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It was another busy Thursday afternoon at Omicron Incorporated headquarters. After three weeks of costly overtime to repair the building's structural damage and replace equipment, the company had finally returned to its usual productivity. 

Inside the central control room, contractor Arlo Anderson was busy working on the operating system. The sound of people approaching the room caused Arlo to glance around nervously. The fearful human let out a relief-filled sigh when a chatty group walked past the open door without giving him a second thought. 

Arlo had been working on this assignment for four days without a second glimpse from the staff, but that did little to ease the crippling fear looming over him. It had been three weeks since his sister coerced him to unlawfully enter this building one harrowing night, resulting in mayhem, substantial property damage, and an incapacitating gunshot wound. His scar stung when reminded of the sensation of the bullet entering his body. 

After that fateful day, Arlo hoped he would never have to set foot inside this building again. But much to his dismay, Omicron hired his employer as a specialty consultant to upgrade their security after saboteurs hacked their system and destroyed their servers with explosives. Being a technically culpable associate of the responsible party, Arlo panicked when his boss assigned him the Omicron job. He considered turning it down, but since this was the first assignment after his promotion, the last thing he wanted was to get off on the wrong foot. 

The week leading up to the job was even more nerve-wracking, as Arlo obsessively went through every potential scenario to mentally prepare. He was slightly relieved when he passed Omicron's security clearance, but it did little to ease his nagging concerns. It did not help that Flint and Felix constantly reminded him of all the potential charges Arlo could face. Fearing the worst, Arlo was sure someone would recognize him on his first day, but so far, nothing.

Arlo was reaching his breaking point after everything Adley had put him through. The last few weeks have been traumatic for him. He had been working hard for years to reach this milestone, but he couldn't even enjoy his promotion, all because his sister got him into this mess. Now he's here on this assignment, committing state and federal crimes while she's off travelling the world. Arlo loved his sister, but he began resenting her for introducing him to that family of supernatural miscreants. 

The Markovich family had been a constant source of anxiety and stress for Arlo since meeting them three weeks ago, and he was sure they were the reason behind his recent bout of digestive troubles. Although he enjoyed being around a few, he found the twin boys insufferable and Quinn utterly terrifying. Of course, when they learned of Arlo's assignment, they begged him to help with some deranged schemes. Arlo tried to stand his ground, knowing the risk of stepping inside the building after what he had done, let alone engaging in additional felonies, but Freya was incredibly persuasive.

Arlo let out a frustrated sigh. After granting Freya access to Omicron's entire network, she dared to ask him today to find information on some high-tech robotic parts. Freya had been trying for days, unsuccessfully, to fix her friend, who had been turned into a cyborg by an Omicron scientist. Although Arlo was skeptical that he could find anything to help what he assumed was a lost cause, Freya promised to leave him alone after completing this last task. 

Looking away from the computer monitor, Arlo reached for his walkie-talkie. Omicron prohibited personal telecommunication devices inside the building, so the security department issued primitive radios for Arlo and his team. 

Arlo placed the blocky radio up to his face and pressed the button. 

“How’s it going with the servers, Joe?” Arlo asked Johanna, his co-worker and lead technician.

It was a few seconds before the female’s voice echoed over the staticky radio. 

“Almost done,” Johanna replied. “If we keep going at this pace, we might be able to call it an early day. How about you?”

“Same here,” Arlo replied over the radio. “The software is almost installed. I only have one more to go.”

With Joe almost finished, Arlo knew he had little time to complete Freya’s request. Unable to locate the information on the available drives, he had to go straight to the source.  

Arlo rolled around in his chair to look back at the security detail quietly standing over him. Since Omicron had little trust in their employees, let alone outsiders, Arlo and his team were assigned chaperones to oversee their work. 

Arlo’s shadow was Rudy, a tall, sharply dressed, bald Black man with a chinstrap beard, a gold earring, and wearing sunglasses despite being in a poorly lit room. Rudy was a delightfully intimidating individual whose taciturn disposition matched the stern expression that had yet to leave his face.

Arlo looked up at his sentry. “There’s one more floor I need to install the software on,” he explained, trying not to sound too nervous. He looked down at the piece of paper in front of him. “Doctor Shalu Rai’s office. I can’t access her department’s computers from here.”

“Access to that department is prohibited,” Rudy sternly denied the request. 

Arlo paused, surprised by the quick refusal. “It’s your choice,” he shrugged, playing it cool. “I need access if you want every company computer to have this firewall software.”

Rudy paused as if studying Arlo before pulling out his Omicron-issued cell phone. He exited the room to make a call while Arlo waited nervously inside. He entered the room less than a minute later, his device no longer in hand. 

“Follow me,” Rudy ordered flatly with his usual stone-faced expression. He did not wait for Arlo to reply before turning to leave. 

Arlo quickly grabbed his bag before exiting the room to catch up to the man. The two continued towards the elevator and entered before Rudy swiped his card and pressed the button to the seventieth floor.

As they walked past a large door, Arlo quickly glanced through the window and noticed a female in a lab coat welding, her face concealed by a large mask. Behind the woman was a wall of high-tech-looking machinery Arlo had never seen before. 

Rudy escorted Arlo to a door at the end of a hallway and suddenly stopped. 

“The computer you need is inside,” the security officer said while opening the door to allow Arlo entry. 

Arlo’s heart started to race from uneasiness. For the last three days, Rudy would not let him out of sight except when he went to the bathroom, and even then, the security officer would wait within earshot. Being allowed to enter an executive’s office alone was unexpected and highly suspicious. 

Arlo took a deep breath, entering the room as Rudy shut the door behind him. The office was spacious, with numerous degrees displayed on the walls and South Asian artifacts on the nearby shelving unit. 

On the large desk was an old black-and-white photo of a large group of people standing outside. Almost everyone in the picture appeared to be of South Asian descent, but the one man possessing enormous wings stood out the most. This man was not human, and having become accustomed to the sight of winged people, it did not surprise Arlo. Instead, it caused him to pause and speculate on the man’s connection to the large group of humans. 

Getting back to business, Arlo sat before the doctor’s desktop computer and pulled out his laptop. When he moved the mouse, he was surprised to see the home screen appear, as he expected the device to be password-protected. 

“Not very secure,” Arlo remarked as he started to look through the computer files. 

He quickly searched through all the digital files for the information Freya sought. After digging, he finally located a folder marked S-fourteen, created on July 7. He remembered Freya telling him that Omicron had given Finn the title S-fourteen, and that July 6th was the day they attacked the Omicron building. Arlo clicked on the folder, opening a long list of files. He was about to dig deeper when he heard someone entering the office. 

Arlo looked up to see a woman of South Asian descent, appearing in her thirties, though it was hard to tell. Her name was Doctor Shalu Rai. She had ebony hair, brown skin, and bright hazel eyes. Her right iris was slightly darker, and an old, faded scar ran across that eye and down her cheekbone. 

“What are you doing in my office?” Shalu asked sternly. 

Arlo jumped nervously at the sight of the doctor. “I’m here to install software on your desktop.”

Shalu crossed her arms defensively. “Nice try, Arlo, but do I look that dumb?” she asked. 

Arlo’s heart started to race, and his palms began to sweat from the utter fear of being caught. With the pressure mounting, he decided to do what he always does when he finds himself in one of these predicaments: fold and cooperate. He never signed up for any of this, so he had no qualms about giving this woman whatever she wanted to ensure his safety and freedom. 
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July 28, 2017

Markovich Residence 

It was mid-morning inside the busy home as cousins Flint and Riley sat together on the basement sofa. While the two youths engaged in a turn-style video game, Flint’s brother Felix sat alone at a nearby desk, gazing at his computer monitor. Freya was at her work table in the back, hovering over Finn’s lifeless biomechanical body. 

A frustrated expression crossed Freya’s face as she fixated on the mechanics inside the exposed cavity built into Finn’s chest. Emitting an exasperated sigh, she picked up her phone to call someone, followed by a scowl after her call went unanswered. 

Noticing her aunt’s frustration, Riley turned away from the television. 

“Who were you calling?” the girl asked as she waited for her next turn.

“Arlo,” Freya replied, throwing her phone on the table. “He was supposed to come by yesterday after work.” 

Flint stopped playing to look over at his mother. “Wasn’t yesterday his last day working on the Omicron job?”

“They probably found him out,” Felix remarked without taking his eyes off the computer monitor. “You asked a lot of him.”

“I hope he’s okay,” Riley said, sounding concerned. “With Nyx gone, the unhinged are in charge of Omicron. I would hate to think what Lucy or Sevan would do to him if they found out.”

“And here I thought Nyx was the unhinged one,” quipped Flint. 

Riley grinned at Flint’s comment before returning to the game. “Don’t get me wrong, Nyx will kill you if you cross her,” she clarified while taking her turn. “But the others prefer to torment and maim first. Especially Lucy Remez; you don’t want to get on her bad side.” 

“I guess you’re right,” Flint agreed, watching Riley play. “The Remez family tortured and interrogated Adley, but I assumed they were following Nyx’s orders.”

“Nope,” Riley said, shaking her head. “Lucy didn’t even run it past Nyx before she murdered an employee and abducted Adley. Nyx was pissed.”

“I’m glad Arlo doesn’t know any of this,” Freya remarked. “He thinks Nyx is the crazy one. He only agreed to the assignment because he heard she was leaving the city.”

“Do you know where she went?” Flint asked Riley curiously. 

“No clue,” Riley replied. “Styx mentioned she was going overseas.”

Felix turned away from his computer screen, his attention piqued. “Does she travel often?” 

“Not as often as she used to,” Riley recalled. “Omicron’s been keeping her busy the last decade, so it’s been a few years. We travelled a lot when I was younger, though. She even took me to a few reunions.”

As Riley spoke, Maria entered the basement to join the group. Not wanting to interrupt her sister, Maria quietly sat on the couch next to her. Freya and her sons nodded to Maria as she joined the group. 

“What kind of reunion?” Freya asked Riley curiously, eager to keep the information flowing.

“A family reunion,”  Riley explained. “It’s a big annual bash the head of the Council hosts.”

Freya was surprised by this news. Being Nyx’s niece, she wondered about her aunt’s connections. 

“How’s Nyx related to the Council?” Felix asked, thinking the same thing.

Riley shrugged. “I think it’s on Styx and Charon’s father’s side. I noticed a few guys there that looked like Charon.”

“Who’s the Council leader?” Flint asked. “What is he?”

“He’s a Venti,” Riley replied before pausing to think. “I can’t recall his name, but Styx mentioned once that he’s Sevan’s grandfather. I think that’s why Nyx tolerates Sevan and his family.”

“What else do you know about this Council?” Freya questioned Riley. 

Riley stopped to think before answering, “Not much. I always considered it a union of families working together to help kin. A few are odd, but they didn’t seem that bad overall.”

“That’s not what Diana said,” explained Felix. “She said they were dangerous and tried to kill her. She said the Council is the reason only four from her group made it to New York.”

Maria looked confused by Felix’s statement. “That’s not how Axel explained it,” she objected, finally joining the conversation. “He said they were living in a castle in Germany when Diana found one of your mother’s letters in the library,” she told Freya. “He never mentioned the Council or any deaths.”

“One reunion I attended was in a German castle,” Riley explained. 

“Diana told us that Tempest’s dad gave her the letter,” Freya said, leaning back in her chair to contemplate Maria and Riley’s intel. 

With two completely conflicting descriptions of the Council, Freya was starting to second-guess everything she thought she knew about them. “I wonder why Diana and Axel would tell different stories,” she questioned.

“I believe Axel,” affirmed Maria. “He seemed sad when he talked about it. Like he regretted leaving.”

“Well, we did find them living underground,” Flint remarked while focusing on the television. “That’s a huge step down from a castle. I would miss it too.”

“If Diana is lying, we need to find out why,” Freya said, troubled by the news. “We have friends and family relying on her halfway around the world. If Diana has alternative motives, we need to warn them.”

Flint paused the game and looked back at his mother. “Felix’s been messaging one of the Remez girls,” he said with a mischievous grin. “If their great-grandfather is the Council leader, I’m sure they’ll know something.”

“A girl?” Freya grinned, eyeing the back of the redhead sitting across the room. 

Felix shifted uncomfortably in his seat, embarrassed by being singled out by his brother’s loud mouth. 

“How would you know they’re even telling the truth?” Riley asked. “Those two are devious.”

“We have a few things in common,” Flint explained with a shrug. “I’m sure we can convince them to trade intel.”

Freya was about to ask for more details when the sound of the basement door opening caught her attention. Quinn stood at the top of the stairs, looking intensely at her sister. 

Freya instantly felt that something was amiss. “What’s wrong?” she asked Quinn. 

“There’s an Omicron scientist here to see you,” Quinn explained. “She wants to discuss you sending Arlo to spy on her.”

Flint laughed. “As predicted, Arlo was caught and spilled his guts.”

“What’s the scientist’s name?” Riley asked her mother. 

“Doctor Rai,” answered Quinn. 

Riley turned to Freya with a smile. “She’s one of the few good ones,” she reassured the others. “You should hear her out.”

Freya nodded and turned to Quinn. “Okay, send her down,” she directed her twin. 

Quinn left and returned a few seconds later with the doctor. 

“Hello, my name is Shalu Rai,” the doctor greeted as she entered the basement. 

“Hey, doc,” Riley said from the sofa. 

Shalu was a little surprised to see the young Aurora. 

“Oh, hello, Riley,” she greeted with a smile. “This is a surprise. I heard you went overseas with your mom.”

There was a brief moment of awkwardness as Quinn crossed her arms defensively. 

“Nyx is my adoptive mother,” Riley said before Quinn could correct the doctor. “Quinn is my biological mother, and this is my twin sister, Maria,” she explained, gesturing to the young Undine before moving on to the three Ifrits. “That’s my aunt Freya and her sons Flint and Felix.”

“Oh, my apologies,” Shalu said to Riley before turning to the rest of the group. “Nice to meet you all,” she greeted with a smile. 

“That’s okay,” Riley replied. “I only found out a few weeks ago.”

“I like your earrings,” Maria said, admiring the doctor’s twisted gold-hooped accessory. 

“Thanks,” Shalu replied with a smile. “They were a graduation gift from my grandfather.”

“Her grandfather makes beautiful jewelry,” Riley explained to the others. 

“He’s an old-school Gaia,” explained Shalu. “He’s into nature, spirits, and other pseudoscience stuff. He says my earrings repel evil thoughts,” she laughed. 

“He owns a Sanctuary near the village where Nyx and your mom grew up,” Riley explained to Quinn and Fraya. 

“What’s the Sanctuary’s name?” Quinn asked the doctor. 

“Beaumont.”

Quinn paused as she tried to think. “That does sound familiar, but I remember my mom saying all the Gaia left the area when she was young,” she remarked.

“Most of the Gaia moved to North America long ago, but my father stuck around to run Beaumont,” Shalu explained. “His tribe settled along the east coast. Moving here for work, I hoped to meet them one day.” 

“We lived with a group of Gaia when we first arrived a few centuries ago,” Quinn explained. “Most of the tribe moved to Canada, but a few stayed to live with us.” 

“Oh, are they here? I would love to meet them,” Shalu replied happily. “I wonder if they are relatives of my grandfather.”

A sombre expression crossed Quinn's face as she thought about her close friends, Tempest and Ebony. The pain from Rowan’s death was still fresh. 

Sensing her mother's hesitation, Riley decided to chime in. 

“They recently suffered a loss, so they’re visiting their family in Nova Scotia,” she explained. “They should be back by the end of the summer.”

“So, what do you want to talk to us about?” Freya asked Shalu, trying to redirect the conversation. 

“I heard about the difficulties you were having reviving your friend,” Shalu explained while motioning to Finn lying on the table. “I’ve come to help.”

Flint let out a laugh, declaring, “I called it. Arlo ratted us out!” 

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone,” Shalu reassured them. 

“What can you do to help?” asked Freya, relieved to have some assistance. “Are you familiar with Doctor Joy’s nanobots?”

“I am, but I don’t think that’s your issue,” Shalu replied. “I designed the mechanical parts Joy used on your friend.”

Freya looked surprised by the news. “They’re your designs?” she asked in amazement. “I’m impressed. I’ve never seen such advanced mechanics.” Freya sounded excited as they approached her workstation. “I have a few questions for you.”

Shalu smiled. “Sure,” she replied, following Freya toward Finn’s unconscious body. 

Curious, Quinn approached Freya’s workstation when a loud crash resonated from upstairs. 

“What was that?” Riley asked after hearing the noise. 

“It’s probably Moselle and Brook,” replied Maria. “They’re in the kitchen cooking.”

Leaving Freya and Shalu to work, Quinn went upstairs to check on the commotion. She entered the kitchen to find Brook and Moselle standing by the counter next to a mess of pancake mix on the floor. 

“What happened?” Quinn asked the females. 

“We wanted to make brunch for everyone,” Brook explained.

“It’s Friday, so we were trying to make buttermilk pancakes,” Moselle said, ashamed. “Sorry for the mess.”

“That’s okay,” Brook said, retrieving a wet cloth to start cleaning. “I know what it’s like being clumsy in the kitchen. I once spilled a whole pot of vegetable curry on the floor, and I wasn’t even the one cooking it.”

As Moselle helped Brook clean up the mess, Quinn noticed that Moselle’s twin was not with them.  

“Where’s Dalie?” Quinn asked, looking around. 

“In the living room, reading,” Moselle replied. 

As Brook cleaned the mess on the floor, she stopped to look up at Quinn. 

“What did that scientist want with Freya?” Brook asked. 

Before Quinn could answer, footsteps racing upstairs grew louder, followed by Flint bursting into the kitchen. 

“Finn’s awake!!” Flint called, causing Brook to jump up in excitement. 

“Really!” Brook exclaimed, throwing down the cloth and racing towards the basement. 

Flint and Brook quickly disappeared down the stairs, leaving Moselle and Quinn to finish cleaning the remainder of the mess. 

“It’s okay, I can clean this,” Moselle offered, knowing that Quinn would want to see Finn, too. “You go.”

“No, the mess can wait. You come too,” Quinn said, smiling. 

Moselle and Quinn exited the kitchen to go back downstairs when Trenton entered the main floor from upstairs. 

“What’s going on?” Trenton asked Quinn. 

“They revived Finn.” 

“Really?” Trenton asked in shock. 

The three entered the basement. Quinn and Trenton’s hearts jumped joyfully upon seeing Finn standing beside the workstation, embracing Brook. 

“I’m so glad you’re awake!” Brook said, tears forming in her eyes as she squeezed her partner tightly. 

“Me too,” Finn replied in a soft voice. “I’ve waited so long for this moment.”

“How did you revive him?” Quinn asked, surprised by his speedy recovery. 

“The electromagnetic pulse I used on him destroyed a circuit connected to his central nervous system,” Freya explained. “Luckily, Shalu anticipated our problem and brought extra chips.”

“I could hear you all, but I couldn’t move, speak, or see,” Finn explained. 

“You could hear us this whole time?” Flint asked. 

Finn nodded. “For the last few days, yes.”

“I’m sorry if you overheard anything too obscene the other day,” Freya said with a grin. “You see, it was Marko’s last night and we—”

“I know,” Finn cut her off disapprovingly. 

“Eww, I don’t want to know,” Flint said disgustingly. 

Brook turned to Shalu, grinning ear to ear. “Thank you so much for your help. I don’t know how we can ever repay you.”

Shalu smiled. “Think nothing of it. I’m just glad someone used my prototypes for some good,” she replied while retrieving her bag. “Working for a company like Omicron can be discouraging at times. Not everything has to be about profit.”

Riley smiled at her mother. “I told you she was one of the good ones,” she said proudly.

“I stand corrected,” Quinn agreed. “I guess some good people can work for that company.”

Shalu laughed. “Most of us are not that bad, only misunderstood,” she explained. “Speaking of which, I should be getting back.”

After walking the doctor to the front entrance, Brook approached Shalu and gave her a big, thankful hug. As Trenton struggled to pry open the broken door, Quinn used the opportunity to thank the doctor. 

“We are so grateful for your help, Shalu,” Quinn said, almost at a loss for words from the joy she felt watching Brook and Finn reunite. “If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you,” Shalu said before conveying her goodbyes and exiting towards the awaiting car.

ooooooo

––––––––

[image: ]


OMICRON INCORPORATED 

It was nearing eleven as Sevan and Lucy sat inside the executive boardroom, waiting for the morning meeting to commence. The couple did not linger long before John entered the room with a single-paged briefing note. He handed it to Sevan before sitting down across from the couple.  

“I included an update on the production site for the Vita-serum,” the executive assistant to the CEO explained to the Chief Operating Officer. 

“When are we starting production?” Sevan asked, quickly skimming the notes.

“Next week.”

“That soon?” Sevan said, surprised by the response. 

“After everything that’s happened over the last few weeks, we can’t afford to deviate from the schedule,” John warned. 

“We are nearing the release of our company’s most important product, and Nyx decided it was a good time to take a trip halfway around the world,” Lucy griped. 

“It must be important if she’s leaving during the final stage,” remarked Sevan. 

Agreeing with her husband’s point, Lucy turned to John. 

“Did Ulric summon her?” Lucy asked the assistant curiously, but John remained silent, maintaining his regular stone-faced expression. 

“I received a text yesterday saying one of my cousins died,” Sevan explained to his wife. “It could be related.”

Lucy turned to her husband, shocked that she had only just heard this. “Really? Who died?” 

“Exodus.”

Lucy paused briefly to take in the news. “Too bad. I liked poor Exodus,” she remarked with a neutral expression. “The reunion should be occurring soon. I wonder if that’s the reason for her departure.”

Sevan shook his head in disagreement. “I doubt she would leave for something so trivial,” he explained. “She hasn’t attended a reunion in decades.”

Lucy scowled. “So, John, where did she go?” she probed the quiet observer. “C’mon, just give us a tiny hint.”

John paused, considering whether to say anything to appease the nosy couple. “She went in search of something crucial to the directive.”

“I wonder if she discovered the location of the journals,” Lucy theorized, jumping on the clue. “I overheard her and Shalu talking about them last month.”

Sevan was about to comment when Doctor Joy walked into the room.

“Where’s Shalu?” asked Lucy, surprised to see the rookie scientist. 

“She took the morning off,” Joy explained. “I’ve been asked to attend in her absence.” 

With Joy sitting next to John, the meeting was ready to commence. 

Sevan studied John's notes before addressing the group. “We’ve greenlit the production site,” he explained to the doctor, assuming Joy was the only one unaware. “We start next week.”

“Who’s overseeing the project?” Lucy asked. 

Joy grinned. “I am,” he replied smugly, already privy to the news.

Lucy laughed sarcastically, causing Joy’s grin to fade. 

“You? Why would they pick you?” Lucy demanded before turning to John. “Why him?” she whined while motioning to the doctor in disappointment. 

Joy scowled at Lucy’s mocking tone. “Doctor Hunter was training me to take over the Vita-serum production before he died,” he explained defensively. 

“But you’ve only been working here two months,” Lucy rebutted. 

“Closer to three months,” Joy corrected. 

Lucy rolled her eyes. “Either way, we need someone more experienced overseeing something this important. Why isn’t Shalu doing it? She’s the current R&D department head.”

“It’s not your place to question,” John firmly said while placing his papers in the folder.  “The decision to assign Joy came from the very top. I would advise you to do everything you can to ensure he succeeds,” he added while standing.

After John left, Lucy turned to her husband. “I can’t believe they’re using the rookie,” she exclaimed, shaking her head. “I know they’ll blame us when he fails miserably.” 

While Lucy complained to her husband, Joy sat with his arms crossed.

“I’m still here,” the scientist informed her bitterly.

Lucy frowned at the young man. “I don’t know why. The meeting is over,” she growled before turning her attention back to her husband. “With Nyx gone, it should be us overseeing key assignments.”

“I wonder if Nyx even knows?” Sevan wondered. “If it came from the top, the decision might have bypassed her.”

“It’s likely her decision,” Lucy countered. “I think she subconsciously wants this company to fail.”

Sevan shook his head. “I doubt it, Nyx—”

“Excuse me,” Joy interrupted the chatty duo. “What makes you think I will fail?”

Lucy frowned at Joy’s naiveté. “Look at you,” she said sardonically, motioning to the scientist. 

“You have no idea what we’re up against,” Sevan added. “It’s nothing against you. We only want what’s best for the mission.”

Joy smiled. “Then it might alleviate your concern to know that John is assisting me every step of the way,” he explained smugly.

Lucy scowled in anger at Joy’s arrogance. “I don’t know how you wormed your way into this one, human, but don’t forget what happened to Hunter,” she threatened. 

Sick of the couple’s disapproving criticisms and feeling slightly intimidated, Joy stood to leave. 

“If you excuse me, I have actual work to tend to,” the scientist declared before exiting. 

Lucy ensured Joy was gone before turning to our husband. “I can’t believe they chose him, of all people,” she remarked in disbelief.

“There must be a reason,” Sevan explained, deep in thought, as he tried to anticipate the rationale for such a decision. “He must hold some significance to the directive. It’s the only explanation.”

“You know, we could be of some assistance if we felt so inclined,” Lucy suggested. “We can watch Nyx’s nieces to ensure they don’t try to interfere.”

“Riley already infiltrated their group,” Sevan objected. 

“Belladonna has been in contact with one of their boys,” Lucy mentioned. “It wouldn’t hurt to have an extra set of eyes on our enemy to ensure Riley doesn’t double-cross us.”

Sevan paused to think about his wife’s suggestion before nodding in agreement. 

“Agreed. As much as I would like to see Joy fail, this mission is far too important,” Sevan said before grinning evilly. “I’m sure our girls will have no difficulties obtaining valuable intel.” 

Lucy smiled and glanced down at her watch. 

“Oh, good, time for lunch,” she declared before returning to her partner. “Are you in the mood for Thai?” she asked while standing up to leave.

“Sure,” Sevan agreed as they exited the room. 

ooooooo

––––––––
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MARKOVICH RESIDENCE 

It was nearing dinnertime, and there was a lively ambiance in the basement as everyone gathered to celebrate Finn’s recovery. Since he had been semi-conscious for almost two weeks, Finn was already a little caught up on everything. Although he was still adjusting to the new faces, he generally understood how they fit into the group. 

Seeing Moselle and Dalie for the first time was a big shock to Finn. The tragedy in his birth village separated him and his sister as infants, and although he had no memory of his sister, he felt some familiarity with his nieces. 

Finn was stunned by how they ran into Diana, Axel, and the girls. 

“I’m still amazed how they were living in the same city as us all this time without us being any wiser,” Finn remarked to the group. 

“It is a big city,” said Riley. “You can probably go your whole life without crossing paths with someone.”

“And we did spend most of our time cooped up in this house,” Brook said, looking directly at Quinn. 

“Not to mention they were hiding underground,” Maria added. “It was only a fluke that I ran into Axel. He said I was the first kin he met since they arrived here.”

“Did he say how long they’ve been living here?” Freya asked Maria curiously.

Maria paused before she replied, “He said they arrived nearly a century ago.”

“I think we moved here shortly after Dalie and I were born,” Moselle said from her position on the loveseat beside her sibling. 

Curious, Freya asked, “How old are you two anyway? Do you know what year you were born?”

“We’re ninety-three years old,” Dalie replied.

“I thought you two were older,” Brook remarked.

“Me too,” Freya added suspiciously. “Diana said you moved here right after my friend’s workshop burnt down, so I assumed you were at least a hundred years old.”

“Why would Diana say they arrived sooner?” Brook wondered.

“Maybe she got the dates wrong,” Finn suggested. “It was long ago, and we stopped using that address after the fire. She might not have known the exact year it burnt down.”

“Plausible,” Freya conceded, but did not look entirely convinced.

Brook smiled and looked at her partner, who was sitting next to her. She had been unable to take her eyes off him all evening. 

“You’re probably right, Finn,” Book agreed. “I can hardly remember things that happened fifteen years ago, let alone ninety.”

Finn matched Brook’s smile, unable to look away from her beauty. He was overjoyed to see the old and new faces, but missed Brook the most. The thought of being without her was unbearable, and his near-death experience gave him a greater appreciation for the fleeting reality of time. 

Suddenly, the ring of the doorbell snapped Finn out of his gaze. 

Felix checked the computer monitor to see a man holding a small stack of pizza boxes. What was once a rarity, takeout had become commonplace in the household since Marko left. Plus, everyone was so eager to catch up and spend time with Finn that no one wanted to cook dinner. 

“The pizzas are here,” the redhead called to the others, prompting Trenton to retrieve them.

Minutes later, the entire household sat down to eat pizza while discussing the recent events. 

Finn was devastated to learn about Rowan’s death. He was unaware of their friend’s passing while vegetative, so the news hit him hard. It was an emotional and bittersweet meal for Finn. After a century of monotony, he could not believe how much had happened in the last three weeks. He was happy about Quinn and Trenton’s reunification with their daughters, but the news that Quinn and Freya’s aunt was the president of Omicron was unsettling. He was astonished to hear all the details of the events leading up to Marko and Diana’s overseas mission. 

“I still can’t believe Marko is in Saudi Arabia,” Finn told Freya from his position on the sofa. “I don’t think you two have ever been this far apart.”

Freya sat at her desk, working and eating, when she looked up to think about Finn’s comment. 

“You’re right,” Freya agreed. “Tuesday marked the longest we’ve been apart,” she said somberly, thinking about her other half. “He’s such a homebody. I hope he is holding up.”

Sitting next to his brother at the computer desk, Flint took a big bite of pizza. 

“He’s probably falling apart,” he said while chewing his food loudly. “He’s pathetically dependent on us.”

Riley laughed at Flint’s comment. “Considering we haven’t had a good home-cooked meal in almost a week, I think we’re just as dependent on him,” she remarked before turning to Brook and Moselle. “No offence,” she said to the females trying the hardest to fill the culinary void.

Brook smiled. “None, taken,” she agreed with a raised hand. “If it weren’t for Moselle’s help, my food would probably be inedible.”

“When are they due back from their trip?” Finn asked Freya.

“Not sure,” Freya replied. “They went to find out why Hunter had a list of Sanctuary locations across the globe.”

“Why do you think they’re looking for Sanctuaries?” Finn asked. 

“We think they might be trying to find the location of some ancient kin or items,” Quinn explained. 

Finn laughed and asked, “Ancient kin? Do they even exist?” 

Flint and Felix exchanged knowing glances but remained silent. 

“Freya seems to think they’re real,” Quinn replied with a hint of skepticism. 

“I’m certain they are,” Freya said confidently. “My father’s books mention them guiding our ancestors when they first came to this planet.”

“That was a long time ago,” Quinn countered. “I’ve never heard of a kin surviving that long, even by our standards.”

“If they are real, I wish we could meet one someday,” Brook remarked. “Marko and the others are so lucky to be going on such an adventure.”

Hearing Brook wishing to go on an adventure gave Finn an idea. “Why don’t we join them? We could probably fly there in under a week.”

Brook was a little taken aback by Finn’s suggestion. 

“You think it’s a good idea?” she asked hesitantly. She loved the thought of the two of them travelling alone, but worried that the trip might be too strenuous for Finn after everything that had happened to him.  

“You always talk about never getting out of the house,” Finn replied. “I’ve learned that life is too short, and I would hate for you to regret passing up an opportunity like this.”

Brook smiled at Finn’s thoughtfulness. He knew how much getting away would mean to her. 

“I would love to go with you,” Brook said, beaming.  

“You two could use a little vacay,” Freya agreed. “But you might want to hold off a few days to ensure Finn’s one hundred percent before heading out on such a long journey.”

Finn turned towards Brook, smiling. “That should give us time to prepare.”

Brook was ecstatic about Finn's suggestion to meet Marko and the rest of their friends overseas. 

“We’re doing it!” she proclaimed before lunging at Finn in a long embrace. 

Finn knew a trip like this was something Brook always wanted, and after what happened to him, they thought they had missed that chance forever. 

After laughing and catching up some more, Brook stretched and yawned before turning to Finn with a smile. 

“I don’t know about you, but I’m sleepy,” she said to her partner with a playful grin. “Want to go to bed?”

Finn smiled and nodded in agreement. Although he was not sleepy, he knew Brook was looking forward to some alone time. After being separated for the last few weeks, the couple wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and hold each other tight. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


II



[image: ]




July 29, 2017

Markovich Residence 

It was mid-morning when Flint awoke to find Felix seated at the computer desk. Seeing his brother in the exact spot he left him, he wondered if Felix even slept a wink. Flint was still exhausted after a long and busy night, so he could imagine how tired Felix felt. 

After Arlo secured access to Omicron’s entire network, Felix became obsessed with searching through every inch of their database. The redhead had been glued to the computer since Wednesday, barely eating or sleeping. 

Flint slumped down on the sofa and let out a big yawn. 

“Have you even slept yet?” he said to Felix, who failed to notice that Flint had entered the room. 

“Nope,” Felix replied without even taking his eyes off the computer screen. 

Flint shook his head in disappointment. 

“I know nothing excites you more than some good old espionage, but you should sleep. It’s not good for that big brain of yours.” Flint yawned loudly, reaching for his cell phone. “If we’re going to meet up with those girls later, we need to keep our wits about us,” he added while unlocking his device to review messages.

Felix refused to look away from his screen as Flint talked to the back of his head. 

“I’ll nap after Adley calls,” Felix reassured his brother. 

Flint stopped looking at his phone, alerted by Felix’s comment. “How do you know she’s going to call?” he questioned. 

“She messaged me a few hours ago,” Felix answered. 

“Is Dad calling too? Did she say how they were doing?” 

“Nope.” 

With his brother not offering much in the way of conversation, Flint was about to find something to eat when the sound of someone video calling alerted him. 

Felix answered the call, and Adley appeared on the screen. Their human friend was wearing sunglasses and a scarf. She was in a public space with random people sitting and walking around behind her. 

“Hi,” Adley greeted the boys.

Flint walked over and sat beside his brother to get a better view of the screen. 

“Hey, Adley,” Flint replied. “How’s it going? Is Dad with you?”

Felix rolled his eyes at his brother’s comment. Given that Adley was in a public space during the late afternoon, it was improbable that their father would be with her. 

Adley shook her head no. “Marko and Diana are back at the Sanctuary,” she said quietly. “This one is an island on the Arabian Gulf. Since it doesn’t have internet access, I came to the city to call you. Your father says hi, by the way.”

“Send him our regards as well,” Felix replied.

Flint smiled at the news. 

“You found a Sanctuary?”

“This is our third Sanctuary,” Adley corrected. “Hunter’s notes led us right to them.”

“What’re they like?” Flint asked eagerly. “Why kind of kin are they?”

“We’re currently staying with a predominantly Undine group,” Adley explained. “Diana knows one of the elders.”

“Why couldn’t you just call us on your cell?” Felix asked, wondering why she decided to video call from her laptop. 

“I needed my computer to send you some documents from a flash drive,” Adley explained. “You should have them by now. It’s information on a company called Ra-Shin. They’ve been conducting raids on Sanctuaries.”

“I’ve read about them. They do a lot of business with Omicron,” Felix replied as he opened the file and reviewed the documents. “I think they have connections to the Council.”

As Felix talked, Adley looked away from the computer screen, as if something had caught her attention. She quickly turned to face the screen. 

“I think someone’s following me,” Adley whispered. “I just spotted two Ra-Shin soldiers walking by the café looking my way.”

“What are you going to do?” Felix asked. 

A worried expression crossed Adley’s face. “I’ll text you soon,” she said before ending the video call. 

Felix turned to look at his brother. “I hope she’s going to be okay,” he said, concerned.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Flint said confidently. “That woman is the most fearless human I have ever met. Too bad we didn’t have time to tell her about Finn and Brook.”

“Probably for the best,” Felix said as he returned to his computer screen. “Adley seems to have her hands full.”

Flint stood up from the seat, looking down at his brother. “I’m going to go get some breakfast. You comin’?” 

“Not yet,” Felix replied, too engrossed in the new information on Ra-Shin. 

“Don’t forget to take a nap or something. You look like shit,” Flint ordered before heading upstairs.

Flint entered the loud, chaotic kitchen, where everyone had gathered for breakfast.  

Trenton, Riley, Quinn, Freya, and Finn were seated at the table, drinking coffee, while Dalie sat with them, eating cereal. Standing next to the stove were Brook, Maria, and Moselle, cooking and prepping food.

“We just finished talking to Adley,” Flint announced as soon as he entered the room.

Freya’s sluggish demeanour immediately perked up. “Really?” she asked, excited by the news. “Why didn’t you alert me? Did you talk to your father?”

“No, he was staying at a Sanctuary,” Flint replied. “Adley didn’t have much time to talk. She thinks a company called Ra-Shin is following her.”

“She found a Sanctuary?” Quinn asked, surprised. 

Flint nodded his head in affirmation. “She said they found a few, but Ra-Shin is raiding them.”

“I’ve read about that company. They have ties to Omicron,” Freya explained to the group before turning to Flint. “You should ask the Remez girls about it when you see them later.”

Hearing about the meeting for the first time, Riley looked across the table at Flint, stunned. “You’re meeting with those two alone?” she asked in disbelief. “Be careful. The sisters are smarter than their brothers and just as deadly.”

“You’re telling me,” Flint agreed. “We witnessed them kill a factory full of the night staff.”

Quinn listened in disbelief. “You think this is a good idea?” she asked Freya, concerned. “Sending them into enemy territory alone?”

Freya smiled. “They got this,” she said proudly. “Flint is crafty, and Felix is as sharp as a tack. They won’t let anything get past them.” 

“If Felix is up for it,” Flint remarked. “I told him to get some sleep, but he’s fixated on the Omicron job.”

“Don’t worry,” Freya said with a shrug. “He still has lots of time to nap before you meet this evening.”

“That’s what he said,” Flint replied before sniffing the air. “What’s that smell? Seafood?”

Brook turned away from the stove to look at Flint with a big smile. 

“I’m making shrimp for Finn,” she explained. “It’s his favourite.”

“Anyone hungry? The shrimp and eggs are ready!” Moselle declared with a smile. 

“Truthfully, I haven’t had much appetite,” Finn stated. “I hope I’m okay.”

“It could be the power cells in your chest,” Freya said before sipping her coffee. “They power all your mechanical parts.”

“So his metabolism doesn’t have to work as hard?” Quinn presumed. 

“Yes,” Freya said, grinning evilly from behind her mug. “I hope that’s the only thing that doesn’t work as hard anymore,” she quipped. 

The older girls at the table giggled while Quinn groaned, and Trenton shook his head in disappointment at the dirty joke.  

Brook stopped cooking and returned Freya’s grin. 

“No worries there. It works harder than ever,” Brook explained, causing Finn to blush uncontrollably. 

Too embarrassed to contribute to the conversation, Finn remained silent for the remainder of breakfast as he nibbled on the lovingly prepared meal.

ooooooo

––––––––
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IT WAS EARLY EVENING when Flint and Felix left the house and entered the awaiting car. The driver was their friend Kyle, a thirty-one-year-old man with a slightly heavy build, messy brown hair, and a scruffy beard. His passenger and fiancée, Michelle, was a similarly aged woman with short brown hair tied back and brown eyes. 

“Thanks for not keeping us waiting,” Kyle greeted the boys as they entered the back seat.

“Hey,” Flint greeted his friend before addressing Michelle with a grin. “Glad to see you finally tagging along.”

Michelle looked back and smiled in return. “We’re going to a movie after this,” she informed the boys.

“Where to?” Kyle asked the brothers. 

“59th and Columbus,” Flint replied as Kyle pulled into traffic. 

With Kyle busy driving, Michelle turned around to talk to the other passengers. “Hey, Flint. Did you bring any of that Berry Kush with you?”

Flint shook his head. “Nah, all out. I brought some Red Diesel, though.”

“Too bad,” Michelle said, disappointed. “I let my roommate try some, and it is the best we’ve ever had. Do you know when you’ll get some more?”

“I don’t know if I will,” Flint explained, equally disappointed. “It was my business partner’s signature stain; he died a few weeks ago. I still have the mother plant, but I don’t know whether to retire it or keep it producing in his memory. I’m leaving the decision to his sister when she returns.”

Michelle looked sympathetically at the boys. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said, genuinely saddened by the news. “How did he die?”

“Gunshot,” Felix explained straightforwardly. 

“Oh my gosh, that’s horrible,” Michelle remarked. “Did the police catch the person who did it?” 

The brothers paused, looking at each other, unsure of how to respond. 

“The police aren’t involved,” explained Flint, “but we know who did it.” 

A confused expression crossed Michelle’s face. 

Sensing the girl’s puzzlement, Kyle decided to chime in. “Flint and Felix don’t operate within the confines of our legal system, or society for the most part.”

Michelle glanced from Kyle back to the boys. “I understand that, but aren’t you going to get the guy who did it?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Felix explained. 

“We’re not sure yet,” Flint replied with a shrug. “We’re on our way to meet the killer’s sisters.”

As Flint spoke, the vehicle pulled up, having arrived at its destination. Sisters Beatrix and Belladonna were standing on the sidewalk next to their building’s entrance. They were slightly taller than the boys, with silver hair and bronzed complexions. Belladonna was dressed in more feminine attire, wearing an expensive-looking blue-and-white sundress, while Beatrix wore cargo shorts and a black tank top. They donned backpacks, partially covering their fluffy, white down-covered wings, which protruded from their backs like cute accessories. 

“Is that them?” Michelle asked, pointing at the girls around Flint and Felix’s age. 

Flint pulled out a sandwich bag of cannabis and some money before handing it to Kyle. 

“Yeah,” Flint sighed as he opened the door. 

“Thanks for the ride,” Felix said as he stepped out.

“I hope they don’t try to gas us again,” Flint mumbled to his brother as he shut the car door.

Michelle looked at her fiancé with concern. “Should we be worried for them?” 

“Nah, they’re fine,” Kyle said as he counted the money. “It’s best not to think about it,” he explained before hiding the bag of cannabis and quickly driving off. 

The Remez sisters approached Flint and Felix as soon as they stepped out of the vehicle. 

“Took you long enough,” Beatrix mumbled. 

“C’mon,” Belladonna said, motioning towards the front entrance of the building. 

Flint and Felix followed the two girls inside, where the doorman greeted them. He was a middle-aged White man wearing a formal black coat and hat. 

“Hi, Frank,” the sisters greeted the doorman. 

“Hello again, Mademoiselles,” Frank greeted with a smile and opened the door. “Good evening, Messieurs,” he added as Flint and Felix followed the girls through the lobby. 

“Yo,” Flint greeted Frank as they passed. 

The four youths walked past a security desk managed by a Black male in his early to mid-thirties. 

“Hi, Anthony,” Belladonna greeted as they walked through to the elevators.  

Beatrix pressed the button and waited for an elevator to descend. The door opened, and a male and a female exited. It was apparent they were kin with Aurora traits. The woman had long, golden hair tied back, amber-coloured irises, and expensive-looking jewellery that matched her tight, backless dress. The male had short black hair, streaked with yellow like lightning bolts. He wore a custom-made black silk shirt to accommodate the wings, along with a Rolex watch and shades. 

“Hey, girls,” the female greeted Beatrix and Belladonna as she exited the elevator with the male. 

“Hi, Clara,” Belladonna replied. 

“I haven’t seen your parents around lately,” Clara remarked with a thick Scandinavian accent. “Have they already left for the reunion?” 

Belladonna shook her head no. “They haven’t been to one since before we were born.”

“That’s too bad,” Clara said regrettably. “We leave next week,” she stated, walking towards the exit with her partner.

With the adults gone, Belladonna turned back to the boys. 

“Clara’s a cousin of ours,” she explained, noticing the expression on their faces. 

“Second cousin, I believe,” corrected Beatrix. 

The children entered the elevator as Beatrix pulled out a card, swiped it, then pressed the penthouse button. There was a brief moment of silence as the elevator ascended. 

“So, how many kin live in this building?” Flint asked curiously. 

“A few,” Belladonna answered vaguely. “We offer short and long-term rental units for visiting kin. Most of them are here on business trips.”

“So this place is like a Sanctuary?” Felix asked, sounding impressed. 

Belladonna laughed. “No, this is nothing like those boarding-houses,” she explained with crossed arms. “To stay here, you have to have money, or at the very least, connections.”

The elevator door dinged, signalling that they had reached their destination. The penthouse suite was a large two-story, five-bedroom apartment with high ceilings and windows overlooking the city. There was still evidence of the repairs, such as misplaced furniture and scattered paint supplies.

Beatrix and Belladonna exited the lift, but Flint and Felix lingered, reluctant to get off.

“Is the rest of your family home?” Felix asked, wondering what kind of situation they were walking into. 

“No, they aren’t moving back in until tomorrow,” Belladonna explained. “We just finished the renovations from the damage your family caused.” There was a hint of resentment in her voice as she frowned at the boys. “The last few days have been hell. Our brothers’ place is the worst. We spent the whole day painting to help speed up the process.” 

“We were only trying to get our friend back,” Flint explained defensively, arms crossed. “And it’s not like your family didn’t destroy our house, too.”

Belladonna scoffed at Flint’s comparison. “No, you destroyed your own house. It’s not our fault you Ifrits can’t control your tempers,” she smirked. 

“Your mom ignited C-4 in our mom’s study,” Beatrix added for comparison. 

“It wasn’t C-4,” Felix corrected. “It has a similar composition but results in a more controlled and less volatile discharge.”

Flint rolled his eyes in frustration at the females. “Don’t act like your family is innocent,” he snapped. “Your father’s responsible for destroying our living room, and our front door is still fucked.”

“How did your father amplify Flint’s flame, anyway?” Felix asked curiously. 

“He’s an elemental Venti,” Belladonna replied. “He can produce and manipulate hydrogen.”

“Our friend can do the same with oxygen but with less explosive results, ” Felix explained, thinking about Tempest. “We don’t know that many Venti, so I’m less familiar with your abilities.”

“Like the Gaia that splits into two sub-groups, Venti have three,” Belladonna explained. “I’ve been studying kin genetics for the last seven years, and Venti’s abilities have the widest range. Compared to the others, Venti makes genetic-based predictions tricky.”

“You study kin genetics?” Felix asked with much enthrallment. 

Flint groaned inwardly at the sight of his twin engrossed in science talk. Felix was a dedicated individual, but easily sidetracked when presented with an opportunity to expand his knowledge. Given his brother's enthusiasm, Flint knew refocusing Felix would be difficult. 

“I’m fascinated by kin biology,” Belladonna explained. “I’ve been studying it most of my life.”

Felix’s demeanour perked up a little. “Me too,” he said, happy to find someone with a similar interest. 

“You should see my notes,” Belladonna said as she motioned for them to follow her into her room. The youths entered the large room with beds on opposite sides. 

Flint looked around the bedroom. “This large ass penthouse, and you two share a room?”

“Don’t get us started,” Beatrix agreed. “We were supposed to get separate rooms when our brothers moved out, but Mom and Dad turned Levi and Kai’s rooms into offices, and Wyatt refused to give up his room.”

It was apparent which side of the room each twin occupied. One side was messier, with clothes hanging out of the drawers and the dresser top full of hair clips, lighters, knives, and boxes of various calibre bullets. Mounted on the wall over Beatrix’s bed was a large sword that the boys recognized from the first time they met.

The other side of the room was pristine, with stylish clothes hung up and neatly organized accessories. Belladonna had a wall-mounted shelf beside her bed filled with books and labelled binders. While a heap of clean clothes concealed Beatrix’s desk, Belladonna’s appeared more appropriately used. 

Flint could not help but notice the familiar-looking gas canister on top of Beatrix’s pile of clothes. “Is that the gas you used on us at the medical equipment facility?” he questioned uneasily. 

Beatrix laughed. “Yeah, that’s one of our brother’s essence. It’s our most potent stuff.”

“It can cause vivid hallucinations,” Belladonna added while walking over to her desk. 

“Hope it didn’t mess you up too much,” Beatrix remarked with a gleeful smile. 

Belladonna reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a binder. “This is my latest dissertation,” she explained, handing it to Felix. “I’ve been trying to quantify the probabilities of dominant and recessive attributes relative to hybrid kin’s offensive and defensive capabilities.” 

Felix attentively flipped through the notebook. “Fascinating,” he said, absorbing the information. 

After stopping on a page about latent offensive capabilities, Felix looked up at Belladonna. He was about to ask her a question, but his brother interposed. 

“Sweet sword,” Flint remarked to Beatrix, admiring the silver and blue broadsword on the wall. The blue orb on the grip captured his attention, reminding him of his family’s dagger. 

“It’s an Undine relic,” Belladonna explained. “It belongs to our father.”

“Isn’t your father a Venti?” Flint questioned. 

“He’s half-Undine,” Belladonna replied. 

“Our dad is, too,” Flint explained.

Belladonna appeared intrigued by the news. “Do any of you possess offensive Undine traits or just defensive?” 

“What are you talking about?” Flint asked, confused by the statement. “We’re Ifrit.”

Belladonna rolled her eyes at Flint’s misunderstanding. “Ifrit is your dominant trait, but you can still inherit defensive capabilities,” she explained to the slow one. “Like your ability to breathe underwater.”

Flint laughed at the suggestion. “You’re crazy. We can’t breathe underwater.”

Felix also appeared baffled by Belladonna’s claim. “Is that what you mean when you write about recessive defence?” he clarified while reciting the term from the notebook. 
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