
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      A Shade of Vampire 31: A Twist of Fates

    

    




      
        Bella Forrest

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Also by Bella Forrest
        

        
          Copyright
        

        
          The “New Generation” Names List
        

      

      
        
          1.
          Preface: Vivienne
        

        
          2.
          Prologue: Victoria
        

        
          3.
          Derek
        

        
          4.
          Corrine
        

        
          5.
          Derek
        

        
          6.
          Ben
        

        
          7.
          Lawrence
        

        
          8.
          Bastien
        

        
          9.
          Bastien
        

        
          10.
          Victoria
        

        
          11.
          Grace
        

        
          12.
          Ben
        

        
          13.
          Ben
        

        
          14.
          Ben
        

        
          15.
          Lucas
        

        
          16.
          Ben
        

        
          17.
          Ben
        

        
          18.
          Ben
        

        
          19.
          Ben
        

        
          20.
          Ben
        

        
          21.
          Lucas
        

        
          22.
          Lucas
        

        
          23.
          Ben
        

        
          24.
          Lucas
        

        
          25.
          Lucas
        

        
          26.
          Ben
        

        
          27.
          Derek
        

        
          28.
          Bastien
        

        
          29.
          Victoria
        

        
          30.
          Ben
        

        
          31.
          Lawrence
        

        
          32.
          Lawrence
        

        
          33.
          Lawrence
        

        
          34.
          Lawrence
        

        
          35.
          Lawrence
        

        
          36.
          Ben
        

        
          37.
          Lawrence
        

        
          38.
          Lawrence
        

        
          39.
          Grace
        

        
          40.
          Bastien
        

        
          41.
          Bastien
        

        
          42.
          Victoria
        

        
          43.
          Lucas
        

        
          44.
          Derek
        

      

      
        
          Read More by Bella Forrest!
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Bella Forrest

        

      

    
    
      THE GENDER GAME

      The Gender Game

      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Series 1: Derek & Sofia’s story

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Series 2: Rose & Caleb’s story

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Series 3: Ben & River’s story

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A Flight of Souls (Book 23)

      A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)

      Series 4: A Clan of Novaks

      A Clan of Novaks (Book 25)

      A World of New (Book 26)

      A Web of Lies (Book 27)

      A Touch of Truth (Book 28)

      An Hour of Need (Book 29)

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      For an updated list of Bella’s books, please visit her website: www.bellaforrest.net

      Join Bella’s VIP email list and she’ll personally send you an email reminder as soon as her next book is out! Tap here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Bella Forrest

      Cover design inspired by Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The “New Generation” Names List

        

      

    
    
      
        	Arwen: (daughter of Corrine and Ibrahim - witch)

        	Benedict:	(son of Rose and Caleb - human)

        	Brock: (son of Kiev and Mona – half warlock)

        	Grace: (daughter of Ben and River – half fae and half human)

        	Hazel: (daughter of Rose and Caleb – human)

        	Heath: (son of Jeriad and Sylvia – half dragon and half human)

        	Ruby: (daughter of Claudia and Yuri – human)

        	Victoria: (daughter of Vivienne and Xavier – human)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Preface: Vivienne

        

      

    
    
      It had been a long time since I’d experienced a vision during the day. But now, as I sat alone in my kitchen, images flashed through my mind, even with my eyes open.

      First, the vision of my daughter. Clothes torn, hair disheveled. Beneath a pristine blue sky she raced over an endless ocean, as though she wore the shoes of Hermes.

      Second, her love, Bastien. His face concealed in shadow, he stood in a cave, at the border of a crater filled with boiling lava. Smoke billowed up, surrounding him as if in a caress, before he fell... or had he leapt?

      Third, my two brothers, Sofia, Ben, Rose and many other loved ones. I gazed down upon them with a bird's eye view as they traveled through a sprawling maze with no exit.

      Then, finally, and most unexpectedly... Lawrence. He ran across a field of turquoise-colored grass, gripping the handles of several blanket-filled baskets in his hands.

      I could only guess what any of this meant. But as my consciousness returned to the present, I was left with one contradicting, yet unshakable premonition:

      The journey will be both hard and easy, winding and straight, impossible and possible…

      Fates will collide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue: Victoria

        

      

    
    
      As I woke up, the first thing I became aware of was the intense pain in my feet. It felt as though my soles had been punctured with nails. Or thorns. I groaned, my voice bringing me closer to consciousness.

      I opened my eyes and as tears of sleep—or rather unconsciousness—cleared from my eyes, I was staring up at a dark canopy of leaves. A film of dew had settled over my face. Stretching out my hands, I felt dry leaves and twigs. I sat up. Why were my feet hurting so much? I gazed down at them… and felt like vomiting.

      They were a mess of dried blood. Indeed, they were pierced with thorns and scratched up by twigs.

      I clutched my throat. It was so terribly parched. I needed water. Badly.

      But first I had to try to piece together where the heck I was. What is this forest? My first assumption was that I was in The Shade. Of course. My home. Where else would I be? But then my memory returned to me. I had left home to search for Bastien, with Mona and Brock—where were they now? Then, on arriving at The Woodlands, I had spotted Bastien on the shore with… Rona. He had run away from me. Confused, I’d managed to meet with his mother, Sendira Mortclaw. She told me that she might consider her son and I being together, but I needed to find Bastien first. Then had come the hours of searching for him in the ocean, but he had disappeared.

      I gulped.

      In my desperation, I’d drunk from the vial. The Mortclaw vial.

      I glanced over my body again in a panic. And now what was I? What had happened? What had that elixir done to me? It had made me run with the speed of a wolf. Deep into the forest. So fast that I’d tripped and knocked myself out.

      I reached behind my head, wincing as I felt a bump near the base of my skull. I may  have suffered a concussion. How long have I been lying here?

      At least my body appeared to be as it was prior to ingesting the vial’s liquid. I appeared to be human still. I rolled over, my back creaking as I propped myself up on all fours. Then, slowly, I tried to rise to my feet, but I felt dizzy. I immediately fell to my knees again. I stood just long enough, however, to spy a small stream through the trees. I desperately needed water. Not just for my throat but for my wounds.

      I crawled through the undergrowth, trying to avoid more sharp objects tearing at my skin, and arrived at the stream’s bank. I dipped my hands into the water and splashed my face. Then I began to drink. I swallowed the pure liquid until my stomach felt bloated and I could drink no more. Now… my feet. My poor, poor feet. I glanced down at them nervously as I swung them over the edge of the bank and dipped them into the water. They stung like hell. But at least they were getting cleansed. I kept them in the water, letting the current wash them. Then I dared curl them up toward me and look at my soles. I almost wished that I hadn’t. They were practically in shreds.

      I put them back in the water, panic rising in my throat. Where are Mona and Brock? How far away did I even run from them? Time and distance had lost all meaning as I had launched into that frenzy of running.

      I’m in The Woodlands. Apparently deep within it. And my feet are beat up. I have no shoes. And I have no idea where the witches have gone. What am I supposed to do next? I couldn’t walk at all.

      In spite of my efforts to remain strong, tears of fear welled in my eyes.

      I had really hoped that potion would help me find Bastien, but now I felt farther away from him than ever.

      I had to at least be grateful that I was still alive. I had been extremely lucky to not have been eaten by a predator while I’d been lying unconscious.

      Okay, I told myself firmly. Calm down. You need to calm down and think. Just think.

      As I tried to still my mind, a brighter thought occurred to me. Maybe the potion had worked in some way. I had just assumed that I couldn’t sense Bastien’s location. But I hadn’t even tried. Maybe I would be able to. Maybe this wouldn’t have all been completely in vain.

      Closing my eyes, I remembered the instructions Mona had given me regarding how to psychically sense the Mortclaws’ location. I pictured Bastien in my mind as vividly as I could. Every detail of his handsome face.

      I clamped my lips together tightly in determination, willing this to work, even as I squeezed out the built-up tears from my eyes.

      And then I felt something—what I could only describe as a sudden tug of intuition. I wasn’t even sure which way was north and which was south. But I sensed that I needed to move forward, straight ahead of me, following a line perpendicular to the stream.

      Was this what the intuition was supposed to feel like? Or was this some weird quirk of my imagination?

      It had to be real.

      Now… if only I could start moving in the right direction. My feet weren’t going to heal anytime soon and I didn’t know how long it would take me to find the witches.

      Then another thought struck me. A thought that I hardly even dared to entertain. If I can sense Bastien’s location, it means I have successfully developed one of the Mortclaws’ powers. What if I’ve developed other traits, too, even as a human?

      There was only one way to find out.

      My first instinct was to attempt that which I most desperately needed at this moment: flight.

      Though I was hardly even sure how to attempt it. What was I supposed to do, just leap into the air and somehow float? What if it didn’t work? I would come crashing down, only to cause further torture to my feet.

      But I had to try something. I couldn’t just sit here. I decided to move into the stream. The current wasn’t too strong, and it was shallow, so I didn’t have to worry about drowning. I couldn’t stand, but I could kneel. The surface of the stream reached the base of my chin as I dipped inside and moved toward the center.

      Spreading out my arms to keep my balance, I could much more easily jump in water, even from my knees. Positioning my knees and shins against a smooth rock, I pushed myself upward, expecting to immediately fall back down.

      To my amazement, I didn’t.

      Indeed, I began to float. As though I weighed nothing. As though I was a fae. A Mortclaw.

      I lifted out of the water, and higher, higher toward the towering canopy of trees. I broke out above the leaves, emerging beneath a starry night sky.

      The fact that it was night time freaked me out—it had still been sunny when I had entered the woods. But it wasn’t enough to dampen my relief. I found that I could control my movement with surprising ease. As I tried to see how fast I could go, I zoomed so far that I feared I would lose control and spiral to the ground.

      It felt like I was dreaming and yet I had just woken up. This wasn’t a dream. This was real. As real as it got. I can fly. I can fly!

      After I got more used to the sensation, I was able to increase my speed with more control over my direction. Then I paused to think.

      I had to go find Mona and Brock. I knew that they wouldn’t have returned to The Shade without finding me. They would still be here in The Woodlands, searching for me.

      Although the tugging in my chest pulled me toward the coast in the distance, for now I had to ignore it. Until I found the witches.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I zoomed over the treetops for the next hour, even daring to call out Mona and Brock’s names as I built up confidence. Who cared if somebody heard me? I wasn’t defenseless now. I could fly. The thought made me wonder what other powers I might possess, and how I might unlock them. Did I have the ability to vanish completely? Did I have the ability to…. shoot lasers from my eyes? As terrifying as that sounded, I couldn’t deny how freaking cool that would be.

      But for now, all I needed was flying and the ability to locate Bastien.

      I found Mona and Brock hovering around a mountain range I didn’t recognize, maybe a hundred miles away from where I had woken up.

      “Victoria!” Mona cried as she spotted me.

      She and her son looked dumbstruck as they hurtled toward me. They looked to one another as if to verify that neither one of them was suffering from a hallucination.

      “What the heck happened?” Mona panted.

      I felt so guilty. I had just put the two of them through God knew how many hours of hell.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I took some more of the potion.” In case you couldn’t guess. “And look, I’ve… I’ve developed some of the Mortclaws’ powers. I can sense where Bastien is. I know which direction to head in.”

      It was all too much for the witches to take in, especially Mona. For the next ten minutes I just kept repeating what had happened before it finally sank in for the two of them. Even then, they were still gaping at me in disbelief.

      Then Mona remarked on the state of my feet. “Ugh!”

      “I know. I left my shoes behind.”

      Mona grabbed my hand and flew down with me to the nearest treetop. We sat on a branch, where she ordered me to lie back and extend my feet to her. I acquiesced.

      She took both of my feet on her lap, where she began to work her healing magic.

      After a few uncomfortable minutes, the pain subsided. I curled my soles toward me again. They were healed.

      “Thank you so much!” I breathed.

      Mona sighed. She rubbed her temples, still looking on the verge of a nervous breakdown. “And now what, Victoria?” she asked me, frowning deeply.

      “Now…” I swallowed. “Now, the two of you should return to The Shade. It’s not right that I drag you around with me any longer.”

      “What?” Mona exclaimed. “What are you going to do?”

      I looked toward the glistening moonlit ocean in the distance, my consciousness settling on the tugging within my chest. Tugging that seemed to be right at my heart.

      “I have to find Bastien.”

      “Victoria, we can’t just—”

      “Then wait here in The Woodlands if you must, though I would much prefer you return to The Shade.”

      Mona looked like she was about to protest again, but I gripped her hands and squeezed them. “Please, Mona. Let me go.”

      Although the two witches looked thoroughly uncomfortable, they backed down.

      “All right,” Mona said after a pause. “We’ll wait for you by Blackhall Mountain, though. There’s no way we can just abandon you. I suppose I have to keep reminding myself that you’re an adult… and not just a lovesick teenager.” Her tone turned sarcastic.

      “I’ll return as quickly as I possibly can,” I promised. I hugged her tightly, and then hugged Brock, before backing away on the branch. I turned my eyes toward the horizon, the wind blowing against my face, trailing my hair behind me.

      Yes. This feels right. This finally feels right.
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      We arrived in the yard of a small bungalow shaded by trees and set back from a pure white sand beach. New Zealand. One country I had not spent a lot of time in.

      There was no time to admire the scenery now, however. Ibrahim, Ben and I headed straight to the front door and knocked.

      I heard hushed voices coming from inside—female voices. Less than a minute later, the door opened just enough for a light blue eye to peer out.

      “Mrs. Thornton?” I said.

      “Yes,” she murmured.

      My arch nemesis’s widow. Her attention flicked to my son and then Ibrahim. She let out a nervous breath before unchaining the door and letting us in.

      We emerged in a narrow hallway, wooden panels lining the ceiling and walls. Wearing a baggy t-shirt and sweatpants, Mrs. Thornton was a tall, thin woman with dyed blonde hair and a tan, yet worn complexion.

      Two young women hovered behind her—presumably her daughters. They peeked out from behind a doorway, eyeing us. I saw their father in their faces.

      Mrs. Thornton led us past the girls to a living room with wide glass balcony doors overlooking the waterfront. She beckoned us inside before closing the door. We took seats on wicker furniture while she gestured to a jug on the coffee table. “Would you like something to drink?” she croaked. It sounded like she definitely needed something to drink.

      The three of us declined.

      “Why have you called us here?” I asked, looking her firmly in the eye. We didn’t have time to waste.

      She sat down rigidly in a wooden chair.

      “I know that you killed my husband,” she said quietly. Her eyes were rheumy, her upper lip stiff, as though she was trying to prevent it from trembling.

      I merely nodded. Although I didn’t like to cause anyone pain, I wasn’t planning to apologize for killing Thornton. He had been responsible for ending more innocent lives than I could count. He’d had it coming, unfortunately.

      She inhaled before continuing. “He would’ve welcomed death, in truth,” she said, her voice uneven.

      When I recalled his final seconds, her words made sense. There had been practically no fear in his eyes, hardly even pain. Just a kind of strange, almost maniacal bitterness.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “Because he was trapped,” she replied, glancing down at her trembling hands. “He was trapped in a life he despised. He regretted working his way up the ranks of the IBSI. The higher you climb, the higher the stakes… and, often, the more disillusioned you become with the whole system. You might not believe it, but the reason my husband joined the IBSI was because he thought it was the right thing to do with his life. He thought that was how he would be able to make a contribution. Do something he could think back on and be proud of on his deathbed… Over the years, he realized this was not the case. The more he got to know the management of the organization, the more jaded he became. His job became just like any other job—perfunctory, a chore. Though it becomes something quite different than a chore when your daily work requires you to make decisions that can steal hundreds of lives.”

      I stared into her eyes, wondering why she was telling me all of this. Before I could ask, she went on, “My husband wanted out of the whole system. But he got in too deep. It would’ve been too dangerous for him if he’d wanted to withdraw—and so he remained, for my sake and our daughters’ sakes… Before he left for his last excursion to the supernatural dimension, it was almost like he had a sixth sense that he might not return. Before he departed, he told me that he had left me a letter on my laptop. A letter within a file that I was only to open in the event of his death. The file would self-destruct within ten minutes of opening… I opened the letter yesterday.” She coughed bitterly. “Yes, it’s taken that long for the IBSI to inform me,” she added, “with the excuse that communication between the realms is not something they have mastered yet… I read it. He explained to me what I have told you. In all the years we had been married, while he was involved with the IBSI, I sensed that something wasn’t right with him, but it was only after reading the letter that I realized—” Her voice choked up. She withdrew a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed her nose. “He was desperately unhappy and he desperately, desperately wished for a change. He lost all faith in the IBSI. They were simply after power, and although he was guilty of letting his status go to his head at times, he’d grown tired of it. He saw no light at the end of the tunnel. There wasn’t even a goal. Control was the only thing the IBSI was after, no matter how they got it. And that was the organization that he sold his soul to.”

      Her voice trailed off. She poured herself a glass of water and downed it.

      Thornton’s last words made sense to me now. He’d goaded us that our attempts to find a solution to Earth’s problems would never be fruitful. Because the IBSI did not want a solution. They wanted to continue creating problems so that they would be required.

      “Despite what you might think,” she managed, “many IBSI members join for the right reason, even if they get corrupted later on. I know there must be others like my husband, others within the organization who have become disillusioned, and who desperately want out… They feel trapped, like he did. But they know there is no way to retire without fearing they and their family will be monitored for the rest of their lives… The mortality rate of ex-IBSI managers is frighteningly high… I suspect sometimes they’re knocked off even without a reason. Just to be safe. I fear for my life and the lives of my daughters, though we weren’t even actively involved. That’s why we left Australia.”

      “Can you name others who wish to get out?” I asked.

      Mrs. Thornton shook her head, although something told me that she did have names in mind, but simply didn’t feel comfortable outing them to us.

      I frowned at her. “Then why are you telling us any of this? What’s the point?”

      She looked directly at me, holding the gaze of her husband’s murderer. Her voice was pleading as she replied, “Because there is nobody else. Your League is our only hope.”
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      I was used to stress. We all were. Heck, a day without stress almost felt incomplete. But this whole Grace as a vampire-zombie nightmare really was taking the cake.

      After Ben, Derek and my husband left, I snatched up the four unused test tubes—their caps color-coded purple, green, orange and blue—that Ben had brought back from Chicago. Ben had suspected that these four tubes held genuine ingredients for the antidote, and that it had been the fifth, red capped one that was the culprit. I hated to think what could have been in that to make Grace’s turning complete so suddenly.

      While we had dealt with the trees, to me, the next logical step was to examine these first four ingredients. I’d try to figure out what they were. If Ibrahim and Derek were unsuccessful in tracking down the doctor and finding out the fifth ingredient, if I was able to spot a pattern in the first four, maybe, just maybe, I would be able to take a guess as to what the fifth one was.

      I vanished myself to my spell room in the Sanctuary and laid each of the tubes on the table. I stared down at the colors, swishing the liquid within them a little. The liquid in the purple tube had a grayish hue, while the liquid in the orange had an… orange hue. The other two bottles were all but transparent.

      I had to be careful not to drop or damage any of them while I opened and examined them. These were the last set we had.

      I unscrewed each of the caps and sniffed the liquid. They all emitted quite a distinct smell—and one in particular was familiar. The liquid in the green tube. It gave off the same nutty, sweetish odor as the trees we had brought back from Aviary. This disappointed me greatly. In the back of my mind, I had been daring to hope that maybe the missing ingredient was derived from the trees we had hijacked. We had a whole cargo ship full of them, waiting by the Port. I could have mixed up an extract with these four tubes and tried to feed it to Grace. After all, she was already a Bloodless. She could hardly get worse. Could she?

      I poured out the tiniest drop of each of the liquids onto a palette and replaced the caps on the tubes before proceeding to examine them closely. After half an hour, I began to spot something common in each of them and came to an interesting conclusion, but wanted to get a second opinion from Shayla. I fetched her from the hospital and brought her back to my spell room.

      “Interesting,” she murmured, bending over the tubes after ten minutes of inspection. “All of these appear to be plant-based.”

      “It is strange, isn’t it,” I said. I’d thought I might have been mistaken.

      “As you say, one of them is definitely from the trees we brought back… but the others… Hm.”

      Their scents were not like any plant I’d come across on Earth before. I could well believe that they had also come from Aviary. “What do you think?” I wondered aloud.

      “It’s possible they’re from Aviary.” Shayla shrugged.

      During the League’s excursion there, everybody’s focus had been on the trees—because they had seen the IBSI loading them onto a cargo ship. Then, of course, the IBSI had gassed the area where the trees grew. But it was possible that there were other types of plants that had also been retrieved from Aviary. Maybe even from a different part of the land. If my speculation was correct, we had to hope that either those plants were in ample supply in Aviary and had not been damaged like the big broad-leaved trees, or that the IBSI had a huge stash that we could eventually find and steal.

      But it was one step at a time for now. We had to fix Grace first before thinking about expanding to anyone else.

      “Well,” I sighed, realizing that there wasn’t an awful lot more I could experiment with on my own. We needed the missing ingredient. It could be any number of things and I wasn’t going to make any headway just standing here staring at the tubes. I put the tubes safely in a drawer before muttering to Shayla, “We’ve got to pray that Ben, Derek and Ibrahim hit a stroke of luck.”
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      I didn’t take Mrs. Thornton’s words lightly, but I was still wondering what we could actually do with the information she was giving us. She had told us that there were people in high places within the IBSI who were not happy with their jobs and what they felt forced to do on a daily basis, while living in constant fear of taking a wrong step and being targeted for assassination—both them and their families.

      If Atticus had murdered his own wife, what mercy would he show to others who weren’t even related to him?

      Ben voiced my thoughts. “I repeat my father’s question,” he said, visibly agitated. “What can we actually do with this information? If you want things to change, you need to help us change them.”

      “It is not my place to name people, especially when nobody has told me outright,” she replied, her grip around her glass tightening. “But I will tell you this: if the League could make a statement, expose the IBSI to the public in such a way that not even the most brainwashed civilians could turn a blind eye, it would give IBSI members who are on the fence a powerful force with whom they could align without fearing for their safety. I’m certain many would jump. Hell, even my husband would’ve swallowed his pride and jumped, if he saw a way out for himself and us. I’m sure of it.” Her voice dropped. “This world needs a new guardian.”

      Ben, Ibrahim and I exchanged glances. It was clear that this was all she was willing to say. I guessed that was understandable. She had just lost her husband and now she was alone in the world with her two daughters.

      “Okay,” I said, clenching my jaw. “I understand. Although any further information you could give us on these potential supporters would be extremely useful, I appreciate your courage in contacting me in the first place—”

      “But there is something that we need you—desperately—to help us with,” Ben cut in, before I could go on to ask the question myself. “Do you know anything about FOEBA?”

      She frowned, then shook her head. If she was unwilling to out the frustrated members of the IBSI to us, she would hardly be willing to spill the beans about FOEBA. Though, from the genuine look of confusion on her face, I believed that she was telling the truth.

      “Do you know Dr. Finnegan?” Ben pressed.

      “Finnegan,” Mrs. Thornton repeated, a spark of recognition flaring in her eyes. “Yes… The name rings a bell. My husband knew her… And—ah, yes—I’m quite sure she even came over for dinner with her family a few years ago.”

      “Do you know where she lives?” Ben asked.

      At this, Mrs. Thornton faltered.

      “Please, Mrs. Thornton,” Ben said, leaning forward, his intensity boring into her. “I have a daughter, about the same age as yours. Unless you can help me find the scientist, I’m going to lose her.”

      She swallowed and nodded weakly. “Okay. J-Just please, don’t let anybody know I’ve told you anything or that you came here at all.”

      “Of course not!” Ben reassured her.

      “Okay,” she said again, still appearing nervous. “The last I knew, Dr. Finnegan was living on the outskirts of Chicago with her family. There is a high-security housing compound there, which is home to the Chicago base’s most highly paid scientists… I don’t see why she would’ve moved.”

      “Do you have the address?” Ben asked.

      She fetched a notebook and a pen from a cupboard and scribbled down an address. A clearly incomplete address. “I don’t know the door number,” she said, “or the block number. I’m sorry. You’ll have to figure those out. I’ve never visited her, I’m just aware of the site’s location.”

      “Thank you,” Ben said, his eyes positively glistening with gratitude.

      The three of us rose to our feet, and, after bidding each other good luck, Ibrahim vanished us away from New Zealand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We reappeared in the sky, hovering several feet above the roof of a six-story building. It was a swanky apartment block, with shiny tinted glass windows and steel-paneled balconies.

      There were seven such blocks in total scattered beneath us, enclosed by a high wall spiked with barbed—and probably electrified—wire. It made me wonder just how many scientists worked in the IBSI’s Chicago base, and how many for the organization as a whole.

      We had never gotten wind of this compound in all the years of the League’s operation. I guessed the IBSI had kept it a secret—so many important people in one place wasn’t something you would want to broadcast. In fact, I was surprised the IBSI allowed them to reside so close to each other. It seemed that practicality had trumped security in this particular decision… although the compound itself appeared exceedingly well protected. Aside from the walls, I was sure there were alarms stationed around the place. And there were guards positioned outside the main entrances, along with a dozen or so mutants patrolling the borders. In the center was a helicopter pad.

      Beyond the high walls was nothing but miles of dry wasteland, populated by the occasional group of scrounging Bloodless. In the far distance I could make out the outline of the city.

      Ibrahim had not dared descend too close to any of the buildings, due to the potential alarm system—which we knew could pick up on vampires and witches, but luckily, to our knowledge, they could not detect fae.

      Ben would have to go searching for the doctor alone, just to be safe. If either Ibrahim or I set off an alarm, it would be disastrous. Everybody would be put on guard, and it would become a hundred times more difficult to access the scientist as everyone went into emergency mode.

      So I remained in the air with Ibrahim, watching the compound from a bird’s eye view while Ben soared downward.
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      Dr. Finnegan.

      Please, be here.

      Jennifer Thornton apparently hadn’t had contact with the scientist for years. Dr. Finnegan had better not have relocated during that time.

      I tried to move through the buildings logically to make sure that I left no apartment unsearched. I started with the block closest to the main entrance and worked my way through from bottom to top. I had been worried about how I would even find the doctor when I had no idea what she looked like. But outside each apartment, next to the number, was a helpful surname. Most of the apartments were inhabited by families, who were asleep in their beds. It was strange to think what kind of life a child would lead in this compound, growing up with this desolate landscape surrounding them. In the compound itself, efforts had been made to keep it green and pretty—there was a small park in the center with an artificial pond and fish, though it was a false oasis. But soon as they returned to their apartments, the real world shattered the illusion.

      I couldn’t imagine that they lived here full-time. Perhaps they had homes elsewhere, in other parts of the world that were less ravaged by Bloodless and supernaturals. Other parts of the world where the IBSI had less of a hold. It was hardly a coincidence that the country with the fastest rate of Bloodless infection was the United States. The bastards were deliberately keeping them at large.

      I found Dr. Finnegan’s apartment on the second floor of the third block. The surname was pinned outside the door which, strangely, was ajar. Who leaves their door open at night?

      I moved inside in my subtle form so that I would not make any sound and stood at the end of a dark hallway. The door at the end was also slightly open, and through the crack spilled dim orange light. I heard murmuring. The murmuring of a woman. And sobbing?

      I hurried ahead, through the door, and arrived in a sitting room. A middle-aged woman in sky-blue pajamas was kneeling on the ground in front of two men in black uniform. IBSI security. They held guns aimed at her, even as she pleaded, “Look, I told you why I did it! It was Atticus’ son who called for the information. It was to save my boss! What else was I supposed to do?”

      “You were supposed to follow the protocol,” one of the men said coldly. “I’m sure you remember the oath you took before joining the lab team.”

      “Y-Yes. Of course.”

      “What was it?” the second man asked. It was sickening how goading his tone was as he towered over the desperate woman.

      “Never breathe a word of the antidote, under any circumstances,” she whispered.

      “Then I’m sorry, Doctor…”

      She threw herself backward against the sofa and scrambled to get up. “Please. My child. He’s asleep. I’m the only one he has.”

      “We’ll take care of him,” a guard assured her.

      As the two men stepped forward to grab her, I let my instincts take over. Assuming my physical form, I grabbed the nearest objects to me, two identical glass vases. Holding them aloft, I brought them crashing down against the back of the two men’s skulls in quick succession. They jerked forward, losing balance.

      One of them had been knocked out by that blow alone, while the other was a little hardier. I was sure that he was seeing stars. Before he could fire his gun, I snatched it and smacked the butt against his forehead. That caused him to join his colleague in unconsciousness on the floor.

      The doctor let out a whimper as I turned on her. She darted for the door and ran through a doorway, slamming it shut in my face as I followed her. She had entered her child’s bedroom, I assumed.

      I clutched the doorknob and pushed. She was pressing her weight against the door. Although it would’ve been easy for me to force it open, I didn’t want to frighten her any more than she already was.

      “Doctor,” I hissed. “I’m a friend of Lawrence. I’ve come to get you out of here.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Benjamin Novak. Cofounder of The Shadow League. I’ve come to offer you sanctuary on our island. You and your child.”

      I heard her exhale sharply. “What do you want from me?”

      I clutched the handle again and pushed, testing my leeway. She wasn’t pressing so hard now. I eased it forward, and she let me push it open wide.

      Her face was pale, her thin hair clinging to her sweaty forehead.

      “Come with me now,” I said, gazing at her steadily. “There might be other guards around.”

      She still looked distrusting, but she would’ve been a fool to delay our leaving any longer. If she stayed here, she knew what her fate would be. For her and her son’s sake, she had to trust me. She moved over to a bed in one corner of the room and gathered a sleeping boy into her arms whom I guessed to be about four years old. He unglued his eyelids and murmured an inaudible question.

      She hushed him before hurrying to my side.

      “How do we get out of here?” she asked.

      I took the boy from her and propped him against my chest as I directed her to climb onto my back. Then I soared back through the apartment with them, closing the front door firmly on the way out. I hadn’t inflicted too much damage on the men. They would wake up in an hour or so and wonder where on earth she had gone. They’d be in for some serious chastisement too, no doubt.

      The young boy gazed at the rapidly distancing ground beneath us with wide eyes and parted lips. I was sure that he thought he was still sleeping. The doctor’s grip around my neck tightened, so hard it was almost strangling.

      Spotting Ibrahim and my father in the sky, we joined them. They both looked as relieved as I felt to have found the woman.

      “Ibrahim,” I said. “Please transport us back to The Shade.”
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* * *

      We headed to a room at the base of the hospital, where we could talk in quiet. I did not want to expose Dr. Finnegan to too many strangers at once. We needed her to feel as comfortable as possible so she could give us all the information we needed.

      “I still don’t understand what you’re doing with me—”

      “I’ll tell you exactly why we brought you here,” I said, seating her and her boy in a chair. “My daughter has been infected by Bloodless venom. She has already turned into a Bloodless. We need the cure… I know that you know what it is. You started giving it to Lawrence.”

      Her breath hitched. “They almost killed me for giving out that information. How do I know you will keep me and my son safe?”

      “I promise,” I told her, “if you help us cure my daughter, you will be able to stay on our island as long as you want… free of charge,” I added. Of course, everyone who joined The Shade paid no rent—although they were expected to contribute their fair share to the upkeep of the island—but I was aware that this was a novel concept to the outside world.

      Recalling the four unopened tubes I’d left up in Grace’s room, I said, “Wait here. Let me show you what we have already.” Placing the first four ingredients in front of her nose should make it easier for her to simply slip us the fifth one.

      I left my father and Ibrahim with her and her son and hurried upstairs to Grace’s floor. My gut was churning before I even entered. My daughter was as we had left her, curled up and snarling in the center of the cage created for her by Corrine, looking more agitated than ever.

      River rushed to me, gripping my arms. “What’s happening?”

      “I’ll explain,” I said, breathless. “But first, those tubes…” My eyes shot to the bedside table where I’d left them. To my horror, they were gone. “Where are they?” I demanded of the room.

      “Corrine took them,” my mother said.

      Leaving everyone with their questions tingling on their tongues, I hurtled to the Sanctuary.

      I couldn’t wait to knock. I just hurried through the door and yelled for the witch. “Corrine! You here?”

      A door opened to my right, and Corrine stepped out.

      “The tubes!” I exclaimed.

      “Yes, I have them. Come in,” she said, beckoning me inside her spell room.

      “Thank God,” I breathed as she removed the tubes from a drawer and set them on the counter. “What are you doing with them?”

      “Well,” she said, “I was trying to figure out what’s actually in them. I hoped that the missing ingredient might possibly be from the trees we hijacked.”

      “Well?” I urged.

      “Unfortunately, it looks like one of the tubes already contains some kind of extract from the trees—the orange one… Which has left me supposing that the last ingredient must be something else.”

      Great. If only things had been as simple as Corrine had hoped they might be.

      “Okay,” I said, sweeping up the tubes in my hands. “At least we found the scientist. We’re in the hospital, in the room opposite the dining hall.”

      Corrine accompanied me back to the hospital. We entered the room and I hurried to Dr. Finnegan and showed her the tubes.

      “These were the very ingredients that you recommended Lawrence pick up, right? And there was supposed to be one more ingredient? Yes?”

      She nodded slowly. “Yes. There’s a fifth ingredient. The black-capped tube is the fifth one.”

      Black-capped tube.

      “Okay,” I said, my mind racing. “Then I need to hurry back to the lab and look for it. Then it’ll just be as simple as mixing them all up and feeding the mix to my daughter?”

      “As far as my knowledge goes… Though I can assure you almost one hundred percent that those ingredients will no longer be there in the lab. Not after they found out I had given the cure to Lawrence. And they obviously suspect now that you were in cahoots with him.”

      Dammit. The IBSI had a history of making important things vanish. I felt a wave of déjà vu. Only recently, I had hurtled back to Chicago in search of Atticus’s laptop for the FOEBA files, only to be unable to find them, and now I would be embarking on yet another wild goose chase for the black-topped vial.

      “Well, even if they have moved it, you know what it actually is, right? What is that ingredient? We already have the four, we just need that final one!”

      The scientist swallowed. “I do know,” she began, eyeing me furtively. “But procuring it was, and would be, extremely difficult. And I mean extremely. I suggest that, before we talk further on this matter, you head back to Chicago and check that they have indeed removed them. Search everywhere—not just in the lab. Check the whole base as thoroughly as you can…” Her lips pursed, her eyes radiating a sense of foreboding. “Do everything you can to find it.”

      Unsettled, I was about to turn to Ibrahim and take the doctor’s advice, but I couldn’t leave without asking one last question. “What was in the red tube?”

      “The red tube,” she muttered, knotting her brows. “Why do you ask?”

      I briefly explained what had happened—or at least, what I had pieced together regarding Atticus sabotaging the treatment and giving his son a faulty ingredient.

      “Oh, dear,” she said, her arms wrapping more tightly around her son. “That was concentrated Bloodless venom.”

      My heart hit my stomach. It was no wonder Grace’s transformation had completed so rapidly. Bloodless venom. I fed my daughter Bloodless venom.
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      After my father vanished from the screen and it went blank, I was left alone in that small interrogation room for hours. In some ways, the waiting was more torturous than physical pain. I worried about what was happening to Grace right now. What it was, exactly, her father had likely already fed her by now. And what her reaction would be to it. Whatever happened, it was all my fault. I owed Grace my life—my life and my sanity. If it hadn’t been for her waking me up, slapping me out of my brainwashing, I would still be living a lie.

      The guilt was crushing.

      All the while, the words my father had spoken to me swirled in the back of my mind. The justification he had given for his actions had been uttered with such conviction that I even found myself wondering for more than a few minutes whether his sentiments were really genuine. But if they were, I didn’t understand why he couldn’t make peace with The Shade. If they were both ultimately working for the same thing, the good of greater mankind, why couldn’t he at least hold a meeting with them? Even if they differed in opinion, an open forum would help to establish at least a semblance of understanding between the two parties. And, hopefully, end the intense animosity.

      It was his outright refusal to even give them the time of day—when The Shade and its people were clearly a valuable asset to anybody—that made me sink back into suspicion. Although he pontificated about noble ideas such as working for the “greater good” of the Earth, I feared they were nothing but empty words, and that at the end of the day, his need for power and control would always win out.

      After hours of being strapped to that chair, I was fed up of trying to understand my father’s mind. As logical and rational as he could make himself out to be, it was still a jumbled puzzle.

      All I knew was that, even if I assumed the best in him—that he had Earth’s best interests at heart—his way of going about this “greater good” was something I simply couldn’t agree with.

      Despite what he’d said about The Shade and its leaders, I was sure that they had a long-term vision in mind. And it was theirs I wanted to align myself with, if I ever got out of this damn room.

      My skin beneath the straps felt red raw after hours of trying to break my bonds. I had no idea what this material was made of, but it was clearly constructed with supernaturals in mind.

      I quit yelling after the first hour or so, because my throat became hoarse. I had no idea how long ago I had last had a drink of water—heck, how long ago I’d left the lab. It was as though time stood still in this room. There was no clock. Nothing but blank walls. It terrified me to think that days could have slipped away.

      God. I’ve got to get out of here.

      I cannot go the way of my mother.

      The only thing I had to comfort myself with was the fact that my father had not killed me yet. If he truly wanted to eliminate me as a threat, surely, that would be the first thing he’d do. Why would he prolong my demise? My father was a man of quick decisions. He should’ve made up his mind by now.

      But, assuming he still wanted me alive, why exactly was he keeping me in this room?

      I glanced around the four corners of the ceiling, eyeing the tiny black dots fixed in the center of each. Cameras, of course.

      Maybe my father was watching me at this very moment. The thought chilled me. Maybe he, or whoever he’d put in charge of monitoring me, was waiting for me to do something. Calm down? Sleep?

      Since my father had ceased communication with me, I had tried everything else in this room but closing my eyes. So as much as I wanted to keep them wide open, I let them settle and let my head loll gradually. Maybe now at least, if they thought I had drifted off into one of my deep slumbers, someone might feel generous enough to come in and place a bottle of water by my feet. I might be tougher and steadier than a regular human, and be able to survive longer periods without seeing to basic bodily functions, but I still felt the urge to drink. The pain of deprivation was still there.

      I imagined the hands of a clock ticking on the backs of my eyelids. Maybe ten minutes passed, then twenty and then half an hour, before, finally, the clicking of the door disrupted the maddening silence.

      I still dared not open my eyes. I tried to keep my body relaxed, as relaxed as it could be in this rigid chair. I focused on deepening my breathing.

      With a dull thud, something was placed on the floor by my right foot. Still, I kept my eyelids glued. I was afraid that the moment I opened them, whoever had ventured inside would leave.

      I tried to detect who it was by scent, but this person had no particular odor—at least not one that I could place—which led me to the conclusion that it likely wasn’t my father. He always wore a distinctive cologne.

      The footsteps moved back a couple of feet and stopped again. I heard another click—not the click of the door. It was too soft for that. It was like the click of… a camera? It clicked again, and again, and then a fourth time, before I could no longer keep my eyes closed. Who on earth would come in here to take pictures of me?

      The moment I opened my eyes, the clicking stopped and I found myself staring up at a man I didn’t even recognize—a lanky ginger-haired man. The harsh white lighting made him look gaunt, pale, almost like a ghost. He wore a black uniform, clearly an IBSI employee.

      “What are you doing?” escaped my lips.

      He stowed the camera in his pocket and darted out of the room. The door closed with a chilling click.

      What the…

      I glanced down at the object the man had placed at my feet. My jaw slackened. It wasn’t a bottle of water, as I had hoped and expected.

      It was… a bouquet of flowers. Crisp white lilies adorned with black ribbon. This was some kind of sick joke.

      Flowers? Why would my father send me flowers?

      What is going on?
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      After I managed to escape Yuraya’s advances on the deck and put her to sleep with the special plant I’d gathered from The Woodlands, I spent the journey standing at the bow of the ship with Cecil.

      He knew far more about navigating ships than I did, of course—especially those drawn by dolphins—and he also had knowledge of how to reach The Dunes.

      As the hours passed, day turning into night, I headed down to the lower decks several times to check that Yuraya was still under the influence. When I sensed that she might be drawing too close to consciousness, I would chew up some more of the plant and drop its juice into her mouth, which soon knocked her out again.

      We could probably keep her for days in this state. And that might be exactly what we had to do, if things didn’t go according to plan.

      I needed to reach the realm of the jinn—The Dunes—and beg a favor of them. Based on what Victoria had told me, jinn were stronger and more powerful than witches. I needed the jinn to turn me, permanently alter me somehow, into something that even my parents would reject. Something that would cause shame and embarrassment to their fine lineage, a being they would want to forget even existed.

      They were so wrapped up in their traditions. Now I had to attempt to use that to my full advantage.

      I thought of Rona, still hiding in that old boat by The Woodlands’ shore. Hopefully she would survive while I was gone. Hopefully the Mortclaws would not find her. Even though I had discovered that she was not related to me by blood, I still felt a responsibility for her. She had no one now that her family had been slaughtered by mine.

      I was both relieved and anxious when Cecil finally announced that we were drawing close to our destination. He pointed to the distant outline of low, flat, blackish land.

      “That is the shore of The Dunes,” Cecil said wearily. “It’s nothing but dry desert… I really, really hope you know what you’re doing, Bastien.”

      I wished that I could assure my old friend that I did, but of course, that would’ve been a lie.

      All I knew was that this was what I had to do. Things had spiraled so out of control with my family—with my mother—that these were the lengths I was having to resort to.

      I still didn’t even have an inkling as to how exactly I would request to be transformed—I needed to speak to a jinni, explain my situation and ask for their advice. I also had to hope that they weren’t too hostile toward strangers. Would they help a stranger—an intruder at that—on their land? Would they give him the time of day, even if he begged?

      Only time would tell.

      My transformation had to be drastic… though I hoped not too drastic that Victoria would stop loving me.

      We seemed to cross the last stretch of ocean disproportionately fast, as though the universe sensed my nerves and sped me faster toward my fate.

      As we arrived in shallow water, I expected a sweltering heat to hit me, even with the ocean breeze. But it was actually rather chilly, I supposed because it was night time, and I shivered involuntarily.

      “The desert is a place of extremes,” Cecil explained, noting my reaction to the sudden change in temperature.

      I informed Cecil that I would return as soon as I could. I also warned him in no uncertain terms that he must keep an eye on the Mortclaw downstairs—keep feeding her the mashed-up plant, even if he thought he might be overdoing it. If there was one thing I’d learned over the past week, it was that there was no underestimating the Mortclaws.

      Leaping from the ship, I landed on the shore and hurried onto the black sand. I cast one final glance backward, waving at Cecil—who waved nervously back—before turning and running into the desert.

      I was still a man. I considered turning into a werewolf, but since jinn also had the appearance of men and women, I decided to remain as I was. Perhaps it would make dealings easier with them.

      I ran and ran, until the ocean was long out of sight. I traveled up and down steep dunes, gazing around at the desolate landscape and wondering where in this place I could find the jinn.

      I began to shout out into the night. “Help! I need help! I have come seeking a jinni! Please, someone, reveal yourself!”

      As I traveled, I found myself crossing a number of strange, eerie creatures that lurked in the dark. Lots of snakes, poisonous-looking beetles, and strange hopping creatures that I struggled to even describe. Two long legs. Thin arms that extended into flat, webbed hands. Their heads had bizarre frills attached to their sides. They looked somewhat like lizards and yet they were quite different. My shouting drew a pack of them close to me. They tried to launch at me while flailing horrifyingly long, white tongues, but I was able to outrun them and shake them off my trail.

      I continued my venture throughout the night until finally, as the first signs of dawn lit up the horizon, my wish was granted.

      A jinni manifested before me, a man with ebony skin, a broad chest, and a proud face. He looked down at me, quirking a brow.

      “And who are you to roam the land of The Dunes?”

      “Sir,” I said, bowing my head in respect. “My name is Bastien Blackhall.” I still found it difficult to use the name Mortclaw. “I am a werewolf. Excuse me for intruding on your land, but I have come to seek a favor.”

      The jinni’s brows knotted as he looked me over. “You have come seeking a wish to be granted?”

      “Yes,” I said, eyeing him warily. “You could put it like that.”

      “What have you to offer in return?”

      My heart lowered. Although I wasn’t naïve enough to think that all people were as charitable as those who lived in The Shade, I had held out a small hope that perhaps someone here might just do me a favor for a favor’s sake, without expecting something in return.

      What could I offer such a creature in return? I had nothing. Nothing but my skin and bones.

      I ran a tongue over my lower lip before replying tentatively, “What would you seek of me?”

      “That will depend on what kind of service you wish to be rendered.” He glanced around the desert. “But let us not linger up here. Let us go somewhere more comfortable. You might be a stranger, but since you have ventured into Drizan territory, we will hear you out.”

      Drizan? We? Territory? What territory? All around me for as far as I could see was nothing but desert. Desert and dunes.

      The jinni began to sweep across the sand, leading me onward, until I caught something glinting in the moonlight on the ground. A giant, golden medallion depicting a scorpion. As the jinni stooped down and opened it up, he revealed it to be a trap door. He gestured to me to step inside and follow him down a staircase.

      “For now,” he said, his dark lips parting in a courteous smile, “be our guest.”
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      I did not trust this man. Not in the slightest. But I had come all this way to seek out a jinni, and I had finally found one. I was hardly going to back down now. I just had to pull through this, and hope that it would lead me somewhere better than where I had started.

      “I will take you to see my king,” the jinni announced as he led me down into an entrance hall whose beauty had me gaping. Diamonds and gems shimmered in every corner. I had never even dreamed of such luxury.

      As the jinni led me deeper into what appeared to be an underground palace, my mind only continued to be blown away by the sheer extravagance of the way these creatures lived. How had they even gathered such wealth in the first place?

      We traveled down countless hallways, passing many other lavishly dressed jinn along the way—jinn who barely gave me a second glance—until we stopped outside a towering set of doors. The jinni, who had still not given me his name, led me inside a towering hall, where an ornate throne sat, elevated by a raised platform.

      The jinni took me to a seat in one corner of the chamber and told me to wait. I sat, elbows on my knees, hands clasped together, until the jinni returned with a second jinni, who wore a dazzling crown.

      “Hail King Turak, most worthy son of late Cyrus the Great.”

      Turak, a man of similar skin tone to the first jinni, had dark eyes, a thick beard, and thicker hair. The strength in his body beneath his scant clothing hardly seemed real. His muscles bulged like they had been stuffed with something.

      I bowed my head. “Your Majesty,” I said. “Forgive the intrusion.”

      “My courtier tells me that you have come seeking a wish.”

      “That’s right. I’m a werewolf now, but I need some way to… change what I am.” I explained in as much detail as I thought necessary to them about my family, and why it was so necessary for me to cut all ties with them in a way that was irreversible. In a way that would make them want to never have me back.

      The king was quiet as he listened to me. When I finished, he laid a forefinger over his upper lip and gazed at me thoughtfully.

      “I can think of a way we can fulfill your wish,” he said. “A way which, as you desire, would alter you permanently. But understand, werewolf, that if we were to grant this wish, you would be indebted to us.”

      “What would you want from me?” I asked. “I’m willing to give anything that’s… reasonable.” Reasonable. What a subjective word that was. My mother thought that she was reasonable.

      “I doubt you possess anything material that would hold our interest,” the king replied. “But we could accept payment in servitude instead. Keep you here in our palace for some time…”

      “For how long?” I croaked. “And what exactly is your idea? How will you alter me?”

      “As for how long, I believe that three months would be fair in exchange for our services,” the king replied.

      Three months. That sounded like an awful lot of time. But if the jinn were able to help me effectively, then it would be more than worth it.

      “All right,” I said. “Now explain how you would alter me.”

      The two men exchanged glances.

      “Rather than talk, I think it’s best that we show you,” the king replied.
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      I had never felt so confident, so self-assured in my life. The tugging deep within me continued as though I was attached to an invisible rope. It felt like it was impossible for me to take a wrong turn, a misstep. It almost felt like I had already found Bastien. I wasn’t quite sure where such confidence was coming from, but I hoped that it was not unfounded—that I was not suffering from some form of delusion or post-concussive symptomology.

      As I flew, I pictured Bastien in my mind more vividly than ever before. His beautiful, expressive face. His wintry gray eyes that seemed to bore into my very soul. I remembered the way my stomach flipped when he glanced at me. The way he held me. The way it felt to have his body pressed to mine, his arms engulfing my waist, keeping me safe. My being yearned for him the way fish yearned for water.

      He had possessed me, mind and spirit. Now, I just had to let this intense attachment lead me to him. For once, dreaming of Bastien had some practical use and did not simply cause me frustration.

      I sped over the waves, faster and faster, traveling for countless miles. I passed a number of landmasses along the way. Still, my instinct drove me onward. Onward, onward, until my skin began to tingle with excitement. Somehow, I simply sensed that I was getting closer. Much closer.

      I caught sight of land up ahead of me. Land that looked like nothing but one colossal desert. As I hovered over it, it hit me where this must be. The land of the jinn.

      For all the optimism that had been flowing through me at the thought of reuniting with Bastien, I couldn’t help but crash down from Cloud Nine and experience a moment of panic.

      The Dunes. I recognized the land from all my family had told me about it.

      What on earth is Bastien doing in The Dunes?
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      My family and Orlando remained in the hospital room with me the whole time. My mother and Orlando stood closest to the bars of my cage, gazing through at me hopelessly. My need for blood was beginning to consume me. It was hard to even think straight anymore. I just needed that warm red liquid—or even cold liquid would do. Any blood to fill my dry, deprived veins.

      I found myself writhing and screeching on the floor. The noises I was making horrified me more than anybody else.

      As much as I appreciated everyone’s support, I was beginning to wish that they would evacuate the room, leave me without temptation. That might help to ease my frenzy, but there was no way I could communicate my wishes to them.

      And so I continued to claw at the bars whenever somebody approached, even as the thirst burned me up inside. I feared I would soon no longer even see people around me, just fleshy sacks of blood.

      My grandmother Nadia even put the television on, as though that might distract or soothe me somehow.

      Although I stared at the screen at first, I could barely muster the concentration to watch it for more than a few seconds. My lack of attention was disturbing. As time passed, I was becoming like a child, more and more incapable of deep, prolonged thought on any subject other than my excessive thirst for blood.

      More hours slipped away—witches and jinn moving in and out, as well as other inhabitants of The Shade who came to visit me. My friends, family and well-wishers.

      At least, for the most part, humans were kept out of the room. Although Orlando was technically human, his blood was not quite as tempting because of his illness. It smelled slightly bitter, akin to a vampire’s.

      I sank to the floor in desperate frustration and found myself rolling from side to side, compulsively, like a mental patient in an institute. It was the only thing I could bring myself to do.

      I was brought out of my stupor only by a woman’s voice—which sounded like Shayla’s—uttering a familiar word. A word that meant a lot to me.

      “Lawrence!”

      Her voice came as such a strangled gasp that I couldn’t help but look in her direction. She was gazing up at the television screen, extending a trembling finger. I followed her gaze and managed to concentrate long enough to catch sight of an image flashing up on the screen.

      The photograph of a young man was being shown—a young man who looked very much like Lawrence, even though I couldn’t see his face. Strapped to a chair by thick bonds, he sat in the middle of a small, stark white room. He didn’t look well at all. What I could see of his skin was pallid, and his head lolled strangely to one side over his chest. A vase of white lilies threaded with black ribbon stood at his feet. The type you might see at a funeral.

      I managed to summon the concentration to focus on the words the newscaster was speaking after the photograph disappeared. “Viewers will remember the young man we showcased just a short while ago, the brave young man who participated in the IBSI’s most recent drug trial. It is with deep regret and sadness that we report he passed away in the early hours of the morning. As we reported, the procedure was still in early development and the IBSI has been sailing uncharted waters. Although the young man—who must remain unnamed for the privacy of his family—made a swift, miraculous recovery from the initial procedure and was showing drastic improvements. Unfortunately, due to unforeseen complications, he was admitted to the IBSI’s specialist hospital last night, where his heart failed and medics were unable to save him.”

      “Oh, my God,” my mother breathed, her hand clasped to her mouth in horror.

      “A private memorial service will be held for him by his family and closest friends. The IBSI has issued a statement expressing their deepest condolences to the heroic young man’s family, and have assured us that nobody else will be put on trial for the drug—not even willing volunteers—until it has been through at least a dozen more rounds of testing.”

      The vision of Lawrence’s pale form slumped in a chair remained stamped in my mind, even as the news topic changed. I remained staring up at the screen. The news had struck me like a bolt of electricity, forced clarity to my fast fogging brain. And yet, although I absorbed the words and understood what they meant, my emotions had not yet caught up. They felt disjointed from my brain, almost. Lagging behind.

      I felt numb inside. Like an explosive in freefall, just waiting to collide with the ground.

      Lawrence… Dead.
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      I had Ibrahim transport me back to the IBSI’s Chicago base to make the journey faster. He took me to the lab in Bloodless territory on the shore of Lake Michigan, where he remained outside the crematorium.

      As I drifted down through the lab’s ceiling, I quickly realized that the search would be a short one. During the brief period since I had last been here, the place had been completely evacuated—all the drawers and equipment emptied, the Bloodless, the convicts, all of them gone. Only the cages were left. Cages, bare tables and hollow cupboards. Not a single tube had been left to roll on the floor.

      I cursed beneath my breath, though I couldn’t have expected anything different. It was as Dr. Finnegan had predicted. Since they’d realized that the lab was no longer a secret, they’d moved elsewhere.

      But where? I couldn’t bring myself to believe that they would just shift into IBSI’s main Chicago base, on the other side of the river. We had already trespassed there too many times before.

      I finished searching the entire lab, and then Chicago’s main base anyway, just so that I could return with confidence. As I passed through room after room, passageway after passageway, I was on the lookout for Lawrence. And his father. I should have killed that man back in Aviary while I had the chance. I had him right in my clutches.

      After hours of searching, I found nothing. Frustrated beyond expression, I vowed that this would be the last time I would ever search this stupid place. It seemed to be a rule of thumb that when I needed to search for something, I should assume that it was already gone. Like I said, the IBSI had a way of making things vanish…

      I hurried back to Ibrahim, who I felt ever so grateful for in this moment. Although I wasn’t exactly slow, I wouldn’t have been able to hack any journey that was not instantaneous. The Shade would have seemed like an eternity away.

      The warlock gripped my shoulder, and a few seconds later we had returned within The Shade’s border and were back on the ground floor of the hospital where we had left Dr. Finnegan, her son and my father.

      Dr. Finnegan still sat with her son, though others had entered since. My mother and sister now stood tensely behind my father, their eyes trained on the doctor. They had been in the middle of a conversation, but stopped short as they caught sight of us.

      I didn’t like the darkness in my father’s expression. It was as though he had been given some bad news. Some exceedingly bad news. And he hadn’t even spoken to me yet.

      “Did you find it?” my mother asked hopefully.

      My eyes trained on Dr. Finnegan as I replied, “No. It was as you said, Doctor. They are very quick at moving stuff.”

      Dr. Finnegan’s face took on the same dark look as my father’s. I took a seat opposite her and leaned forward, clasping my hands together tensely.

      “So what now?” I asked her. “You’re going to have to tell us exactly what the missing ingredient is so we can find it ourselves.”

      My father cleared his throat. “Actually, I pressed Dr. Finnegan for that answer while you were away with Ibrahim…” He ran a hand over his face, grimacing, as though it were painful to just spit out the answer.

      “What?” I urged. “Tell me!”

      Dr. Finnegan sighed. “You will need to solve a mystery…”
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      When the scientist revealed the fifth ingredient, I could hardly believe my ears… and yet, deep down, it made sense. It made perfect sense. All the other ingredients were apparently derived from Aviary. It was only logical that the last one would be too.

      The thought had occurred to me before how the Hawks were natural-born enemies of the Elders—whom the Bloodless were merely a walking mutation of. And how fatefully in line it would be that, if a cure truly existed to combat the Elder-originated infection, it would be found in the Hawks’ realm.

      “For every evil born, another is born to counter it…”

      Those were words once spoken by Kiev many years ago, and recounted to me by my mother. They were true. The universe provided us with a natural balance for everything. Fire and water. Earth and sky… Lilith and Kiev.

      The fifth ingredient was Hawk blood. But not just any Hawk’s blood…

      The scientist’s explanation took us through some history of the IBSI’s scientific advancements, their methods proving even more shocking than I had thought.

      Her story began with Frans Sanderson—the same scientist whose home we had visited in Bermuda before stumbling across the gate to Aviary, and who had been assassinated by Atticus.

      Frans had been one of the IBSI’s most trusted, leading scientists. He’d been an expert in many fields of science, though he specialized in botany. For years he’d been commissioned by the IBSI to spend time in Aviary examining its natural resources—which were abundant—to see if we on Earth could derive any benefit from them.

      Well, he’d ended up discovering more than the IBSI—or specifically Atticus—had bargained for.

      With the epidemic of Bloodless plaguing the human world, he’d somehow latched on to the same train of thought that I recently had: that if there was any cure for the Bloodless, it was to be found in Aviary. Thus, although he was supposed to be doing other research work for the IBSI in Aviary, he’d focused his attention on searching for a possible cure. He’d never told his authorities about this, but rather planned to present the results of his findings to them if he was successful in developing the cure.

      As fate would have it, around the same time that Frans was conducting his research and experimentations, a different division of the IBSI’s scientists—those of the organization’s lab in Canada, the same lab that my wife had been taken to when the IBSI kidnapped her—had been experimenting deeply with genetics. They were in full swing seeking ways to enhance the human body. Although Dr. Finnegan was not aware of River’s specific kidnapping case, she confirmed that the eggs of half-bloods had been collected, and these played a big part in the experiments that went on during that period. Why? Because half-bloods, at the time, were the closest one could get to being supernatural while still being partially human. That was the reason the IBSI had found them so interesting—the way human genes could co-exist with supernaturals’—and why they had taken River in to study her.

      When they cut her open, without a doubt, they’d removed some of her eggs… which left me wondering if that process had indeed damaged her, and was one of the reasons we’d had such a hard time conceiving a child. Bastards.

      “Independent of Frans’ research,” Dr. Finnegan went on, “this Canadian group were specifically honing in on mixing Hawk and vampire genes. They were curious as to how these two opposing species would meld. They had managed to capture a number of Hawks and, using the half-blood eggs they had harvested, they began trying to create the specimens… Only five of which were successful.”

      “S-Successful,” I spluttered. “You mean, they grew into—”

      “Babies,” Dr. Finnegan finished dryly. “Vampire-Hawk babies.”

      My jaw dropped to the floor just trying to imagine what the heck they would even look like. How would they function?

      I could hardly even draw a picture in my head.

      “Frans,” the scientist ploughed on, “being one of the IBSI’s leading scientists, heard of this success, naturally, and it got him thinking.” She paused, frowning. “Now you’d better not ask me how that man’s mind worked—he was a bloody genius. Hasn’t been a scientist like him since, and there likely never will be… But anyway, he heard of the successful specimens. He traveled to Canada and managed to gain sole access to them for a long enough period to withdraw some blood without anybody knowing. He took the blood back to his lab in Bermuda, and he began to experiment even more vigorously. At the time he had full access to the Bermuda base’s lab—he was the head scientist of Bermuda. I believe he even had some Bloodless in cages. All the time that he was supposed to be working on other things, he poured into finally discovering a cure. It was he who discovered the antidote. The first four ingredients—plant-based, as you deduced—contain chemicals to help to speed up the effect of the Hawk blood… Likewise, the plant combination can work in the other direction too, as you witnessed with your daughter—speeding up the influence of Bloodless venom.”

      We stared at the doctor in stunned silence.

      Then I remembered something that didn’t make a lot of sense. I recounted Orlando’s short-lived “experiment” back in Aviary to the scientist, where he’d ingested a chunk of poisonous leaf. We all could have sworn that he’d looked better afterward; his complexion brighter, less pale… although admittedly the cosmetic difference seemed to have faded from him by now. Still, the leaf alone had made some positive improvement, and there had been no Hawk blood involved there. “How do you explain that?” I concluded. “If the plant ingredients only serve to assist the Hawk blood in penetrating a Bloodless’ system, why should one of the plants have a powerful impact in its own right?”

      The scientist paused, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. Perhaps the plants themselves do have some capability to ward off the virus.”

      As if nature makes Aviary toxic to Elders in all aspects—from its plant life to its residents. I supposed it would be fitting. It was just a shame Aviary hadn’t come out stronger from the war. Though at least they’d managed to reduce the Elders to shadows of their former selves, no longer requiring much concern. That was an inestimable boon to all supernaturals and mankind.

      “But all I know,” Dr. Finnegan went on, “is that the combination of the five ingredients I mentioned is what has been proven to work and have the Bloodless—or rather, human—survive the cure… Maybe someone with a brilliant mind like Frans’ could work out another concoction based on Aviary-derived substances. God knows.”

      I sighed. “Okay. Please continue.”

      She nodded, obliging. “So… according to notes that were retrieved from Frans’ lab after his death,” she said, “the idea of Hawk blood had occurred to him before he got hold of the mutated specimens’ blood. Blood is, after all, the life force of every being. But pure Hawk blood failed him. It was only the diluted half-blood specimens that eventually did it—as the blood was partly vampire, the Bloodless’ system was tricked into accepting and absorbing it. Kind of like a Trojan horse.”

      “You know all this, and yet you’re still alive?” my mother couldn’t help but ask.

      Dr. Finnegan nodded. “There are a few scientists like me who were let in on the secret… But as you’ve seen,” she added shakily as she looked at Ben, “my life is on a very short leash.”

      “Go on,” I urged.

      “So when Frans announced his find to Atticus, he thought he would receive applause. Eternal gratitude for finally solving the Bloodless epidemic that was destroying the world. Instead, he found himself, well, dead. But he managed to spread the word to other scientists before he was taken out—other scientists who also attempted to spread the knowledge and were also killed…”

      “And Georgina,” I murmured. She somehow found out about the antidote, which caused her also to be targeted for assassination by her husband.

      Again I found myself extremely grateful for my daughter’s inquisitive mind, which had caused her to unwittingly take up Georgina’s cause. Even if it had led Grace into her current predicament, I could never stop being proud of her for that.

      “So these vampire-Hawk… things,” my father said, his forehead wrinkled with the same confusion I myself was riddled with. “What are they exactly? Can you describe them?”

      “They look quite human actually,” Dr. Finnegan explained, matter-of-fact. “They don’t have beaks, or even talons. They basically have the characteristics of humans, but with wings.”

      “And my wife,” I murmured. “Her eggs were stolen by the IBSI. Is it possible that one of hers was used?”

      “Oh, it is quite possible,” she replied, making my gut churn. “Hers were of course not the only eggs they had collected. But there’s always a chance that one of the surviving specimens could’ve been derived from her eggs. You’d have to run a DNA test, but this leads me to the main obstacle that you will face in recovering the ingredient… We’ve lost the specimens—or rather, the IBSI lost them.”

      “What? Lost them?” I stared at her, disbelieving. “How could you just go and lose them?” The IBSI were tight in their security. I couldn’t even conceive how they could have let something so valuable slip away from them… unless it had been deliberate sabotage on Atticus’ part? “Could they have been ‘lost’ on purpose?” I prodded Dr. Finnegan.

      Her mouth split in a wry smile. “I see what you’re thinking, but no. They were genuinely lost.”

      “How do you know that for certain?” I pressed.

      “Because they went missing even before Frans came out with his antidote discovery. They were being kept in Canada; much blood had been taken from the specimens, the construction of their blood and DNA studied and analyzed. And then, one night, they just disappeared. Neither Atticus nor anybody else would have had any reason to make them vanish. They genuinely just disappeared.”

      “Things don’t just disappear!” I said through gritted teeth. They weren’t magical beings. There wasn’t an ounce of magic in them. I stood up and gazed down at her. “What do you think happened to them? You must have some speculations of your own?”

      She shrugged, shaking her head wearily. “I honestly don’t know. It baffled everyone involved on the case. There was an investigation into their disappearance, but nobody solved the mystery.”

      A more chilling thought distracted me. “You’re saying there were only five specimens who survived in the first place, and they vanished, what, decades ago? It’s a wonder you still have any samples of their blood left to create additional doses of the cure.”

      “Well, as I said,” she replied dryly, “a lot of blood was drawn from them while they were in the IBSI’s lab. And only a very small extract is required per formula. I don’t know how much is left of the original stock, admittedly. But I’m sure it’s stored somewhere impossible to find within the IBSI. I’m also sure it’s not in Canada. And it won’t be in Chicago either. I don’t know where it is. I don’t think Atticus would have destroyed it because his own organization occasionally requires a person to utilize it—usually only if the person is of particular value to Atticus, and someone he believes can keep a secret. Though, after recent events, and you coming to the knowledge of the cure’s existence, it’s very possible he’ll simply go ahead and destroy whatever is left of the blood. Cut off his nose to spite his face, sort of thing.”

      I was utterly sick of trying to locate things within the IBSI. As crazy as it sounded, I was actually more enthusiastic about uncovering a decade-old mystery than traipsing back into their twisted web of lies and deceit, even if there had been a chance Atticus had not yet destroyed the stock of blood. I had failed to discover things too many times while in their facilities. And I didn’t want anything more to do with the bastards… except Atticus… He’s one person I wouldn’t mind bumping into sometime soon.

      My father’s next request of the doctor refocused my mind. “So tell us everything you know about the disappearance of these ‘specimens’. Every single detail you remember.”

      “Hm…” She furrowed her brows and leaned back in her chair, repositioning her grip around her son, who had dozed off against her chest.

      “Did their disappearance suggest a kidnapping?” I asked. “And how old were they when they vanished?” What are the chances they’d even still be alive after all this time?

      The scientist rubbed her temples. “They were, I think, just over a year old.” Well, that ruled out escape. What one-year-olds could figure out how to escape the IBSI? They’d still be figuring out how to use their wings. It also meant they’d be in their teenage years now… That was assuming they aged. Hawks aged. But half-bloods didn’t. They remained frozen in time like vampires. Ugh, this was all so confusing. “As for your first question,” the scientist continued, “definitely a kidnapping. But let me tell you what I remember, and then you can draw your own conclusions.” Dr. Finnegan looked tired. It’d been a long, stressful night for her. Only a few hours ago she had been kneeling before death.

      “It was one night in December,” she began. “A particularly cold night with heavy snow closing in around the mountain base. There was an electrical outage that night, too. Though the IBSI had their own backup generator to keep the most crucial functions running—like the lighting in the hallways and security mechanisms keeping the more dangerous specimens in their cells—other functions were stopped temporarily until the main power came back on. This included CCTV cameras… Anyhow, the scientist charged with caring for the specimens put them to bed at the normal time—into cots within a special lab reserved just for them. And when their caregiver returned in the morning to feed them breakfast, they were gone. Just gone. Without a single feather fluttered to the floor. Of course, nobody could say what happened due to the lack of footage.

      “An investigation was then launched. Atticus put a witch he had dealings with in charge. Her name was Loira Sulvece. A witch of The Sanctuary, she assisted the IBSI on and off over the earlier years of its establishment… she hasn’t been around recently, to my knowledge.”

      “Loira Sulvece,” Ibrahim muttered.

      All eyes shot to the warlock.

      “I know of that witch,” he said. “She was allowed to live in The Sanctuary because of her noble heritage, but she has always been a loose cannon, helping out other species in exchange for various items to stock her spell room with.”

      “That sounds like her,” Dr. Finnegan replied. “She was assisting the Canadian base on a fairly regular basis at the time. Anyway, Atticus put her in charge of the investigation but it soon stopped short. It was pretty pathetic. None of them had the first clue where to look. And Atticus, in truth, wasn’t all that bothered about their disappearance. They already had blood samples and I suppose Atticus thought that if they ever needed that halfblood-Hawk combination in the future, they could always breed some more. And then of course, shortly after the specimens’ disappearance, Frans came out with a cure. Heh. After that, I suspect Atticus was glad they were taken after all.”

      “So what you’re saying is we need to speak to Loira Sulvece,” I said, my mind still fixed on the witch.

      “I’m not saying anything,” Dr. Finnegan said. “In fact, The Sanctuary is impenetrable. I don’t know how you’d gain access to her even if you tried… Assuming she is still living there and hasn’t finally been kicked out for unorthodox habits.”

      “Apparently you are not aware that we actually have good relations with The Sanctuary,” my father said dryly.

      I thought fondly of my twin. That was all thanks to Rose saving one of the Ageless’ sisters from the black witches.

      “Oh.” The scientist looked taken aback. “I had no idea.”

      “Yes,” my father said bitterly. “There are a lot of things your organization has no idea about.”

      “So that’s everything you have to tell us about the disappearance?” I verified.

      “Yup.” She nodded.

      “Okay.” I blew out a breath. We had something of a lead now, at least. We could go to speak to that witch and see if she had any more light to shed on the matter. Anything at all she had to add would be helpful at this point. It wouldn’t take us long to travel to The Sanctuary—where Ibrahim still seemed to think she’d be residing—so even if this proved to be a hopeless dead end, we wouldn’t be losing much.

      We were running out of things to lose, anyway. Or at least, I was.

      “Thank you,” I said to Dr. Finnegan. “We’re going to need to speak to the witch. In the meantime, as promised, you are free to stay here on the island.” I backed away and poked my head out of the door, looking left and right for someone who could escort the scientist and her child to spare accommodations. I spotted Safi at the other end of the hallway and beckoned her over.

      I pointed out Dr. Finnegan to her as she arrived in the room. Dr. Finnegan’s jaw dropped as she eyed Safi. Yup, the IBSI still knew little about the jinn, just as they did fae.

      Dr. Finnegan recovered from her stupor and carried her boy over to Safi. She thanked me before the jinni vanished them.

      Now, the rest of us had to get down to business.

      I locked eyes with my father. I didn’t need him to say anything for me to know that he was thinking exactly what I was thinking.

      Looks like it’s time for another trip.
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      We didn’t know exactly where this route would lead us now. We could hit a complete dead end in The Sanctuary, or we could find ourselves sinking deeper into an entangling web of twists and turns… which the Novaks seemed to have a pretty good track record of doing.

      So our next objective was to decide who was going to come with us to The Sanctuary.

      After the scientist left with Safi, we headed up to Grace’s room, where River and many of my family members were gathered.

      My gut couldn’t help but flip when I eyed my daughter spread out on the floor within her cage, even though her appearance was of no surprise to me anymore.

      River was the first to approach us. Her turquoise eyes trained on me, even as she addressed us all.

      “Lawrence is dead,” she said.

      It took a few seconds for her words to sink in. “What?”

      “Lawrence is dead,” she repeated. “T-There was a news broadcast on the TV. They showed… They showed a picture of his corpse.”

      What on earth…

      “They said that his death was a result of the drug procedure they’d performed on him going wrong, even though he had shown initial signs of improvement.”

      Bull! Utter bull.

      My eyes moved back to my daughter. I wondered if she could hear our conversation—or rather, if she could understand it. She wasn’t showing any signs of sadness or distress, though Bloodless didn’t seem to display emotions other than irritation and anger.

      There was only one thing that could have happened to Lawrence. His father must’ve killed him, just as he had killed his wife. Coincidences like this didn’t happen in real life.

      The young man had become another notch on Atticus’s belt.

      A deep sense of sorrow swelled within me as I recalled how hard he’d tried to help us find the cure. He had put his life on the line by going against his father. He had known the risks before going into it; we had all known that. But, despite the odds, I had assured myself that he would pull through. Hearing that he was gone—the young man I’d seen less than a day ago—came as a shock.

      As I absorbed the news, a determination burned within me more fiercely than ever before.

      His death had become more fuel to the fire.

      We had to bring down the IBSI. We had to drag them down from their position and crush them. And we had to ensure that no force like them could ever rise to rule this planet again.

      But the key to all that was procuring the antidote. Without being able to prove beyond all doubt that it existed, we would have no sway in persuading either the governments or the public that the IBSI was trying to suppress information.

      We had to bring the IBSI down, but first we had to solve this damn mystery.

      Gripping my wife’s hand, I turned to address everyone else in the room.

      “We need to travel to the supernatural dimension— to The Sanctuary—and find a woman named Loira Sulvece.”

      Everyone in the room volunteered to come. Although technically we might not even need an eighth of these people—initially witches were the only people vital to our trip—since we didn’t know exactly where this journey might lead us, we ended up accepting everybody who volunteered. I didn’t see a lot of harm in that anyway.

      We also put out word to the rest of the members of the League. The dragons, unfortunately, were out of the equation because of their refusal to travel by magic—we couldn’t have them slowing us down.

      We were reluctant to have any jinn come with us, even though Aisha and Horatio volunteered. Being accompanied by jinn when we approached The Sanctuary simply wasn’t a good idea. Although the jinn and the witches of The Shade had found a way to co-exist fairly harmoniously, the jinn and witches of the outside world were still very much biased against one another.

      As for Mona and Brock, Kiev informed us that they had gone to The Woodlands with Victoria to find a solution to her and Bastien’s ongoing struggle to stay together.

      Mona was one of our strongest witches now that she’d recovered her powers, but we had no idea when they’d return, so we’d have to leave without her. She wasn’t exactly a favorite among the white witches of The Sanctuary though, so it was probably all for the best.

      Our lineup ended up being: my parents, Ibrahim, Corrine and Arwen, Rose and Caleb, Vivienne and Xavier, Lucas and (tentatively) Jeramiah, Kiev, Claudia and Yuri, Gavin, Zinnia and Griffin, Micah and his wife Kira, and finally Aiden and Kailyn. River, Orlando and the rest of our family opted to stay with Grace.

      I felt that this was an excessive number of people simply to visit The Sanctuary…but looking at our previous track record, it was rare that anything went “simply” for us when undertaking a mission in the supernatural dimension. There was no harm in bringing more people than we needed, just in case.

      We gave everybody half an hour to prepare, and then we were all to gather at the Port.
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      Since Ben had returned me to The Shade to be treated for my injury, even in spite of all the madness going on with Grace turning into a Bloodless, Marion and I found ourselves gravitating toward each other, wherever we happened to be in the hospital.

      Now, before our departure for The Sanctuary, I had something to do. I’d told Ben and Derek that I would ask Jeramiah if he wanted to accompany us. This time, I would give him the option. He was an adult and it was shameful of me to keep trying to protect him like he was a boy by keeping him out of the loop.

      As I headed out, I mysteriously found myself passing Marion again. She was sitting on a bench in the hallway, rocking her baby’s cradle back and forth as she slept. With all the focus being on Grace, Marion had been pretty much sidelined. She looked lost, as though she didn’t know what she ought to be doing or where she ought to go. She probably wanted to be of help in some way but didn’t know how to go about it. As a human, she was only an encumbrance right now here in this hospital—she shouldn’t be anywhere near Grace.

      I had lost track of how many days she had been in the hospital. It must’ve been quite a few. As pleasant as Meadow Hospital was, it wasn’t a home. She had a child. She ought to be given her own residence somewhere else on the island now that she and her baby were recovered.

      Since I couldn’t spot anybody immediately available who could take her to find some temporary accommodation, I had my own idea. An idea I hoped she wouldn’t take the wrong way…

      She looked up, wide-eyed, as I approached. I bent down to her level. “Marion,” I said, above the bustle of the corridor. “You need to go somewhere else than here.” I found myself assuming a rather stupid French accent, hoping that it would make my English words more understandable to her. “You need your own room. Your own apartment. Understand?”

      She nodded, shrugging. “Un appartement, oui.”

      “Appartement—right. Exactly,” I said. I hesitated for a moment, clearing my throat before mustering the courage to say, “You can stay in my appartement if you like, with your baby. It has many rooms,” I added quickly. “And temporarily, just until I return. You understand?”

      Marion frowned. Something I’d said hadn’t translated. Or perhaps I’d spoken too fast. Before I could try rephrasing and speaking more slowly, a slew of French erupted over my head. I stood up and whirled around to find Claudia standing behind me, blonde hair hanging over one shoulder, hands planted on her hips.

      Whatever Claudia had just said, it made Marion’s face light up. Not just with appreciation, but a whole lot more.

      I shot a glare at Claudia, narrowing my eyes. “Wh-What did you just say to her?” I breathed.

      Before Claudia could answer, Marion had risen to her feet. I had no choice but to face her as she gazed up at me, a beautiful smile parting her lips.

      “I simply told her,” Claudia said quietly behind me, “what the two of you already know.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and sped away.

      

      What the two of us already know.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. What do we already know? It didn’t feel like I knew anything. And how does Claudia know what we are supposed to know? I was confused. And now here I found myself, flying with Marion on my back, her baby in my arms, toward my treehouse… still not knowing what Marion was smiling about. What brought that shine to her hazel eyes.

      I felt awkward as heck as I touched down on my veranda. I returned her baby to her arms and led them to the front door. I slanted a glance at Marion as she gazed around in awe at the outside of my home.

      “Beautiful,” she whispered, as we stepped in through the doorway.

      Trying to cast aside Claudia’s mind games, I led Marion to the largest spare bedroom I had, which was also the one with the best view of the island. I thought this would be the most appropriate for her and her child since there was a double bed. I pushed it up against the wall, so that the baby could lie on the far side without risk of falling.

      She climbed onto the bed and settled her baby down. Planting a kiss on her forehead, she tucked her beneath the sheets before letting her continue to sleep in peace.

      I backed out of the room, Marion following me. She obviously had no intention of resting. I wasn’t sure what exactly she was going to do in my apartment while I was gone. I suddenly felt self-conscious about what personal items I might have left lying around.

      I didn’t really have time to clean up now though. The half an hour we had been given to prepare to leave was drawing to a close.

      I had tidied the place up recently, so at least it was clean… Well, as clean as a bachelor’s apartment ever got.

      My chest was tense as we stopped in the center of the sitting room and met each other’s eyes. There was still a gleam to her irises.

      “Well, I’m not sure what you like to eat but there’s plenty of food in the fridge. More than enough until I return.” I gestured toward the kitchen. She nodded. She’d figure it out.

      “Uh, and I should be going now, I guess,” I said, though my feet still didn’t move. I remained transfixed on her. I watched every flicker of emotion that crossed her face as her eyes wandered around my living room in appreciation.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, returning her focus on me.

      “Welcome,” I murmured.

      She looked as awkward as me now, as we stood there, a few feet apart. Her hands clamped together, and she began wringing her fingers. Her lips parted slightly, like she wanted to say something more, but then she sealed them again.

      I bowed, deciding to put the two of us out of our misery and sweep toward the exit. But as I left through the door, she uttered in a low whisper, “Je t’aime bien aussi, Lucas.”

      I made a mental note to get a translation from Claudia for that.
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      My father, mother and I arrived at the Port before everyone else. We waited on the jetty, watching as people gathered. I began checking everyone’s names off in my head. Every member of the group arrived on time, except Lucas and Jeramiah, who were a couple of minutes late.

      Then it was time for us to leave. We gathered in a circle, and the witches among us vanished us away from The Shade, to the portal located on the nearby abandoned island that led to The Trunchlands.

      I must’ve taken this route hundreds of times by now. I felt like I could find my way from the island’s beach to the gate hidden in the well with my eyes closed.

      We leapt through the hole and arrived on the ogres’ beach. I barely even had time to check if anybody was around before the witches vanished us again, straight to the shore of The Sanctuary.

      I gazed up and down the length of the shore, memories washing over me. The Sanctuary. It had played such a huge role in our history—my parents’ especially.

      We were unable to penetrate the boundary, of course. They still kept it up at all times. Not even the witches among us could pass through, because they were not official residents.

      We ended up yelling, which was what we normally had to do if there was nobody roaming the beach on arrival.

      We were kept waiting about ten minutes before a blond warlock showed up.

      “We are here to speak with Loira Sulvece,” Ibrahim said immediately.

      The warlock eyed us. His face was vaguely familiar. I was sure I’d seen him before, though I couldn’t remember how or when. The main thing was that he recognized us. He nodded, then vanished.

      We were left to wait yet another fifteen minutes before a thin, wiry woman with limp blonde hair and an odd stiff-shouldered dress appeared on the beach.

      “Loira,” Corrine said, and we all moved closer.

      Loira pursed her lips as she cast her glance over each of us. “Why have you come to see me?” she asked, wary.

      “We have come to question you about an event in your past,” Ibrahim said. “Some years ago, you were working for the IBSI, were you not?”

      Loira rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t working for them. It was a trade.”

      “Well, whatever it was,” Ibrahim said impatiently, “we have some questions for you about it. If you could oblige we’d be eternally grateful… I’m sure you remember the time when Atticus put you in charge of an investigation regarding the disappearance of five specimens from the hunters’ lab?”

      She nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because we badly need to find out what happened to those specimens. We have been informed that when you were conducting the investigation, it basically lost steam before it even started because you hit a complete dead-end. Is that what happened? Did you really have no idea where they could’ve gone? If there’s anything at all you can tell us, however insignificant—”

      Loira held up a hand, causing Ibrahim to stall. Then a small smile stretched her narrow lips. The amusement spread to her eyes.

      “You want to know what happened to the specimens,” she repeated.

      “Yes!” Ibrahim said.

      “Well, the truth is… I took them.”

      I did a double-take. We all gaped at her.

      “What?” several of us spluttered at once.

      She rolled her eyes again. “I took them! The kidnapping was done by me. I set it up to look like it was something more mysterious, and when I was given the job of tracking down the culprit, it was easy to shut the investigation down—since Atticus himself hardly cared anyway…”

      “Why did you want those specimens?” Ibrahim asked.

      “So you have them now?” I blurted over the top of him.

      “One question at a time,” the witch muttered, taking a step back. “I wanted the specimens because, well, they were unique. There was nothing else like them. I wanted to see what their blood was capable of in my own experiments. And as to whether I have them now?”

      I held my breath.

      “No,” she replied, shrugging.

      My heart hit my stomach.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I can’t be sure where they are now.”

      “What?” I practically roared. I felt the urge to grab the woman and shake her. “B-But what happened? You just said you took them!”

      “Yes, I took them… I had them with me for a week or so… and then I gave them away.”

      “WHAT?”

      “I received a rather generous offer from an interested third party.”

      “Who?” I seethed.

      “A harpy.”

      Oh, God. No, no, no! Confounded woman!

      “I gave up the specimens to a harpy named Miral in exchange for a sack of silkweed,” Loira explained, as if anyone other than Ibrahim and Corrine knew what silkweed was. “I didn’t even have to think about it. I had already drawn the blood I needed from the babies.”

      I was ready to strangle the woman.

      “A harpy!” my father and I hissed.

      “You gave babies to a harpy,” I clarified, even as I realized that we needed to keep our tone in check. The witch was beginning to look shifty and irritated by it. She could, after all, simply vanish back into her home and refuse to answer any more questions. Then we really would be screwed.

      “I’m sorry,” I added quickly. “It’s just that…” I exhaled. “The specimens are really, really important to us.”

      “Well,” she said, “as I said, a harpy took them. She and her four sisters had set up residence on an abandoned island in the Deep North. She said they had established an orphanage there and were collecting abandoned children… I saw no harm in giving the things to a creature who was clearly desperate to be a mother.”

      My stomach clenched. Loira had obviously just wanted to get rid of them. She must have known that a “harpy orphanage” was something no child should ever have to visit, much less grow up in. (Assuming they would grow up.)

      “Where is this island?” Corrine demanded. “Where exactly in the Deep North?”

      “I can show you on a map if you like,” Loira said, nonchalant.

      “Yes. Please,” Corrine said.

      “Wait here then.”

      As she vanished, the rest of us exchanged disbelieving glances. Talk about stranger than fiction. A nest of harpies raising a group of halfblood-Hawk chicks. If they could even be called chicks. I wondered what else those harpies had raised…

      I was relieved when the witch returned five minutes later. I had feared for more than a moment that she might’ve simply gotten fed up with us and decided to make an early departure.

      She had brought with her an old map. We moved over to some rocks, where she spread it out and indicated to Ibrahim and Corrine where exactly the harpies’ island was situated.

      In the Deep North was no exaggeration. No exaggeration at all.
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      Well, this was already getting off to a rather unpromising start. After Loira left us—even having the gall to wish us good luck—I heaved a sigh.

      I wondered if that woman had children of her own. If she did, I doubted she would’ve been so quick to offer up the specimens’ lives in exchange for… whatever the hell silkweed was.

      At least she’d had the decency to leave the map with us. Ibrahim and Corrine huddled over it before instructing everybody to get in a circle.

      The ground beneath us disappeared, and when we reached a solid surface again, the temperature had dropped dramatically. My vision focusing, I found myself gazing around at a beach, completely caked with snow. We were on the shore of a frozen island. Even the ocean behind us was iced over.

      It came as a shock to my system. Barring Cruor, which could get very cold, most of the places I had visited in the supernatural dimension had moderate to hot temperatures. This was the first time I could remember seeing actual snow at this end of the universe.

      Luckily, all of us being supernaturals, we weren’t too affected by the cold. The witches sparked fire in their palms to warm themselves. Kailyn, Lucas and I scooped up sparks from them to warm our own hands.

      This island appeared to be much larger than I had expected. Its shore stretched out for miles—I couldn’t even see the end of it. I rose into the air to gain a bird’s eye view, higher and higher, until I could see the shape of the island. But before my eyes reached the opposite shore, they lingered on an elevated dot near the center of the land mass. There was some kind of construction down there—the only construction on this whole island, apparently. It was hard to tell exactly what kind of construction it was because it was covered in snow, but it was obvious that was where we needed to head.

      Ibrahim and Corrine floated up to join me, and I pointed it out to them. Then we returned to the beach for the witches to transport us all swiftly in one go.

      As we approached the construction, we realized it was a large three-story house constructed entirely of wood. From what I knew of harpies, they tended to live in nests—so I doubted this was constructed by them. If they were still living here, they must’ve had some other kind of help to build it. As drafty as it looked—with some of the uneven window panes completely devoid of shutters—it was still certainly more habitable for non-harpies than an open-air nest.

      I shuddered. Not from the cold, but from the scene I was envisioning inside the house, if this was indeed still an orphanage…

      The closer we got to the building, the older and more rundown it looked. Not only were some of the windows wide open, but there were cracks in the walls themselves. The wood in the front door had warped, its edges hardly even fitting the doorframe anymore. Perhaps this had once been a decent place, but if it had, too many years had passed since its last maintenance.

      We stopped five feet away from the entrance.

      My father turned to Ibrahim. “Please cast an invisibility spell over us.”

      Ibrahim obliged.

      It was best that the harpies didn’t spot us until we had a proper game plan—the first step of which was obvious to me.

      “I’ll go and check out the house and report back,” I said, thinning myself and soaring forward. I sank through the front door, steeling myself for the other side.

      I arrived in a small entrance room, bare, except for a pile of damp logs in one corner. A vile smell pervaded the air, making me wonder what kind of toilet facilities they had in here… if any.

      I headed through the door to my right, emerging in a rickety winding hallway whose walls were covered with cobwebs, floors caked with dirt and feathers. A candle burned in a basket at intervals against the walls. I heard the sound of murmuring further up. As I turned a corner, I caught sight of the dim glow of light escaping around a doorframe.

      Hardly breathing, I approached the door and poked my head around it.

      The room was bare, except for a bed of kindling in one corner. Lying on the bed were two infants with skirts of black feathers around their waists—infants whom I immediately recognized as ogres. And surrounding them were two harpies. Their heads were those of women—with long, matted hair—yet their short, stunted bodies were those of feathery birds. Both of them had coal-black feathers, with hair to match.

      They were cooing softly—eerily—over the infants, apparently putting them to sleep.

      Tearing my eyes away from the bizarre scene, I moved into the next room along. There were no harpies in this one, but there was another bed of kindling, upon which lay three werewolf cubs. Their fur was pure white, and their eyes were closed. They looked terribly thin.

      The next room held another black-feathered harpy bending over a bed of twigs. She was hovering over five… infants. But what kind of infants, I had no idea. I’d never seen this species before in my life. Their small forms were humanoid, but their skin was scaly and the color of ash. Despite the scales, they were not dragons. I was sure of it. They each had two tiny bumps on either side of their foreheads. These were… something else. Something undiscovered.

      I wondered where the harpies had found all these children. It would not have surprised me if some of them had been stolen from their parents.

      It was also odd to me that they were all so young—babies. There weren’t even any toddlers around. If this orphanage had been going for years… What had happened to the other children they housed, who would have grown up? What had they done with them? Maybe I didn’t want to know that answer…

      I searched the rest of the ground floor—not finding any more children or harpies—and then the upstairs, which was by far the most dilapidated part of the house. Most of the windows hung open for the freezing breeze to flow in, and there was no indication that anybody lived up here or had even ventured up here recently except for the odd feather scattered on the dusty floors.

      I returned to the ground floor, defeated.

      Our specimens were not here. Maybe the harpies had done something to them.

      I needed to speak to those birdwomen.

      I hurried back outside to where the others were waiting and resumed my solid state so that they could see me. A hand grabbed me and pulled me closer; it felt like a woman’s hand—my mother’s, perhaps.

      “So there are definitely harpies in there, and it appears to still be a running orphanage,” I said, even as I winced at the latter word. “But I didn’t find any signs of the specimens. I’m going to go back and talk to them now. I’m thinking it’s best only one or two of us go, in case it makes them nervous.”

      “I’ll come with you.” A voice spoke to my right, the same person who had gripped my hand. It was Rose.

      Ibrahim removed the invisibility spell from her.

      “Okay,” I said, taking her hand. I looked toward the general direction of the others. “We’ll be back soon.”

      Rose and I headed to the building and knocked, as was decent.

      There were no sounds of anybody approaching for at least a minute. Then a grating voice called, “Who is it?”

      “A brother and a sister who mean you no harm,” were the first words that came to mind.

      Maybe she’d think we were orphans, come for shelter. Two rather overgrown orphans.

      I heard the sound of flapping wings.

      “Push the door open,” the unpleasant voice commanded. “It’s not locked!”

      It occurred to me that it might be difficult for them to open doors. That was probably why they kept open windows in the top floor, to serve as entrances into the building… even if it did mean allowing the freezing cold to seep down into the entire house. I imagined many babies wouldn’t have survived the cold, not to speak of the apparent lack of nourishment.

      Rose took the initiative and pushed the door, a little too forcefully. It sprang open, causing the harpy to screech and flap back to avoid being hit by its heavy weight.

      The harpy glared at us. Her face was triangular, with small, mean lips, and heavy, untamed brows.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “First tell me who you two are,” she said, eyeing us over with suspicion.

      We had to be cautious with these harpies. A graze of their talons could potentially be deadly for me if I got caught in my physical form—but I wasn’t sure exactly what effect it would have on Rose as a vampire.

      “My name is Benjamin Novak, and this is my twin sister, Rose. We have come to inquire about some former residents of your esteemed establishment… We don’t intend to take up much of your time.”

      Her chest puffed at my compliment. Although her eyes were still narrowed, she said, “All right. Come in. My name is Miral.”

      Good. This is the woman we need to be talking to.

      I was a bit wary about moving inside with Rose since she would not be able to thin herself if the harpy lashed out for some reason. So although we moved inside, I remained by the door, keeping it open in case we needed to make a quick exit. It wasn’t like the harpies minded drafts, anyway.

      “Over a decade ago,” I began, “a witch made a trade with you—a witch of The Sanctuary, named Loira Sulvece. Do you remember that?”

      She ruffled her feathers before nodding. “Yes,” she said. “Of course I remember. I remember every infant who passes through our home.”

      “Passes through”. What exactly does that mean?

      “So she gave you five infants—part vampire, part Hawk—is that correct?”

      “Yes that’s right.”

      “Do they still live with you?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “Why do you want to know?” she asked wryly.

      I sighed. I didn’t even know how to start explaining the truth to this harpy, and we didn’t have all day. I sufficed by saying, “We just need to know that they are safe. That’s all.”

      “Why? Are you related by blood to them?”

      “We might be.”

      She clucked her tongue, scoffing. “Well, they are long gone.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “My sisters and I took them in and raised them as though they were born of us, but as soon as they learned to fly, they escaped!” Her eyes flashed with anger. “The ungrateful vermin… I knew we should have clipped their wings the day they arrived.”

      My breath hitched at imagining the trauma the kids of this “establishment” must go through on a daily basis at the hands of these creatures.

      “Okay,” I managed. “So they escaped… and they actually grew up in your care? They developed and aged?”

      “Yes, they aged!” she snapped. “Their wings grew and they worked out how to use them!”

      “How old were they when they left?” I asked.

      “About five.”

      “And did you not try to find them?”

      “We did!” she insisted. “Like besotted parents, we did! But we couldn’t find them anywhere. They were gone. Never to return. Without so much as a thanks or goodbye.” She ground her teeth spitefully, her expression darkening. “I suspect, though, that they met with some nasty end. Stupid little twits who thought they could survive without us…”

      Exchanging glances with Rose, I swallowed. Okay. Whatever we did next, one thing had become clear—while we were here, whatever kids remained in this orphanage, we needed to get them out. Even the ogres.

      “So this is all you can tell us,” I concluded. “They escaped one night when they were about five years old, and although you tried to look for them, you never succeeded in finding them.”

      She nodded defiantly.

      “Okay, well, thank you for your help, fair lady. We will not take up your valuable time any longer.”

      Rose and I backed out of the house. I reached for the door handle, pulling it politely closed behind us.

      “Crazy woman,” Rose murmured with a shiver as we made our way back to the rest of the group.

      It occurred to me that Miral could of course have been lying to us about the specimens—that maybe she and her sisters had done something to them, maybe even murdered them—but Miral didn’t exactly strike me as the type of woman to hide that fact. She would’ve told us if she and her sisters had ended them.

      The rest of our group had overheard the conversation—they weren’t standing far away.

      “Let’s move around the back of the building,” I muttered.

      Rose and I traipsed through the snow around the building, the others following us.

      It appeared that it was nap time for these kids. After which the harpies would presumably leave them alone for some time and retreat to different parts of the house. This would be the best time to get the babies out, while the harpies were distracted. I didn’t want to turn this into a war and end up killing the harpies—we just needed to get those kids out of there.

      Rose and I explained the situation, and everybody agreed with my idea of organizing a rescue mission. We discussed the plan in hushed tones before Kailyn, Lucas and I entered the building in our subtle forms.

      We kept watch on the three bedrooms containing children until they had all fallen asleep, and the harpies gathered in the corridor.

      Spreading their wings, the harpies flew to the staircase and headed upstairs. I wasn’t sure what they were going to do now—go hunt for food perhaps? Whatever food existed in this desolate landscape. Or perhaps they went to neighboring islands to hunt.

      Whatever the case, we needed to be swift. We assumed our physical forms and I entered the room closest to me, which contained the strange gray babies. Kailyn entered the room with the werewolf cubs, while Lucas was left with the ogres. The doors hadn’t been closed, fortunately, which kept us from making noise.

      Staring down at the sleeping infants whose species I was still trying to figure out, I dipped down and managed to scoop three of them into my arms. Their sleek skin was strange to the touch, and they felt far too cold. A human baby wouldn’t last an hour in this place.

      Lucas and Kailyn emerged in the corridor at almost the same time—Kailyn holding two of the cubs, and Lucas the two ogres. All the infants remained asleep, except for one of the ogres… who had woken up and apparently taken a keen interest in Lucas’ nose. The baby face-splatted him in an attempt to grab it, even as Lucas jerked his head back.

      My uncle was going to have to practice a bit of tolerance until we got out of here.

      I switched my focus to the stairs. The main entrance to the house was still shut, of course, which meant we had to fly out of one of the windows which the harpies had so helpfully left open. I moved up the staircase, careful to fly as evenly as possible to avoid waking the infants in my arms.

      Reaching the top, I heard the harpies’ voices to my left. They were in the room facing the front of the house. I took a right and flew through an open door into one of the back rooms, whose window was large and open.

      We piled outside, into the harsh wind. After touching down, my mother and sister hurried forward to take a baby each from me; Kira took one of Kailyn’s cubs, while Jeramiah took the sleeping ogre from Lucas, leaving him with the awake, troublesome one.

      Ibrahim and Corrine magicked themselves into the house and retrieved the rest of the babies quickly—the final two gray babies and the final cub—saving us passing the harpies again.

      Each of us donated whatever spare clothes we had to wrap around the babies, even as everybody stared at the strange gray creatures.

      “What are they?” several asked.

      Of course, I could only respond with a shrug.

      Even Ibrahim and Corrine couldn’t seem to offer any insight on the subject.

      “Ugh, brat!” Lucas’ hiss came behind us.

      We turned to see my uncle positively wrestling with the baby, whose interest had developed to Lucas’ ears. He had a fist closed around Lucas’ left one. My father, half laughing, took pity on his brother’s plight and pulled the baby away from Lucas.

      But the ogre baby didn’t like that. He really didn’t like that.

      He let out a guttural roar—quite shocking from something so small—which pierced the up-til-now quiet atmosphere.

      Oops.

      Corrine and Ibrahim didn’t dally after that.

      Shrieks erupted from the house and I just caught sight of the harpies soaring over the rooftop before the witches vanished us from the spot.
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      The witches transported us to a familiar-looking shore. We had arrived on one of The Tavern’s beaches. The spike in temperature was abrupt, to say the least.

      Every baby had woken up by now, four of them crying—the werewolves whimpered, the ogres roared, while the gray babies… all remained silent. And as their eyes blinked open, their appearance only became stranger to me. Their eyes were all the same—solid black dots in the center of their eyeballs. It was hard to even make out their pupils. Their eyelashes were thick and strangely long.

      Everybody else was eyeing them with the same curiosity, but we had to push on.

      “We need to take the orphans to The Shade,” I said, turning to the witches.

      “I’ll take them back,” Corrine offered above the werewolves’ and ogres’ noise.

      “I’ll help you,” my mother said. She fetched the cubs from Kailyn and Kira, while Corrine gathered the rest of the babies to her, levitating them with her magic. Then, after wishing us good luck, they vanished.

      I drew in a breath, rubbing my hands together and reorganizing my mind. “Right. Now… we need to think about what’s next.”

      “I think the next logical step is for us to return to the area we just left,” my father said. “Have a look around the neighboring islands. Maybe, just maybe, there’s somebody there who might have a clue about what happened to them.”

      Since we all agreed, Ibrahim transported us back toward the cold island.

      When we stopped whizzing through the air, Ibrahim had us all floating above an icy ocean. I gazed down. In the distance, I could make out the island we’d just fled—I even spied the three harpies flying in seething circles. Now they would have to start their unfortunate collection afresh. Somehow, I couldn’t feel too sorry for them.

      Ibrahim extended the map Loira had given us and indicated the nearest island. In fact, we could actually see it in the distance from our current location. He transported us the rest of the way to the designated location, and we found ourselves soaring over another icy land mass. Only this appeared to be completely deserted. There wasn’t even a single scrap of civilization, unlike the harpies’ island. So we didn’t bother wasting time here. Ibrahim consulted the map again, and we moved on to the second nearest landmass.

      Although it was no less frozen than the others, this one looked more promising. At least the landscape was more varied. There were forests and rolling hills, even a small range of mountains. All this indicated that there could very well be habitation here.

      We descended and touched down on the highest mountain peak.

      “So we should start a search, I guess,” Ibrahim muttered. “See if there’s anyone around…”

      Even if we found creatures living here whom we could talk to, it really did seem unlikely that we would have luck questioning them about a group of children who might’ve passed this way over a decade ago… but we weren’t exactly overflowing with options at the moment. This was what we had to work with.

      We decided that Lucas, Kailyn and I would fly overhead, while Ibrahim would remain on the ground with the others.

      As we set off on our search, a thought hit me in a way that it hadn’t really before. Perhaps it had been seeing those babies. Holding them in my arms…

      Soaring over the icy landscape, I realized I could be looking for my own stepson.

      Grace often used to say she wanted a sibling… maybe she has one after all.
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      Kailyn, Lucas and I scoped out the mountains, while the rest began to roam the landscape. There were a number of caves in this range which might make for a suitable residence for some kind of supernatural.

      But we failed to find anything in the caves other than a family of bear-like creatures with tusks, about twice the size of any earthly bear species I was aware of.

      So the three of us left the mountains and caught up with the others, flying overhead as they swept along the ground.

      “Any luck so far?” Ibrahim called up to me on noticing us.

      “Nope,” I replied sourly.

      We entered a stretch of thick forest, those running below becoming less visible to us.

      Our basic problem was, we had no idea what to look for. If we had an idea of what kind of supernatural might live here, if any, it would be easier to pinpoint locations.

      We surged forward in the snow blindly for the next hour, hoping to stumble upon someone or something. But again, we failed. We did come across some rather large caves which looked like they might have been recently inhabited. But perhaps that was simply by more bear things, or some other kind of animal.

      We gathered together, preparing to leave and try our luck on the next island. But before Ibrahim could vanish us, we caught sight of something circling in the sky. Two things, actually. My first thought was that they were two of the harpies, searching for the lost orphans. But as I stalled Ibrahim from working his magic and soared up into the sky to get a  closer look, I soon realized that these winged creatures were not harpies.

      They were massive, for a start, and they had long sweeping tails with razor-sharp tips. Both of them shimmered in different shades of blue, one light and one dark. They were dragons. Ice dragons.

      I remained transfixed, staring at them as they descended to the island. They touched down about a mile away, causing a mini-snowstorm to billow up all around them.

      Then they moved toward the caves in the hills we had spotted. Not inhabited by animals after all…

      Lucas, Kailyn and Ibrahim had followed me into the sky by now and had seen exactly what I had just witnessed. We quickly returned to the ground and explained the situation to the others.

      “Ice dragons, eh?” Rose muttered. “They must’ve left The Heartlands. Maybe they had a disagreement.”

      “Let’s go and talk to them,” I said.

      It was a little risky all of us going, seeing that we had no idea who these dragons were and what their temperament might be. But everybody was already moving in their direction, and we had Ibrahim to provide protection if they decided to unleash a deadly whirlwind of ice shards.

      We caught them just before they set foot in their cave.

      “Excuse me!” I called out, moving up ahead of everyone else.

      They stopped in their tracks, narrow eyes bulging as they caught sight of us.

      Then their demeanor turned defensive. They reeled on their hind legs, ears perked up, and it looked as though they were holding their breath, ready to release their ice at a second’s notice.

      “We come in peace,” I said quickly, holding up my hands. “We would simply like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind. It will take up only a few minutes of your time.”

      The dragons—whose genders I was still unsure of—loosened a little, and exchanged glances.

      “Who are you and what do you want to know from us?” the darker blue dragon boomed. I felt a cold wind blowing my direction—the beast’s breath touching me.

      We approached within ten feet of the creatures and stopped.

      “We are from The Shade,” I explained. “My name is Benjamin Novak. I’m here with friends and family. The first question I would like to ask of you is: how long have you been here on this island?”

      Both of them shrugged. “We don’t keep track of time like that.” The second, lighter blue dragon spoke up.

      I guessed the question was kind of arbitrary anyway, considering that dragon years were different from others.

      “Okay,” I said, deciding to simply cut to the chase. “Quite some time ago, a group of five children might’ve passed this way. Peculiar children, with vampire bodies and Hawk wings. They escaped from your neighbors, the harpies. I would like to know if—”

      “Hm,” the dark blue dragon rumbled, stalling my question. “Yes,” it said slowly, “I remember.”

      “Remember what, exactly?” I asked, anticipation rising in my chest.

      “The five young ones. We caught them stealing our food. They came right near our cave and ravaged our lunch… We soon showed them some etiquette, and the risks of trespassing into a dragon’s territory…”

      “What did you do?” I asked, my fists clenching.

      “We blew them away,” the second dragon replied. “They went flying, somewhere south of here… though we cannot be sure.”

      “Do you remember talking to them?” my father asked. “Did they say anything to you?”

      “They spouted some excuses for why they were foraging—because they were hungry,” the dark blue dragon said.

      “They also said that they had escaped the harpies and were looking for their real parents,” the other dragon added.

      Looking for their real parents. Well, at least they’d figured out that the harpies weren’t their real parents. Being trapped on an island their whole lives, since they were babies, I imagined they would have been brainwashed by the harpies to think that was exactly where they belonged. They had never known a world outside of it, after all.

      But where would they have gone from here? Where would they have even started on their search? They were so young, after all. Would such young children have survived a journey across the supernatural realm, filled with predators? Since they had human blood in them they would be more appealing to more species.

      “Thank you,” I said to the dragons. Although they were still eyeing us suspiciously, they seemed to have gotten over the doubt that we might start attacking them.

      “So that is all you can tell us?” Ibrahim clarified.

      “Hm,” the light blue muttered. “There is one more thing. Those birdwomen came searching for them some hours after the children came by. We have reason to hold a particular grudge against those harpies, so although they asked us if we had seen the children, we lied and said we hadn’t… before blowing them off our land, too.” The dragon’s face split in a cruel grin.

      Good. At least the kids wouldn’t have had those harpies on their trail.

      As the dragons retreated into their cave, I turned to face the rest of my group.

      “So we have only one additional piece of information,” my father said, rubbing a hand over his forehead. “They were looking for their real parents.”

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice trailing off as I slipped into thought. Now we had to try to put ourselves in the shoes of those kids, and figure out where their next destination might have possibly been.

      I guessed their first logical step would be to find out exactly what they were. I doubted the harpies would have told them they were part human, part vampire, part Hawk.

      But how would they find that out? By the sounds of it, the dragons hadn’t been exactly hospitable or open to questions when the children had come here searching for food. They would have moved on somewhere else… maybe found somebody else to consult?

      It was hard to imagine five-year-olds undertaking such a task. All I could think was that these kids had to grow up fast while under the “care” of the harpies, and learned to work together to survive. It must’ve been a joint effort to escape the harpies in the first place—the children would have had to plan it carefully.

      “Let’s consult the map again,” I said.

      Ibrahim drew it out while the rest of us gathered around him.

      The warlock sighed. He pointed to the next island in our vicinity, one that looked larger than this ice dragon residence.

      “We could keep moving from island to island, I guess,” Ibrahim said. “Though something tells me, as they were part Hawk, their instinct would have driven them to warmer lands. After stealing food from the dragons, they would have had energy to attempt this.”

      Ibrahim studied the map for several minutes, hmm-ing on occasion. Then his finger fell on a long landmass further south. God knew how many miles away it was.

      “This here,” Ibrahim explained, “is probably the nearest major landmass that has a moderate climate. Since we have already started on this route of wild speculation, I would say that if there was any way they survived the flight across this icy ocean to warmer temperatures, this would be a land where they stopped for rest and likely to fill up on more food.”

      “And what is that land, exactly?” my father asked.

      “The Dewglades,” Ibrahim replied. “Land of the marsh dwellers.”

      “Marsh dwellers,” several of us repeated together.

      I had never come across marsh dwellers in the flesh, but we had all heard a thing or two about them over the years we had been operating the The Shadow League. They were an interesting bunch, to say the least.

      My father couldn’t look more unenthusiastic if he tried.

      “Marsh dwellers,” he repeated again. “Are we really prepared to marsh dwellers?”

      Ibrahim shrugged. “Can one ever be prepared for marsh dwellers?”

      My father and I locked eyes.

      We had both already come to the same conclusion; now we were simply procrastinating. Prepared or not, we were going to The Dewglades.
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      Ibrahim did not touch us down on land when we arrived at The Dewglades’ location. Although we arrived at a rocky shore, the warlock kept us hovering in the air. We all needed to go over some basic protocol before setting foot in this place.

      “So,” Ibrahim said. “Let’s have a recap about marsh dwellers for those of you who are less aware of them. By physical appearance alone, they seem quite harmless. Indeed, they are spirits  renowned for their beauty, both the men and the women. They are, in essence, creatures of seduction. In that respect, they are similar to nymphs—but marsh dwellers are more mischievous. They prey on members of the opposite sex—first comes beguilement and then comes dinner. I am definitely going to need to put protection around all of us when we touch down. And stay close together. Don’t step out of my spell. And do not, and I repeat do not, go wandering off by yourself.”

      I didn’t miss the way Ibrahim’s eyes settled a little longer on my uncle Lucas as he gave the warning. Lucas was all right most of the time, but he sometimes got carried away and took off on his own excursions.

      “I don’t know how we’re going to get any information out of these creatures,” Ibrahim continued. “I don’t know what their attitude will be toward us. Maybe they will be talkative, maybe they won’t. We’ll have to play everything by ear… Any questions?”

      Nobody said anything.

      Ibrahim descended with us to a marshland—although it wasn’t like any marshland I had ever seen before. Small trees with vibrant, turquoise leaves populated the landscape. The leaves were dense and curly, hanging from loose branches like willows, and covering the treetops like mops of hair. The canopy the leaves formed was thick, such that when we descended through it and our feet hit solid ground, we were in a new world altogether: a world of crystal-clear brooks and streams, all interconnecting in a kind of spectacular maze. The patches of ground between the waterways were dewy, verdant and sprouted with tall green grass, the soil giving way beneath our feet. The vegetation was a feast for the eyes; clusters of delicate blooming flowers spanned every shade of the rainbow, and plump, pink, round fruits that resembled peaches in size and shape trailed from the branches like hanging temptation. Glowing orange and blue butterflies fluttered over our heads, creating a natural light that made the water glisten and the place look even more surreal. Whimsical. Fairytale-like.

      This place truly was stranger than a dream.

      The fragrance of the flowers was already seducing my senses. I felt heady just breathing it in.

      “All right, guys,” Ibrahim said, eyeing Micah and Kira, who were already venturing a little too far away as they gazed around. “Remember what I said. We need to keep together.”

      Where do we look first? must’ve been the question running through everyone’s mind as we looked around this fantasy world.

      “Maybe we should just start calling out,” I said. “Who knows how long it will take us to come across someone.” This country was big. We hadn’t been able to see the end of it from the sky, even though we had been fairly high up.

      “I agree,” Ibrahim said.

      And so, as we began to move through the waterlogged landscape, all of us began yelling.

      “Hello?”

      “Dwellers!”

      “You have visitors!”

      Nobody knew quite what to shout out to these strange creatures we’d never even laid eyes on before, and everything we did come up with sounded comical. But the only thing that mattered was that we were making noise.

      After traveling for about half an hour, still, nobody had come to us. Ibrahim decided to transport us deeper into The Dewglades, hoping that it would speed things up.

      Even in spite of Ibrahim’s warnings, I was very tempted to suggest that the fae leave and go off on our own to make this search faster. But although we were usually fully capable of getting ourselves out of trouble with our ability to thin ourselves, the fact that these marsh dwellers had the ability to play on one’s mind, and were so unknown in general, made me too nervous to dare leave the group. We were stronger together, and with Ibrahim to remind us what we should and should not be doing.

      We disappeared with Ibrahim and reappeared again in an area that was just as eerily beautiful, but with more open space. The trees here weren’t as low-hanging, making the moory world seem larger, less claustrophobic. More butterflies flew among the leaves here, too, casting more dancing light around us.

      “We’ve got to figure out where their residences are,” Ibrahim said. “I don’t know enough about marsh dwellers to know where exactly they live. In case you couldn’t guess, I haven’t actually been here before.”

      We began to yell out again, disrupting the sacred, quiet atmosphere.

      A splash came from our left. Quick footsteps moved through marshland. We all fell silent, freezing and gazing toward the noise.

      Whoever was approaching was making expert use of the bushes and trees in front of us. Even as the footsteps drew closer, the entity remained unseen. It must have been keeping in an eerily dead straight line behind one of the trunks. Then the footsteps stopped. Slowly, a small hand slid around a trunk directly in front of us, followed by a bare arm and then a face: the face of a young woman, framed by long, silky brown hair. Her ears were slightly pointed at the tips, and her skin was pale as alabaster. Her features on the whole—small, cherub-like, and delicate—were undeniably attractive. She stepped out fully from the tree, revealing herself to be naked except for a flimsy chain of white flowers draped around her lower waist.

      Well, this isn’t awkward at all.

      Her appearance was somehow made more uncomfortable by the fact that I was standing right next to my father.

      Everyone was kind of lost for words for a few seconds, even the women among us.

      Ibrahim was the first to break the silence, which was a good thing. In spite of his lack of experience with marsh dwellers, he still knew far more about them than the rest of us did.

      “What’s your name, girl?” he asked.

      A smile spread across her lips like honey. “Ottalie,” she cooed, soft as a dove, even as a blush crept to her cheeks.

      “Ottalie,” Ibrahim repeated, maintaining eye contact with her. I noticed a bead of sweat slipping from his forehead. He was under the most pressure right now; his spell was what was keeping us all protected from this mysterious being. “Would you answer a few questions for me, Ottalie?” Ibrahim asked, his voice going soft to mimic hers.

      She pressed her lips together, suppressing a broadening smile. She slipped her hands behind her back, where she held them, bashfully. Her pale green irises twinkled as she remained gazing back at Ibrahim without answering.

      “We don’t mean you any harm,” Ibrahim went on in his quiet tone.

      Even at his words, she backed away slightly. Her back hitting the tree trunk behind her, she glided around it, until she’d gone out of sight again.

      But no footsteps sounded of her walking away, and we could hear her soft, shallow breathing. She remained behind the tree, just… waiting.

      She was playing some kind of game.

      Ibrahim inhaled, glancing nervously from me to my father. “Let’s move forward,” he muttered beneath his breath.

      Our group approached the tree cautiously, stopping about five feet away.

      “Ottalie,” Ibrahim repeated, like he was coaxing a child. “I would like to speak with you.”

      Her hand extended around the tree again. Her forefinger outstretched and curved in a subtle beckoning motion.

      “I am shy of the others,” came her whisper. “I wish to speak only to you.”

      Ibrahim groaned, cursing quietly. “Looks like I’m going to have to use coercion,” he whispered. “I’d been hoping to avoid that.”

      He outstretched his palms and moved forward, as if to summon the marsh dweller to him. But before Ibrahim’s spell could even reach her, she had darted off, swift and light as a spirit, through the trees. As though she could sense Ibrahim’s intentions.

      We darted after her. If we lost her, we’d be back to square one.

      “Wait,” Ibrahim called.

      She let out a high-pitched giggle, which echoed eerily around the forest.

      “Chase me if you want me,” she called back.

      Ibrahim narrowed his eyes as we hurtled after her. I could see that he was attempting to get her when she dodged a tree and came into our direct line of vision, but she was so swift. As though she was flying, rather than running through the sludge.

      We were also being impaired by the speed at which the solely-physical beings among us could run, i.e., everyone other than us fae. We weren’t that far behind her. And it was just one marsh dweller. One girl. If I could just grab her…

      As I caught Lucas and Kailyn’s eye, I could see that they were thinking the exact same thing. We just needed to catch up with her and pin her down, for Ibrahim to cast whatever spell he wanted to on her.

      “Ibrahim, we should—”

      Before I could even finish my question, Lucas gave in to impatience and zoomed forward, away from Ibrahim’s protection.

      “Wait, Lucas!” Ibrahim shouted.

      The urgency of Ibrahim’s voice shook me. This was a bad idea after all.

      I was about to follow Lucas and pull him back, when, in a blur of alabaster, the marsh dweller soared toward Lucas, and the two went tumbling into a rolling brook.

      “Lucas!” all of us roared, hurrying to the water’s edge.

      I expected to see the two of them underwater; perhaps the marsh dweller had been trying to drown him. Instead we saw a far more terrifying sight… nothing.

      Just the rocky bottom of the stream. No signs that my uncle had ever entered the water at all.

      Lucas and the marsh dweller had vanished.
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      I had been lost in some kind of deep sleep, cocooned by warm liquid, thick as honey.

      As my senses slowly returned to me, my brain lit up from an unearthly scent, a fragrance made in heaven itself. I hadn’t even known that it was possible to derive so much pleasure from a smell.

      I drew a breath, my eyes slowly lifting open. My first vision was a ceiling of virgin white flowers. They were bound together in garlands, and draped so thick that I couldn’t even see what the ceiling was constructed of.

      My neck creaked as I tried to sit upright. I was lying in a… wooden bathtub? And the substance around me was real. It was warm and thick and even the color of honey, and yet, it was not honey. It did not smell like it; its scent was woody. It smelled like resin.

      As I regained feeling in the rest of my body, there was something strange about my feet… something not right. They felt weighed down. As I lifted them up in the bath tub, I almost yelped.

      These weren’t my feet.

      They were solid blocks of resin, starting at my ankles.

      Either this was a nightmare, or I was tripping out on something. What was the last thing that had happened to me? What was the last thing I remembered?

      I had been zooming through trees, chasing that… thing. That woman. Then she had flown at me suddenly and dragged me underwater. I’d felt her lips touch mine and then… that was it.

      Oh, God. What is going on?

      My eyes swept around me, taking in the rest of my surroundings. I was in some kind of room constructed entirely from wooden logs. The loose, melted resin surrounding me was warm, making it hard for me to gauge the exact temperature of the room outside, but it felt moderate, if not a little cool.

      That girl. That marsh dweller. She brought me here. What has she done to me?

      For the first time I realized that I was stark naked. A shiver ran down my spine.

      I grabbed at the blocks where my feet had been and attempted to break them, push them off me somehow. As I flexed my ankles, at least I was able to move the blocks—assuring me that I still had feet… they were just buried deep inside the slabs of resin.

      I came under a spell of dizziness. I was forced to lie back down. I realized just how weak I was feeling. It was an effort to sit up. Just to raise my legs.

      I tried to thin myself but quickly realized I couldn’t. I was too much in contact with the physical world. Not only was I drenched in this thick resin, but the blocks around my feet clung so tightly to my skin, there was no room for my feet to even breathe.

      “Hello?” I dared call, trying once again to sit upright. My speech sounded disturbingly slurred. “Is there anyone here?”

      As I gripped the sides of the wooden tub, it took all the strength I had to raise myself and kneel against its edge. I was about to attempt to throw myself out and roll along the floor toward a door I had just spied in one corner of the room when the door creaked open. A familiar form glided inside. The marsh dweller I had been chasing. Damn Ottalie. She was naked as she had been then, but for a skimpy skirt of flowers hanging around her waist. And behind her entered another marsh dweller—only this was a male. His skin was just as pale, smooth and flawless as the female, and he was also just as naked—with the same kind of skirt wrapped around his hips.

      Okay. This is getting weird.

      “You need to let me go,” I breathed.

      Before I could throw myself out of the bath, the girl hurried over to me and gripped my arms. She pushed me back down. Her grip was alarmingly strong.

      What had she done to me to make me so weak? I should have at least been able to soar out of here in my physical body, even if I couldn’t thin myself.

      “What do you want with me?” I managed.

      Her pillowy lips parted in a smile. She merely knelt by the tub next to me, pressing her hand over my forehead and gazing down at me adoringly.

      “Rest, my sweet,” she whispered.

      Her face descended too close, until her lips were on mine again. I resisted, trying to push her away, but she caught my hands and planted them by my sides. Then she let out a giggle and raised her head. She pressed her palms against my chest and kept my back pressed down against the base of the tub.

      “Stay,” she said firmly.

      I swallowed as her fingers ran down my chest, tracing a line toward my abdomen. Then she stopped and moved around the tub until she was standing over my legs. She drew up a three-legged wooden stool and sat at the end of the tub before reaching her hands into the resin and lifting up my right foot so that it rested on the tub’s edge.

      She glanced toward her male companion and nodded.

      Since the last time I had laid eyes on him, he had picked up a bowl of… what looked like more resin. Only it was halfway between the state of the resin I was bathed in and that around my feet. It was thick, but still malleable. Not a solid block.

      Still clutching my leg aloft, she took the gooey substance from the man and began spreading it over my leg, from the base of my knee to my ankle. She smoothed it downward several times, until it had stuck fast.

      “What are you—”

      Barely had I opened my mouth than her fingers curved against the base of the resin strip. Without warning, she yanked it upward. It felt like she’d just ripped off my skin. I roared in pain, every breath knocked out of me.

      “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” I panted.

      Jerking my leg away from her, I clutched it. As I touched the skin she had assaulted, I realized that it felt much smoother than it had just a few seconds ago. Completely smooth, in fact.

      Horror dawned on me.

      She’s… She’s waxing me.

      No, no, no. This is not happening, young lady. This. Is. Not. Happening.

      

      I threw my weight against the side of the tub at once, attempting to scramble out of it like a wet cat. Only half of my body made it out before the man stooped down and gripped my wrists, bundling me back into the tub.

      “Stop this!” I yelled.

      The girl actually had the audacity to hush me as she reached for my right leg again. This time her hand settled on my upper thigh.

      “Be calm,” she whispered. “I am making you beautiful, like us.”

      So close to the man’s legs, I realized that he, like the woman, was hairless… I tried not to look past his thighs.

      “I don’t want to look like you,” I protested, still struggling with them. The man’s grip around me tightened, painfully so. Dammit! If only I could thin myself.

      “We will make you soft, like a flower,” the girl cooed.

      Her lips pressed down against my naked lower leg, making it tingle… though I couldn’t deny that it did something to soothe the burning.

      She spread out the dreaded malleable resin once again, this time over my thigh, before ripping it off me once again. I bellowed even louder the second time. Somehow, the pain was worse, knowing what was coming.

      All the while, I was unable to do anything.

      She worked her way to my other leg and as she began moving higher, the male marsh dweller snatched up a flower, pressed it against my nose and wisely, mercifully put me back to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I awoke a second time, my skin prickled all over like someone had just blasted electricity through me. There I lay, smooth as the day I was born… and feeling utterly violated.

      This was a kind of torture that even the ghouls hadn’t thought to mete out.

      Even my jaw stubble was gone.

      My eyes coming into focus, I realized, to my dismay, that Ottalie was still by my side. At least the man appeared to have left the room.

      She smiled again—that sweet, innocent, schoolgirl smile—before holding up a bowl of purple berries. She popped one in her mouth, her eyes widening emphatically with pleasure. Then she stooped over me and closed her lips around my mouth. Before I could attempt to stop her, her tongue pushed through my lips and she inserted her mushed-up berries into my mouth, feeding me like a mother bird.

      If this was some kind of karmic reaction for all the times I had taken advantage of girls in my youth, I supposed that this was a very fitting punishment. But for heaven’s sake, haven’t I already clocked my time in purgatory?

      She force-fed me the rest of the berries, which were undeniably sweet and delicious. Then, gripping my hands, she pulled me out of the tub. I stood on the blocks that still remained encasing my feet, but I realized that I was no longer naked. At least, not by marsh dwellers’ standards. I wore the same chain of white flowers around my waist that she and her male friend wore.

      She ran her hands down my hairless arms, delight sparking in her eyes. “See what you’ve become, my sweet?… White and smooth as a virgin.”

      Lord help me.
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      My feet weighing me down like the bricks that they were, the marsh dweller led me away from the tub and through the door, into a second room much like the one I had just left. But instead of the bathtub, in here stood a long, narrow table, whose top was covered with more of those blasted white flowers.

      I felt weaker than ever, nauseated almost. Those berries had done something to my brain.

      The marsh dweller led me to the table and gestured that I lay down on my stomach. What was she going to do to me now? I could hardly even bring myself to ask the question anymore. What was the point? She had me, and she was going to do whatever she wanted with me.

      She pulled me down, quickening my descent to the tabletop. I lay on my stomach, my arms trailing down on either side of the table. I felt like an animal being prepared for slaughter.

      She moved to the end of the table, just in front of my head. As her small palms descended on my shoulder blades, mixing with the warm resin that still clung to me, I realized that she had brought me in here for a massage. At least this was less painful than her previous beauty treatment.

      Her strong little hands dug deep into the knots in my back, making me groan and feel all the more sleepy. She worked expertly, until my entire neck, back and shoulders felt light and loosened.

      Then she tugged on my arm, indicating that I stand up. She led me through yet another door. We emerged on a balcony, revealing that we were in a two-story wooden house, surrounded by The Dewglades’ strange yet beautiful forests. A stream flowed nearby, deep and wide enough to be considered a small river. She led me down a narrow, rickety wooden staircase—my feet hitting against the steps with a clunk, clunk—across a patch of slushy grass, to the edge of the water.

      Without warning, she pushed me hard, causing me to lose balance and topple in. She jumped in after me, her lithe, supple body quickly finding its way to mine. Clutching my hair, she pushed my head downward until I was submerged in the water. She let me surface a few seconds later, allowing me to breathe, before proceeding to rinse the resin off my body with her palms.

      “What are you doing this for?” I asked her. What are you going to do with me?

      “Tonight is a dance,” she responded simply. “A very special dance.”

      “Dance? What are you talking about?”

      “You will see,” she whispered, another mysterious smile playing across her lips. “You will be the guest of honor… for our queen.”

      Queen? I hadn’t known that marsh dwellers had a system of royalty. But I supposed most supernaturals had some kind of leadership structure. Why shouldn’t they have kings and queens?

      “What does your queen want with me?” I dared ask.

      She rolled her eyes. “Too many questions, beauty,” she whispered.

      She led me out of the water again and back toward the house… back toward the dreaded tub room. She handed me a thick cloth which was absorbent, yet smooth as silk. Apparently the marsh dweller equivalent of a towel. I dried myself down before gesturing to my feet. “Why did you put these on me?” I asked. “How can I take part in a dance if I cannot even walk properly?”

      She ignored my question.

      Before I could ask it again, a familiar male voice called from the other side of the room, “Ottalie.”

      The same male who had so courteously assisted Ottalie earlier entered the room. He eyed her meaningfully and nodded. “It is time,” he muttered.

      My gut flipped. I hurried toward the man as fast as I could, grabbing his shoulder and shaking him. “Time for what?”

      The two marsh dwellers said nothing. Ottalie moved to the other side of the room, where I realized there was another doorway. It had been obscured from view by a low-hanging silken drape. They escorted me through it to a second rickety staircase attached to the exterior of the building. We moved down it and arrived in a small round clearing, shrouded by trees and dappled with the light of glowing butterflies.

      In the center was erected a wooden log, dug into the ground and pointing upright. It was tall, about twice my height.

      The marsh dwellers led me to it, and disturbingly, I already guessed what they were about to do.

      They twisted me around and pressed my back against the log. Then, grabbing both of my hands, they pulled them back, wrapping them around the log in an awkward kind of backward embrace. I felt some kind of tough string being fastened around my wrists and the next thing I knew, they were bound tightly together.

      As I strained to break free, the male marsh dweller lashed out and slapped me across the face, leaving a raw, stinging trail.

      I stared at him, stunned.

      Ottalie was more gentle. She touched my arm and whispered, “Just be still.” She turned on her male companion, a cross look forming on her face. “Go, Diordor!”

      Diordor scowled before stalking off.

      And then the girl and I were left alone. The quiet of the clearing felt suffocating. Sweat trickled down my brows.

      Why would they want me tied to this log?

      Were they about to perform some kind of pagan sacrifice? From the position they had put me in, it sure felt like it.

      I found myself wishing that this could be some kind of burning. Anything to do with fire. But they were probably smarter than that. Given these blocks on my feet, they must have known that I was a fae and what kind of power I possessed. I could think of no other rational explanation for why they would’ve done it. Ottalie would have seen me zooming toward her when we were chasing her. She saw exactly what I am.

      This was all my fault, anyway. I shouldn’t have disobeyed Ibrahim. He’d told us categorically that we must not stray from his protection. And what was the first thing I’d done? Exactly that. I deserved what was happening to me for being such a fool. Though I vowed that if I ever managed to get out of this mess, I would never, ever take that warlock’s instructions for granted again.

      I glanced down at my flowery skirt and winced. I would almost rather be naked.

      “Come, come!” Ottalie suddenly called out.

      I followed her gaze across the clearing. She was looking at a group of five marsh dwellers skipping out of the wood and closing the distance between us. Four females and one male, all wearing the same skirt as Ottalie and me. More marsh dwellers followed after them—a group of ten this time—and then came another group. And another. Until the clearing was filled with smiling marsh dwellers, every single set of eyes on me.

      A girl stepped forward from the crowd carrying a small flower garland and pulled me down by my shoulders so she could reach my head. She placed the garland over my head before backing away, her eyes twinkling with delight… or was it mockery?

      They began to skip around me in circles, the sea of rotating faces making me dizzy. I closed my eyes and hung my head, facing the ground.

      Derek, you’d better come for me. You’d better come for me…

      Cheers swept around the gathering. The women began to laugh and squeal excitedly. Still, I kept my eyelids sealed shut. I felt almost like a child in that moment. Vulnerable, helpless. What was the point of even seeing who had arrived? I already knew. It must be their queen. I would prefer to keep my eyes shut, head down, attempting to hold on to at least some sense of dignity… even if it was only in my head.

      I need fire. God, I need fire.

      They had been careful to keep flames away from me until now. Truth be told, I wasn’t even sure how those wooden rooms had been lit. There had been a soft yellow lighting, but I had neither sensed nor spotted any actual flames. I had been too out of it to verify the source. They could be powered by some of the glowing bottled-up insects that infested this realm for all I knew.

      They began to sing around me. Though singing was actually the wrong word. It was more like a humming, a haunting choir of high- and low-pitched voices. It seemed to have no particular rhythm. It meandered like a river, though somehow always strangely in harmony.

      “Open your eyes!” a woman called from my left. Probably Ottalie.

      Then a male voice called more forcefully, repeating the instruction. “Open them!”

      I only pressed my lids more tightly together.

      It took fingers to literally press against my lids and force them upward. And when they did, oh, how I wished they had remained closed.

      The crowd around me had parted slightly, forming an aisle that began directly in front of me and led toward a woman about fifteen feet away at the edge of the clearing. She was the only marsh dweller not wearing a white flower skirt. She wore nothing at all. Her knee-length blonde hair blowing against her body in the mild breeze was her only form of chastity.

      Her jasmine eyes were fixed right on me, her plump, high cheekbones highlighting her cherubic face.

      She drifted slowly toward me like a beautiful nightmare. I wished there was a remote I could hit pause on as she reached halfway down the aisle, then three quarters of the way, and then when she was standing just three feet away from me.

      Up close, she was even more striking to behold, but in my stomach I felt nothing but sickness.

      “What is your name?” she asked in a whisper, her voice as deceptively sweet and honeyed as Ottalie’s.

      I couldn’t bring myself to talk.

      But my silence only caused her to reach out and touch me. She extended an arm and slid her hand against the side of my face, tilting my chin up to look her directly in the eye.

      “What is your name?” she repeated, her lips continuing to smile pleasantly, even as her right brow quirked up, as if daring me to disobey again.

      “Dominic,” I hissed. Giving her my middle name, which I never used, was the only act of defiance I could manage.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck, our skin touching as she kissed my cheek. Then she drew away again.

      “What is on your mind, Dominic?” she asked.

      The other marsh dwellers around her had begun to dance again, continuing their bewitching humming.

      “You are our guest of honor tonight,” she went on before I could even respond. “You should not look so sad.”

      I stared at her, exasperated. Well, giving me back my clothes would be a good start to cheering up my night.

      “Watch the dance,” she said, gesturing all around us. “They are dancing for your pleasure… Yours and mine.”

      She clapped her hand abruptly, summoning the closest male marsh dweller. “Release our guest from his bonds.”

      The marsh dweller moved round the back of me and broke whatever rope was binding me. I drew my hands in front of me, wincing as I rubbed my wrists. Whatever they had tied me with had dug into my skin, leaving red marks.

      The “queen” pulled me away from the upright log, and, using me like a pole, began to dance around me. Her hair blowing in my face, her mirthful laughter filled my ears.

      Marsh dwellers had redefined my definition of weird.

      “Is there somebody stopping you from being all mine tonight?” she asked in a whisper as she whizzed around me.

      My throat tightened. To my surprise, my mind flitted immediately back to Marion. I imagined her resting somewhere in my apartment, waiting for my return. I had already asked Claudia what the last words Marion had spoken to me meant, but Claudia had blown me off, saying that she would tell me later. And then we had all been so distracted with other matters that I hadn’t found the chance to follow up with her.

      “Do you have a sweetheart back home whom your mind keeps wandering to?” the queen pressed, continuing to swirl around me even as her flailing hair tickled my sides unpleasantly.

      “Yes,” I found myself replying, my throat hoarse.

      I do have someone back home. My chest ached as I thought of my treehouse. Marion going about her day. Using my kitchen. Sleeping in my spare bedroom. I hadn’t longed for home so much since my imprisonment in The Underworld.

      “Oh, well,” she said, with a high-pitched hiccup of a giggle. She stopped circling me and stood in front of me on her tiptoes. “We will soon solve that.”

      As her face moved toward mine, I was sure that she was aiming for my lips… But then she stopped mid-motion just as she reached an inch away from me.

      Her body froze, her eyes bulging. She jerked away from me and looked to the others.

      All of them had stopped still as well, both their dancing and their humming.

      “Everybody heard that?” she whispered so softly I could hardly hear her.

      The marsh dwellers nodded.

      “Then we must leave quickly,” she said. “We must move elsewhere for the rest of tonight.”

      “What—?” I began, before she thrust herself toward me again, along with a male marsh dweller.

      Their hands closed around my forearms and they dragged me away from the clearing, toward the small river that flowed by. All of the other marsh dwellers were already rushing in its direction. They dove into the water and then the queen pulled me down with her.
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      “Lucas!” we continued to roar, even though it was obvious he had gone.

      “What the hell?” my father said, whirling on Ibrahim. “I didn’t know they could just vanish like that!”

      “As I said,” Ibrahim said, who looked close to hyperventilating, “these marsh dwellers are a kind of spirit. That means they’re not wholly physical beings. That’s why they are so dangerous, and why I told everybody to stay within my protection.”

      “Oh, God,” Jeramiah breathed. “What now? Where do we even begin to look for him?”

      Ibrahim exhaled, rubbing his hands over his face. “We need to find their township. Marsh dwellers tend to live together, so there must be some kind of residential area here. I suggest that we take to the sky again and try to find some clues from the air.”

      The warlock lost no time in raising the group from the forest ground up through the trees, toward the sky, while Kailyn and I moved up of our own accord.

      “What do you think she plans to do to him?” Claudia asked.

      “Let’s not think about what they might do to him, and instead focus on finding him,” Ibrahim said through gritted teeth.

      We scanned the tops of the trees, looking for any telltale signs. The trouble was, I wasn’t even sure what telltale signs to look for.

      “What kind of residences do they have?” I asked. I could hardly imagine them having buildings.

      Ibrahim shrugged. “I guess they would be built from trees, and other natural resources available to them in this place.”

      After ten minutes of scanning, we still hadn’t spotted anything. Ten minutes of God knew what kind of hell my uncle was going through. I didn’t think that an hour more of searching was going to make a difference either. The canopy of leaves was simply far too thick. There could be a teeming township beneath us right now, and we would never know.

      Thus, we had no choice but to return to the forest, once again enveloped by the moist, tree-clustered world.

      “It’s just my father’s luck,” Jeramiah muttered bitterly.

      Yeah, I guessed one could say that Lucas’s luck in general was crappy. Anyone who had spent two decades in The Underworld would have to have some pretty inauspicious star alignments.

      “So what now?” I asked.

      “Just be quiet for a moment,” Ibrahim whispered, his eyes widening and his lips parting in concentration.

      Everybody held their tongues, barely even breathing, as the sounds of the marsh dwellers’ realm engulfed us. The calm trickling of the brooks, the whispering of the trees, the chirping of insects.

      And then there was something more that I picked up on. Something else… a humming. Low and melodious, it was drifting from somewhere in the distance, from the east.

      Ibrahim jerked his finger in its direction. “That way,” he said.

      We began hurrying through the wetland as fast as we could travel. Even now that we’d gained a sense of direction, we still had to travel beneath the trees or we wouldn’t spot anything otherwise.

      The humming grew eerier as it grew louder. It was the combination of at least a dozen voices, all of them high-pitched.

      As we continued to race, and the humming sounded like it was barely twenty feet away, it stopped abruptly.

      Oh. Great.

      “Can any of you still hear it?” I asked, wondering if any of the vampires or werewolves might pick up on it with their acute sense of hearing.

      “Nothing,” they responded.

      We stopped, our eyes raking over our surroundings as we wondered what our next step could be. Wait here and be quiet, and see if the noise started again? Or keep moving eastward blindly?

      “Look up,” Rose whispered, indicating the treetops.

      We all gazed up at once to see a shower of white flowers drifting down toward us. They landed all around us in a circle like oversized snowflakes. They brought with them the most incredible scent, so divine I felt the urge to bend down and pick one up, breathe the fragrance in more deeply… but I knew better than to do that.

      “Keep away from the flowers,” Ibrahim warned, his forehead wrinkled with worry as his eyes darted all around us.

      “Ugh, I’m so thirsty.” Kira spoke up.

      She was eyeing the crystal-clear stream that ran nearby. As my own eyes fell on it, I realized too just how thirsty I was.

      That was strange to me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this dehydrated as a fae.

      “It’s the weirdest thing,” my father said, “but I am too.”

      The gushing water surrounding us seemed to grow louder, glistening as if in taunt. I was already imagining how blissful it would feel to take a swig, feel the cool water gliding down my hoarse throat.

      Could the flowers have caused this sudden dehydration in all of us?

      I already predicted what Ibrahim was about to say before he even said it: “Don’t drink anything,” he said. His cracking voice revealed that he too had developed a bout of thirst. “Just as the creatures are not to be trusted, neither is anything about this place. Don’t touch the flowers, the trees, the grass, and certainly not the water.”

      “What might it do to us?” Micah asked, rubbing his throat with a grimace.

      “Just… don’t trust it,” Ibrahim said.

      It was as if The Dewglades’ very environment was conspiring to bring its trespassers’ to their downfall, designed to seduce at every turn.

      “Let’s keep moving. I’m not comfortable with us standing here anymore,” Ibrahim said.

      Thus, we continued on our trek through the marsh… But not for long.

      On passing through a line of trees, we emerged in a circular clearing, scattered with flowers. In the center was erected a thick log. It looked like some sort of ritual had gone on here, a ceremony, perhaps. Had this been where the humming had come from? This was about the right location.

      “Look over there,” Yuri whispered. He pointed to our left. Among the trees stood a house. We hurried forward, circling it cautiously. It looked like a house that belonged in a fairytale. Constructed entirely of wooden logs, it was bedecked with more flowers, the same white flowers that these marsh dwellers appeared to be so fond of. Two narrow staircases wound up the two side walls, and the door was small, oval and dyed moss green. Two narrow staircases scaled either side of the building. I wondered what it was like inside.

      “Interesting,” Ibrahim muttered.

      After exploring the circumference of the building, we huddled together again. “Do we dare enter it?” Gavin asked.

      “Yes, we should check it out. I don’t think all of us should go in, though. There won’t be room, anyway. You people stay here and I’ll quickly have a whizz around,” Ibrahim said.

      We waited for two minutes and then he reemerged with a shrug.

      “Clearly it’s recently been inhabited,” he said. “But it’s empty. Nobody around.”

      “Let’s keep looking in this area,” my father said. “If we found one house, maybe there will be others too.”

      Sure enough, we came across another building just a few yards away. It was of the same construction as the first. Ibrahim searched it, returning once again with a grim expression.

      “Nobody at home,” he said

      We passed a dozen more houses, which led to a dozen more. But after searching through almost thirty, all of them being empty, we gave up and retraced our steps back toward the clearing.

      “Let’s have a look in some other direction,” Ibrahim said.

      We had searched what I guessed was north of the clearing, and now Ibrahim pointed south, past the erected log and through the cluster of trees behind it. It looked to me like we were about to simply become engulfed in more endless forest, but to my surprise, on passing through the first stretch of trees, we reached a stone wall, a wall which was obviously very old. Moss and creepers that resembled ivy had overrun it, giving it a mysterious, foreboding appearance. Although there were many tall people among us, the wall was far too high for any of us to peer over. We moved further along the wall to find that it wound around in a circle, and after five minutes we were back where we had started. It’s some kind of circular enclosure. A secret garden of the marsh dwellers, perhaps?

      “Just wait here for a second,” Ibrahim said, before lifting himself into the air. He stopped as he drifted over the top of the wall and then went quite silent. His breath hitched.

      “What do you see?” several of us asked, our voices constricted with anticipation.

      Still, Ibrahim didn’t answer.

      “Are you all right, Ibrahim?” my grandfather Aiden called up.

      When the warlock finally descended, his face had gone completely pale, shock in his eyes.

      My heart plummeted.

      “Say something, dammit,” my father said.

      “I… I think it’s best you see it for yourself,” he managed.

      He raised us all up at once, lifting us higher and higher until our heads, too, poked above the boundary.

      I stared down over the enclosure, confused at first as to what, exactly, I was looking at. But after a few seconds, it clicked… and I, too, felt the warmth leave my complexion.

      We were staring into a garden all right. A garden I doubted I could dream up in my worst nightmares.

      A quaint stone path ran the diameter of the circular compound, in between bushes of vibrant flowers, and connecting what I had first mistaken for some kind of tall, upright, rectangular wooden blocks. They had stuck out to me as strange, like some kind of simplistic, contemporary art pieces that you would see back on Earth… until I had realized that the boxes were semitransparent. And within them were encased bodies.

      As Ibrahim descended with us into the garden, I honestly wasn’t sure that I wanted to get any closer. Within the slabs of what appeared to be resin were preserved corpses of a myriad of supernatural creatures. Supernaturals who had been so unfortunate as to cross paths with these marsh dwellers. I even wondered whether all of them had trespassed in The Dewglades, or if the marsh dwellers had gone out hunting for them in other lands.

      There were vampires, werewolves, merfolk, and even what I suspected to be a dragon in his humanoid form. There was probably also a witch or two.

      All of them had two things in common, however. A string of white flowers bound around their waists, and smooth, hairless skin—even the males.

      I felt like throwing up.

      “What is this?” I breathed

      “It’s like a trophy display,” Claudia said weakly. She was leaning against her husband for support.

      As much as it chilled me to the bone, I realized that all of us had been searching for Lucas.

      Thankfully, we didn’t find him. But how long did Lucas have? It was pretty obvious from just a few seconds of gazing around in this garden what fate all trespassers had in store for them. That humming, had it been the spirits performing some kind of preliminary ceremony for Lucas to prepare for his encasement?

      How, exactly, did they kill their victims?

      None of the corpses in this garden appeared to be grossly injured. Their bodies looked quite intact… Oh. Except for the vampires. Now I spotted narrow stab wounds through their chests, above their hearts. But the rest had barely a scratch on them.

      Lucas was a fae. He would be all right if he managed to stay in his subtle form, but that marsh dweller had already grabbed hold of him. Would he be able to reassume his subtle form? Had he already done so? I suspected that my uncle’s survival would lie in the answer to that single question.

      “We’ve got to find him!” Jeramiah wheezed.

      “Well, he’s not in here, thank God,” Ibrahim said. “So I don’t see a reason to stay in this ghastly place any longer.”

      He lifted everyone back over the wall and planted us on the ground outside. I was sure, however, that the vision of that garden would remain imprinted on my mind for a long, long time to come.

      “Okay,” my father said, rubbing his temples and pulling his focused expression. “Let’s think. Let’s just think.”

      I gazed around the trees again. The chilling thought occurred to me that the marsh dwellers might even be watching us now from some secret hiding place, waiting for another of us to slip up so they could pounce on us. If Ibrahim wasn’t with us, at least a few of us would likely already be decorations in their garden.

      Decorations. No. That would be far too cruel a fate for Lucas. He’d already spent twenty years as a decoration in the ghouls’ ponds.

      “Let’s move around the back of this garden again,” Ibrahim said, glancing furtively around, as though he too feared that marsh dwellers were spying on us.

      We bundled around the back and then left the wall altogether and traipsed deeper into the forest. We walked until we were a good half mile away from the clearing. We passed no more houses, or any other gardens—thank heavens—and we had plunged back into the deep, mysterious forest.

      “Maybe our best strategy is to wait,” Ibrahim said. “When I was in one of the houses, the one nearest to the clearing, I noticed a bath of resin. Maybe that’s where they plan to do the encasing.”

      Waiting seemed like the hardest thing we could possibly do. And yet I thought we all sensed that Ibrahim was right. We had found a township. The marsh dwellers had obviously heard our approach and run off. But this township was their home. They had to return sometime… After all, their garden was here.

      “I’ll cast invisibility over all of us,” Ibrahim said. “Then we can wait in front of the garden, near that house, with a good view of the clearing. We’ll be able to see when they return.”

      I gulped. So many things could go wrong with this plan, but what choice did we have?

      We just had to hope that the marsh dwellers wouldn’t decide to carry out their encasing procedure elsewhere… before they even returned.
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      I had no idea what mysticism was contained within the waterways of The Dewglades, but it was akin to no magic I had experienced before. The moment we’d hit the stream, the queen’s body wrapped around mine like an anaconda, and some kind of metaphysical pull whooshed me through the water along with her. We twisted and turned abruptly at corners, traveling who knew how many miles per hour… and then just as suddenly it was all over. We stopped abruptly mid-flow. I opened my eyes underwater to see the queen had reached out and gripped a root jutting out in the bank. Gripping hold of it with her arms, her strong legs wound around my waist, she pulled us both out of the water. We rolled onto another mushy bank, where she immediately stood up and pulled me to my feet.

      Laughter and singing filled the air again as the rest of the marsh dwellers emerged from the water with us.

      The queen led me to a nearby tree and climbed up onto a thick low-hanging branch. She snapped her fingers and three male marsh dwellers immediately hurried to escort me up onto it after her. We sat a few inches apart. She gazed down at the ground as the marsh dwellers beneath us resumed their dizzying dance.

      Her being distracted allowed me to turn my mind back to the few seconds before I had been dragged into the water. They had heard something, something that had unsettled them so much that they had paused festivities and abandoned the clearing. What else could they have heard but Derek and the rest of my family looking for me?

      As my eyes returned to the queen, who was thankfully still keeping her distance for now as she enjoyed the performance, a thought struck me. A thought that was so obvious it would certainly have occurred to me before, had I not woken up to the horrors of Ottalie.

      I was sitting right next to a marsh dweller. A creature we had been scouring this realm hoping to find. And this was the queen, no less.

      I needed to stop thinking I was a victim—something Sofia had never needed to be reminded of, even after I had kidnapped and, well, treated her in rather a similar way to how this queen was treating me now…

      It might turn out to be a useless conversation if I never managed to reunite with the others, but I had to live one moment at a time.

      I also figured that keeping this marsh dweller talking could only work to my advantage. She was a female, after all. And what female didn’t like to be charmed?

      “What is your name?” I asked the queen, trying to even out my voice and deepen it.

      She looked quite delighted by my question as she fluttered her eyelashes and tilted her head to face me. “Bria,” she replied. Her cheeks even flushed.

      By human standards, she looked no older than twenty. I wondered how old she really was. Probably ancient… Like me.

      “Why don’t you sit closer to me, Bria,” I said to her. That was a ballsy move on my part, but I needed to take charge of the situation as much as I possibly could. I needed to reassert that I was a man—not just to her, but to myself as well. I needed to rebuild some kind of inner dignity and confidence… something that was admittedly hard while wearing a tutu of sopping wet flowers over my groin.

      She slid closer to me on the branch, cocking her head to one side, as if wondering what I was going to do. I reached for her hand and held it in mine, twining our fingers together. Her palm was soft as a baby’s.

      “I have a better idea than sitting,” Bria said. She pulled me off the tree trunk, and we both landed on the ground. Here she began to dance around me again, seeing that I wasn’t exactly capable of dancing myself. But at least she wasn’t whizzing as fast this time, making it easier for me to at least attempt to hold a conversation with her, even while the rest of the marsh dwellers continued their cheerful ruckus around us.

      Although I was still tempted to ask, What are you planning to do with me? Will you ever release my feet from these resin blocks? I resisted the urge.

      “How long have you been queen?” I asked her. A meaningless question, but it served to break the ice.

      She laughed, rich and melodious. “You would not understand our time, beauty.”

      I swallowed. “And, uh, where is your home? Is it back where we started our dance?”

      “Yes,” she said, smiling. “That is where we live.”

      I flinched as her hands trailed to my waist, her fingers dangerously close to tearing off my string of flowers. I clutched onto it, still pathetically trying to hold on to a semblance of modesty… even though my butt had been showing for at least the last hour.

      I coughed my throat clear, trying to maintain composure. Be cool, Lucas. Be cool.

      “And do you often get visitors to your country?” I asked her.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head, a flash of sadness crossing her face.

      I wonder why.

      “When was the last time you had a visitor?” I asked.

      “Many moons ago,” she sighed.

      Okay… That didn’t exactly help lead into my next question but, what the heck…

      “Do you want to know why I came here?”

      “Mm?” She paused her circling around me and gazed up earnestly into my eyes.

      “My friends and I were searching for some children. Well, they wouldn’t be children now, but they were over a decade ago… Strange children. Part Hawk, part human, and part vampire. They would’ve come back here many, many moons ago. I’m sure you were around then. I just wondered if you were ever aware of their presence in this place?”

      Her eyes glazed over, her face taking on a thoughtful expression. “Hm.” She sighed. “Yes, I do remember. They were… strange children as you say. Sweet things though.” The corners of her plump lips lifted in a smile. “They asked for some food. We gave them some. Then they asked a question…” The queen paused to lead me away from the marsh dwellers’ dance floor and back to the tree. She led me back up to the branch, which she had only just pulled me down from a few minutes ago. This queen was a fidgety thing. It seemed hard to hold her attention for very long. I had to get as many answers out of her as possible, while I still had the chance.

      “They wanted to know what they were,” the queen continued, drawing herself onto my lap on the branch. I wished that she hadn’t. Aside from the severely uncomfortable close contact the motion forced us into, the scent of her hair was as intoxicating as the flowers. I found myself reeling as I got a whiff of it. Still, I couldn’t afford to push her off. I was supposed to be coaxing her into trusting me somewhat.

      “Poor things,” she went on. “They were so desperate to find their parents. I told them they appeared to be half Hawk, half vampire, and that if they really wanted to find out where their parents were, they should look in either Aviary or Cruor. Wouldn’t you have done the same, dewplum?” She tilted her head back to gaze up at me questioningly.

      I nodded. “Of course,” I assured her, my mind racing. So Ibrahim had been right all along that those kids had passed by here. They’d come across the marsh dwellers and asked for food. They’d been fed and then asked questions. And then… I hardly dared to ask my next question.

      “What happened to them? Did you, uh, let them go?”

      She frowned at me. “Of course! They were only children. We gave them a meal, told them which direction they should head in on their quest to find their parents, and then they fluttered away like butterflies… We have no use for children.”

      I felt half relieved, half terrified by her choice of wording. Use.

      At least those kids had escaped. But… “What exactly do you mean by use?”

      As she grinned wryly, I immediately regretted the question. Before I could stop her, her arms shot up and wrapped around my neck. She pulled my head down and kissed me. Man. Even her lips tasted of these flowers.

      I was sure that if I ever made it back to The Shade, the first thing I would do was get rid of every single flower within my treehouse’s proximity… Except for one flower, I thought with an ache in my chest. One pretty, French flower…

      The marsh dweller released my neck, allowing me to sit upright again and gasp for breath.

      She sat up too. Then she glanced down at the dancers and clapped her hands loudly. The marsh dwellers stopped celebrating and stared up at her.

      “Enough singing and dancing for tonight.” Her eyes returned to me, even as she addressed them. “Now it is time for something more useful…”
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      Okay. If there was ever a time when I needed to be a smooth talker, it was now.

      “Wait, dewplum,” I told her, even as I winced internally at the word. “I was enjoying the dance! Stay here with me.”

      I gripped her arm and pulled her toward me, even going to the sacrifice of drawing her back onto my lap. I held her face and ran my fingers through her hair.

      Her cherub face took on an alarmingly grumpy expression. She pushed me away and stood up.

      As she gripped my arm, it was as though she had become deaf to my words. I tried to convince her to stay and talk with me longer, but she ignored me. She pulled me from the tree and we both landed on the ground once again, the blocks on my feet digging a couple of inches into the moist ground.

      “Where will you go?” several of the marsh dwellers called out to their queen. “Will you return home? Are we going to return home?”

      “Not yet,” she called over her shoulder, even as she continued to lead me across the clearing and into another part of the forest. “Wait there in the quiet,” she went on. “You will hear my call when it is time.”

      My mind worked frantically. It was time for desperate measures. This girl was physical like me at present. Could I hurt her? Could I overpower her and somehow run fast enough to escape the others, even with these damn blocks on my feet?

      I figured the logical thing to do would be to first see where exactly she was taking me. If she took me far away, somewhere isolated from the other marsh dwellers, and I managed to knock her out—or kill her—maybe it would be a long time before her people even discovered what had happened.

      I started actively willing her to take me as far away as possible. We headed toward a stream and walked along its bank. I kept glancing over my shoulder, watching as the clearing behind us grew further and further away, until I could no longer see it through the trees.

      As the stream on our left-hand side became the major source of noise, an idea hit me that I felt stupid for not having earlier.

      Water. I was surrounded by tons of water. The moisture of the ground must’ve held a huge amount alone, not to mention the streams.

      Since the marsh dwellers appeared to have been consciously keeping fire away from me, I guessed that they were aware of the power of fae. But it was nigh impossible to avoid water in The Dewglades, as the name of the place itself suggested. Anywhere she took me here, I would have at least some at my disposal.

      And now that I was alone with her… Could marsh dwellers be drowned?

      Very few creatures were truly immortal—even vampires could be killed with the right method. There had to be some way to end this woman.

      “What are you thinking about, Dominic?” she asked. Her mood had switched back to strawberry sweetness.

      “Oh, just what a beautiful night it is,” I replied pleasantly. What a beautiful night it is to murder you.

      “Every night here is beautiful,” she replied breathlessly. “And every day is, too. Everything is in The Dewglades… Even our visitors become beautified. Beauty is a thing to be cherished… preserved. Don’t you think?”

      “Uh, yes,” I replied absentmindedly as I continued to scope out our surroundings. How long should I wait before attempting something? I knew that once I did attempt it, I had to succeed. My main advantage currently was that she didn’t know what was going through my head. The moment the cat was out of the bag, there would be no going back.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked, wondering how much longer she was going to walk with me.

      “To the baths,” she replied.

      Baths. What did that mean? Do they have natural hot springs here, or something? Maybe it was best for me to wait then, if there was a chance that I was going to be taken to something like that. If we both slipped inside a spring, it would be so much easier and quicker to drown her. Her head would already be but inches above the water.

      At the same time, I needed this nightmare to end soon. I feared that I would have gangrene in my feet by the time they got out of these cursed blocks.

      My blood ran cold as a thought hit me. I have heavy blocks on my feet. I had better hope that the springs were not deep, otherwise how could I keep myself afloat? It would be a struggle in my exhausted, half-drugged state.

      “How long will it take to get there?” I asked the queen.

      “It’s just ahead,” she said, pointing vaguely in front of us.

      I became tenser and tenser as we traipsed through the forest, a war raging in my mind as to what exactly I should be doing. And then I was put out of my misery. My decision was made for me as the trees thinned and we arrived at a wide clearing. Its ground was dotted with large round holes, from which emanated steam.

      I assumed, naturally, that these would be hot springs. You know, water. I was not expecting to find myself gazing down at holes filled with the same liquid that I had woken up in in Ottalie’s bathtub.

      This was resin. Only this was far more runny than Ottalie’s bath. And far, far hotter. As the queen approached one of the holes, pulling me along with her, the heat rose up and scalded my face.

      Resin. I could not manipulate resin. Fire and water were my strengths. Maybe I was going to have to resort to trying to summon as much of the moisture surrounding me as I could. Maybe—

      My thoughts were interrupted by a tug of the queen’s hand against my arm. She pulled me downward, and then her lips were on mine again. They engulfed my mouth completely, and it was as if she was trying to suck the life force out of me as she kissed me hard and deep. I expected her to let go after a few seconds—like normal people did after a kiss—but, to my alarm, she didn’t. Breathing rapidly through my nose, I felt my head begin to dim, the light fading. I gripped her shoulders and managed to pry her away. Dizziness overcame me.

      What is it with these creatures?

      “Shall I tell you something, Dominic?” she said softly.

      I nodded vigorously, glad for any distraction to stop her from molesting me again.

      “Due to the location of our realm, we receive quite a few weary travelers in search of food, or simply a roof over their head for the night… Some of them we eat.”

      I gulped.

      “But others,” she went on, “others whose inherent beauty is undeniable, like dirty gems waiting to be scrubbed, we treat differently.”

      So apparently I wasn’t one of the ugly ones, unless this hot resin was how they cooked their meals.

      I inched away from the edge of the pond in front of us.

      “You, butterfly, are one of the privileged beauties we have captured,” she continued, as if she had read my thoughts. “That said, even among beauties there are gradations. Those beauties who have been touched and those who have been left untouched… I saw a girl in your eyes when we were back in the clearing. You are not a virgin, are you?”

      Oh, my God. Did she seriously just ask me that?

      I was a virgin in respect to Marion, of course, but otherwise, I was as much of a virgin as Kiev was a saint.

      “No,” I replied, hoping that that answer would actually work to my advantage. That maybe she would see me as dirty, and not someone she would want for herself.

      Being kept as a pretty slave boy here would be better than her advances.

      “Yes,” she said. “As I suspected… it is a pity. A big pity. If you were as pure as your looks, I would’ve taken you to my bed… But never mind. We respect beauty of all sorts, even that which has been tarnished.”

      Gee, thanks.

      “So how are you planning to respect my beauty if—?”

      Before I could finish my question, she hurtled into me. I was so taken aback, it took a second for my brain to register what had just happened. She had knocked me backward and, given that I had squares for feet, I struggled to regain balance after the first step staggering back, and then the second… and then she barged into me again, making me lose balance completely. I felt myself tipping backward, the heat of the pond scorching my back. The only thing I could think to do before I fell was grab hold of the woman who had caused my doom.

      I grabbed her wrist, and the second I did, I could see that I’d caught her off guard. Alarm shone in her eyes, and then the two of us hit the resin, falling deeper and deeper and deeper. My skin erupted in agony as the liquid burned me. As a fae, my body was more resistant to heat than a human’s would be, but it was by no means invincible. I could survive heat when it was fire, but this wasn’t a pure element like fire. This was not something my body was equipped to deal with.

      Still holding on tight to the queen even as she writhed, I continued sinking. You’re not getting out of this, bitch. You’re going to die right here along with me.

      It took everything I had to stop myself from opening my mouth to scream. My flesh felt like it was burning away from my bones. Somewhere in my pain, I realized that I had stopped sinking downward so fast, which confused me, because I had not reached the bottom yet. I was still sinking, just more slowly.

      I almost opened my mouth to gasp in shock as I realized I could move my toes. The blocks. They… they must have melted off me. This pond was so hot, it had broken down the hard resin. I can move! I can swim!

      Letting go of the woman’s arm, which had gone quite still by now—she could go to hell—I swam upward. I kicked as hard as I could because I still felt too weak to fly, or even thin myself right now. But I could swim like a human could. I made my way to the top and broke the surface, drawing in deep mouthfuls of air. Streams of resin spilled down my face. I thrust myself toward the edge of the pond and gripped the edge before hauling myself out. I was terrified to discover what state I might be in. I rolled around on the marshy ground to clean off the resin from my body. My skin still felt like it was there, thank God, though it felt horribly blistered and sore.

      But I was alive. I was alive, and that marsh dweller… I rose shakily to my feet, and glanced down at the pond.

      I grimaced. She had floated to the surface. Her still corpse. The resin had trapped her in her physical body and apparently her “beautiful” skin was less heat-resistant than mine.

      I wondered how long it would take for the other marsh dwellers to find her. Whatever the case, I had to hurry.

      But… this queen. Leaving her here wasn’t the wisest decision. I didn’t know how long it would take for me to muster the strength to fly or thin myself again. For now I was stuck traveling on foot. Which meant that I needed to delay those marsh dwellers finding me for as long as I possibly could.

      My nerves wouldn’t survive another kidnapping—and this time, most likely, instant slaughter for having ended the queen.

      I grabbed a fallen branch nearby and knelt over the edge of the pond, guiding the elf’s body toward me. Grasping her wrist, I pulled her out, onto the grass. Now I had to look for somewhere to hide her. I scoped out my surroundings more carefully, particularly the trees that bordered the clearing. And then I spotted something interesting. Something very interesting. Rectangular wooden tub-like things. Like the bath that I had woken up in. They were all lined up in rows together. Maybe this was some kind of dumping site for abandoned tubs nobody wanted.

      Surely it would take the marsh dwellers longer to find her in one of those than it would if I left her in the center of this clearing for all to see. I supposed I could’ve found somewhere more secluded, but I didn’t have time to go searching now.

      I managed to heave her body over my shoulders, so as to not leave a trail of resin leading in the direction of the trees, and then began looking around the boxes. Here I spotted one of the tubs filled with resin. So not a dumping site after all. The resin seemed lukewarm, or at least as warm as the night air that surrounded us. It wasn’t liquid, but it wasn’t hard either. Kind of like Jell-o, soft and squidgy enough for me to sink the body into it. And that was exactly what I did. I dumped the naked queen into the resin and watched her sink to the bottom, her long hair splayed eerily around her.

      If she stayed in here long enough, the resin would harden and close around her just as the blocks on my feet had done.

      Karma’s a bitch, Queen Bria.
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      All of us were beginning to have second thoughts about waiting for Lucas to return, about waiting here by the garden. We were getting more and more fearful that they would simply do something to Lucas in some other part of The Dewglades. After all, this was just one township. Who knew how many other settlements were in this area?

      “I think we should keep moving,” my father said firmly.

      Even Ibrahim agreed this time.

      And so we continued. All of us felt more hopeless by the minute. What were the chances that Lucas was still alive? Even Ibrahim wasn’t sure. He seemed to prefer not to divulge too many details about the various things the marsh dwellers did with their victims, and wisely so. It would only make our hearts sink further.

      Come on, Uncle. You’re a fighter. You can survive this. I know you can.

      I kept thinking positive thoughts as we traveled the next hour through the forest—a forest whose beauty had lost its charm long ago. I just wanted to find my uncle and get out of here. Even if we had failed to discover any information about the Hawk-vamps, we would have to keep moving and figure out where else those kids might’ve stopped along their journey.

      A rustling of trees to our left arrested our attention.

      I immediately thought that it might be another marsh dweller, like Ottalie, come to spy and seduce us. Or an animal…

      But this was a beast of a different kind.

      It was… oh, God… My naked uncle.
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      My brother stumbling through the trees, stark naked, was a vision that I would not forget in a hurry… though I wished to.

      We hurried toward him, the relief in his eyes palpable. He groaned and collapsed into his son’s arms.

      “What happened to you?” Jeramiah choked, his mouth hanging open.

      Ugh. “Somebody give my brother something—anything—to tie around his waist!” I called out.

      Claudia slipped off her sweater, her gaping expression mirroring Jeramiah’s as she approached Lucas and handed him the item.

      Lucas’s hands were shaking as he tied it around his waist so tightly, it looked like he was going to stop the blood flow to his groin. He just looked so frantically happy to have received something to cover himself with.

      Poor man.

      I could make a number of guesses about what might’ve happened to him, but we couldn’t hang around here any longer to hear the story. We needed to get out of this country.

      “Ibrahim.” I looked to the warlock. “Let’s go.”

      

      We touched down on a beach. Ibrahim had brought us to The Tavern. Lucas dropped to his knees and lay face down against the sand, breathing heavily.

      Ibrahim provided him with some water to soothe his cracking throat.

      As my brother mustered the strength to tell us what had happened to him, we listened with rapt attention. My brother was damn lucky he hadn’t ended up in that garden.

      In spite of all the horrors he’d endured, at least we could be grateful that he had managed to retain the sense to ask the queen for information about the five kids while he’d had the opportunity.

      After everybody stopped asking Lucas about the sordid details of his trauma, I switched the subject to the most urgent matter at hand. “So now we know what those kids were told by the marsh dwellers—assuming that the queen was telling the truth… Though it does sound like it. She told them that they were half Hawk, half vampire. And she also told them that the Hawks lived in Aviary, while the vampires originated from Cruor. Have I got it right?”

      Lucas nodded.

      “So then at least one of those places would have been their logical next destination,” I said. I glanced at my son.

      “That would be the reasonable assumption,” he said, swallowing.

      “Well, at least Aviary should be easy to verify,” Ibrahim said. “We have a whole bunch of Hawks back in The Shade. If those kids were searching for their parents and made it to Aviary, they would have spoken to someone. Likely a number of people. I’d say there’s a big chance at least one of the members of our Hawk army knows about them—if they ever visited in the first place. I can hurry back there now and talk to the birds. And I could leave you people here in a safe shady spot… If not a single one of those Hawks has any idea about the kids, then it’s probably safe to assume that they didn’t reach the country… which would leave us with…” His voice trailed off as he glanced around at the group darkly.

      Cruor?

      None of us looked comfortable even saying the word aloud, especially my son.

      “Well,” I said, sucking in a breath, “let’s verify with the Hawks in The Shade first. Do as you suggest, Ibrahim. Go back and talk to them, and in the meantime, we’ll find a safe spot for ourselves.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wouldn’t exactly describe The Tavern as the safest place in the universe, with all of the strange creatures that passed through it. But it was as safe as safe went in the supernatural realm, at least in current times. (They had experienced a Bloodless infestation some years ago, but they successfully managed to purge it.) We found a shaded area among some trees where we sat, and were left undisturbed until Ibrahim returned.

      We spotted him wandering along the beach, looking for us. Ben shot out and led him to our group.

      “No luck,” Ibrahim said, shaking his head wearily. “I spoke to every single Hawk still hanging around in The Shade—about forty of them—and not a single one was aware of those kids ever setting foot in Aviary. One of the Hawks was old, a great-grandfather. Even he had no clue. If children as strange as them had ever made it to Aviary, surely the word would’ve spread among the Hawks—I mean the children’s very existence is blasphemy to the Hawks’ kind.”

      My stomach felt heavy as we were forced to consider the second option. Cruor. Those poor kids thought that they might find one of their parents in Cruor. That was pretty heartbreaking.

      “How do we even go about checking in Cruor?” Rose asked nervously. “I mean, it’s a dead realm now, isn’t it? There’s nobody even to check with—”

      “Nobody but the Elders,” my son said grimly.

      “And obviously that’s ridiculous,” Rose said.

      There was a span of silence.

      Ridiculous wasn’t exactly a word in the Novaks’ dictionary. Certainly not a word to be used now of all times, less than an hour after our romp around The Dewglades. We had all seen too much for anything to be labeled ridiculous any more.

      Impossible wasn’t in our vocabulary either. Anything was possible. Those kids could well have made their way to Cruor and encountered the Elders, maybe even gotten themselves trapped there.

      Whatever the case, Cruor was the only logical next step.

      “But how will we even go there?” It was my father-in-law Aiden who posed a question. “I mean, do you really think it’s a good idea for us vampires to travel there?”

      “The Elders are weakened beyond measure,” Ben said, his voice hoarse. “They were weakened in my time, over two decades ago, not even strong enough to possess a regular vampire. Not to speak of now, many years later. But that being said, I think we’ll all agree that it is best not to tempt fate. We don’t know exactly what we might find there. Maybe there are even Bloodless hanging around the mountains…”

      “Then?” Rose questioned, wide-eyed.

      As my son pursed his lips, I was sure that everyone guessed his answer.
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      The king instructed the other jinni, whom he addressed as Midas, to answer my questions and ultimately grant my wish. Midas led me out of the king’s court, along the hallways of the palace, and back up to the desert.

      “Now we must travel some distance,” Midas said. “I can transport you there with my powers. It will be quicker.”

      “All right.” Making anything quicker seemed like it could only be a good thing.

      The sand beneath me vanished, and when I was able to pry open my eyes again, we were standing outside a range of small, low mountains potted with caves.

      I was confused, to say the least. Why were we here? What does he need to show me? I didn’t understand why they couldn’t tell me outright what they had planned. But beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      Midas led me into one of the holes, which turned out to be a long tunnel, so long that I couldn’t even see the end of it. It twisted and turned several times before we emerged in a vast cavern whose ceiling held holes large enough for a man to slip through, but not large enough to light up the chamber. Apart from the odd stream of moonlight, it was dark. And there was a strange smell pervading the atmosphere. It smelt bitter, pungent. I sneezed just from inhaling it.

      The jinni manifested a fire in his palms, and then I realized where the smell was coming from. In the center of the cavern was a large hole, filled with some kind of liquid. Not water. Definitely not water. The jinni led me closer and as the firelight played across it, it was orange in color. Vivid orange.

      “What is this?” I breathed. Every fiber of my being wanted to back away. Run out of this cave right now. But how could I? What alternative lay before me? I had bought myself a few days away from the Mortclaws in order to come to The Dunes. I’d thrown all my bets on this working.

      Eyeing the rest of the cave more closely, I realized there were markings on the walls. Pictures drawn with white chalk, playing across the stone. The drawings depicted giant scorpions. Jinn, holding spears aloft and aiming them at the monsters. And then an even stranger creature—what appeared to be a mix of the two: half man, half scorpion.

      A shudder rolled through me. I resumed my focus on Midas. He still had not answered my question.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked firmly. “I cannot agree to any deal or contract until you explain in detail what exactly this is.” My patience was running thin.

      The jinni gestured to the liquid. “If you want your wish to be granted, then you’ll leap into this pool and take a bath now. Do not ask what it is. We have no obligation to explain it to you. You have asked for our help, and this is what you have been offered. Take it or leave it.”

      This man is insane. I couldn’t even begin to follow his twisted logic.

      I felt both fearful and enraged at once. The king had told me that Midas would explain what their offer was.

      And why were they so cagey about telling me?

      My eyes returned to the pond of bright orange liquid.

      No, I told myself firmly. No. This wasn’t right. This was just stupid, plain and simple. I couldn’t jump in while having no idea what this would turn me into. I’m not that crazy, am I?

      Apparently, that was not a question that I needed to answer for myself. For, before I could even consider turning around to continue pressing the jinni for a straight answer, I felt a sharp push at the base of my back and the next thing I knew, I was falling face forward… into the orange liquid.
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      I traveled over The Dunes in a much more subdued mood. I was hoping for the best, even as I couldn’t help but fear for the worst. I was still trying to rack my brain as to what on earth could have gotten into Bastien’s head to come here in the first place. Had he perhaps been kidnapped? But by whom? And where was Rona? Was he here with her?

      None of it made the slightest bit of sense.

      I tried to stop asking myself so many questions and focus on locating him. My instinct for him was still strong, which I hoped meant that he was still alive. I doubted I would be able to sense a dead body… would I? I shuddered at the thought. Positive thoughts only, Victoria.

      As I soared over the dark sand, I spotted a number of terrifying creatures. Creatures of the night. I tried to not focus on them, to keep my eyes ahead on the distant horizon. They couldn’t reach me, I had to remind myself several times. I was flying. There was no reason why I should suddenly lose these powers and tumble to the ground…

      I also caught sight of something glinting in the moonlight—a large, circular object. I allowed myself to slow just for a short while to check what it was. A gold scorpion medallion. That had to be the entrance to the Drizans’ palace. I’d heard about their lair from my parents, aunt and uncle.

      At least I could be sure that Bastien wasn’t down there. God forbid he came across a jinni from their tribe. I still felt the tugging, leading me onward, far past the Drizan lair, until I caught sight of a small cluster of mountains in the distance. My heart quivered. This is it. I had arrived. My love was here somewhere.

      I felt a pull to land on one of the peaks, rather than roam the foothills where there were numerous caves and tunnels. This must be closer to Bastien’s location. I roamed the rocks for less than a minute before spotting potholes in the floor. Moving closer, I dipped my head through. I found myself gazing down into the belly of the mountain. A huge cavern. My eyes adjusting to the darkness, I caught movement in the center. Someone was there. A man. But he was not Bastien. He was a jinni.

      Blood drained from my face. Where is Bastien?

      The jinni’s hands and forearms were submerged in the liquid, which appeared to be… writhing.

      It took all that I had not to scream.

      “You’ll stay here now.” The jinni spoke up firmly. “Until it is complete… if you survive that long…”

      Then, removing his hand from the pond, he rose and left through a tunnel exit.

      The second he was out of sight, I zoomed down and landed at the spot where the jinni had been kneeling. The liquid’s powerful odor stung my nostrils, even my eyes. I shoved my hands into the pool and reached out, trying to grab hold of whatever the jinni had been holding… which my heart told me was Bastien.

      I wanted to cry out his name but I couldn’t. The jinni might still be nearby. If he came back and found me, there’d be no way that I could help Bastien. He would capture me, and probably shove me inside… whatever this horrifying place was.

      What have they done to him?

      My submerged skin felt like it was being scorched by flames as I continued trying to locate Bastien. Failing, I hovered over the pond, even as my arms remained within it. I was desperate to feel even the slightest clue as to where he was. A strand of hair, the graze of his skin.

      Then I got my wish. I felt wet hair. And then a head. Tugging him upward, I felt his jaw, his shoulders. My arms hooked beneath his armpits before I raised him upward with all my strength. I was so consumed by panic my brain was hardly functioning properly. But I didn’t need my brain in this moment. In fact, I was better off without it in a situation as desperate as this. I needed only adrenaline and gut instinct.

      Bastien wasn’t moving as I lifted him up to the ceiling and tugged him through one of the holes. I wanted to lay him down on the ground, tear off my shirt and wipe all this vile liquid off him right here, right now. But I was terrified the jinni would come back, notice us up here. I had to get Bastien away from here. Far away. The jinni might have even heard the sounds I’d made while trying to free Bastien—I was sure I’d uttered a grunt or two in spite of my attempts to be quiet. I took a few seconds to wipe Bastien’s face at least before hurtling up into the sky and toward where I thought the shore to be…

      Now this was a problem that chilled me. My sense of navigation wasn’t general. It was capable of leading me to Bastien, but not to wherever else I pleased. I hadn’t been paying attention to the journey here. My mind had been too fixed on finding him. Now that I had to get out… I had better figure this out. I had better figure this out fast.

      Clutching hold of Bastien for dear life—even as the potion rubbed off on me and caused every part of my body it came into contact with to sting—I pushed myself harder than I’d thought possible. I moved both forward and upward at once. The higher I got, the faster I would find the shore, or some other source of water. There were real oases in The Dunes, just few and far between. Though I didn’t fancy spending any more time in this realm than I had to. The best thing would be to head straight to the ocean.

      Rising higher and higher, I finally caught sight of the water in the distance. Yes. Yes. I’d flown so high that looking down made me want to upchuck. The thought of dropping Bastien made me want to pass out. I lowered again now that I’d gained a sense of direction.

      Even with my supernatural speed, the time it took to reach the ocean seemed painfully long. I wanted to check Bastien’s pulse. It was hard to tell from the angle at which I was holding him whether he was even still breathing. As we finally reached the ocean, I took a dive, the two of us crashing into the waves.

      I immediately surged upward, bringing our heads to the surface, even as I kept one arm around him, holding his face with my right hand.

      I didn’t need to check his pulse to see that he was breathing. His skin was red and blistered. He was still unconscious, but he was alive.

      I dipped him under the water again to wash the remaining orange liquid away from his face and body. I ran my hands over his uneven skin before removing his shirt and then his pants, so that he remained only in his underwear. I needed to get as much of the residue off him as I possibly could.

      After a few minutes of my cleaning him, his chest shuddered. His eyes slowly opened. He was in a daze at first, his pupils hazy. Then recognition sparked in his eyes. It occurred to me that perhaps the jinni had put him into some kind of magical sleep to ensure that he stayed in the pool.

      “Victoria?” he gasped. “Y-You’re here? Wh-What happened?”

      “You’re safe now,” I whispered, tears of joy in my eyes.

      With so many questions whizzing through both of our minds, all we could do in that moment was hold each other close. I was afraid that his skin would be too sensitive, but seemingly oblivious to it, he drew me to him until our bodies were flush together. Our lips locked again and again in hard, deep kisses.

      “Victoria,” he breathed, his right arm wrapping around my waist. “How did you find me?”

      That would be opening up a can of worms. There would be time for that later. As there would be time for me to hear his full story.

      “How did you get here, to The Dunes?” I asked him. “Did you bring a ship or something?”

      “By ship,” he said. “I came with Cecil. Victoria, what—?”

      I silenced him with another passionate kiss before whispering, “We need to get out of this water before some sea animal swallows us… We need to head to your ship.”
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      There was no one better suited than me to visit Cruor. I had roamed the land for God knew how long when I was a spirit. That had been soon after I’d lost my body. And as a fae, there wasn’t even a conceivable risk to me.

      I also resisted taking anybody with me, even though my father tried to insist. Cruor was not a place that I wanted to inflict on others. It was bad enough that I had to go.

      And so it was decided that everybody else would remain in The Tavern. While I was gone, they could make use of their time and ask within the island if anybody knew of the kids—The Tavern was, after all, a stopover for many supernaturals. There was a possibility that they could have spent some time here on their way to Cruor.

      Everybody’s faces were solemn as they said goodbye and wished me good luck. I tried to lighten the mood, saying that I was hardly walking to my death… But I couldn’t deny that a part of me was still afraid.

      Taking to the air, I left The Tavern and hurtled toward Cruor. I remembered the route surprisingly well and arrived there much sooner than I had expected to.

      The outline of the island looming in the distance didn’t fail to send a shiver down my spine. The reddish sky, the jagged black mountains—it was the picture of Hell itself.

      As I reached the shore and hovered over the land, I felt myself drawn to the spot where I had left my old vampire body. I wanted to see if I could remember where it was.

      I could.

      I couldn’t forget the route that Julie had traveled with me, taking me up to that crater and leaving me at the mercy of Basilius, the universe’s most formidable Elder. I located the spot swiftly, although my body was no longer there.

      Julie. She had certainly got her comeuppance for what she had done to me. I wondered what had happened to her. Whether she was still around somewhere as a Bloodless. Or whether she might’ve been dismembered by someone already.

      She and another Bloodless she had been traveling with had been the ones to start the whole epidemic on Earth, as hard as that was to conceive. It only took two of those insidious creatures… Those insidious creatures, whom my daughter has now joined.

      The thought snapped me out of my brief reverie. Those kids. Where could I possibly find clues about them in this desolate land? I wondered if the Elders even still existed, or whether they had become so drained of life that their presence could barely even be felt anymore. I guessed I would find out. I needed to search this realm thoroughly, not just out in the open but deep in the bowels of the mountains also.

      And so I started, returning to the shore and trying to be methodical in my approach. I didn’t want to think how long it would take me to search the entirety of Cruor… if that was even possible.

      I needed to hope that I would stumble across something, anything, sooner rather than later… Even as I was aware of how naïve such a wish was.

      I moved up and down the area around the shore, back and forth, the way one would mow a lawn.

      Then I returned to the hole from which Basilius had risen before his attempt to claim my body. Drawing a deep breath, I sped down into it. I unconsciously thinned myself, even though there was no reason to—they couldn’t inhabit a fae’s body even in its physical form—just to ease my nerves.

      In a way, coming to this land felt cathartic. It was good to face one’s fears. It only made one stronger. The oracle had taught me enough to know that.

      As I reached the end of the crater, I emerged at the entrance of a massive chamber. I passed through the tunnel shooting off from it, leading to more interconnected chambers. All of them were bare and damp. Any signs of habitation were long gone. As I moved through the tunnels, my time roaming Cruor as a ghost played vividly in my mind.

      I searched as quickly and efficiently as I could for the next three hours—sometimes above land, sometimes beneath it. By the time the fourth hour drew in, the hopelessness of this endeavor was starting to overcome me.

      What, exactly, am I expecting to find here anyway? How could those vamp-Hawks still be here? There was nothing visible around that was even remotely worth eating. How would they have survived? Something or someone would have had to feed them, keep them alive.

      Desperation had a way of clouding one’s judgement. And that was exactly what had happened here. Still, since I had come to this country already, I decided to explore for an hour longer. My search took me deeper underground, so deep that I was amazed chambers even existed at such a low level.

      As I had gone as deep as I could, I came across a network of chambers filled with large, empty craters. Once-filled pools. This was where they had stored their blood during the Elders’ glory days—collected by all the vampires they had recruited.

      Thank God those days are long gone.

      And to think, Basilius had wanted to recruit me to help in the Elders’ resurgence—to help fill these ponds again and nurse the vile creatures back to life. I could hardly think of a more horrific proposition… and that was exactly why I had opted to become a ghost.

      As much of a bastard as Arron had been, I couldn’t help but be eternally grateful to him. I owed him more than just my life.

      I gazed around the chambers a few more seconds before sighing and glancing back up at the ceiling. It was probably time that I left.

      But as I began to soar upwards, something caught my eye. A movement to my left on the wall. Something dark. A shadow?

      “Who goes there?” I demanded.

      “What brings you here?” A faint hiss spoke back, so soft that I almost missed it.

      I stopped breathing for a few seconds as I stared at the shadow. So at least one Elder still exists.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      There was a moment of silence before the Elder replied, “You… Benjamin Novak… You could have been great.”

      I gaped. Could this be… Could this be Basilius himself?

      He knew my name. Though I supposed that I was rather famous among the Elders, having been their only hope of resurgence for so many years. I suspected all of them knew my name.

      “Basilius?” I dared ask.

      “Yes,” came the hiss. “The last of all the Elders, thanks to your stupidity.”

      My pleasure, I wanted to retort, but as harmless as this Elder was supposed to be now, I could not quite bring myself to taunt him. These beings, heard and felt but rarely seen, still brought nightmares for me from time to time.

      “You could have been great,” he repeated, going on with this pointless diatribe. “You could have been a ruler.”

      “I am a ruler now,” I replied stiffly. “And your definition of greatness is not mine.” To put it mildly…

      Since the Elder seemed to be in at least somewhat of a mood for talking, I decided to see how far I could get with him in extracting information… assuming he had any information to offer in the first place.

      I imagined that he must be rather bored. I mean, what is he doing all day? Just moping around as a shadow? Clinging to the walls? Maybe he was glad for the company, something living that he could interact with.

      “Have you been down here all this time? Ever since I last saw you?” I asked.

      “What do you think?” he replied.

      “I don’t know.”

      “No,” came the hiss. “I have not. I have been above and below… but what concern of that is yours? You abandoned us many, many moons ago, Benjamin Novak. Even after all the power I offered you…”

      Something told me he wasn’t going to stop reminding me of what a great opportunity I’d missed out on, even now that there was no point. He could witness that I was a fae now, couldn’t he? What was the point in bringing up the past? I supposed he must’ve been wallowing in regret all these years, replaying that moment again and again in his mind—that moment when I had drank from the vial and become lost to him forever.

      “I am just mildly interested,” I replied, nonchalant. I paused, wondering how to make my next move. “Actually, if you must know,” I went on, “I’ve come to this realm in search of a specimen that I believe you might have some interest in.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Something that your kind and the Hawks would consider an abomination of nature.”

      I was feeding him bits of information, hoping that he might come out with it on his own—“Oh, yes, a third human, a third Hawk, a third vampire babies”—but that was being overly optimistic.

      “Who?” he demanded, his voice becoming more impatient.

      I exhaled. “Some children who were a mixture of Hawk, human and vampire. Babies bred from the egg of a half-blood and the sperm of a Hawk…” Or maybe even vice versa.

      As I thought about the process, I found myself feeling more and more uneasy about the prospect that one of those kids could possibly be River’s. Who might have been the father of that child?

      It really would be weird.

      “An atrocity,” Basilius said, his voice lowering in anger.

      Yeah, I thought you’d say something like that.

      “Anyway, I guess you’re not aware of them,” I added casually.

      “No,” he said.

      “And do you have any, um, companions at all?”

      “Did I not tell you that I am the last Elder?” he snapped.

      “Oh, yeah, you did,” I muttered. Sorry to rub it in. I ran a hand through my hair before dragging it down my face. “Well, if you’re really sure that you haven’t seen them, I suppose the two of us have nothing more to talk about… I won’t take up your precious time any longer.”

      “Wait, Benjamin Novak,” the Elder said.

      I caught his shadow moving closer to me… until he was surrounding me. My chest constricted. I held my breath, as though if I breathed, I might breathe in his spirit.

      But the Elders weren’t like ordinary ghosts. They could only inhabit bodies under specific conditions… conditions which would never arise again. Or at least that was how I comforted myself.

      The shadow moved around me in a circle before stopping in front of me, two feet away.

      Then the Elder spoke again. “Benjamin Novak… Would you spare some of your blood? A small slit of the wrist… Leave just a few drops on this floor?”

      My jaw dropped. I stood, stunned by his request. The Elder had the gall to ask me for such a thing? After everything? He wanted me to cause bodily harm to myself so that he could enjoy my blood? I could hardly believe my ears.

      “Even your fae blood would be a treat,” he added, as if hoping that would somehow endear him to me.

      Glaring at his shadow, I said, “You’ve claimed enough blood to suffer in hell for a million years… So long, Basilius. You won’t be hearing from me again.”
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      I still had no idea what was happening. Why had those flowers been placed at my feet? Why had that man come in to take a picture of me, only to run out a few seconds later?

      I tried to make even the slightest bit of sense of the situation, but hit a brick wall in my reasoning each time.

      How much longer am I going to be kept in here? What does my father plan to do with me? These thoughts plagued my mind again.

      Finally, after so many hours had passed that I had practically lost sense of time, the door opened again and this time it was my father who stepped inside.

      My blood boiled at the sight of him, but, more than anger, I also felt sadness. Sadness that things had come to this between us. Sadness that I could no longer think of him as my father.

      I wasn’t sure if that melancholy would ever go away, no matter how many times he proved himself to be a monster.

      He strode over to me and stopped two feet away, planting his hands on his hips.

      “I suppose you want to know why I’ve kept you here?”

      “However did you guess that?” I replied dryly.

      He chuckled, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, I’ve come to a decision as to what to do with you… But first, I would like to show you something.”

      The wide screen on the wall came to life and began depicting a news channel. A news channel whose attention quickly grabbed my interest. A picture flashed up on the screen. A photograph of… me. Slumped in a chair, in this very room, looking pale as ever due to the white lighting, with flowers beside me. Funeral flowers. The newscaster was pronouncing me dead. “The experiment failed, unfortunately.”

      My mouth was hanging open as the screen switched off at the end of the broadcast, the image of my “dead” self burned into my brain.

      Had my father gone insane? What is he playing at?

      “Now that this news has been broadcast, none of your friends in The Shade will bother us by sending one of their subtle creatures to look for you.”

      I gaped at him. There were so many thoughts muddling my brain, I didn’t know which to vent first.

      “How do you know they even watch the news?” was the first that I blurted out.

      “I can assure you that they do monitor the news. And the broadcast regarding your death will be circulating for weeks to come. It’s extremely unlikely that they would miss it.”

      “So why? Why are you even still keeping me alive? Why not murder me like you did my mother?”

      My father frowned. His chest heaved before he leaned back against the wall, gazing down at me with a bitter expression. “Because murder is not required,” he said. “In your mother’s case, it was impossible for me to isolate her in a timely manner. She slipped from my grasp. You, on the other hand, are stuck with me. You have been proclaimed to the world as dead. There would be no sense in killing you.”

      “Then what?”

      Instead of answering, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. He dialed a number before speaking. “I’m ready for Chase and the others.”

      Then he returned his phone to his back pocket. “You being a successful product of our enhancement drug—the very first successful product—we are going to keep you for further experimentation. I just wish that you had not refused to be of use to the organization willingly.”

      “What experimentation?” I asked, although I did not expect him to reply.

      He moved to the door and opened it, poking his head out into the corridor. I heard footsteps approaching. And then a large burly blond-haired man in black IBSI uniform entered, followed by six other uniformed men—all of them as well built.

      “So you’re ready?” the blond asked, his eyes falling on me. He had a Canadian accident.

      “Yes,” my father replied. “We are ready.” He turned to me again. “I’m sure you’ve had enough of sitting in this chair by now. We’re going to escort you to your new accommodation. Your long-term accommodation. I have tried to make it as comfortable as possible.”

      The blond, whom I guessed was Chase, walked toward me. Only as he reached within two feet of me did I realize that he was holding a syringe in his hand.

      I was about to protest—as much as I could while strapped to this blasted chair—but to my surprise, my father stepped forward and gripped his arm, pulling him back.

      “I’ve changed my mind, Chase. That won’t be necessary.”

      “Are you sure, sir?” one of the men by the door spoke up. He, too, had a Canadian accent.

      I was in Canada. I had to be. I didn’t recognize any of these men from Chicago. And it was too much of a coincidence that both had Canadian accidents.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” my father replied. “I only recently hit him with a heavy sedative. It’s not good to pump his system full of it again within such a short period of time.”

      Well, thanks for that.

      “So how will we get him downstairs?” Chase asked.

      “We’ll walk him,” my father replied.

      Everyone stared at him—including myself. Why would he risk that? Had these other men already taken the drug and become powerful enough to control me if I decided to fight?

      “Lawrence isn’t going to try anything,” he said impatiently.

      It didn’t make sense that he had such confidence in me.

      Chase withdrew a chain of keys from his pocket and slowly unlocked my restraints, until I was able to stand. Pain rolled through my body as I straightened. It wasn’t healthy to sit in that position for as long as I had. My lower back throbbed.

      I stood as tall as the other men, including my father. My eyes flitted to the entrance. My father held my gaze, his eyes cool, observant. Then he nodded toward the door.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      Two men stood beside me, holding my arms, while one walked directly in front, two more behind us. In this way we left the room and emerged in a hallway. Its walls were white, and light gray carpets lined the floor. Everything smelled clinical. Surgical.

      Sunlight spilled from a glass walkway in front of us. As we moved through it, my suspicion that we were in Canada was confirmed. We were at the IBSI’s Canadian mountain base. Surrounding us were snow-capped peaks for as far as the eye could see. The compound itself—consisting of the IBSI’s signature brown, oblong buildings—sprawled many miles.

      I supposed it made sense to bring me here. I was out of the way. Just as they’d thought I would be out of the way in that basement in The Woodlands.

      I considered attempting to run against the glass now, smash through it and land in the snow below. But I knew I wouldn’t get far in this wilderness. My father would immediately send recruits to scoop me up—probably hunters riding atop mutants—and then I would have lost whatever leniency my father was showing me. He likely would sedate me again. It would make everything harder in the long run.

      If I ever wanted to escape, I had to act with a cool head.

      They escorted me into an elevator and we descended seven floors, arriving at basement level. They led me down a long, narrow corridor. We stopped at the end of it, in front of a reinforced steel door. There was a hatch near the bottom of it—for pushing food through, I assumed.

      My father opened it and the men guided me inside an apartment.

      “All meals will be brought to you,” my father said. “We’ll put you on more frequent mealtimes again. You’ll find the apartment perfectly equipped. You’ll find a gym and even a sauna… I’ll come down to see you tomorrow.”

      The door closed and the bolts were drawn.

      I turned around and gazed at the apartment. It was spacious and comfortable. As I wandered through it, I passed a bedroom, a kitchen-dining room, a bathroom, a living room and then the gym and sauna.

      A beautiful cage indeed.

      At least I wasn’t strapped down to a chair anymore. That was some improvement. How much remained to be seen.

      How am I going to escape this place?

      I scanned the apartment, looking for any sign of weaknesses. It was windowless, of course. I eyed the ceiling and tested it by smashing dumbbells against it. I hoped that maybe I might find a weakness. But there was none. It seemed to be reinforced, just like the door.

      They had supernatural-proofed this place just for me.

      I walked around aimlessly for the next couple of hours, racking my brain for ideas. Then it was time for my first meal. I heard the hatch opening. A tray was pushed through, filled with cartons that contained what looked like a hearty meal. I guessed my father thought I needed it after being isolated in that pokey room for who knew how long.

      The hatch closed. I moved to the food and bent down to examine it. As I was about to carry the tray to the dining table, I stopped in my tracks. The man outside was talking—taking a call, apparently with his wife.

      Finally, my first idea hit me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Lawrence

        

      

    
    
      Now I knew that there was a phone signal down this low in the building and, heck, this far out in the mountains. The problem was I had no phone.

      Ben had mine. I had forgotten to reclaim it from him. That was the most fortunate thing that could’ve happened. Assuming he still had the phone—and I prayed that he did—I had a method of contacting him. Ben wouldn’t have been so stupid as to let it go, even if he did think I was dead. It was filled with important IBSI contacts. My father didn’t know what had happened to my phone.

      After finishing my meal, I headed to the gym and worked out on the treadmill. It helped to clear my thoughts, and formulate my plan enough so that by the next time my meal came round—just a snack this time—a few hours later, I was ready to seize the opportunity.

      Before whoever it was who had slipped the snack through could back away—I assumed that it was the same man as before—I called out, “Wait. I need help with something.”

      “What?” His gruff voice came back. Yes. It was the same man.

      “The bathroom flush is jammed.”

      The man groaned. “Can’t you figure it out?”

      “No,” I said. “I tried already… You don’t honestly think I would try something, do you? I know I wouldn’t get far.”

      “You’d better not try anything,” he grunted. “I’m carrying a gun.”

      The door reluctantly pushed open and in stepped one of the men who had escorted me down here. Keeping his gun at the ready, he circled me, not taking his eyes off mine. “You walk first, in front of me,” he said.

      I led him to the bathroom and gestured to the pot.

      As he bent down to look at it, I examined the belt around his waist. It had several slots, one containing an internal communication device, one a Swiss Army knife, and one with a thin light mobile phone. A similar model to my own.

      Here, although he kept his gun firmly in one hand, he had no choice but to bend over in order to examine the flush. Using my supernatural speed and deftness to my full advantage, I slipped the phone from his belt and stuffed it into my pocket. The man didn’t notice its missing weight as he stood again after testing the flush.

      His eyes narrowed. “There’s nothing wrong with it.”

      “You must have magic hands then,” I remarked dryly.

      He rolled his eyes before stalking out of the room. He headed out the door and locked it behind him.

      I waited until his footsteps had disappeared up the stairs before gazing down at the phone. Okay. My number. I need to call my number. I doubted it would be long before he realized his phone was missing.

      I punched in my number before pressing dial. I held it to my ear. Come on. Pick up. It rang and rang, then hit voicemail. I swore.

      I tried again and then again. Voicemail each time. I left a message anyway, of course, but I was left with a chilling feeling as I hung up for the fifth time.

      I waited five minutes before trying again, then ten minutes, and then the man returned for his device. The hatch opened and he called through the door. “Hey, I must have dropped my phone in there. I’m coming in.”

      I quickly erased the call history as he opened the door. I moved to him and handed it over.

      “Yes,” I said. “I found it on the commode carpet.”

      Taking it from me with a look of suspicion, he left.

      Great. Now what?

      I returned to the treadmill for the next half hour. But I kept hitting a block. My mind wandered back to the announcement my father had shown me. The broadcast of my death.

      I supposed that I should have just been grateful that he had chosen not to kill me outright.

      As if that’s something worthy of gratitude from a son to a father.

      I couldn’t get the visual out of my head. Me slumped in that chair.

      And Grace… Had she seen it? If anybody in The Shade had watched it, surely they would have shown her.

      As if she didn’t have enough to cope with already.

      I tried to return my thoughts to the matter at hand, but that broadcast kept playing over in my head.

      And then a second idea hit me abruptly. Why didn’t I think of it before?
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      I needed a phone again. I was kicking myself for not seeing the opportunity while I still held it in my hands. It was a smartphone, for heaven’s sake. Smartphones were called that for a reason. I had been too wrapped up in getting through to Ben before the guy returned for his possession to see any other way.

      I could only be grateful that my father had put me on a more regular diet (for what reason, exactly, I preferred not to wonder).

      By the time my third meal arrived, it was nighttime—and also after-hours for any regular IBSI worker. That meant that it was unlikely that the same man would bring it to me. And that was going to work to my advantage. I needed a different man.

      As the food was slipped through the hatch, I tried the same trick as before, but this time I told him that I did not know how to work the sauna. I said that I was feeling chilly and needed it to warm up.

      It didn’t work. Instead of groaning and acquiescing like his predecessor, he simply said, “I’m sure that you can figure it out… Just like you could have figured out the flush.”

      The first guy must’ve already warned him that I was up to something. He wasn’t going to fall for the same trap.

      The man’s footsteps trailed away.

      How am I going to get hold of another phone?

      Even if I did manage to convince one of the men who brought me food to come inside again, I doubted they would enter with their phone. Which would mean that, somehow, I had to get out of here in order to even have a chance of coming across one.

      After having already thoroughly examined this fortress, there was only one way I could think to do that. One potentially fatal way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After deliberating for another ten minutes, I made up my mind. In a situation as hopeless as mine, I had no choice.

      The first thing I did was run to the sauna and turn the heat up full blast. Then I headed to the bathroom and collected every toilet roll—swiping one from the holder and the rest stored in a cabinet. Then I did the same with kitchen rolls in the kitchen, as well as any other flammable material that I could find. I placed it all on the kitchen table before picking up one of the toilet rolls and lighting the stove. I set the paper on fire before racing to the wooden-paneled sauna. I placed the burning roll on the floor, then rushed away to get more paper and other flammable materials, until I had kindled a small bonfire—a bonfire that quickly grew as it began to lick the wooden panels. I was forced to step back from the heat and return to the hallway outside, but kept the door open. Smoke began to billow out.

      I gazed up at the ceiling. The fire alarm should be sounding about now.

      I backed away further as the fire encroached.

      A tingle ran down my spine. If the fire alarms hadn’t sounded yet, would they ever?

      There was enough smoke by now to make me feel nauseated. I headed to the front of the apartment, where the air was least contaminated. But that was quickly changing. As there were no windows, ventilation wasn’t exactly a strong point of this apartment.

      Okay. No fire alarm is going to come to my rescue.

      I hurried to the front door and pounded my fists against it as hard as I could.

      “Help!” I roared.

      But who would be down in the basement at this hour? And they had provided me with no means of communicating internally within the building. They’d kept me completely isolated.

      I continued to pound until there was no use in trying to pound anymore. I’d been banging on the door and shouting long and hard enough. Nobody was coming. And the fumes were beginning to cloud my brain.

      Unless I wanted this apartment to become my grave, I had to put the fire out.

      But as I moved back toward the flames, my eyes stinging, they had grown far wilder than I’d expected. I couldn’t even reach the kitchen or the bathroom anymore in order to access water. I had no choice but to race back to the front door.

      My vision dimmed, and I began struggling to hold my own weight. My palms planted against the door for support, I found myself slumping down to the floor. My last moment of consciousness was infused with the feeling of intense heat, and the sound of my labored breathing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Lawrence

        

      

    
    
      I woke up in a large, empty hospital ward, my arms and feet strapped to a bed.

      It took a few seconds for my senses to return to me. As they did, the skin on my back and the back of my legs felt like it was on fire. Doused with acid.

      I wore hospital clothes—a plain light blue shirt and pants. I tried to examine my burning skin but I had been wrapped up in bandages. Bandages that felt moist underneath. Some kind of cream had been applied to me.

      I groaned as I attempted to sit up. My restraints would not let me. I had to lean against the headboard in an uncomfortable half-upright position.

      Well, my “trick” had at least succeeded in getting me out of that apartment. But now that I was strapped down again, I wasn’t sure that I was any better off.

      I wondered how they had found me. How they had gotten to me in time.

      “Hello?” I called, my deep, thick voice echoing around the hall.

      The door at the far end of the hall swung open. In stepped my father. He strode over to me, his face stoic. Though I did detect concern behind his eyes.

      “What in the world happened?” he asked, staring down at me.

      “There was something wrong with the sauna. I reported the problem to the guy who brought me my last meal, but he refused to take a look at it.”

      He frowned. He didn’t believe my fib.

      As he had made his way toward me, I’d scanned his pants pocket, looking for the outline of a phone. He didn’t appear to carry anything on him except for an internal communication device. That was completely unlike my father. He always carried his phone with him. Maybe my father had made it a policy for nobody to go anywhere near me with a phone.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I’d feel a lot better if you released me from these restraints,” I snapped. “I can’t even sit upright.”

      My father withdrew a key and loosened them just slightly so that I could sit upright. He did not, of course, remove them.

      “You’re going to stay here for the next day or two, while you recover and we figure out a new residence for you—one with fire alarms.”

      “How did you get to me in time?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “You are incredibly lucky,” my father said darkly. “A late-night cleaner happened to venture down your corridor and noticed the smell… Anyway, I’ll leave you now. I have business to attend to.” When do you not have business to attend to? “A nurse will be in here soon.” He left the room.

      I struggled against my restraints again, but they appeared to be made of the same material as the ones in my previous prison.

      Keeping my eye on the clock, I waited for the nurse to arrive. Two nurses arrived about fifteen minutes later. They bustled around me, sitting me forward and checking my burns—burns which I still hadn’t seen. All the while, I tried to spot a phone on them. As with my father, although both had internal communication devices, neither of them had their mobile phone.

      I spent the next few hours alert to everybody who came into the ward. The women who attended me were not the same each time. But what was the same was the lack of phone.

      It was only when a meal was brought to me that I finally hit upon a stroke of luck.

      A nurse entered wheeling a metal trolley. She planted a tray on my lap before wandering away, further down the large hall. She stopped in front of a coat stand in between the men’s and women’s toilets.

      She lifted off a black handbag from the stand and dipped a hand into its front pocket. She pulled out a phone. From her closed stance, it was obvious that she wasn’t supposed to be doing this. She was trying to hide from the cameras as she scrolled through a text or checked her social sites. Most people could hardly live ten minutes without their phone.

      As I sensed her about to glance my way, I pretended to be fully occupied with my tray of food. She continued scrolling for the next minute before stowing the device back in her bag. I caught her glancing at me again from the corner of my eye as I ate a sandwich with exaggerated interest.

      She returned to my bedside to collect her trolley. As she moved away, I halted her.

      “Wait. I need the toilet.”

      She eyed me uncertainly. Then she pulled open the top drawer of the trolley and drew out a gun.

      “All right,” she muttered. “I’ll take you to the toilet. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you not to try anything.”

      Of course not. I would not dream of it…

      She unlocked my restraints, allowing me to stand. She kept the gun firmly pointed at me as we moved forward to the men’s rooms.

      My focus zoomed in on the handbag as we drew near. As I came within reach, quick as lightning, my arm shot out and grabbed it. Then I zoomed into the toilets and locked myself in one. I liked these toilets. There were no gaps at the bottom or top of the doors. They were proper rooms.

      By the time the woman came thundering after me, yelling at me to hand the bag back, I had already bolted myself inside.

      She began to beat against the door.

      I had to move quickly now. Very quickly.

      I pulled out the phone, then turned on the camera. I positioned it directly in front of my face, making sure that the lighting was clear enough to see every detail, and began to talk.

      “My name is Lawrence Conway, son of the IBSI’s founder and chairman, Atticus Conway. I’m sure you all know my face; I’m the man who underwent the successful enhancement drug trial. Also the man who was proclaimed dead.” Between the woman’s pounding, I went on to explain as briefly as I could what I knew about the IBSI’s hoax and cover-up of the Bloodless antidote, and then I was forced to end the recording. Although there was much more I could have said, time wasn’t exactly on my side. The longer the video was, the longer it would take to upload.

      The woman began to fire bullets, aimed at the lock. I knew the reason why she hadn’t immediately gone to get assistance. She would be found guilty and blamed for having brought a phone near me. Apparently she was hoping somehow to settle the matter herself, get the phone back so that she wouldn’t be exposed… but that was not going to happen.

      Holding my breath, I navigated to one of the most popular public news forums on the internet—Freeflow News. My post would quickly go viral if I submitted it there. Public forums were a much more effective way for spreading the truth than traditional media outlets. The latter were all in bed with the IBSI.

      I started uploading the video and prepared a headline for the post—“IBSI’s Hoax Exposed”. But then a different idea struck me.

      If I simply let loose this information now, I would have no leverage. It would be done. How would I actually get out of here?

      No. I needed to approach this differently. I needed to approach this slyly, in a similar way to how my father would.

      I needed to think like him, in order to beat him.

      Navigating to the text message app, I attached the video here and punched in my father’s number. I was sure that he would be reunited with his phone by now. Then I wrote:

      Dear Dad—I felt like putting the word in quote marks—Hello from the gents’ room. Please find the attached video. Your lies are about to be broadcast to the world. I’m about to submit the video to Freeflow. But you could stop me from doing that if you order the nurse standing outside my door to lower her gun and hand it to me when I step out.

      Reading over the message, even as the door began to splinter, I hit send.

      He would see it within seconds. Only a very few number of people knew his personal number, and all of them were important.

      My heart leapt as his response came back:

      How do I know you won’t submit it anyway?

      His reply filled me with hope. I had finally hit a nerve. He did not want this information being posted to that forum. I had leverage.

      I will hand the phone to the nurse in exchange for the gun. She can verify for herself that I have not submitted it.

      After sending my reply, there was a beat where I imagined my father thinking intensely.

      Then he texted back:

      Put me on loudspeaker.

      The phone rang and I immediately put it on loudspeaker.

      I yelled at the woman, “Hey! Shut up and listen!”

      The women stopped firing.

      “I’m ordering you to put your gun down, and hand it to my son when he steps out—in exchange for your phone.” My father’s deep voice emanated from the speaker.

      I imagined the thought terrified her. I could easily shoot her if I wanted to. But I doubted my father thought that I would do that. I was sure that he knew exactly what was on my mind.

      “O-Okay,” the woman croaked.

      I dared push the door open—which was seconds from opening anyway due to the damage she had caused. I was surprised that it had lasted this long.

      As I stepped out, we stared at each other in the eye. I held out the phone. She extended the gun. We both gripped the items at the same time and then I jerked away, pulling the gun from her while she took the phone.

      Or rather, tried to take the phone.

      My father played dirty. I was going to give him a taste of his own medicine. I hung up and, being in possession of both the gun and the phone, I raced back into the ward.

      The woman behind me yelled before racing to the ward’s exit. Not that there was much need for her to call recruits. My father would have already sent an emergency squad.

      I didn’t have a split second to lose. I hurtled to the nearest tall, French window and gazed out. We were on the second floor, blankets of snow lining the ground for as far as I could see. Then I cast my eyes about the hall for anything weighty. Or sharp. Anything that could help me smash the windows. Shooting bullets at these windows would only send them bouncing back off. They were reinforced. I grabbed hold of another coat stand nearby and smashed it against the glass. It took twelve swift smashes—using all the strength I possessed—for me to finally create a crack, and then I managed to break it completely. Enough for me to leap through.

      I had never jumped from such a height, but I landed with surprising grace, my feet sinking deep into the snow. Damn, it was cold. I didn’t know how long I would be able to last like this. But I couldn’t think of that.

      Clutching the phone in one hand and the gun in the other, I began to run as fast as I could. As I reached the main parking lot, I heard screeching and shouts behind me.

      I didn’t look back.

      There were security guards stationed at the parking lot’s barriers. One of them was on the phone—I was sure being warned about me. But I moved too quickly. I managed to leap over the barrier before they could attempt to stop me. And then I was on the other side of the compound. As I raced through the snow, my feet grew more numb by the second.

      Now I glanced back to see a flock of mutants, gaining speed rapidly. They were far more supernatural than me. I had to reach shelter fast.

      I changed direction abruptly, taking a sharp left toward the edge of a forest. I hurtled into the trees. Although the mutants still sounded close, it would be harder for them to spot me now. I tried to vary my direction and make it unpredictable, running to and fro. I had no sense of where I was heading and slowly but surely, I managed to shake off the mutants.

      Their screeching grew distant until it was decidedly faint.

      I couldn’t keep running much longer. Noticing the trees beginning to thin to my right, I urged myself onward before arriving at a clearing, at the end of which was the border of a mountain. My eyes roamed its foothills and up to its towering peak. The walls were jagged. Craggy. I felt confident that I would find some ledge free from snow among those rocks. Some small, relatively dry patch, where I could attempt to give respite to my feet.

      It took all my willpower to keep moving even as my feet felt like they were going to drop off. I scaled the mountain with heart-pounding speed.

      I didn’t find any crag or ledge that would be suitable for me to rest on—most of them were far too exposed to the sky. But instead, I found something better. The entrance to some kind of cave. Maybe belonging to a family of bears. But facing bears was the least of my worries.

      I stumbled inside, my feet finally on dryer ground.

      This was not a cave. It was a tunnel. I began to hurry down it, swerving sharply with its twists and turns. I was quite shocked at how long it was. It seemed to go on and on. I was impressed by my ability to see in the dark. I didn’t have the same clear vision as a vampire did, but I could make out the outline of the walls.

      The tunnel stopped winding and came to an end. Slowing down, I emerged into an actual cave. A strange sort of cave. As I strained my eyes to see through the darkness, it appeared that this cave was inhabited not by animals but… a person. Or people. Near the entrance was a pile of pots and pans and a camping stove. Gas lamps perched here and there. Shabby furniture was also scattered around the cave—a three-legged table with old wooden chairs surrounding it, a cupboard with a door missing. There was a stuffy, musty smell… and then I caught the sound of breathing.

      Several bundles lay on the floor, on the other side of the chamber. Slumbering people, wrapped in sleeping bags.

      I crept nearer, eyeing the bundles cautiously, until I had arrived within three feet. I couldn’t see any faces. All of the sleeping bags were drawn up over their heads as they slept.

      “Uh, excuse me,” I said hoarsely. “Excuse me.” I spoke more loudly.

      The bag closest to me stirred. Whoever it was turned around. A hand shot out and fumbled with a gas lamp above the person’s head. The person switched on the lamp, casting a glow over the rest of the forms.

      There were five in total.

      The one who had woken revealed his face. He was a young man, with deathly pale skin. His eyes were dark and groggy as they fixed on me.

      “Who are you?” he asked, staggering to his feet.

      He was about five foot eleven, with long hair that trailed to his shoulders. The other four bundles quickly stirred, and on noticing me, also stood up. They too were young men, just as pale.

      As if this discovery wasn’t odd enough, I realized they had wings protruding from the backs of their shoulders.

      My jaw dropped.

      Who are these men?
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      “Who are you?” I whispered.

      They frowned at me. “Who are you?” the nearest boy asked, his dark brows low over his aquamarine eyes.

      I supposed that I could trust them with my identity. I doubted they were involved with the IBSI. “My name’s Lawrence. Lawrence Conway. I’m, uh, kind of human.”

      “I’m Field,” the boy said. “And this is Fly, Sky, Rock and Blue.” He gestured to the boys behind him, from right to left. All of them were around the same height—all of them had long hair, too. Blue, I noted, was the only boy with blue eyes.

      What strange names. “You are… what are you?”

      Field gestured to his wings. Black, feathery wings.

      “Part Hawk, part vampire,” he replied. “Or so we’ve been told.”

      “Are you brothers?”

      He shrugged again. “You could say that.”

      A weird response. “Where were you born?”

      “In those brown buildings nearby. We never met our parents. Two harpy sisters were the closest we ever had to them. They named and raised us. Then we roamed all over the supernatural dimension trying to find out who we were, and look for our real parents…”

      The penny dropped. They were products of the IBSI’s hybrid experimentation. They must have been born at least partly with the help of a half-blood… though they were able to grow up. Half-bloods didn’t age. I supposed that was either the Hawk genes’ influence, or maybe some more human genes were thrown in the mix. Who knew how the IBSI did these things.

      “And you’ve lived here for how long?” I asked.

      “We don’t know exactly,” Field replied. “Years. We returned here since… well, it’s the closest we have to home.”

      Years… I glanced around their chamber again. It was hard to believe that they had lived for years like this, in hardly better conditions than animals.

      “What are you here for anyway?” Rock asked, cocking his head to one side. Rock was a blond boy with a splash of freckles across his nose.

      “I had a run-in with the IBSI,” I said. “I needed shelter. I found your tunnel.”

      “We try to stay away from them too,” Blue said knowingly.

      “So what’s your plan?” Sky, a brown-haired boy, asked.

      I glanced down at the phone in my hands. I should try to call Ben again. But otherwise… “I’m not sure… Do you mind if I take a seat?”

      “Go ahead,” Field said. All five of them sat down on their sleeping bags, crossing their legs.

      I examined my feet, still freezing cold. At least they would dry in here.

      I tried dialing my phone number. Still nobody picked up, but it didn’t go through to voicemail this time, which gave me a glimmer of hope. Perhaps the environment of the phone had changed. Or it had been set to a different mode. That would mean that Ben—or someone in The Shade—likely still had it. I had to keep trying every half hour to get through. I checked the battery indicator and gulped. It was hovering rather low. I switched it off to save the power for when I really needed it.

      So what do I do in the meantime? I had the IBSI hunting for me outside. My father would put every effort into tracking me down. The only place I would be safe would be back in The Shade. That was the only place that was untouchable by the IBSI…

      I found myself eyeing the wings of the bird boys curiously.

      “Have you ever heard of The Shade?” I asked them.

      They shook their heads.

      “It’s a haven for supernaturals. An island protected by witches. Many, many different types of creatures live there together. Safe and well cared for.” I paused, weighing my next words. “I’m pretty sure that you would be welcome there too.” Especially if you could get me back there. “You can fly, can’t you?”

      From the spark in their eyes, their interest had been piqued, but they looked doubtful.

      Field demonstrated his flight for me. He spread his wings and flew, rising up toward the high ceiling of the cave. “Yes,” he said, landing.

      “Where is the island exactly?” Sky asked.

      “Well, that’s kind of the problem. I don’t have access to that information right now.” I tightened my grip around the phone in my hand nervously. “But I have a way of contacting them. The first step would be to get as far away from here as possible. I can’t promise you that we would reach The Shade but, unless you would be content living in this cave for the rest of your lives, I don’t think you’ve exactly got much to lose… No offense.”

      Field turned to the others. “What do you guys think?”

      As they huddled round to talk, I moved to the other end of the room, not wanting to invade their space. They had no reason to trust me. I was just some random guy who showed up in their cave. But, as I had pointed out, they could hardly be much worse off. They had wings and I did not. I wasn’t exactly a danger to them.

      Apparently coming to such conclusions themselves, their conversation was fairly short.

      “Lawrence,” Field spoke up. “We’ll try it.”

      “But what’s the plan exactly?” Sky asked.

      “As I said, we need to get away from here. We should head to the nearest town or city—a good distance away from the IBSI’s base. Along the way I’ll keep trying to reach my contact in The Shade… If I can get through, then it should be very easy for us to travel the rest of the journey. One of the witches could come to collect us.”

      “Okay…” Field said slowly.

      “Then let’s go?” Rock said.

      “Let’s go,” I replied firmly, even as my jaw tensed.

      I hoped that these Hawks could fly fast. We also had to move extremely cautiously, fly low to the ground if necessary. We couldn’t afford to get spotted by the mutants who would be roaming this area in droves by now.

      My father was probably expecting to find me within the next few hours.

      He hadn’t been counting on me finding wings of my own…
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      Upon my return to The Tavern, and none of us having any clear direction of where to head next, we decided to return to Earth. Not to The Shade, yet, but to the small island that held the portal we most frequented—Rose and Caleb’s island.

      We zoomed out of the old well and landed in the jungle undergrowth before forming a circle where we sat in silence and thought. Where do we possibly go from here? I had the experience of coming across seemingly impossible luck in the supernatural dimension before, but this mission had been so far-fetched that we really couldn’t have expected anything to come from it. And in truth, we hadn’t. It had been desperation leading us forward—where else could we have gone but the supernatural realm when searching for those Hawk kids?

      “Well, we can’t just give up,” Lucas muttered, rubbing his forehead grumpily.

      No. We cannot give up. But until we get some idea of…

      Everyone started as a shrill ringing sounded. It took me a second to realize that it was coming from my back pocket. Lawrence’s phone. A light, sleek, top-of-the-range smartphone. I had forgotten that I still carried it with me.

      Fumbling to draw it out of my pocket, I checked the screen. The number was unrecognized.

      I accepted the call and pressed it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Ben?” a British voice hollered down the line. In the background was what sounded like some kind of busy highway. Vehicles zooming past.

      “Lawrence?” I gasped, leaping to my feet.

      “Oh, thank God,” the voice replied. “I’ve been trying to get through to you for hours!”

      “Y-You are Lawrence? H-How? You’re supposed to be dead!”

      “I’m not dead,” he roared back. “I can explain it to you, but not now. I’m running out of credit. And money isn’t exactly something that we’re loaded with right now. I need you to come and get me, take me back to The Shade. As fast as you can.”

      “Okay!” I stammered, even as I wondered what he meant by “we”—or perhaps I had just misheard with the noisy background. “Where are you?”

      He rattled off an address… a Canadian address. I punched it into the smartphone.

      “You got that right?” he asked.

      I repeated it to him, and he confirmed that I had recorded it correctly.

      “Okay,” he said, sighing heavily in relief before repeating, “Please, come as soon as you can.”

      “We will,” I promised him. “We will.”

      As I hung up the phone, I was still feeling stunned. I gazed around at the other gaping faces. But there was no time to answer the questions now.

      “Ibrahim,” I said. “You need to take all of us back to The Shade, and then you need to go and fetch Lawrence. He is alive! I have the address of the bridge he’ll be waiting under.”

      And so it was done. Everybody leapt to their feet and huddled around Ibrahim, and the next thing we knew, we were back at The Shade’s Port. I handed Ibrahim the address along with the phone. In case Lawrence tried to make contact again, it was best that Ibrahim kept it with him.

      Then Ibrahim vanished in a flash.

      One would have thought that by now, after all the events that had gone on in my life, I would have become somewhat immune to surprises. People coming back from the dead, and such.

      But life still always found a way of surprising me, even in the darkest of times. Life always found a way…

      As the majority of our group made our way to the hospital, we had all decided to wait there until Lawrence arrived. Maybe he would bring some good news for us. Some long-awaited good news.

      Arriving at the hospital entrance and hurrying up to Grace’s room, I hesitated by the door for a moment—steeling myself, as had become a habit—before pushing it open and allowing everyone inside.

      The room was, in fact, much the same as when I had left it. Except that it was emptier. Orlando and River were the only visitors in here. Orlando had been sitting in a chair, staring blankly at the opposite wall, while River had been sitting in a similar kind of daze, close to Grace’s cage but not close enough for our daughter to swipe at her. And our daughter. My eyes moved to her trapped within her prison. She seemed to have quieted a bit—perhaps her voice had gotten sore from all the screeching she had been doing. But as our group entered, we brought about another whole wave of complaints from her. It must’ve been all the fresh and interesting blood coming into the room.

      I moved to River. Slipping my arms around her waist, I hugged her before kissing her lips. She didn’t even ask whether we’d been successful or not. She could read me like a book. She had already sensed that we hadn’t been. I did have at least some good news to share with her… and with Orlando, who seemed to be particularly concerned about my daughter’s plight. Good of him, considering he and Grace were still very new acquaintances.

      “Lawrence made contact,” I announced. “Ibrahim has gone to fetch him. He’ll be arriving anytime soon.”

      River’s face fell in shock.

      “B-But Lawrence is dead! We saw his corpse on the television!”

      My expression darkened. “Whatever was shown on the television was a hoax. I have no idea what Atticus was hoping to gain by playing such a game, but he is alive. Trust me, he is alive.”

      He must’ve escaped somehow from his father. How he’d managed that was certainly a story that I was looking forward to hearing.

      “I wonder if he has discovered something,” Vivienne suggested.

      “Let’s hope you wonder right,” my father muttered.

      I hardly took my eyes off the clock as the time passed. I watched five minutes slip away, then ten minutes, and then… then I heard voices outside the door. Rushing to it, I ripped it open and literally yelled at the sight waiting for me outside.

      Ibrahim stood alongside five long-haired young men—all of them tall and sturdy looking. Wings hung from the backs of their shoulder blades, their faces pale like half-bloods.

      Ibrahim’s face was flushed with relief. “Meet our new residents of The Shade.”

      Life always finds a way, indeed.
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      After finally getting through to Ben, I wiped the sweat from my brow and returned to my companions, crouching down beneath the bridge. They looked up at me expectantly as I approached. I nodded.

      “Finally reached him,” I murmured.

      Then all we could do was wait. It had been a long ride from the mountains, and as soon as we’d reached a town and felt we were a safe enough distance away to stop, we had to figure out how to get some money because the hunter’s phone battery had died by then. I’d ended up pretending to be a beggar. Borrowing one of the bird boys’ scruffy caps, I put it on me and slumped down on the floor outside a twenty-four-hour store. A couple dropped me a few dollars within ten minutes. We were in business.

      We’d located a pay phone on a bridge-cum-highway. I had told Benjamin to look for us beneath the bridge because standing on a busy road was asking for trouble. The amount of time I had already been forced to spend up there when using the pay phone had been risky enough.

      Ibrahim arrived swiftly, thank heavens. The bird boys eyed him curiously as Ibrahim landed. But far less curiously than Ibrahim eyed them. I frowned at Ibrahim, bewildered, as his jaw hit the floor.

      “Oh, my God!” he cried, blinking as though he could hardly believe his eyes. “Y-You you found them! You found them!”

      “Sorry?” I found whom exactly?

      Ibrahim still looked so shocked, he could hardly string a sentence together.

      Clutching my shoulder, he said, “Let’s just get you all back to The Shade!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ibrahim magicked to us straight to Meadow Hospital. We arrived in a vaguely familiar hallway. I was sure I had once wheeled down this hallway with Grace chasing after me, worrying that I would strain myself.

      Grace.

      “How is Grace?” I began to ask, but Ibrahim shook his head.

      “You’ll see. Follow me.”

      He stopped outside a door and knocked. It was Benjamin who opened it. He displayed exactly the same shock as Ibrahim, though a bit more audibly. His eyes transfixed on the bird boys.

      “How? What?” he stammered before beckoning us all inside, even as he continued to stare at the boys.

      Gasps swept around the room as we emerged, everybody shooting to their feet. I gazed around at the semi-familiar faces. I was unable to see the bed with everyone standing.

      Everybody was so focused on the bird boys that they barely even noticed me back from the dead. Which suited me. I was dying to see Grace. But as I moved toward the bed, it was empty… and then, as the crowd shifted toward the entrance of the room to gather around the boys, my eyes fell on a sight that cut me to the core.

      Grace thrashed against some kind of magic semi-transparent bars.

      I stared at the creature in horror, for who else could this be but Grace?

      She had transformed completely. She had become practically androgynous. Just like the other Bloodless. Her hair and nails were gone. Her beautiful turquoise eyes had turned a gleaming black. I had come too late.

      I had failed her.

      Even now, I still had not discovered the cure.

      Maybe it was just my imagination, but she seemed to grow somewhat excited. She started thrashing harder. But that was probably just because of my blood, drawing so close to her.

      I felt torn apart.

      “Grace,” I breathed, having no idea if she could understand me in the slightest. “I am so sorry. I am so, so sorry.”

      I knelt on the floor near her, unable to concentrate on the conversation going on behind me. I sat there gazing at her for several minutes before Benjamin called me over.

      “Hey, Lawrence. Come here.”

      Tearing my eyes away from Grace, I crossed the room to her father.

      I didn’t understand why his expression was so light when his daughter was writhing around as a monster in a cage.

      “Do you have any idea who these young gentlemen are?” he said, positively beaming. “Who you have just brought to us?”

      I glanced over the boys and shrugged. “Only what they’ve told me—which I suspect they’ve also just told you. Right? Specimens, bred in a lab.” Like, I suspect, many other creatures were by the IBSI.

      Ben smiled.

      “I think you’ve just saved my daughter.”
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      What? Saved Grace?

      As Ben began to explain the significance of these five young men, I could hardly believe him. If what he was saying was true—that an extract from their blood was the missing fifth ingredient of the antidote—then fate had finally smiled upon me.

      I was also shocked when Ben told me that Dr. Finnegan had been brought here. She was in some temporary accommodation, but one of the witches left immediately to fetch her.

      “Lawrence!” she exclaimed on laying eyes on me. “You’re alive.”

      “Yeah,” I replied grimly.

      Everybody focused once more on the bird boys. They looked quite overwhelmed by everything. Obviously, they hadn’t had a clue of the significance of their bodies, or the role they had played in the IBSI’s history. In my mother’s history.

      But they willingly agreed to give us a blood sample.

      Corrine suggested that we all head to the “Sanctuary” to mix up the antidote. We already had the other four ingredients—Ben had kept the test tubes I’d given him back in the Chicago lab safe.

      She transported the whole crowd to a large circular room surrounded by shelf upon shelf of potions. There were two large stoves and a long counter that circled the room, upon which lay drying cauldrons and other utensils. A dusty bookshelf towered near the door. A spell room, indeed. I could not remember ever stepping into a witch’s spell room before, though I was quickly distracted from the novelty as Dr. Finnegan and Corrine gathered round the counter.

      Dr. Finnegan mixed up doses of the first four ingredients, and then Corrine, taking a syringe, withdrew a tiny amount of blood from Field, who’d been the first to volunteer. Dr. Finnegan said that even the drop that Corrine drew was too much; we could get by with a mere trace. But she doubted there would be any harm in adding the whole drop. We were all completely silent as we watched Dr. Finnegan add the blood and stir the antidote. Once she was satisfied, we returned to Grace’s hospital room.

      As everyone gathered around her cage, Grace acted up again. Our blood was agitating her.

      Corrine used her magic to stop Grace from moving so much and forced her to lie flat on the floor. Then she removed the magic cage.

      Dr. Finnegan held out the tube of antidote directly above Grace’s face and to my surprise, Grace’s mouth opened.

      Perhaps she sensed the blood.

      Dr. Finnegan tipped the potion into Grace’s mouth. Grace swallowed, not wasting a drop.

      Now was the moment of truth.

      The tension in the room was tangible. I couldn’t even bring myself to think about where we would stand if this didn’t work.

      Grace became still and quiet, but there was no noticeable change in her yet.

      “There’s not really any set time for this antidote to work,” Dr. Finnegan said. “Especially since she’s half fae. I don’t know exactly how it’s going to play out… We just need to wait.”

      And so we did.

      One hour passed. Then two hours. Still there was no change. Grace lay there on the floor, calmly but still a Bloodless.

      Then, after the third hour, something started to happen, causing everyone’s breath to hitch. Grace’s complexion warmed noticeably. The paleness faded, slowly but surely being replaced with a more natural skin tone.

      The next noticeable change was her eyes. The blackness began to fade, her irises gradually returning closer and closer to their original turquoise color.

      Then other parts of her face started changing. Her lips, which had been shrunken, began to smooth and gain volume. The oddest thing about her facial transformation was her nose.

      It started to jut out, until it attained the length of a normal nose. But it looked bruised. As if someone had punched her hard. Like the bone was broken.

      But she was coming back.

      She was coming back.

      The atmosphere in the room grew more and more electric as the hours went by until finally… Grace was back.
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      My nose felt like it had been smashed by a baseball bat. Every part of me hurt. It felt like I had been put through a shredder. My limbs, still very thin, felt weak and hard to move. But at least I felt full control over them now.

      I was back.

      And, by some miracle, so was Lawrence.

      I raised my head… and what a wonderful feeling that was. To finally have my body respond to me, rather than the terrifying virus that had overtaken me.

      My mother broke out in tears, and so did my father. They were the first to smother me in hugs and kisses. They didn’t realize how fragile I still was and, both of them being supernaturals, I found their embrace rather overbearing. But I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I was too relieved to be holding them again.

      After they let go of me, the rest of my family stooped down and had their turns. Also Orlando, who kissed me on the cheek.

      And then, still standing and gazing over me, half overjoyed, half in disbelief, was Lawrence. Lawrence. Whatever had happened to him, he looked like he had been through the mill himself. His skin was uncharacteristically red, and when he moved his arms, I noticed nasty burns at the back of them.

      I wasn’t able to hold my own weight yet. My mother and father helped me stand and sat me on the edge of the bed. Lawrence moved to me. He bent down to my level and, reaching a hand behind my neck, he pressed a tender kiss against my forehead, his breath constricted with emotion.

      “You made it, Grace,” he said hoarsely.

      I still wasn’t sure how I had made it. I had been losing my mind more and more as the hours passed as a Bloodless, and I hadn’t been able to pay much attention to the conversations that had been going on around me prior to being fed the antidote.

      I still had a lot of recovery to make. I had no nails, for a start. And I was still bald. But hopefully those things would grow back with time.

      As I gazed up at Lawrence, my eyes felt watery. “How did it happen? How are you alive?”

      Lawrence’s eyes broadened. “How do you know I was supposed to be gone?”

      I glanced around the room. From the look on everyone’s faces, they seemed to be wondering the same thing.

      “I could understand things still,” I said. “I still had thoughts… though I’m not sure how long that would have lasted.” My eyes returned to Lawrence, not having the patience to go into details now about my trauma. “Tell me what happened!”

      “It was all a hoax by my father,” he replied. “He was holding me captive and wanted to prevent anyone from The Shade from looking for me.”

      There was so much I needed to be filled in on. So much had happened during my “time-out”.

      “And h-how did you just cure me?” I looked to my mother and father with this question. “Why didn’t it work before?”

      My mother, her eyes still swimming with tears, gestured to the door. Near it stood five young men… most peculiar young men. They looked like a cross between giant birds and vampires. She moved over to one of them and clutched his arm, leading him forward. I gazed up into his bluish-green-eyed face, framed by locks of deep brown hair.

      “It’s all thanks to Lawrence finding this young man, Field,” my mother said, her voice choked up, “and Field kindly offering his blood. Field’s blood was the key to curing you.”

      As my family and Lawrence explained that Lawrence had been given a faulty ingredient by his father—Bloodless venom, at that—and the journey behind their arrival at the real fifth ingredient, I could hardly believe it.

      I wanted to ask more questions, but Corrine broke up the party by saying that I needed to rest. Although I wished we could have continued talking, she was right. I felt exhausted. Like I could sleep for four hundred years.

      But before they left the room, I pulled Lawrence down to my level and held him tight, burying my face in his neck and kissing it.

      Then I gazed up at the young man who was responsible for saving me. I reached for his arm and pulled him down to my level too, giving him a warm hug. Apparently he and his four companions were planning to reside with us in The Shade now.

      After I had rested, along with getting some proper time alone with Lawrence, I wanted to get to know this mysterious boy Field better. I was sure that there would be plenty of time for that too.
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      After Victoria wisely suggested that we head back to the ship, I thought that we were going to be forced to return to land and travel by foot. That I would have to somehow run while carrying her, even with the pain every part of my skin was tingling with.

      When she tightened her arms around me, I yelped in shock as the two of us lifted into the air.

      Holding her tighter against me, I gasped, “Wh-What is this? Did a witch cast a spell on you?”

      “Kind of…”

      As she began to explain to me her journey since I had last seen her, I could hardly believe it. First of all, the existence of the vial came as a shock to me. But then her drinking from it? When it could’ve killed her? She had made herself part-Mortclaw— part monster— for me. She was crazy.

      An insane woman.

      As she flew with me over the shore and we searched the waters for my ship, it took a while for her revelations to sink in. Then she insisted that I explain to her my own journey.

      I was profoundly relieved to finally tell her why I had run away from her back in The Woodlands. That I couldn’t be seen with her.

      In fact, even now, I couldn’t be seen with her.

      “Do you have any idea what that jinni was trying to do to me?” I asked her.

      “Yes, I do have an idea,” Victoria said darkly. “I’m almost certain that they were trying to transform you into a half-scorpion.”

      My mind returned to the pictures on the wall of that cave the jinni had led me to. I shuddered. Though I doubted I would’ve survived the full transformation, anyway. I had been minutes from death in that burning pool. Victoria was certainly convinced that I would’ve died before ever succeeding.

      “What did you say to the jinni to make them do that to you?” she asked. “And why were you in The Dunes in the first place?”

      Due to the same craziness that drove you to drink from that vial.

      “Victoria, as I told you, if my mother ever finds out that I’ve seen you, you are in danger from my entire family. No matter what she might’ve said to you in the meeting you had with her, and what you have become, I still fear that she would reject you.” I sighed deeply. “I wanted to solve our problem for good, by making myself into something they themselves would want nothing to do with. Something that would bring shame and embarrassment to their entire lineage. If they disconnected from me, they would have no reason to keep tabs on you or hold grudges. But now that my plan has gone all wrong, you are still in danger.”

      Her arms closed more tightly around me. She gazed into my eyes, fearful. But not the fear she should have held. “You can’t leave me again,” she said. “Don’t even think about it.”

      The ship came into view beneath us. As Victoria descended with me, it was clear that we still had a lot to discuss. But my body was still shaking from the relief of finding her again. Now that we were returning to solid ground, I needed us to pause this discussion.

      Landing on the deck, I took Victoria to the control cabin, where Cecil was asleep, head leaned against the log wall. I hated to wake him but I had no choice.

      “Cecil,” I said quietly, shaking him.

      His head lifted, his eyelids fluttering open. His eyes widened and he looked quite stunned to see the two of us standing side by side.

      “B-Bastien?”

      “I found Victoria! We can leave this land now.” And go where, I still wasn’t sure. But it didn’t matter for the moment. We just needed to put distance between ourselves and The Dunes.

      All I could think about was being alone with Victoria. Somewhere safe where I could hold her and kiss her properly without the distraction of the waves and the wind. Just a few minutes was all I asked for…

      “How has Yuraya been?” I asked.

      “Fine,” Cecil replied. “I’ve been sure to check on her every hour.”

      “Wait here,” I told Victoria, before dashing down the stairs to where I had left Yuraya. Indeed, she was still unconscious, lying next to the heap of potent weeds I had collected from The Woodlands.

      I returned upstairs to Victoria and Cecil. Interrupting the conversation that had started between the two, I took Victoria’s arm.

      “Cecil, would you mind taking charge and navigating us away? I need some… time with Victoria.”

      Cecil obliged. As he began to make the preparations to sail away, I led Victoria to the opposite end of the boat. About three quarters of the way along the deck there was a lower platform—a balcony. Its lower position created a kind of shield from the upper deck, allowing a sense of privacy.

      I picked Victoria up and carried her down to the balcony. Setting her on her feet, I leaned her back against a pole. Her arms draped over my shoulders. I buried my head against her neck, breathing her in deeply. It felt like an age since I had last held her. It felt like, before my brain could move on to other matters, I needed to reconnect with her first. Body and mind. For me, as a werewolf, everything started with scent.

      She moaned softly as I ran my lips down the arch of her neck, across her shoulders. Even as this hybrid being who was still a complete mystery to me, she still smelled like my girl. The same Victoria I’d first laid eyes on while trapped in that cage back on Earth. The same Victoria I had traveled for days through The Woodlands with. The same Victoria who had shared my bed. She was my Victoria, and now, as I caught her lower lip between my lips, I felt the desperate need to finally make her mine. Fully mine.

      The time and distance that had separated us had only made my desire burn stronger for her. It made me realize that I truly would do anything for this woman. Although I was still afraid to even be with her now, with my mother’s threat playing at the back of my mind, I could no longer resist my urge.

      I wanted to create a bond with her that would never be broken. One that would keep us bound together, even if we were torn apart again in the future.

      I must’ve looked a mess right now, my skin red and burned. But all she was looking at was my eyes. Her crystal-blue ones gazed deep into mine.

      My heart pounding, I hardly even knew how to control my passions. I wanted to shed our garments, the barrier that stopped us from pressing together, skin to skin. As our kiss deepened, her body responding to mine, I knew that she wanted the same.

      As untraditional as I might be labeled due to falling in love with a human, there were still some traditions that were ingrained in me.

      “Victoria,” I whispered. I unclasped my lips from hers before trailing them up her cheek and kissing her eyelids. I struggled to find the words to express what I was feeling inside right now. It was impossible. Her scent was driving me wild. Her hands roaming through my hair, the hitching of her breath… Anything that came out of my mouth would sound horribly insufficient. But at least I could try. Clearing my throat, I blurted the first words that came to me. “I need you, Victoria. You… You’ve made me insane.”

      Her back still pressed against the pole, I lowered myself down until I was kneeling. Resting my hands on her lower back, I lifted up the ends of her shirt and kissed her perfectly formed navel, trailing my way down to the border of her pants.

      My mouth dried. I knew what I wanted. But I… I didn’t know exactly how to get there. In The Woodlands everything was so… arranged.

      How is this done by humans? I didn’t even know.

      I glanced up at her. Her eyes had widened, her lips parted. I seemed to be doing something right.

      And who cared even if I did everything wrong? Victoria didn’t. She loved me for whatever I was.

      A blush rose to her cheeks as she knelt to my level. That blush… it was my undoing.

      “I want you to have my children, Victoria Vaughn,” I whispered, gazing intensely into her eyes, our lips an inch apart. “Even though we’re still stuck in this mess, I… I’m asking you to be mine.”

      Victoria was barely breathing as she stared at me.

      What was going through her head? I wished that she would say something. Had it been wrong to mention children? Did they not do that where she was from? I was just trying to be honest. It didn’t help that my passions were raging for her.

      She leaned closer until our foreheads touched, holding the sides of my face.

      “I already am yours, Bastien,” she breathed. “Are you so blind?”
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      Leaving Victoria on the balcony, I zoomed back to Cecil on the other side of the deck.

      We were making good speed away from The Dunes. We were already a fair distance away.

      “Cecil,” I panted, planting a hand on his shoulder.

      “What?”

      “I need to ask you for another favor.”

      He frowned. “What’s that?”

      “I need you to witness Victoria’s and my vows.”

      His jaw dropped. “Vows? You mean—”

      “Yes,” I said breathlessly. “Victoria has agreed to be mine. Forever.”

      After he put aside the reins, he worked to steady the ship so that he could leave the control room for a few minutes. He accompanied me to the balcony.

      Victoria was waiting—standing now and facing us—cheeks rosy as ever. She leaned against the pole, hands behind her back, looking anxious, yet overjoyed. That summed up my feeling too.

      We had no rings to exchange, but that didn’t matter. Who cared about rings, anyway? Narrow bands that restricted your blood flow.

      Victoria’s and my love didn’t need rings.

      My vow to Victoria was simple: “I love you, Victoria. And I will never stop loving you.”

      Words were not so important in a werewolf marriage, anyway. The real bond took place after the ceremony, when the couple was left alone…

      It didn’t even feel like I needed a vow from Victoria. Her actions had spoken far more than any words could. She had already sacrificed for me more than I could’ve ever dreamed she would. And we weren’t even married yet.

      I ran my hands down her arms as she gazed earnestly into my eyes. “You are my key to happiness, Bastien. For better or for worse, you’ve become like a drug to me. I seem to start doing really stupid things without you… So please, don’t ever leave me again.”

      I couldn’t help but stoop down to claim her lips there and then, forgetting that I was supposed to be waiting for Cecil to give me the command.

      “Uh, what exactly do you need me for again, Bastien?” Cecil chuckled, rolling his eyes. He proceeded with some other formalities, some set oaths that all happy couples were supposed to agree to—which in my book were so blindingly obvious they hardly even needed to be spoken—in regards to the sacredness and longevity of a marriage; and then he pronounced us officially man and wife. Our small ceremony was over.

      Cecil knew me too well to hang around long. He kissed Victoria’s head and wished her all happiness before making his way back to the front of the boat.

      When I turned to Victoria, her smile lit me up. I caught her hand and led her back to the deck. We entered the trap door and descended the steps to the lower levels.

      I left her in the hallway while going to check once more on Yuraya. She was still knocked out. Then I returned to Victoria and began searching for a room we could call our own… at least for a short while.
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      It still had not quite clicked what Bastien and I had just done. Although, in a way, it felt anticlimactic. Not because the ceremony was so small, or because my family was absent, but because, as I’d told Bastien, I’d already committed myself to him long ago… even before I’d realized it.

      The happiness and excitement in my love’s eyes as he led me into an empty cabin was both endearing and contagious. There was very little in the world that made me more happy than witnessing Bastien’s happiness.

      As he closed the door to the cabin, shutting us in our own world, I was aware that there was more to a werewolf marriage than just exchanging vows. But I was not sure exactly what it was…

      Moving to me, he pressed his lips to mine and engulfed me in another kiss. As he drew away, his mood had suddenly become more wolf than man. There was an almost animalistic glint in his eyes as he laid me on the bed. He pressed his hands against my hips, making me sink deeper into the mattress, as if to anchor me. Then he crawled over me, his knees on either side of me as, slowly, he removed my top. His lips moved across my chest before his fingers reached the border of my pants. Sliding his fingers beneath them, he pulled them off until they were pooled at the end of the bed.

      Now I lay beneath his tense body in just my underwear.

      For somebody who was supposed to be a virgin—pure as a snowflake, as Brucella had always made him out to be—Bastien had a sharp instinct as to what to do.

      He slipped his hands beneath my back and deftly unclasped my bra. Do they even have bra clasps in The Woodlands?

      The blood rushed to my face as he pulled my bra off and took me in. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, his lips flushing with desire. His hands trailed further down my body and removed my remaining underwear.

      Then he took my hands and pulled me to stand up on the bed, while he stepped back down to the floor. My hair loose against my shoulders, I found myself wrapping my arms around myself bashfully.

      But he caught my arms and replaced them by my sides.

      “Please, Victoria,” he said, his voice husky. “You’re so beautiful. I want to look at you.”

      And so I stood for him, watching as his eyes roamed me, even as I wondered what he was thinking… until he finally removed his last remaining piece of clothing, letting it fall to his feet.

      I was sure that my body reacted visibly. My breathing labored as he allowed me to take him in fully, just as he was drinking in the sight of me.

      In that moment, I wanted nothing but to step off the bed and melt into him. I wanted nothing to exist but our rapidly beating hearts. Our skin, molded together. His breathing against my hair. Him. All of him.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep myself away from him.

      I let out an audible sigh of relief as Bastien moved to me. Holding my waist, he pushed me back down against the bed. My breath hitched as he lowered onto me, our skin finally touching. He twisted us around so that we lay on our sides, my back against his front. His body spooning around me, his hands caressed my waist and grazed my bosom, before settling over my heart. I realized my ear was about level with his heart, too. Perhaps that was his intention. He lifted one hand to tilt my head, so that my left ear touched his skin. Now I could hear his heartbeat just as he could feel mine.

      Was this some kind of werewolf thing?

      I recalled one time in the hospital when he had slipped between the sheets to press his ear against my chest, with the excuse that he was listening to my heart. Maybe it hadn’t been an excuse and this was something that werewolves did.

      As we lay still together, our focus on one another’s heart, it was as if the universe stilled… but not us. Thump. Thump. Thump. As Bastien took my hand and cupped it over my heart alongside his, I realized as the seconds passed, our heartbeats were sounding closer together, closer and closer until they pumped exactly in unison. The experience was metaphysical. Almost spiritual. Like some kind of otherworldly energy fusing us together, dictating both of our hearts… commanding them to beat as one.

      Unexpected tears welled in my eyes—tears of bliss, tears of complete contentment, tears of oneness—and as I panned my head to Bastien’s, I realized that the corners of his eyes had moistened too even as he gazed down at me intensely.

      I didn’t know what kind of magic this was. But it felt like our hearts had just been forged together. Bonded in a way that could never be broken. Not by jealousy or misunderstanding. Not by time or distance. Not by anything. Even if we wanted it to be.

      Bastien’s and my love felt immortalized. Any words we had exchanged as vows suddenly felt meaningless, pathetic, in the face of this… this deepness. I didn’t even know how to describe it. I was running out of words. Out of thoughts.

      All I wanted now was to feel him fully. To fulfill our physical connection. Our souls had entwined… now I needed the same for our bodies.

      As though our thoughts, too, had become in sync, Bastien’s hands lowered from my chest. They gripped my hips and he twisted me around, our faces level on the pillows. His arms engulfing me, he locked our upper bodies together as tightly as was physically possible. Our lips, chests, upper torsos… Drinking in his deep, slow kisses like I was drowning, I parted my legs and twined them around him as he moved in to complete us.

      My moan stifled by his kiss, he rolled us over until he was on top of me. Before claiming me further, he raised his face above mine, his gray eyes glassy with passion.

      He ran his hand up my body to again settle over my bosom, as if to check our hearts were still in tune.

      Then a smile parted his lips.

      “You are still with me,” he breathed.

      “Always,” I gasped as he moved deeper, closing the final gap between us, completely and forever.
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      I spent some time in the hospital after we returned to The Shade. I had been through an ordeal and a half in The Dewglades, and my feet in particular were paining me after being trapped in those heavy blocks of resin for hours.

      After Shayla had seen to me and told me that she’d done everything she could, I wanted nothing more than to return to my apartment and sleep. Well… that wasn’t quite true.

      I realized that I was more eager to see Marion than to sleep. Far more eager. She’d been almost the only thing on my mind since I had returned to the island, and in fact, since we landed in The Dewglades. During those dark hours I’d spent with the marsh dwellers, something had sparked in me for Marion. My longing for her became almost tangible. Real, for the first time.

      I relished the feeling of being able to fly again as I hurtled through the trees back to my treehouse. The sight of my veranda filled me with comfort.

      I entered the apartment quietly in case Marion was sleeping, which I guessed she would be at this hour. As I gazed around the living room, I could scent her sweet presence.

      After drinking some water, I moved silently to the spare bedroom.

      The door was ajar. I pushed it open a little wider. Marion and her baby lay sleeping.

      I thought to close the door, perhaps take a long warm shower, and then get into my own bed. But I found myself disappointed that she was asleep, and I didn’t feel quite ready to turn my eyes away from her yet. Her pretty sleeping face. And so I found myself moving closer to the bed until I stood against it. She lay near the edge, acting as a barricade for her baby girl.

      I felt a pull as I gazed upon her slightly parted lips, her smooth eyelids. I wished that she would open her eyes so I could witness them in all their beauty. I would have to wait until the morning for that.

      I stayed a few moments longer, but before I turned around to head out of the room, I found myself bending over, closer, closer, as though she and I were magnets. My lips found her soft forehead, where I laid a gentle kiss. Gentle enough that I would not wake her, I hoped, but not too gentle that I could not feel her.

      Then I raised myself quickly, afraid that I had lingered a little too long. I began to back away… but I had, indeed, lingered too long.

      Marion began to stir. Oh dear. She had felt my kiss. I stood rooted to the spot as she shifted on the bed, and then her eyelids flickered, opening slowly. A frown marred her features as she came to, and then her large hazel eyes traveled to me.

      Surprise flickered across her face as she sat up hurriedly.

      “Lucas?” she whispered.

      Her voice saying my name never failed to send a tingle down my spine.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was actually conscious that my lips had been against her forehead. And I was going to play innocent unless and until I sensed she realized it.

      I could hardly explain to myself in English why I had done that, stooped down to kiss her, let alone attempt to communicate in pigeon French.

      And I couldn’t trust Claudia as a translator. I would say one thing to her and she could spit out entirely another to Marion. She still had not told me the meaning of Marion’s parting words.

      Feeling tongue-tied, I backed out of the room and returned to the corridor, my temperature feeling significantly raised. I felt hot and flustered all of a sudden, and the blood had risen to my cheeks.

      What is going on with you, Novak? She’s just a girl… At least, that’s what I would’ve said to myself decades ago. But since Sofia arrived in The Shade and I had witnessed my own brother’s transformation, I had realized it never boded well to underestimate the power a woman could have over a man. Especially the right woman.

      Marion emerged in the corridor after me, as I had half expected her to. She shut the door behind her, allowing her baby to continue sleeping in peace.

      Her eyes widened as she gazed up at me, questioning.

      “How was your trip?” she asked, her voice still thick and deep from sleep.

      I couldn’t exactly bring myself to respond that my trip had been “fine”. So instead I said, “It was, uh, unexpected.”

      She tilted her head to one side. “Why?”

      Because… I racked my brain for an answer…  Because I realized how much I miss you.

      I couldn’t find the courage to say that to her, though. And even if I did, she might not understand it.

      Maybe my eyes spoke to her, however, more than my mouth did, because her gaze on me seemed to soften.

      “I missed you, Lucas,” she whispered, as if she could read my thoughts.

      I swallowed hard. I needed to tell her something. Anything to get these feelings off my chest.

      “Marion, I…” As I began, her full lips parted, as though beckoning me in.

      Oh, dammit. What use are words in a moment like this?

      The next thing I knew, I had closed the distance between us. My hands settled on her hips and pressed her against me. Then my lips were descending, until they met hers… and locked around her mouth. She let out a soft gasp against my kiss, or was it a moan? I pulled her closer still, before her arms found my neck and wrapped around it.

      My hands slid to her thighs. I pulled her upward, propping her against the wall and pinning her there with my body.

      This was escalating to a level I hadn’t intended, but the passion with which she was beginning to respond to my affection was making my brain fuzzy.

      My kiss, tender at first as I relished exploring the contours of her lips— lips, I supposed, I had imagined kissing for a while now — intensified, and deepened. Soon we were struggling to breathe as our lips kneaded together, our bodies attempting to close every small gap between us.

      “Je t’aime, Lucas,” she gasped in my ear as we broke apart for but a second.

      I didn’t need to ask Claudia for a translation this time. I finally understood what the blonde had said Marion and I knew all along.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Derek

        

      

    
    
      It felt like we all deserved an extended holiday as Sofia and I returned to our treehouse.

      Grace appeared to have been fixed. Soon, we would attempt to fix Orlando, too. We still had a mountain of other problems, but at least, Grace was back.

      I was exhausted. I could hardly even remember the last time I had slept. And so was Sofia. Even though she had returned to The Shade before the rest of us to help Corrine with the babies, she had obviously not been able to get a wink of sleep either.

      With so much ahead of us, now still wasn’t the time for sleep. But we could take a little break to recharge ourselves before our next marathon began.

      After shedding our clothes, Sofia and I took a shower together to unwind. We stood beneath the soothing hot water beating down on us, each lost in thought.

      Although I ought to be relaxing my mind, I couldn’t help but contemplate our next move. We had discovered the antidote and it had been proven to work. I had ensured that Xavier recorded the entire process so that we had solid evidence if and when the time was required.

      Not only did we need to expose the IBSI to the world in such a way that nobody could doubt their disqualification to remain in any position of leadership—and cast them out—we also needed to find a way to spread this antidote en masse. I had no idea how we would do that. We had a huge number of the orange-leaved trees—a massive cargo ship of them—but we only had five vampire-Hawks. Plus, there were three other plant-based ingredients we needed to source, which were apparently found in Aviary. What if the IBSI had gassed those, just as they had the trees?

      Sofia nuzzled her head against my chest, coming out of her own stillness. She stood on her tiptoes and pulled me down for a kiss.

      I breathed in deeply and closed my eyes, allowing myself to get lost in her. My hands trailed through her damp hair as I pulled her closer to me.

      Sofia knew how to distract me.

      “What happened to the infants, by the way?” I asked, as our lips parted. “The ogre babies and those other… weird things.”

      “Shayla took them in,” Sofia replied. “She, along with a few jinn, are looking after them in one of the hospital wards.”

      “Do you have any idea what those grayish babies are?”

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “Maybe the jinn have some idea. I’ve been so focused on Grace I haven’t been down to see them since we left them with Shayla.”

      “Hm.” We would have to discuss those babies at some point and figure out what we were going to do with them. At least in regards to the ogres, perhaps Brett and Bella would decide to adopt them, even though they were still not officially a couple.

      Sofia turned off the taps. Taking my hand, she led me out of the shower. We dried ourselves before slipping into our nightclothes, then headed to our bedroom.

      As we slid between the sheets, I gathered Sofia to me, her head resting against my chest. I inhaled the scent of her hair and listened as her breathing deepened until she fell asleep. The steady heave and sigh of her chest slowly coaxed me into a comfortable semi-slumber.

      Today, we had reached an undeniable milestone. There would still be hard work ahead of us, no doubt… but something told me that the next chapter of our journey would be far more relishable.

      There was little I enjoyed more than watching pride fall.
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        WHAT’S NEXT?

      

      Dearest Shaddict,

      I have two exciting new releases for you to mark in your calendar!

      
        1st Announcement:

        My non-Shade (and longest ever) novel

      

      I can finally announce a secret novel I’ve been working on for months! (Check out the amazing cinematic trailer for it on Youtube by clicking here.)

      The title is The Gender Game, and it releases September 24, 2016.

      If you have enjoyed the Shade books, here are 3 REASONS why you will love this book as well:

      1) The Gender Game has everything you've loved about the Shade: the mystery, the unexpected twists and turns, the intense romance... you will experience my signature writing style on every page.

      2) It's the longest book I've ever written.

      3) I can honestly say I believe this is also the best book I've ever written. I've never had a storyline possess me like this one has -- the characters won't leave my head even when I sleep -- and I've never been as excited to share a book with you.

      This story is really something special and I hope you will give it a chance. I think you'll be pleasantly surprised :)

      If you pre-order now, you'll lock in the lower launch price (price is planned to rise for the ebook after release):

      Tap here to pre-order your copy now!

      Here’s what early readers are saying:

      "Bella takes this genre to a new level. Imagine the intrigue of Divergent, the suspense of The Maze Runner and the heart-pounding excitement of The Hunger Games. That is the magic Bella is working with her new novel The Gender Game."

      "The chemistry between the characters is INTENSE. Forbidden romance at its best!" 

      "You can never predict where Bella Forrest will take a story!"

      "Intrigue, danger and mystery at every corner."

      And here’s a preview of the spectacular cover:
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      Tap here to pre-order your copy now!

      

      
        2nd Announcement:

        Ready for the FINAL book of “Season 4” of the Novak clan’s story?

      

      The next book, A Shade of Vampire 32: A Day of Glory is the GRAND FINALE of what has been “Season 4” of the A Shade of Vampire series.

      A Day of Glory releases August 26th, 2016.

      Pre-order your copy now and have it delivered automatically on release day:

      If you’re in the USA: Tap here

      UK: Tap here

      Any other country: Tap here

      Here’s a preview of the awesome cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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      Thank you for reading.

      I will see you again very soon!

      Love,

      Bella xxx

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal  reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (You’ll also be the first to receive news about movies/TV show as well as other exciting projects that may be coming up!)

      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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