not work everywhere.”

      “Or they might not work at all beyond Strava.” Dmitri scoffed.

      “Either way, they have eyes on us,” Ben said. “There’s a blood spell linking the telescope to us. They know where to find us.”

      Kailani took a deep breath, then cleared her throat.

      “So, what do we do now?” she asked.

      “We do what we came here to do,” Rose replied. “We’re going to find our parents, our grandparents, and our friends. We’re going to head back to the resort and try reaching out to Calliope again. We’re going to investigate, as per protocol.”

      “And if we find ourselves in need of assistance, one of us will fly back to Calliope and bring back help,” Ben added. “But until we figure out what it is we’re dealing with here, there’s no point in requesting backup.”

      I nodded, even though my first instinct was to bring back an entire army from the whole of Eritopia, plus a fleet of daemons and dragons, just to be sure. “Ben’s right,” I said. “Until we identify the enemy and their full range of abilities, we can’t devise an effective retaliation. Besides, our people are still here, somewhere.”

      “And those flashes may have something to do with that,” Kailani replied.

      “We’ve got supplies and equipment,” Ben added, giving us an encouraging half-smile.

      “And I covered the shuttles in a protective spell,” Kailani said. “The telescope is watching us at all times. They’ll check the feeds. They’ll probably see what happened.”

      Rose scoffed. “They might send backup.”

      “We’ll have to wait and see,” Ben replied. “But, in the meantime, we’ll do our job. We’ll check out that weird coliseum you saw, too,” he added, giving me a brief nod.

      I looked out into the distance once more. The lighthouse was still standing. The ice had melted away on the beach, though the path that Nevis had made for us was still there. The flashes had had no interest in it, whatsoever. They’d been aiming for us, not our tools and contraptions.

      Somewhere farther away to the east was a mysterious structure made of clear, crystal-like materials, where I’d seen someone, though I hadn’t been able to make out their identifying features. We were definitely going to check it out.

      We’d stumbled across something incredibly dangerous here.

      Our elders were still missing. There was no trace of them anywhere. We had lots of questions with no answers, and a handful of bruises to show for what had just happened.

      When we’d built the resort on Noagh, we’d had no reason to think this might go wrong. We’d done our due diligence. Despite my occasional pangs of guilt, I had to admit, there was nothing more we could’ve done to prevent this.

      We’d only wanted to give our founders the proper vacation that they deserved.
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      My blood was boiling.

      The communication channel wasn’t working. I couldn’t reach out to our team on Strava. I’d been trying for the past hour, at least.

      The telescope feed was quite accurate, though, and the blood spell worked, so, at least for a while, I’d had eyes on them. I’d watched over them while they searched the resort. The lenses moved and changed their angles to follow them around, connected to them through Arwen’s blood spell.

      The first few hours had been relatively uneventful, from what I could tell. Rose and the team had made it to the cave, which we couldn’t even see from Calliope, even with that nifty telescope, because of the thick jungle foliage. However, I’d taken notes from Derek’s video, and I’d marked the cave’s location on the screen map, so I knew where they were shortly after midnight.

      Then they’d gone back to the resort and had taken the boats out. Once they reached a small island with a lighthouse and a modest pier, it all went haywire. I saw the ice tower go up, courtesy of Nevis, but then the entire screen flashed white, and I couldn’t see anything for the better half of an hour.

      The door to our operations room on Mount Zur opened with a click, demanding my attention. I stood up straight just as Caspian walked in. His aura was warm and gold, as always, instantly soothing me.

      “Is everything okay?” Caspian asked, frowning as he sensed my angst. With our souls connected, I couldn’t hide anything from him. Not that I would’ve ever wanted to, anyway.

      I shook my head. “Not really.” I pointed at the white screen. “It’s been like that for a while now.”

      Caspian came over and stared at the screen for a few seconds. “Have you heard from them?”

      “Comms aren’t working,” I groaned. “Even with all the upgrades that Jovi fitted them with. I don’t think we’ll be able to talk to them.”

      “We were supposed to at least have eyes on them,” Caspian replied, crossing his arms.

      “I did, until half an hour ago,” I said. “They were okay, on another island about seven miles northeast of Noagh. Then the screen went white and—”

      I stilled as the screen flickered several times, and then the telescope feed came back in full view. I held my breath, trying to figure out what we were looking at. The topography had changed. They weren’t on the lighthouse island anymore.

      “I guess it’s working now?” Caspian cocked his head to the side, visibly confused.

      “Yeah, but… Hold on,” I replied, then fiddled with the screen controls to zoom in on the forested island. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Ben and Rose come out of the woods first, followed by the rest of the crew. “They’re okay,” I breathed. “Thank the stars.”

      “At least we’ve got a better view now, instead of just black dots,” Caspian said.

      It wasn’t exactly high definition, and I only had a close-up aerial view, but I could tell that they were all in one piece and moving at a steady pace. I looked around and saw nothing that would set my instincts ablaze, either.

      Nevis generated another ice path across the water, which they used to get back to the resort, without taking the four boats they’d left on a neighboring island.

      “As long as I’ve got eyes on them, I’m cool,” I muttered. “I would’ve gone ballistic if the feed didn’t come back soon.”

      Caspian chuckled softly, then put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. His body heat seeped through my skin. He kissed me, ever so gently, making my heart sing. One minute alone with him was all I needed to settle my nerves. Caspian was my cure for pretty much everything.

      “What do we know so far?” he asked.

      “Nothing new, from what I could tell without an operational comms system,” I replied. “My guess is they’ll pack a message in a swamp witch spell and send it over soon enough.”

      “Do you think this is Neraka all over again?” His brow was slightly furrowed, and his jade eyes glimmered with concern—the kind I hadn’t seen since I’d first landed on Neraka myself.

      I shook my head again. “They’re not stuck there. We can see them,” I said, giving him a reassuring smile. “We’ve been over this before, babe. This definitely isn’t like Neraka. We’ve learned our lessons.”

      He nodded, then looked at the screen. “What about them? Did you see what they’ve been doing?”

      “For the most part, no. I’ve only seen them move around, here and there,” I replied. “The telescope follows them around with its blood spell. Otherwise I’d probably lose them, if I had to operate it manually. But then that white flare came up and blocked the feed.”

      “And no sign of Derek and his group, either.”

      “Nothing. Rose and company checked the resort and the cave, then moved farther to the northeast by approximately seven miles,” I explained briefly. “Now, they’re going back to Noagh. I suppose they’ll rest up and start fresh in the morning.”

      Caspian grunted, then walked over to the telescope and checked its lenses.

      “Not that I’m a genius with these things, but the charms look intact,” he said. “Whatever that flare was, I don’t think it came from here.”

      “Are you sure? I should get Jovi or Arwen to look at it, though, just to be certain.”

      He shrugged, then gently moved the telescope around, keeping his eyes on the large screen. I followed the feed until a strange view unfolded before us.

      “Hm…” he murmured, staying by the telescope. “That’s strange, don’t you think?”

      It was a round building, something akin to an ancient Roman coliseum, but made of glass or diamond or some kind of clear and sturdy crystal. It shimmered strangely under the moonlight, but the image was clear enough to make me conclude that it wasn’t a natural element.

      “That’s a building,” I said. “That’s artificial…”

      “Was it supposed to be there?”

      I exhaled, then flipped through the annotated maps I’d saved on my tablet, to the same coordinates. “Oh, boy. No. This wasn’t there before,” I replied. “At least, not before we scanned the planet and started building the resort.”

      “Let me see if I can zoom in from the lens, directly,” Caspian said, turning one of the small gears at the end of the telescope. “There’s still some wiggle room, I think.”

      I listened to the mild clicks of the gear as he twisted it. A crackling sound came out from the telescope, prompting Caspian to freeze. We looked at each other with wide eyes, then back at the screen. My stomach dropped.

      The telescope feed was gone completely.

      The screen had gone black.

      “Oh, no,” Caspian muttered, looking horribly guilty. It nearly broke my heart.

      “Crap,” I croaked.

      We were going to have to get Arwen in to try to fix it. If something had broken, it was most likely a part that could be replaced. Neither Caspian nor I was an expert on the matter, however, and, after what had just happened, we wouldn’t have touched the telescope with a ten-foot barge pole, ever again.

      At least our search crew was okay, even though Derek and his group were still missing, and there was the weirdest construction that had appeared out of nowhere on an island—dangerously close to Noagh.

      The weirdness factor on Strava had just been dialed up to eleven.
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      My eyes peeled open. My mouth and throat felt as though I’d swallowed an entire cotton field. Sharp pain cut through my brain, pulsating and spreading outward in blistering heatwaves. My first instinct was to touch my head, looking for a blade or foreign object stuck in it—otherwise I couldn’t explain the agonizing discomfort.

      I groaned, then held my breath for a second, as I listened to the noise travel before it hit the walls and came back to me. I was staring at white lights mounted on a glass ceiling. Beyond it was black stone. I inhaled through my nose, catching every scent around me.

      Moss. Moisture. Glass.

      When it felt safe enough to move my eyes and head around without crying out in pain, I checked my surroundings. I was in a glass box, lying in a bed. It felt soft and comfortable. Water trickled somewhere below. I looked down and spotted the little stream going through the moss-covered floor. It looked eerily familiar.

      “Derek?” Sofia’s voice made my heart jump.

      I sat up—a little too fast. The pain came back with a vengeance, making me hiss.

      “Derek, are you okay, honey?” Sofia asked.

      She sounded close, yet far away. My blood ran colder than usual as I turned my head and saw my wife in a glass box next to mine.

      “What the—” I muttered, then found the strength to stand.

      My entire body hurt. I wobbled for a while before I regained my stability.

      “Derek… Talk to me. Are you okay?” Sofia replied, looking terribly concerned. She sat in a bed similar to mine. The stream crossed through her section of mossy stone floor, too.

      I nodded slowly. “For the most part. I see all my limbs are intact, but I feel like I’ve got the world’s worst hangover,” I said. “I haven’t felt like this in hundreds of years… Turning human felt better than this.”

      I checked my bed again. There were soft blankets and a pillow on it. Someone had gone to the trouble of providing us with comfort in our… captivity.

      “Where are we?” I breathed.

      All around us, there was nothing but stone. Attached to our glass enclosures were several more identical boxes. I moved closer to the wall in front of me and stifled a yelp. We were all here, each kept separately, but close to one another. There was always a wall connecting the couples. Most of them were still out of it, but Lucas and Vivienne were starting to come to.

      I dashed over to Sofia’s side, ignoring the earth spinning around me for a moment, and slapped my hands on the glass, desperate to touch her, to hold her, to keep her safe and close… but who was I kidding? We were trapped.

      “Sofia, how are you feeling?” I asked her, my voice gruff and trembling.

      “Like I chugged down a bucket of glass,” she murmured, glancing around. “Baby, what is this place? How did we get here? Do you remember anything?”

      “I… I’m not sure…”

      I checked the place out again, this time with more clarity as our circumstances came into focus. This was similar to the cave we’d found, with black walls and a rounded ceiling, and moss growing nearly everywhere. The stream passed through each of the glass boxes, then went around in a circle, delineating our collective prison.

      The hall itself was dark, but lights and ventilation systems had been fitted on the ceiling of each of our glass boxes. The air was clean and fresh, and I had a feeling all the vegetation acted like a natural filtration system, despite the seemingly closed space.

      I checked every corner and wall bottom. It was sealed tight with a solid mixture of metals. I clawed at it, trying to see how deep I could go, but I stopped when my fingers started to bleed. I was hurting myself, and not making any progress, either.

      I punched the glass. All it did was make my knuckles hurt. The pane didn’t even crack or budge. “Honey, I think we’re utterly stuck here,” I said quietly.

      “Ugh, I feel like I’ve been run over by an eighteen-wheeler,” Lucas groaned as he slowly got up.

      One by one, our group came to and experienced the same stages of shock, horror, and the cold-blooded calm that came afterward, where our critical thinking kicked in.

      “I thought this was supposed to be the perfect tropical vacation,” Claudia snapped. “I’m pretty sure it didn’t include getting locked up in this place.”

      “It definitely wasn’t in the brochure,” Yuri replied, leaning against the glass wall so he could stay close to her. Claudia gave him a pained look, placing a hand on the glass as tears came up to her eyes.

      “I wish I could hold you right now,” she whispered.

      It broke my heart to see her like this. To see all of them like this. My Sofia was brave and composed, but I knew that, deep down, she was feeling the same anguish as me. We looked at each other for a while, before she took a deep breath and turned her head so she could see everyone.

      “Is everybody okay?” she asked, raising her voice.

      We all nodded in almost-perfect unison. Sofia had this way of capturing our attention with the skill level of a snake charmer. She’d gone into damage-control mode, and it was part of the reason I’d insisted that we share GASP leadership from day one.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” she added.

      I thought about it, but it took me a while to get past the blur.

      “I think we got back from the cave, after I showed it to you guys,” I said.

      “Ah, yes, the weird metallic pods and glowing cables,” Cameron replied, pursing his lips.

      “Oh, right. And my wife’s blunder. Can’t forget that, now, can we?” Yuri chuckled dryly.

      Claudia let out a low growl. “I didn’t think it would come off so easily. Total health and safety violation for whatever was in that pod.”

      “Wait,” Corrine grumbled. “We came back to the resort, for sure. We talked about what we’d seen. I was quite firm in my theory that it was a stasis chamber of sorts, meant to preserve a species of intelligent life.”

      “We had dinner,” Lucas said, frowning. “We agreed to go back to Strava twelve hours earlier to bring back a research team and organize a proper study of that cave. We went to bed early, too.”

      As I replayed that evening in my head, I made it to the point when I’d closed my eyes, in bed, with Sofia soft and purring in my arms. I nodded slowly, then felt chills running down my spine.

      “I woke up in the middle of the night,” I remembered. “I’d heard a noise, I think. And I found myself staring into a pair of big, black eyes.”

      A couple of seconds passed, until Marion gasped. “Mon dieu! I remember that too! Big eyes, and black like ink! All over! There were no pupils, just black, glossy eyeballs beneath the eyelids…”

      “And there was a strange scent,” Sofia added. “I can still smell it. Lemony and… something else, something pungent, like ammonia or something.”

      “Holy crap, they knocked us out with gas or something!” Xavier croaked, staring at us with wide eyes and a gaping mouth. “We were knocked out!”

      I sighed. “Then nothing. Everything went dark. I woke up in here, just now.”

      “How long do you think we were out?” Ibrahim asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It depends on how potent that gas or whatever they took us out with was.”

      Corrine brought her index and middle fingers up to her lips. She whispered a spell, then placed her fingertips on the glass. We all heard the sizzling sound. Smoke came out from her contact with the glass. Flames burst violently and nearly swallowed her whole, but Corrine was quick to pull herself out of harm’s way. The fire got instantly sucked through the ventilation system above them, then dissipated.

      “Corrine, are you okay?” I asked, worrying about her.

      She checked her blistered fingers, then looked at me and nodded. Her face was covered in soot. “Not doing that again,” she replied.

      “What were you thinking?” Ibrahim reprimanded her.

      She scoffed, then leaned against the glass wall where he stood. “I was thinking fire might get us out of here, but, clearly, I was wrong.”

      I looked at the glass box again. Only then did I notice the tiny incisions along the ceiling’s edges. Symbols had been carved into it, smaller than my fingernail. That was magic of some kind, for sure. The scribbles reminded me of runes.

      “There’s some kind of magic at work here,” I said, pointing at them.

      Corrine followed my gaze, then looked up and gasped. “Hah! I see them! But wait…” She frowned again. “I don’t recognize any of it. What the hell?!”

      “Maybe it’s there to repel magic of any kind,” Ibrahim offered. “That was a low-level fire spell you performed. It shouldn’t have blown up in your face like that.”

      “Someone’s deliberately keeping us in here and prohibiting us from using magic?” Lucas concluded, extremely alarmed. He checked his pockets. “Dammit. My lighters are gone. I’m useless without a fire source. And the box is sealed tight with something, I can’t thin myself and sneak out.”

      “Whoever trapped us here seems to know something about our abilities,” I said.

      A loud clang tore through the hall. We all turned our heads to see a narrow door open, somewhere farther to my left. A tall figure walked in, the silhouette black against the yellow light coming in from the doorway.

      We stood still, listening to every sound, waiting for the creature to come into full view. When he did, my stomach basically hit the floor.

      He wasn’t just tall. He was downright the most beautiful creature I had ever seen—and I wasn’t one to say such a thing lightly. His hair was long, pale gray, and perfectly straight, combed down his back. His figure was mostly humanoid—like the rest of us, he had two legs and arms, a head and whatnot. His beauty was something ethereal, pretty much out of this world.

      His cheeks were high and sharp, his eyebrows arched and slim. The blade of his nose cast a dramatic shadow over his small, cupid’s bow mouth. His lips were pale, with barely a smidge of pink. His ears reminded me of the Dhaxanians, strangely pointed at the tops. But his eyes were the strangest I’d ever seen. One was a vivid green, the other a most intense blue. And they were both fixed on… me.

      He wore a white, silken tunic, covering his masculine figure. He wasn’t bulky, but he wasn’t slender, either. He was somewhere in between, and the soft fabric stretched over his toned muscles, broad shoulders, and narrow hips. Self-confidence beamed out of him, but not in a narcissistic fashion. This was a creature who carried great intelligence. I could see it in his eyes.

      He was calm, almost clinical. His lips stretched into a polite smile as he measured each of us from head to toe. I had to set my anger aside, even though it was bubbling up to the surface and pulling a curtain of scarlet red over my eyes.

      “Who are you?” I asked, my tone firm and demanding.

      I had to stand my ground, and he didn’t seem to mind. It didn’t even affect his posture or half-smile. He nodded once, his hands resting behind his back.

      “I am Ta’Zan Marduk,” he said.

      His voice made my insides melt. How was it possible for a creature like him to have such an effect on me? A quick glance over my shoulder made me realize that the rest of my group was equally entranced and stunned by his presence. Whatever Ta’Zan was, he was powerful. I could feel it, deep in my bones. That kind of energy was nearly impossible to come across. I’d never felt anything like it.

      “Why are we here? What do you want from us?” I replied.

      He didn’t answer this time around, but he kept his gaze fixed on me. His eyes were going to haunt me for an eternity.

      “It’s in your best interest to let us out,” I added. “We’re not the kind of people you want to keep in a cage.”

      “It’s not a cage. It’s a glass box,” he replied, quite matter-of-factly.

      “Semantics?! Seriously?” Lucas snapped and punched the glass wall in front of him. “Let us out, or, I swear, you will regret it!”

      Ta’Zan briefly glanced at him, then sighed and shifted his focus back to me. For some reason, I had a feeling I was the one he was interested in talking to.

      “I don’t respond well to threats,” Ta’Zan said.

      “Well, we don’t respond well to being abducted and crammed into glass boxes,” I shot back. My nerves were stretched too thin. “What do you want from us? Why are we here? Where did you come from?”

      “Why don’t you let us out, so we can talk about whatever this is peacefully?” Sofia interjected.

      “You drugged us, didn’t you?” Claudia crossed her arms as she scowled at him.

      “You’re using some kind of magic to keep us from getting out,” Corrine added. Coming from her, it was more of a statement, rather than a question.

      Ta’Zan ignored them all and kept his eyes on me. There was a glimmer of fascination in them. It set my survival instinct on fire, as I suddenly felt like a most prized lab rat.

      “You should really let us out now. The longer you keep us here, the stronger my urge to rip your throat out,” Lucas said, his tone clipped.

      “I thought I made myself clear,” Ta’Zan replied, deliberately ignoring him. “I don’t respond well to threats.”

      “And I thought I made myself clear, as well. Crystal, in fact. We do not belong in glass boxes,” I said, my hands balling into fists.

      Ta’Zan stepped forward, narrowing his strange eyes at me. The entire atmosphere around us shifted. The air was supercharged with that incredible energy of his. For the first time in a very long time, something clutched at my throat—something I hadn’t felt in years. Crippling dread. Whatever Ta’Zan was, he inspired fear, even to creatures like me.

      My instincts told me that I desperately needed a new approach with this guy if I wanted to get us out of here. I assumed that our people were going to come looking for us, but what if they couldn’t find us? What if he’d taken us off the planet, or hidden us so well and warded us with such powerful magic that we’d never be found? Part of me was already convinced that setting ourselves free was on us, and only us.

      “You should get used to this place, Derek,” Ta’Zan said.

      His reply cut my breath off. He knew my name. Quick reasoning reminded me that he’d taken us from the resort. There was plenty of stuff there with our names on it, including IDs and personalized leather items we’d had crafted on GASP’s thirtieth anniversary.

      “He knows your name,” Aiden whispered.

      “I know all your names,” Ta’Zan replied, staring at me. “Derek. Sofia. Xavier. Vivienne. Lucas. Marion. Cameron. Liana. Corrine. Ibrahim. Aiden. Kailyn. Claudia. Yuri.”

      “Congratulations. You remembered all our names. I’ll bet you’re a hit at parties,” Claudia muttered.

      “You should get comfortable,” Ta’Zan said to me. “You’ll be here for a while. I must say, I’ve never encountered specimens such as yourselves before. I don’t say this lightly… In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever said it with such pathos, but… I’m thrilled, I’m fascinated, and I am downright excited by the prospects of your genetic material,” he added, his tone still weirdly flat. “I look forward to working with you.”

      “Wait, what… what do you mean?” I replied.

      He didn’t answer.

      I dashed forward and pressed my palms against the glass. He stood a couple of feet away. The energy coming out of him felt even stronger and heavier, pulling my shoulders down. It was physically overwhelming to be so close to him.

      “What are you talking about? What do you want?” I insisted, gritting my teeth.

      “You will be fed soon,” he said. “I’ve lifted some genetic samples off you already. I’ve understood your dietary needs and restrictions. But you should all just calm down and get comfortable.”

      He turned around and walked back to the open door. His movements were so fluid, it looked as though he was gliding across the floor. The farther he got, the easier it became for me to breathe and actually focus.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but, deep down, I knew that none of my words would persuade him to release us. I knew nothing about him, yet he knew so much about us.

      He stopped in the doorway and gave me an over-the-shoulder glance.

      “This is your home now,” he informed us.

      “Wait, no—” I managed, but the door shut behind him with that loud, almost unbearable clang.

      Dread rumbled through my veins, making my blood thicken. I looked back at Sofia, my brother, my sister, my closest and dearest friends… and I had nothing to say to them. Nothing to comfort them or shed any light on our situation.

      I had no idea who Ta’Zan was or where he’d come from. I didn’t know how he’d captured us, or where he was keeping us. I didn’t even know if he was acting alone, or if he had help. The black eyes I remembered made me think he wasn’t operating on his own, but still, everything was so blank, so vague.

      There we were, our vacation on Strava dramatically cut short. Stuck in glass boxes with no way of getting ourselves out. A promise of feeding that would suit our “dietary needs,” which Ta’Zan knew about because he’d “lifted genetic samples.”

      It looked as though our lives had gotten us off the shelf, thrusting us back into the strangest and most troubling of messes. This wasn’t what I’d hoped for our Shadian founders’ club.

      However, the solution was clear: survive and get out.
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        Ready for the next part of the Shadians’ story?

      

      

      Dear Shaddict,

      Thank you for reading A Voyage of Founders!

      The next book in the series, ASOV 61: A Land of Perfects, releases July 2nd, 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 can’t wait to continue this new journey with you!

      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.  Follow The Shade on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire
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      Keep turning the pages for a sneak peek of the first two chapters from my new action-adventure/romance story, The Child Thief, releasing June 11th 2018!
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        Blurb:

      

      

      In a world where we have government of the rich by the rich for the rich…

      America in 2105 is beset with mass inequality, poverty and increasingly large numbers of the poor. This, combined with the breakdown of families and marriages has led to huge economic and societal burdens. A fractured and divided America ushers in an authoritarian government that promises to solve all these problems in one stroke with a radical solution.

      Welcome to the CRAS: the Child Redistribution Adoption System. Also known as the cure for America’s failing economy… and the bane of nineteen-year-old Robin Sylvone’s existence.

      Under the System, not all parents can expect to keep the children they bring into the world: families who are not self-sustaining have their children taken and given to the rich. 

      And as a single teen mother, Robin fell within the scope of the scheme and lost her baby two years ago. 

      After being forced to drop out of school and become a factory worker in order to support herself, she doesn’t see much light in her future—or hold any hope of seeing her child again. 

      Until she stumbles upon a group of misfits who share her frustrations and desire for change. An underground movement that operates in some rather clever yet unconventional ways… 

      By day they still call me Robin Sylvone. Factory worker and upper class reject.

      But now, by night, they call me Robin Hood…

      Brimming with action, mystery and romance, prepare for an imaginative thrill-ride through a chillingly warped America.
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      Prologue

      I stood frozen outside my parents’ bedroom.

      Staring at the door handle, I tightened my grip around the breakfast tray I had prepared. I could hear the murmuring of the television seeping through the cracks of the closed door, and I wished I didn’t feel so nervous. I wished today was just like any other day I treated them to breakfast in bed… But it wasn’t.

      I had news to share with them this morning. News unlike any I had ever shared before.

      And although I had known them for sixteen years and ten months of my seventeen years of living, I feared how they were going to react. They had always treated me as if I were their own child, ever since the day the Ministry of Welfare took me from my birth parents and assigned me to them.

      But this… This was big.

      I tried to convince myself that everything would be okay. They loved me, didn’t they? They wanted me to be happy, right? They had always said so, and yet, with this, I feared I had gone too far.

      Still, I drew in a deep breath and moved closer to the door. I had delayed this for long enough already. It was time to come out with the truth.

      God knew I couldn’t wait longer than a couple more months, even if I wanted to.

      I repositioned the tray against my hip to free up one hand and then knocked boldly, thrice, with more confidence than I felt.

      “Come in,” my mother’s musical voice chimed through the cracks.

      Swallowing, I gripped the handle and opened the door, then entered with the tray.

      My parents were in bed. My mother, forty-five years young, a beautiful woman with long, dyed blond hair and eyes the color of a clear sky, had been watching the television, while my father, a tall, bald man of forty-nine with swarthy skin and a strong black goatee, was holding a newspaper in front of him. Even lying in bed, he exuded the confidence of one of the most important people in the United Nation of America: a governor, whose moral high grounds were as high as they came.

      “Oh, thank you, darling. What a treat!” my mother cooed as I approached her side of the bed. I set the tray down in between the two of them, then tucked my hands behind my back and stepped backward.

      “Thank you, Robin,” my father murmured, lowering the paper momentarily to pick up his coffee and a piece of toast.

      I nodded and tried to smile back, but it felt like I was wearing one of my mother’s solidifying masks.

      As they began eating, my toes curled over the silken rug, and I allowed my eyes to wander to the television screen, unable to resist the temptation of procrastinating a few minutes longer.

      “—latest report from the Ministry of Welfare was released this morning. Divorce rates are steady at 79 percent—a slight improvement from 2102—while the number of children born out of wedlock remains at 56 percent of the total number of children born. Government savings are up, thanks to continued implementation of the CRAS, while adoption admin fees continue to improve living conditions for low-income families nationwide. The CRAS has saved the UNA trillions in child welfare and foster services since the system’s introduction by President Burchard after the Crisis in 2082—”

      “You sleep well, hon?” my mother interrupted around a mouthful of fruit.

      And I was glad for the interruption, as the current news topic was doing nothing to help my nerves.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      “Are any of your siblings awake yet?” she asked.

      “Um, I think I heard Joseph and Lora. I’m not sure about anyone else.” The last thing I’d thought to do this morning was check on any of my seven younger siblings—not when we had two full-time nannies caring for them.

      “It’s going to be a gorgeous day, by the looks of it.” My mother sighed, glancing toward the sunshine streaming in through the wide French windowpanes. “You want to take the dogs for a walk?”

      “Um, yes. Sure. I just…” I cleared my throat, forcing myself to look from one parent to the other. I inhaled slowly. “Mom, Dad… There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

      They both paused in their eating, their eyes moving to me.

      “What is it?” my mother asked, while my father raised a dark eyebrow.

      A surge of blood rose to my face, and I suddenly felt too hot, even with the cool breeze wafting in through the window. I balled my fists together, trying to take a deep breath through my constricting throat. And then I closed my eyes and let it out.

      “I met a boy last year at summer camp. We… We’ve kept in touch ever since. He’s the reason I’ve been coming home late from school on some days, recently. I was going to tell you about him sooner, but… one thing just led to another, and I just… didn’t. I wish I had told you sooner now, though, because… things got a bit out of hand. I never planned for this, but… I’m pregnant.”

      It felt like I could have dropped a pin onto the mahogany floorboards and heard it even over the television. My parents stared at me, their jaws slack.

      “What?” My mother finally found her voice, her fingers quickly moving to the remote to switch the television off. She gave a nervous laugh. “I’m sorry, Robin. Is this some kind of late April Fool’s?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not,” I croaked.

      She gaped at me, stunned, while my father maintained his shocked silence.

      I was most fearful about what he was going to say, and I was so desperate not to be one of the statistics I knew he so disapproved of—which was why I’d waited for Henry to propose before telling them. I’d thought he would… but he still hadn’t.

      And I just couldn’t hide my pregnancy from my parents any longer.

      I knew this was a big thing to ask my father to accept. Governors of the Burchard Regime were expected to have the highest moral standards, to be paragons of virtue that set an example for the rest of our lax society. And their families were considered reflections of themselves, their ability to influence and infuse good behavior in others—which, in my father’s eyes, was ultimately what defined a true leader.

      If he couldn’t even keep his own family in check, what did that say about him? He’d be gossiped about, and even if nobody said anything to his face, he’d be subtly looked down upon in his social circles.

      I knew the consequences, and I felt bad for letting him down, but what was done was done.

      His affection for me just had to be strong enough for him to swallow his pride and accept the situation. I had to believe it. Because I had a baby on the way, and a man I was deeply in love with.

      If he didn’t accept it, he could ruin everything.

      “Who is this boy?” my father asked, dropping the food and cup in his hands onto the breakfast tray and rising to his feet. The bedcovers slipped off him, revealing his full, tall, broad frame, the muscles in his arms visible even beneath his nightshirt.

      I hesitated, then glanced toward the door. “Henry,” I called softly, and a moment later my boyfriend stepped tentatively through the doorway. His normally tan complexion looked pale as he laid his deep brown eyes on my parents, his handsome face a mask of tension.

      At least he had offered to come meet them today. I’d let him in through the back door first thing this morning, and hoped it would help soften the blow of what we had done once they saw that he was a sweet guy. Marriage was a big step for anyone, and while I wished we had come to my parents with news of our engagement, I loved Henry too much to pressure him into it.

      “Good to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Sylvone,” he said tightly.

      Silence reigned once more over the room, as both of my parents glared at him. It occurred to me then that inviting him into their bedroom might not have been the most sensitive move.

      “Henry’s eighteen,” I said, desperate to break the quiet, “and he works part time at the camp during the summer. He lives on the Meadfield Estate.”

      My father’s gaze darkened as he exchanged a glance with my mother, and I looked anxiously at Henry. He came from a humble background compared to me—very humble, in fact. He’d dropped out of school at sixteen to work in the factories and help his parents pay to keep his two younger siblings, and while that shouldn’t be an impediment to us being together, I knew it had to be playing on my father’s mind. I was sure he’d had the son of one of his governor friends in mind for me, although he’d never come out and said it.

      There would be little to no financial support for our child coming from Henry’s side, but that didn’t have to be a problem, because my parents had no shortage of money to support an extra child. Hell, they’d been talking about hiring another nanny and doing another adoption recently anyway.

      We could pull this off easily. If my father could accept the situation for the sake of his grandchild.

      The pause that stretched between us seemed endless, as my father turned his back on us and faced the window. His broad shoulders rose and fell as he took deep breaths, and I feared it was all he could do to keep himself from exploding.

      I’d borne the brunt of his temper before, over the years, when I did something to irk him. But I’d never done anything like this. I knew how strongly he was against intimacy outside of marriage. He’d told me time and time again.

      Still, I couldn’t help but feel that sometimes you just couldn’t plan love. And since contraceptives had been banned before I was born, situations like mine were hardly uncommon.

      But they are uncommon within governors’ families, a small voice in my head reminded me. They train their children well.

      It was true that I didn’t know anyone within my social circle who’d been in my position. Which was why I was so nervous about this. Even now that I’d told them, I still didn’t know how this was going to go down.

      I looked to my mother, but her expression was stoic, unreadable, as she watched my father’s back. She was avoiding looking at me, waiting for my father’s reaction.

      “I’m sorry, Robin,” my father said finally, heaving a sigh and turning back around. “We welcomed you into our family with open arms, raised you as our own. But this… this I cannot, in good conscience, sustain. Your stay here is over. You must leave.”

      I gaped at him. I had feared this would go badly. I’d expected some sort of punishment for my indiscretion. But leaving?

      My voice choked up and I looked to my mother again, but she was still avoiding eye contact.

      “B-But Dad,” I gasped. “What do you mean, leave? Wh-Where will I go?”

      I had not a cent to my name. Everything I owned, including the clothes on my back, belonged to my parents. Leave? It was… It was absurd.

      I… I was pregnant. This was my home.

      Tears flooded my eyes as a surge of panic took hold of me. This couldn’t be happening. I had to get him to see reason.

      “Sir,” Henry spoke up, before I could attempt anything. He had gone pale as a sheet and his own voice was raspy as he hurried toward my father, his palms open in a peaceful gesture. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry this happened, but please, don’t ask Robin to leave. I-I’ll marry her. We… We’ll get married before the baby’s born.”

      His words made my heart expand, and I prayed this would be enough to fix things. Then my eyes returned to my father’s face, and I saw the deep scowl that remained there.

      “Unfortunately, it’s too late,” he grated out. “You were more than willing to mess with my daughter behind my back, and you’re saying this now only because you’re desperate. The two of you have already revealed your mentality to me—and it’s one of the ailments of our country. Irresponsible people like you are what led our great nation to crisis twenty years ago.” He shook his head bitterly, his eyes returning to me. “No restraint. Despite all I have done to try to mold you, make you into an honorable human being, it’s all gone to waste. I can no longer maintain my association with you. You have disqualified yourself from living in our household. I won’t have you infecting your siblings with your bad example… So get out. Now.”

      “No, Dad!” I choked out. I rushed toward him, trying to pull him into a desperate embrace, but he gripped my arms as though I were a stranger, and pushed me backward.

      “You’ve lost the right to call me that,” he said, then stalked out of the room.

      I followed him out at a run, not knowing what else to do. This couldn’t be happening. If I was thrown out, I’d have no means of supporting myself during my pregnancy, and Henry and his family were stretched to the max as it was. If I couldn’t get the money together, then…

      “No, Dad!” I cried out again. “Please, just stop!”

      I didn’t even know where he was going as he sped down the staircase to the entrance hall. All I knew was that I had to get him to change his mind. I had to get him to see reason. I could hear Henry’s footsteps pounding behind me as I raced after my father, who, I realized a moment later, was heading toward his study.

      He ran to the door and pushed it open, and when I entered a few seconds after him, it was to the sight of him rummaging through the drawers of his bureau, his face dark, his eyes a quiet storm.

      I realized, then, as he pulled out a brown binder, what he had been searching for.

      My adoption papers. He tore them from the folder and drew a huge red cross over each of them with a marker, then ripped them apart, one by one, the pieces scattering all about the room.

      “I’m sorry, Robin. But we’re done here. You’ve left me no choice. And now you two are as good as trespassers—your boyfriend in particular. I’ll have the neighborhood know that you have forsaken me and are no longer anything to me, so I suggest you leave and never show your face around here again. You two have made your bed, and now you can damn well lie in it.”

      “No, sir!” Henry surged forward, and the next thing I knew, my father was pulling a gun from one of the drawers, his eyes glinting with a rage I had never seen in him before.

      He fired at Henry’s left leg before I could scream out for him to stop, and then Henry was crying out and crumpling to the floor.

      “No!” I gasped and rushed to him, pressing my hands down around his wound to stem the blood flow while he writhed in pain against the carpet.

      “I told you to leave!” my father hissed. “Now, before my children come down here.”

      “No, wait! I need to call an—”

      My father’s hand closed hard around my wrist and he yanked me up from the floor, then grabbed Henry by the arm and hauled him up, too. His strength was enough to allow him to drag us both out the front door, and he cast one last glowering look at me before he slammed it shut behind us.

      Henry collapsed again the second my father let go of him, and I stumbled to help him back up, even as my whole body trembled in shock. Adrenaline lent me strength I didn’t know I possessed, and I managed to support the hobbling six-foot boy down the steps and out onto the street.

      I staggered down the sidewalk with him, praying our neighbors were in and would allow us to make a call. It wasn’t a fatal wound, and if an ambulance arrived quickly, I knew Henry would be okay.

      But I also knew then that, barring a miracle, the baby I gave birth to would never be mine.

      Chapter 1

      I stared at the girl in the mirror. At her long, dirty-blond hair. At her light hazel eyes. At her narrow bone structure and thin lips. She was me, and yet she was a me I was still getting used to.

      Two years can do a lot to a person. And just about everything that could have gone wrong in a person’s life had gone wrong in mine.

      And yet, here I stood. A survivor.

      It would be a lie to say, though, that I hadn’t been convinced I would break—more than a few times. The days had been dark and long after my adoptive father banished me from home. I had no choice but to move in with Henry and his family, and it was there that I experienced what life was like outside of my comfy little bubble for the first time. I experienced what life was like for the unprivileged.

      I was forced to quit my private school, with no means of affording the tuition, and wound up getting a job at the same clothes factory in which Henry worked during the week. The pay there was a pittance, just enough to cover living and travel expenses, given that I was still under eighteen and had no prior work experience.

      And then, when I could no longer work due to my pregnancy, it became a waiting game—waiting for the day my baby was born, and a member of the Ministry for Welfare arrived to inform me that unfortunately, I was not eligible to keep my child.

      I became a victim of the same system that had punished my birth parents, all those years ago, when they were forced to give me up. The Child Redistribution Adoption System, the CRAS, aimed at the poorest of society. President Burchard’s genius idea to solve the Great Crisis our country found itself in, which was, if we were to believe the news channels, precipitated by the spike in family welfare costs over the past century, thanks to our country’s deteriorating morals. When it reached the point where taxes rose to unprecedented heights to meet the expense of welfare, his regime swooped in to solve the problem by instituting the CRAS, whereby only those who could afford it—the wealthy of our society—would shoulder the “burden.” They would take in children under the age of three, which allowed for an easier adjustment period than older kids, thus relieving the government, and everyone else, of the expense. The system would work particularly well, they argued, because many upper- and middle-class families with career wives tended to have few or no biological children anyway, and wanted to adopt.

      I lit up as a bright red flag on the Ministry’s audit system, labelled as someone who would sap too many resources from the government because I didn’t have adequate means to support my child. I became part of the bottom 20 percent of the population—those who were in danger of being targeted. In fact, I was probably closer to the bottom 5 percent.

      And so a minister arrived the day she was born. My beautiful baby girl, whom, during those few precious hours I got to hold her in my arms, I named Hope.

      Because she was my Hope, on that bright, sunny morning. That someday, things would change. That someday, I would live in a world where I could see her again.

      I cried and whispered to her that I would find her, though it was a promise that was virtually impossible to keep, given that it was illegal for parents to seek out their children after they had been resituated, and detailed adoption records were kept in cyber vaults.

      It was the same reason that my birth parents had never found me—because I was sure they would’ve sought me out if they could.

      If they had experienced anything like I had, that day I gave birth, then it was a certainty. I had never thought I’d be the kind of girl to have a baby before her mid- to late-twenties, with the academic path carved out for me by my parents. But when I held Hope, it felt like a huge piece of my life had been missing until her arrival, and I didn’t know how I could’ve lived without her. Couldn’t bear even imagining a life without her.

      But I had to.

      The tears stopped after a week, once the Ministry took her away, and numbness settled into their place. The ordeal took its toll on Henry and me, as a couple—although, to be honest, I’d felt the beginnings of a crack in our relationship when my father shot him in the leg.

      Not that I could blame the poor boy. He was probably afraid to have anything more to do with a governor’s daughter after that—even an ex-governor’s daughter. And the time he spent with me during the pregnancy and birth was more out of duty than anything else. Henry would never admit it, but it became clearer to me in the months that followed that my father had been right about one thing: he hadn’t been intending to commit to me anytime soon. We’d both been caught up in the passion of a first-time, forbidden summer romance, and had let it go too far. I’d thought that maybe our relationship could survive it, but after the baby was taken away, it became clear that she had been the only thing holding us together. Once she was gone, Henry announced that he had accepted a job transfer to another factory up north, and left.

      I guessed different people reacted differently to trauma. Some people drew closer together, while others drifted apart. Our relationship was never as deep as I had thought it was, in my naïve seventeen-year-old mind, which was why he hadn’t proposed until he’d been guilt-tripped into it.

      In any case, we lost touch, and if he’d started seeing another girl in his new town, I honestly couldn’t say I would have minded, or even felt the smallest twinge of jealousy.

      Hope’s absence ate at my soul, and I could barely even think of anything else.

      I moved out of Henry’s parents’ small apartment as quickly as I could, to get away from the memories it held, and managed to get another job in a factory—as I had given up my previous one to have the baby. I found a little cabin in the woods to call home, and it was where I lived to this day.

      The sound of barking outside my window made me start, and I turned away from the mirror. I padded out of my little five-by-seven bedroom, over the rough wooden floorboards, and into my only slightly larger living room, toward the front door. I pulled it open with a creak and switched on the lantern outside. The beams illuminated a small pack of local wolves I had befriended, standing in the darkness of the late evening. They had basically become part-time pets—ever since I’d allowed them to sleep in my living room last winter, during a particularly bad storm.

      “No food today, boys,” I muttered, bending down to stroke their silky fur. They nuzzled against my face, and I kissed them each gently on the nose.

      “Nor for you, girl,” I added, my eyes falling on the female. I felt particularly bad about having nothing for her, as she was heavy with pups.

      But I was earning just enough to support my lifestyle, with only the occasional money to spare, which I tried to save up. I did occasionally give them treats, but it wasn’t something I wanted them to get into the habit of expecting.

      Besides, my day-to-day diet wasn’t suited to them, anyway. I grew potatoes and greens in a small dirt patch round the back of my cabin, and those, along with grains and milk from the local farmer, were basically what I ate. Except when I was in a rush. Then I resorted to Nurmeal, a meal-replacement drink. But I preferred real food in my mouth when I had the option. Living alone didn’t exactly motivate me to cook fancy, either way. I just consumed what did the job and kept my food bill as low as possible so I had more flexibility in my budget for other things.

      After a couple minutes of back stroking, I closed the door on the animals and retreated back inside, gazing around my little cabin with a sigh. It contained only three rooms: my bedroom, the living area—which was combined with a kitchenette—and the bathroom. It had taken a while to get used to living in such a raw environment, but the months I had spent holed up in Henry’s parents’ apartment had gotten me accustomed to small spaces. By comparison, I had more room to myself here.

      Still, the first few months I’d spent in this cabin had been the hardest of my life. The dark and cold seemed to seep out of every nook and cranny, and it was the kind that no amount of cozy lighting or fur rugs could drive away. The depression had come close to consuming me, and the only thing I had to look forward to every day was work at the factory, to take my mind off things. Not that the mind-numbing work was ever really a distraction…

      But then, seven months ago, things had changed. The darkness was still never far away, lurking in the shadows of my mind like a waiting monster, but the bad days were far fewer, the motivated, optimistic ones the norm now. Seven months ago, I found a renewed purpose in life…

      The sound of my phone ringing brought me back to reality—and told me that I had been spacing out. I hurried to my bathroom counter, where I had left the small device, and picked it up. After checking that my phone’s encryption app was running and the line was secure, I accepted the call and pressed the speaker to my ear.

      “Hey, Nelson, what’s up?” I said.

      “Coordinates have changed for tonight,” a low, crackling voice replied, only barely distinguishable as female. “You need to head to the Roundhouse, and we’ll launch the mission from there.”

      “Oh… Everything okay?”

      “Yup. Just a slight, unexpected shift of target. So we’re gonna have to approach from a different angle. Get over there and you’ll get a briefing.”

      “Okay. I’m leaving now,” I replied, and then she hung up.

      I hung up too and slipped the phone into my pocket, then hurried to tie my hair back into a tight bun and slide into my jacket. After pulling on my backpack and grabbing my keys, I left the cabin and swung onto my motorcycle, kicking it into gear.

      As I drove out through the woods toward the road, I breathed in the crisp evening air, taking a moment to just… feel the mix of emotions coursing through me. They came whenever Nelson got in touch, and while I looked forward to her calls, they didn’t exactly fill me with light or happiness. Nor could I even say with excitement. No, it was with something much darker than that. Something deep and burning, almost primal… Perhaps the kind of thing only a broken mother can feel.

      If there was one thing I had learned in these past two years, it was that pain can make you hard. But it can also mold and shape you into something you never thought you could become.

      And that, I hoped, was what had happened to me.

      By day they still called me Robin Sylvone (as much as I disliked the surname now, I had no other to which I could subscribe). Factory worker and upper-class reject.

      But seven months ago, my nights had gotten a whole lot more meaningful. Now, by night, they called me Robin Hood.
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