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        When Darkness threatens, what matters most lies in The Space Within. 

        Completing a mission that reunites Guardian Twin Flames turns devastating when the Book of Phoenix throws Leni and Brock into a Dark world, leaving Jeric and Asia behind. They count on their other halves to rescue them, but when that doesn’t happen, they must fight through the Darkness and find a Gate that will take them home.

         

        Except all of Earth’s Gates are sealed.

         

        Enyxa, ruler of Darkness, and her horde of Dark souls storm the Gates to push their way through to Earth. While Leni and Brock fight Enyxa on their side, Jeric and Asia must figure out how to save their Twin Flames without jeopardizing all of Earth’s souls. Through it all—and with a little help from Enyxa—Brock and Asia begin questioning their relationship and whether they’re truly meant to be together…or if they’re two Lost souls forced to become one.

         

        If the Broken dyads don’t find each other fast, they’ll be lost to the Dark forever. But to reunite means choosing themselves over all of Earth’s souls. Can Jeric make that decision? And will Brock and Asia find the love they both desperately crave? Or are they all doomed to perpetual Darkness?

         

        Discover how it all ends in The Space Within, the explosive conclusion to The Book of Phoenix trilogy.
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          LENI

        

      

    

    
      Hunched over to push against the wind that tore across the desert terrain, I contemplated what would kill me first—the Darkness tainting my soul because half of it was worlds away, or the ugliness of this place called Erde. I’d yet to see anything but gray sand on the ground and swirling in the gusts that whipped my curls against my cheeks, the occasional gray tree permanently bent in the relentless wind, and the rare gray pond that was barely more than a puddle. No color here, only shades of gray. Even the sky, without a cloud in it, was the color of concrete. As Hayden and I hauled our measly findings—what he called food and a raggedy blanket—from our supply run, the sun seared down on us, hot and scorching, yet its warmth never penetrated beyond the sweater I wore. The rays blistered any uncovered skin, but couldn’t heat the coldness within.

      At night, the grays disappeared … only to be replaced by varying shades of black. No moon lit the sky, and although more stars could be seen here than on Earth, their lights were dim, far away. No matter how hot the day felt, the temperatures plummeted to a freezing cold like none I’d ever experienced in the several places I’d lived on Earth. The bone-chilling cold of eternal Darkness.

      Along with the cold and blackness, night brought the screaming.

      The wind screamed through the cracks in the rocky cave that gave us shelter. Creatures I’d yet to see but Hayden had warned us about screamed as they hunted, becoming prey to even more wretched beings that bellowed with their victories. Bex, overcome by nightmares, screamed in the night, too, and Brock and I often joined her.

      At least Bex had her Twin Flame to comfort her when she woke.

      Brock and I may never see ours again.

      The chill in my bones didn’t compare with the ice seeping into my soul. The Darkness of this world and of being Separated from Jeric grew heavier and colder with each passing day—at least five of them so far, although we couldn’t always leave the protection of our cave, so there could have been more. I didn’t know how many Earth days that equaled, but even one felt painfully long as we waited for Jeric and Asia to find us. Since they hadn’t rescued us yet, I began to worry they never would. They didn’t know how to use the Book of Phoenix, which had brought us here through a Gate portal but hadn’t returned us home. I’d lost the Book when we came through and could only hope Jeric and Asia had found it and would figure out how to use its powers. Soon.

      “How did you survive so long with this pain in your soul?” I asked Hayden. His muscular form, clothed in a threadbare brown sweater and holey jeans, led me as we headed back to our cave. It was the same one he’d brought us to the night we landed in the pond that had shrunk into a mud puddle now. Because of Bex’s condition, we hadn’t been able to move yet, which made Hayden tense—he wasn’t used to staying in one place for so long, he’d said. But her health and well-being were more important to him than anything.

      Either Brock or I had accompanied him on a couple of supply runs while the other hung back to watch over Bex, who spent most of her time sleeping. Hayden had loaned Brock a hoodie, and the first trip they’d made out, they brought back clothes for Bex and me. My shorts and flip-flops wouldn’t have cut it here, and Bex’s clothes were a bloody, shredded mess because an asshole coward who supposedly loved her had nearly killed her. Hayden and Brock had been able to find each of us a pair of pants, boots, and a sweater, but no coats. I wore everything, including my own clothes under the oversized, black pants, with one of Hayden’s knives hanging from my belt. He never let us go out unarmed, although we hadn’t come across any other living thing yet. Hayden said that was both good and bad—creatures meant food, but could also mean death. I didn’t doubt it by the screaming we heard every night.

      “The pain and suffering … they were different for me,” Hayden answered with an accent that reminded me of Australian, but wasn’t quite the same. He reached down from the charcoal colored boulder he’d just climbed to take the burlap sack of treasure I carried. I followed him up and took the sack back. “I didn’t know my Twin Flame in this lifetime. I hadn’t even known she existed until Enyxa reminded me. The evil bitch gave me memories of our past lives … along with the despair of our Separation.”

      “How nice of her,” I muttered.

      “Not exactly,” Hayden said, and I didn’t know if my sarcasm was lost on him or if he was returning it. “Eventually, the memories would begin to fade and the pain would dull to an annoying ache that I would accept as a part of me. As soon as I learned to live with it, though, Enyxa returned to refresh my memory and renew the pain.”

      “What’d you do to piss her off so bad?”

      Hayden looked at me with his brows pinched together. The contrast of his light eyes against his tanned skin was sometimes unnerving, especially with the sharp angles of his high cheekbones and jaw. Even if he weren’t as tall as he was, way over six feet, he’d be intimidating. He kept his light brown hair military short, and if we were home on Earth, I’d expect to see dog tags hanging around his neck. He had that look to him.

      “Piss her off?” he asked. “As in urinate on her? I can’t deny I’d considered the idea, but have never actually done so.”

      I snorted at his comment and the miscommunication. This world was supposedly a near duplicate, although Darker, version of Earth, if what Enyxa, leader of the Dark worlds, told Hayden was true. The air was breathable and the water hadn’t poisoned us yet. Hayden looked like us, dressed similarly, and even spoke English, although with that unusual accent. He said most of the “intelligent” (I imagined air quotes the way he’d said it) beings here were the same. But there were differences, and this was one of them.

      Hayden spoke English, but our languages weren’t exactly the same. If our worlds were nearly identical, I figured our continents and countries were similar, too, but what Hayden called the place we were at now was no name I’d heard on Earth. The terrain and climate somewhat resembled the southwest United States, but could have just as easily been the Sahara Desert, somewhere in the Middle East, or the Australian outback. He’d said climate change and the humans—that was what they called themselves, too—had altered the geography of the world centuries ago, so I’d probably never know for sure anyway.

      Although he seemed to use sarcasm at appropriate times, he didn’t always get ours. And slang terms were often lost on him. Like just now. He knew piss had to do with pee, but apparently they didn’t use “piss off” with an alternate meaning here.

      “In our world, pissing off means making someone mad,” I explained.

      “Ah. Yeah.” He chuckled, a sound that fell flat in this flat world. “I used to wonder myself what I’d done to her. Sometimes it does feel like she singles me out more than anyone else, like she deliberately hunts me down for a specific kind of torture, but I think it’s really just who she is. She probably chooses favorites as souls cycle through to keep the boredom away, and maybe I happen to be that right now.” He shrugged. “Or maybe not. She did me a favor. Knowing Rebethannah existed and that we have a love that transcends time and even worlds kept my hope alive. Hope that I’d somehow be with her again before it was too late. And look what happened.”

      He had more firsthand experience with Enyxa than I did, but my memories of her ripping our souls apart didn’t lead me to believe she’d intentionally reward him with something like hope. In fact, it seemed like that was the last thing she’d want if she desired his soul to go Dark. Did this mean Hayden was stronger than Enyxa had anticipated and his hope was an unexpected consequence? Or did she have other plans, maybe using the hope to make him fall further and harder? The latter was probably the case, but I liked to believe in the former. I needed that kind of hope and strength myself.

      “Hayden, do you think it was that hope that allowed you to communicate with us?” I asked.

      I’d been hounding him with questions every chance I had since we’d arrived, trying to find clues that would lead our way home. He’d been able to leave us messages in the Book of Phoenix when we’d been on Earth, allowing us to know Bex was his other half and to bring her to him. He’d shared some of the memories Enyxa had given him, such as being part of the Original Seven, but he knew nothing more elaborate to share. I’d asked him about the Original Seven, wondering if it was the same as the Sacred Seven the Phoenix knew on Earth. Well, we didn’t know much—just that we were all somehow a part of the Seven, Jeric and me, Asia and Brock, and Bex and Hayden. So it was probably the same Seven, but the memories Enyxa had given Hayden were incomplete. He couldn’t remember what might have made us original or sacred, anything about the Book or what clues and powers we’d given it, or other potentially helpful details. Enyxa had apparently blocked any of his memories she knew would aid us in escape. Talk about selective memory.

      “I’m sure hope didn’t hurt anything,” he said as we began the ascent up the hill to the opening of our cave. “Like I keep telling you and Brock, I don’t know exactly how I was able to project my soul, as you put it. It wasn’t like I do with Bex now—not all the way out of my body like that—but enough to feel disconnected from the physical world. And when I did that, yeah, I felt like maybe there was a chance of finding her. Belief … hope … whatever you want to call it, I’m sure it helped.”

      “I just wish we could figure out how to do it,” I muttered.

      “I can’t say it enough—if I could help more, I would. All I can say is it took time to feel that loosening, but once I did, it got easier to push out … beyond my body. And that’s when I felt there was something more than the here and now. Enyxa had been showing me for years that my soul has existed in other bodies and on other worlds, but I didn’t know what that had to do with my life now. Not until I felt that separation from my physical self and this world. I’m assuming that’s how I made the connection with you and Bex, but I can’t be certain.”

      Brock and I had both felt the loosening of our souls from our bodies when we’d tried, but probably because we were used to the feeling of completely projecting. Neither of us had been able to push our souls out, though. Projecting was supposed to be impossible without your other half, but if we could push just enough to disconnect from the physical world, as Hayden had explained, maybe we could communicate with Jeric and Asia through the Book. Maybe we could at least feel them and know if they were on their way to rescue us. And if they weren’t because they didn’t know how, I could explain how to use the Book to do so. Of course, that was assuming they’d found the Book after we left.

      “When I felt you,” Hayden said, “especially her, that’s when I felt the most hope … but also became my most desperate.”

      “And the more desperate you were, the clearer your messages came.”

      He shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “You were pretty desperate when you knew something was wrong with her.”

      He answered with a rumble of choice words.

      If desperation was the key to unlocking the messaging powers of the Book, we should have already been communicating with Jeric and Asia. With the despair of being Separated a crushing force on our souls, I couldn’t imagine being more desperate than we already were.

      Especially when we entered the cave and Bex’s joy for Hayden’s return filled the small space with an almost tangible thickness. I was happy they’d found each other and shared so much love, but it made my heart ache for Jeric all the more.

      “Did you talk to her?” Bex asked Hayden, her voice barely more than a whisper, as he knelt beside her, evaluating her wounds. The swelling in her face had gone down quite a bit, but there was still a lot of bruising. We’d bandaged her arm as best as we could to set it. Hayden seemed to know quite a bit about emergency first aid and wound treatment, learned during his harsh life here where the only halfway decent medical care, he said, was in the cities. The cities that were overrun by Darkness, which meant anything humane like medical care was difficult to obtain and came with a hefty price.

      A look of discomfort passed over Hayden’s face. “No. Not yet,” he answered in hushed tones. “Where’s Brock?”

      “He went outside to take a leak. And why not? We both feel it. She⁠—”

      “Because it doesn’t matter right now. You’re in no condition to travel.”

      “Um.” I cleared my throat. “I’m right here. What’s going on?”

      They exchanged a look, and after a moment Hayden seemed to acquiesce because he looked away first. Bex moved to prop herself up on her good elbow so she could see me better in the dim firelight. I moved closer to her pallet of blankets. They’d been Bonding their souls every night, which seemed to help her healing along—or at least keep infection at bay—but they really needed to Forge to do her the most good. And to Forge, they needed a Gate, and we had no clue where to find the nearest Gate.

      “We’ve been feeling this strange, uh …” Bex’s big blue eyes slid to Hayden, but when he failed to provide the word she sought, they came back to me. “I guess a tug? Kind of like we’ve been hooked on a fishin’ pole and someone’s reelin’ us in like a big ol’ catfish.”

      My breath caught, and I sprang across the five paces separating us to fall to my knees next to Bex. “Seriously? Like an urgent need to go somewhere that comes all the way from your soul?”

      “Yes!” Bex nearly squealed, the loudest sound I’d heard from her since we’d been here. She looked up at Hayden. “I told you she’d know.”

      I clapped my hand over my mouth. “It’s a Gate! You’re being pulled to a Gate so you can be Forged. And you have to go or you’ll both die. How far away do you think it is?”

      “It’s to the east,” Hayden answered with reluctance. He blew out a sigh. “If it’s where I feel like it is, about a three-days’ walk. If we’re lucky and don’t have any problems, which is unlikely.”

      I wanted to squeal like Bex. A Gate! They knew where to go to find a Gate, which meant they’d not only be stronger by being Forged, but Brock and I could get back home. I didn’t squeal, though. Only nodded.

      “We need to leave as soon as we can,” I said. I thought about the screaming creatures we heard at night. “It’s better to travel in daylight, right?”

      “We’re not going anywhere until Bex is fully healed and ready to travel.”

      “She’ll heal faster once you’re Forged at the Gate. We’ll have to help her.”

      “I can—” Bex started.

      “I said no.” Hayden stood and put his hands on his hips as he towered over us. “We’re not going anywhere. Not yet.”

      I rose to my feet to face him. Unfortunately, I was vertically challenged and he definitely was not, so I had to tilt my head back to look him in the eye. “Didn’t you hear me? You have to. If you don’t⁠—”

      “I don’t like sitting here any more than you do, but we’re not moving until Bex is ready. She’s not ready yet.”

      “You’re going to run out of time! If we don’t get you two to the Gate in time, your souls will start to reject your bodies. And if your physical bodies die before we can get your souls to the Gate and to the Space Between, the Darkness here will overtake you. All of this will be for nothing!”

      I didn’t know how much of that was actually true here on this Dark world—if things worked the same way they did on Earth. I didn’t know if a Gate here could Forge them with all of the Darkness surrounding it. Unless Brock and I somehow figured out how to project, I didn’t know how we could get their souls to the Gate if it came to that. Would we be able to stay in our physical bodies, like we did when we passed through the Book’s portal? Would Lakari try to stop them or us? So far, the Dark souls didn’t seem to care much about Brock and me or that Nathayden and Rebethannah had already started the Bonding process—they hadn’t attacked us yet. I didn’t know anything, really, except that a Gate held a lot more promise than anything else in this world. The news that they’d been feeling that pull was the best news we’d had since arriving.

      Hayden’s eyes narrowed, and he pointed a finger at me. “You have no idea what it’s like out there.”

      “We just came from out there,” I said through clenched teeth, glowering at his finger. Yeah, the climate sucked. So did the scenery. I did have an idea what it was like outside.

      “That was a quick supply run,” he snapped. “We got lucky by seeing nothing. Or by nothing seeing us! Shelters like this are rare, and if we get trapped by a gozzard or a Weiran or even a human, Bex can’t fight and she can’t run. We’re dead anyway!”

      He glared at me, and I glared back. I’d heard the sounds at night that came from creatures Hayden called gozzards and alien races with names like Weiran. But we’d yet to see or hear them during the day. Before we could continue our argument, monster-like screams came from outside.

      “Ah, shit, what the hell is that?” Brock yelled as his footsteps tromped through the outer cave, quickly coming closer to us. “Hayden!”

      His terrified yell for help was drowned out by a deafening roar.

      “Oh, fuck,” Hayden said as he leapt to immediate action. Four-letter words were apparently universal.

      He snatched up one of his bags and pulled a dagger out of it, although he already had one in hand.

      “Arm yourselves!” he ordered as he took his place in front of Bex.

      He’d given her a blade to keep under her bedding, just in case. She pulled it out, but she could barely stand steady on her feet. Hayden and I both positioned ourselves to guard her. I already had my knife out of its sheath, the blade’s mere six inches seeming like nothing more than a pocket knife compared to what I expected we’d be facing based on that roar. We were prepared in the two seconds it took Brock to come flying through the narrow passageway that connected the outer room with the inner cavern. He had a katana-like sword in hand that he’d found on their supply run the other day.

      “Looks like a dragon fucked an elephant,” Brock said, his voice shaking and his chest heaving with pants as he shoved a hand into his dark hair. Seeing someone built like Brock—as tall and muscular as Jeric and whose fighting skills ranked at the top of the Guardians—showing so much fear was enough to scare the shit out of you.

      “A dragon and a what?” Hayden asked.

      “An elephant. I mean, it’s huge as an elephant and with a long trunk for a nose.” He held his arm in front of his face to imitate an elephant’s trunk. “But it’s scaly and has a bunch of horns. And it breathes. Fucking. Fire!” His eyes were wild as they remained trained on the opening. “It can’t fit through that passage, though … right?”

      “A gozzard,” Hayden said, understanding now, “and yes⁠—”

      He didn’t have to finish his sentence to answer Brock’s question. A long, black, scaly, tube-like thing, kind of like an elephant’s trunk, slithered into the cavern from the passageway. It lifted into the air, its end wiggling, as though smelling for us. It swung for Brock.

      “Whatever you do, don’t cut—” Hayden began to warn, but he fell silent when Brock’s katana blade sliced through the tentacle or trunk or whatever it was.

      The piece fell to the cave floor and burst into little wormy bits that hopped in the air like Mexican jumping beans. As though they could smell us, they swarmed toward Bex and me. One hit my leg and latched on with piercing little needles that sank into my skin. The main body of the beast remained on the other end of the passage, and flames and smoke shot through the opening into our room. The part of the trunk that was still attached to the body split into four parts, peeling back an opening. Several tentacle-like things—these thin, white, and slimy—flared out of the hole, and their ends opened up to little mouths full of spindly teeth. The little black pieces on the ground jumped for us as the white tentacles swayed and swung, the mouths snapping for our faces.

      My heart kicked into overdrive and my body into action. I swung my blade in the air while I grabbed the slug-like things on my legs and threw them on the ground, then stomped on them until they fell still. Hayden and Brock jumped and hopped from foot to foot to avoid the little leeches while slicing at the tentacles trying to bite us. Bex screamed behind me, and I spun to find the black things attacking her, and with only one working hand, she was barely able to fight them off, let alone smash them until dead. I left the tentacles to the guys while I helped Bex, yanking the gross little bastards off of her skin and stomping them to death. When she was clean of them all, she looked behind me, her eyes huge. She screamed and tried to jump backward, but she fell on her butt. A louder scream of pain ripped from her mouth—the injuries between her legs hadn’t fully healed yet. I spun to find a mouth snapping at me. I swung my knife at it, severing the mouth from the rest of the tentacle. The creature’s bellows filled the cavern, but it looked like we’d amputated all of its pieces and the thing was retreating.

      Hayden ran for the passage. “Follow me! Aim for its eye, nice and deep!”

      He ran into the darkness, and I followed. Brock cursed behind me, but his footsteps were right on my heels. We flew into the smaller entryway of the cave. Almost all light was blocked out by an enormous, black, scaly beast with half of its face missing where a nose or snout should have been. Five horns protruded from its head over eyes the size of my fists that glared at us angrily. Its bottom jaw, jutting with tusks longer than my arm, stretched open and flames flew out. I ducked and rolled. When I came back to my knees, I couldn’t see Brock or Hayden on this side of the beast. But I could see its eye. I sprang to my feet, and as it opened its mouth to spit more fire, I jumped into the air, kicked off the cave wall and came down with both hands gripping the hilt of my knife. With the full force of my body weight, I plunged it as deep as it would go into the creature’s eye. Black, inky shit spewed out at me. More black fountained on the other side of its head, and the creature screamed one more time before it collapsed to the ground.

      Hayden stared at me from the other side of its head.

      “Nice work,” he said, his voice filled with awe.

      “Comes with being a Phoenix,” I said. “If you and Bex get Forged, you’ll be amazed at what the both of you can do.”

      His eyes narrowed for a second, but instead of responding, his gaze dropped to the beast between us. “Dinner.”

      Brock and I exchanged a look. We were going to eat this? But then Brock shrugged. “Looks like we’ll have plenty to eat for the next few days.”

      I left the guys to cut up the meat and found Bex collapsed on her bedding. Her whole body trembled. Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked them back. The way she gnawed on her bottom lip, though, I knew she was in a lot of pain—physical and emotional. She’d already been through so much. I dropped down to her to clean any new wounds as well as my own.

      “I’m okay,” she said, though her voice shook.

      “No, you’re not,” I said.

      “I am. As far as Hayden knows, I’m just peachy.” She ducked her head to catch my attention and looked me in the eyes. “I don’t have much to go back home to, you told me that, but I woke up on another damn world. This is all just blowin’ my mind. I got my Hayden now, and I really … I really just want to go home.”

      “I know, sweetie. I’m right there with you, trust me.”

      “We have to get to that Gate, Leni. I can feel it. And I know you and Brock need it, too, right? Because it will get you back to Jeric and Asia?”

      I nodded, then went back to dabbing at the little pinpricks of blood on her legs. “Yeah, but Hayden’s right. You need to heal. You need to be able to at least defend yourself.”

      She lay back on the bedding with a sigh and stared at the dim ceiling. Her eyelids fluttered rapidly, but a tear slipped down her temple anyway. “We might not make it that long, though. We might not ever make it home.”

      “We have to,” I said simply. I patted her on the knee. “Right now, don’t you worry about anything, but getting better. We’ll figure the rest out.”

      If she could hear the doubt in my voice, she didn’t say anything, although I was probably making empty promises. Hayden was right: Bex was definitely in no shape to travel. But if we didn’t make it to the Gate in time, we’d all be in trouble. And the clock had already started counting down—probably the moment we arrived.
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          JERIC

        

      

    

    
      “What are we going to do, Jeric?” Asia asked me from my side, her voice edged with the same agony I felt. Her hair had become black as night, matching her black clothes and our black moods. Her thin arms were wrapped around her tiny waist as though hugging herself, but she did it because she felt that if she let go, she’d fall apart. I knew this because I had the same feeling that I was missing pieces of myself. That I was incomplete.

      We both held what had become our usual spots on the water’s edge, watching and waiting. The Phoenix manor loomed behind us, an old plantation-style mansion with an eight-story, abandoned hotel built around it. The sun hung low in the western sky to our right, causing the small waves of Tampa Bay to shine gold and pink. We needed the gold light to come from below, though, from the Gate that would bring our Twin Flames home to us.

      “Whatever Leni did for the Book to take them through the Gate, she apparently can’t do it again to bring them back,” she said when I provided no answer.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, not wanting to believe it, but after three days of waiting, the truth of Asia’s statement had become clear. Something was wrong, with either Leni or Brock or the Book. Otherwise, they’d be back by now. My jaw clenched and popped. Asia, not normally the touchy-feely type, placed a tiny hand on my tight bicep and squeezed. I looked down at her, and she returned my stare with round, dark eyes that seemed too big for her elf-like face and shining with the desperate sorrow we shared.

      “We have to do something,” she said. Nearly begged. We both knew what that something was, but she looked to me to make the decision. We were part of the Sacred Seven, and I was supposed to be the leader of not only the Phoenix, but of the Seven, too. I didn’t know how I could do that when I was missing half my soul. I pressed my lips together and blew a lungful of air out of my nose before giving her a short nod.

      “We don’t have much choice,” I finally said. “We just have to convince everyone else.”

      With one last look to the water where Leni and Brock had disappeared, I dropped my arm over Asia’s shoulders and turned her toward the manor, where a small army of Guardians waited. Someone must have been watching us from inside the manor and warned everyone we were coming, because when Asia and I entered, all was silent. I hated the way the other Guardians looked at us—it was like going back to school all over again after the accident that had taken my family and my hearing. Expressions of sympathy mixed with blame and fear: fear that Asia and I would lose our shit and also fear of losing their own halves as we had. The other expression I didn’t know quite so intimately was one I figured cancer patients were familiar with.

      “They look at us like we’re dying,” Asia whispered, noticing it, too.

      “Aren’t we?” I said.

      Her head snapped up to look at me. “No, Jeric,” she said sharply. “We don’t have time for that attitude. We’re going to get them back. Whatever it takes.”

      Whatever it took ... Unless the Lakari had backed off the Gates, doing whatever it took to bring our other halves back could mean jeopardizing all of Earth's souls, and not even I was that selfish. I knew Asia wasn't, either, but sometimes pushing the pain away to see clearly became impossible. We just had to hope something had changed.

      Most of the Guardians were gathered in the old hotel's ballroom, waiting for us. They silently created an opening for Asia and me to walk through, like Moses parting the Red Sea, until we reached the front of the room.

      The Phoenix consisted of the Guardians of Earth’s seven Gates to the Space Between—the place where souls go when their physical bodies die so they can begin their next journey—and to other worlds. Each Gate had a loose hierarchy of Guardians based on seniority, which was a relative term. No Guardians were over the age of thirty-five, and the older ones had only lived that long because they were healers and rarely went on missions, although they still often had to fight. Guardians didn’t have the luxury of normal lives with families and living to old age with our other halves. Our lives were dangerous and our life spans short. Nobody had survived more than six missions in one lifetime in thousands of years. Or so the rumor went.

      No one really remembered or understood why, but Jeremicah, Jacquelena, Broderick, and Anastasia held special status over all of them. Rebethannah and Nathayden supposedly did, too, although neither of them had made it to an Earth Gate in several lifetimes. We’d all been part of the Sacred Seven, which meant little to us right now. The true meaning of what this entailed or how it had happened had been lost over generations. All that remained was a vague notion that we were elite among the Phoenix and intended to lead them. Other Guardians said their souls felt our superior status, but we hadn’t felt this instinctively at all.

      Still, they insisted that we take our positions as leaders. Even those with seniority at Gates other than ours looked to us now that we were here and the Phoenix were in crisis. In other words, nobody else wanted to make the hard choices. Nobody else desired to make the decision to open the Gates and risk all of Earth’s souls, or to keep them closed and lose us—their supposed leaders—to the Darkness and Enyxa’s control.

      Some of those with authority stood at the head of the room and watched us with curiosity, including Melinda and Uri, healers who had the most seniority at our Gate. My eyes scanned over all of their expectant faces as I made my way to the front, but I didn’t stop to discuss my decision with any of them. Instead, I climbed the three steps to the dais in one stride, and Asia followed. We stepped to the front of the low stage and stared out at the sea of faces. I stood with my feet shoulder-width apart, my back straight, and my hands clasped behind my ass. From the corner of my eye, I could see Asia taking the same confident stance. Once everyone settled from our passing through, the room’s silence became complete, as solid as when I was deaf. Hundreds of eyes stared at us, waiting.

      “We're opening our Gate,” I announced without beating around the bush. The deadly silent room exploded into chaos.

      “The Lakari will swarm through!” someone yelled, and that was everyone’s concern.

      I held up my hand, and the room fell quiet again. Huh. No wonder some people became addicted to power. It came in handy sometimes.

      “I have a plan,” I said. “If the Lakari are still waiting to swarm in—which we won’t know until we actually open a Gate—we will have to fight. But my plan will keep the fighting to a minimum, and hopefully, the only souls truly at risk are mine and Asia’s. And we’re pretty much lost causes anyway, aren’t we?”

      Nobody argued with that statement. Instead, they all looked away—at their feet, at the walls, at each other, anywhere but at Asia and me.

      “What’s your plan?” Yoshi asked. He was a senior Guardian from the Gate near Tokyo who’d arrived just today to meet us and help us figure out what to do. He’d planted the idea in my head of bringing in other Guardians from around the world.

      “I’m taking your advice,” I said. “We need to bring in as many Guardians as we can get here in the next day. Then we open only this Gate to see what, if anything, is waiting to get in. If the Lakari are still gathering and any push through, they should be easily handled with the number of fighters we’ll have here.”

      “And then what?” Uri asked.

      “If I know Brock and Leni, they’re waiting for us on the other side of the Gate,” Asia answered. “The Book probably couldn’t bring them back because the Gate’s been closed. We have to try this.”

      “And if they’re not?” Melinda countered.

      “Then Asia and I go through the Gate and hope the Space Between has mercy on us and sends us to our Twin Flames,” I said.

      Yoshi squinted his narrow eyes and stroked and pulled at the dark goatee that hung to his chest. “That’s quite the risk.”

      “One we’re willing to take.” I waited for somebody to challenge me, but nobody did. They all had to understand where Asia and I were coming from. Surely they’d all be willing to take the same risk if they were in our position. When I knew for sure I wouldn’t have to argue this further, my muscles relaxed. “We need to do this anyway. We need to know if the Lakari are still swarming, or if we can open the Gates. We can’t help the Lost and the Broken here when the Gates are sealed like they are. With any luck, the Lakari have moved on or gone back to whatever hell they’re from.”

      Everyone eventually came around to accepting our plan and began calling for reinforcements. Without having much of a choice, I’d taken my first real step as a leader, and so far, so good. Leni would have been proud.

      The direct reminder of her and her absence sent a new stab through my heart that made my lungs seize. This had to work. She and Brock had to be waiting for us, or we’d have to find our way to them, because I didn’t know how much longer I could live like this. The unknown was worse than anything. When I tried to imagine where she was and what she was doing, I came up blank. I couldn’t even be positive she was with Brock, or if Bex had even survived, let alone if she was with them. Had they found Nathayden? Were they all together? I hoped they’d accomplished their mission, and this wasn’t all in vain. I prayed they at least had each other, although if they were on Nathayden’s world, it was a Dark one. I knew nothing for certain. I could feel Leni’s pain, but nothing else. And I hated feeling her pain. I hated knowing she was in pain. All because of me.

      If I hadn’t been arguing with her and had followed her like she’d said, we’d at least have been together, if not on this world. Asia and I would have been close enough to them to have gone wherever they had. I’d been trying to learn to follow her instinct as I was supposed to, but when it really counted, I’d failed. And now look where we were: fighting for our very souls.

      The pride of my leadership decision deflated. I had to get out of here, where all the dyads were gathered in their perfect, loving pairs.

      “We do it tomorrow at noon,” I told Melinda and Uri before pushing my way back through the crowd. Asia followed me.

      “I’ll do whatever needs to be done,” she said once we were alone, outside again, watching the water. Just in case. It was better than sitting inside, in our rooms, where we shouldn’t be alone. “But if we need to go through the Gate, how do you plan on doing that since we can’t project our souls?”

      “They left with their bodies. So why can’t we?”

      “The Gate’s under the water, though. We could drown before we even get there, and if not, we will while we wait for it to open.”

      I looked down at her. “Ever scuba-dived before?”

      A bit of light came to her eyes. “Yeah, actually, I have. Do you think it will work?”

      I shrugged. “I can only hope. So … you think you can teach me, because I never have.”

      We spent the next several hours renting equipment and Asia teaching me how to scuba dive, a good and necessary distraction. Knowing we had a plan and were already acting on it gave us hope, too, which we needed more than anything.

      “What if this doesn’t work?” Asia asked as we climbed the stairs to our rooms on the top floor, finally overcome with sheer exhaustion that should make sleeping possible.

      “Then we come up with another plan,” I said. “Whatever it takes, right?”

      We entered the hallway of our floor and stopped. She nodded. “Whatever it takes.”

      I looked down the hall toward my room, but hesitated. I turned back toward the girl with the slight frame but the strength and resolve to do something most grown men could never do. “And when we’re back with them, you need to tell Brock.”

      “Tell him what?” she asked innocently, though I was sure she knew.

      “What happened.”

      She narrowed her eyes. Yep, she knew. “Or what? You’ll tell on me?”

      I cocked my head and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m not talking about what happened at Mason’s condo. I’m talking about what happened to you. Brock deserves to know. Your relationship deserves it.”

      She shrugged my hand off her shoulder and strode down the hallway.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Jeric,” she said over her shoulder before opening her door and disappearing inside.

      I did know, though. Leni and I didn’t keep secrets from each other, and I knew Asia had confided that she and Brock didn’t have the same relationship we did. There was a wedge between them that shouldn’t exist between Twin Flames. Something big and bad had happened to Asia that had driven her to stab that broken bottleneck into Mason’s balls. Something significant enough that it had probably changed her. Brock deserved to know what made her the woman she was with him.

      With the unhesitating vehemence she acted with, I had a pretty good idea what it had been. Another fucking coward bully who’d probably claimed to love her.

      Men like those made me wonder why I should even care about Earth’s souls. They were all doomed anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The next day found hundreds of Guardians gathered to give my plan a try. The number who came had surprised me at first, but Melinda and Uri made a good point when I said something at breakfast—with the Gates sealed, the Guardians really had no purpose. They had nothing to guard, and they had no way to help the Lost and Broken souls. Their former lives had been wiped out, so they couldn’t go back to those. And the thought of being able to live normally and maybe even long sounded nice, except that’s not who we were. Not as long as the Lakari were still here, threatening Earth’s souls. It had taken me a while to accept it myself, but I knew deep down what I was. What we all were. We were warriors, and we had a purpose, and without purpose, there’s not much to life at all.

      We needed the large numbers, because we needed some pairs to project to fight the Dark souls, others to guard those bodies, and more to fight any physical Shadowmen that dropped into human form. Asia and I were the only ones who had to swim out to the Gate. For such a tiny thing, weighed down with the equipment, she had no problem making the swim halfway across the bay. More proof we could never lead ordinary lives again: our bodies were altered. We were meant to fight and to protect, whether it was against assholes like Mason Hayes or Dark souls that belonged in the realms of Hell.

      Once we reached the island where the weeping willow stood, Asia and I dove down to the bottom of the bay. Several dozen ghost-like figures stood at attention—Guardians’ projected souls waiting for us. As soon as Asia and I were in place, I gave the signal. Two of the Guardians opened the Gate.

      Bright light flared up around Asia and me. We both tensed for the fight. Lakari would come through in spirit form, so it would be difficult to fight them like this, but we had to be prepared for anything. When the Gate took us through, we didn’t know what we could end up facing. Hopefully, we’d be facing Leni and Brock, or, at least, the Space Between that would lead us to Leni and Brock.

      All we needed was for the walls to close completely around us and the Gate to sweep us away without any interference. As the light reached higher toward the water’s surface, it began to thicken. Asia looked at me with hope in her dark eyes. I gave her a tight smile. Our surroundings faded away as the wall of light solidified. My smile began to grow real when the water drained away, down through the sand below our feet. We both removed our air regulators.

      “No Lakari,” Asia said. “They’re gone!”

      A hole stretched open behind her, and I nodded at it. “There it is. Get ready.”

      We both prepared to be sucked into the hole. I could barely see through the small opening, but light shone through it, not darkness. Lakari weren’t waiting to swarm through. The Gate was working for us, helping us to reunite with our Twin Flames. I had no idea what to expect once we passed through, but relief already flooded over me. Not long from now, I’d be holding Leni again.

      The hole widened. It grew taller than Asia and wider than both of us standing side-by-side, and I began to wonder if it would suck us in after all, or if we needed to jump through it. I couldn’t tell if we stared at a gray sky or a gray wall or gray water. It didn’t matter.

      “We better go through,” I said. “Before it’s too late.”

      Asia gave a sharp nod, and we both tensed to jump. But something large and dark flew at us through the hole. A rush of Lakari souls, but that wasn’t all. A giant human-ish body with a torso the size of a truck, bulging limbs as thick as redwoods, and a reptilian-like head with multiple horns, everything covered in a green, leathery skin. It charged through the hole in the Gate.

      The light walls cracked and disintegrated, and water rushed over us. I tried to find my regulator, while also reaching for Asia’s to help her. The hole from another world somehow remained open, though, with Darkness filling it and trying to push through. Guardians fought back, keeping as many as possible from entering our world. Especially that beast.

      Once the regulator was back in my mouth and I could breathe again, I pushed off the bay floor and shoved at the thing’s head with my whole body. It pushed back with a force stronger than anything I’d faced before. I palmed the knife strapped to my leg and yanked it out. As Asia and the Guardians’ souls held the creature half in and half out of the hole, I stabbed it in the eye and plunged the blade deep into its brain—assuming it had one. It fell still, its head hanging through the gap in the Gate’s wall as a thick, black substance swirled into the water around us. We shoved the creature back through, and the hole closed up. Several Guardians shut down the lights of the Gate and sealed it up again. Others took off after the Lakari souls that had made it through and had already soared for the Earth’s surface. Asia and I swam back for shore slower than we’d come, impeded not so much from the physicality of the fight, but from the defeat weighing heavy in our souls.

      How could that thing be so solid and pass through? We’d thought only spirit forms could enter the Gate, and Asia and I had been banking on a slim bit of hope that it would take us since it had taken Leni, Brock, and Bex in their bodies. We hadn’t considered physical bodies coming in, however. This changed everything. If huge beasts like this could get through to Earth, what would we truly be up against?

      By the time we waded out of the water, the fight with the Lakari was over and most of the projected souls had returned to their bodies. Dozens of Guardians stood by the water’s edge, waiting for us.

      “What the hell was that thing?” I demanded as soon as I could talk. I yanked the equipment off and threw it on the ground.

      “Nobody knows,” Kel, a Guardian from our Gate, said.

      “Never seen anything like it,” Yoshi added. “Nobody has.”

      I scanned over the dozens of faces in front of me. “Nobody remembers anything like that? Not from any world you’ve ever been on? Any life?”

      Silence met my question.

      “So where did it come from?” Mat, Kel’s boyfriend, asked. “Because that’s not something easily forgotten. I know I’d remember it, and I don’t care how long ago the past life was. That thing was fucked up and something that would stick.” He jabbed at his temple as he said it.

      Several people murmured in agreement. I was right there with him. We only had glimpses of past lives and worlds, but that thing would be one of the first memories I’d be able to recall. No doubt about it.

      “It’s obvious,” Asia said, her voice heavy. “It came with the Lakari, none of us remember seeing one before, and its Darkness was … solid. It had to have come from one of the lowest worlds. One of the Darkest.”

      “If any of those get all the way through, Earth will go Dark fast,” Kel said. “We can’t allow them in.”

      “Damn straight,” Mat agreed, crossing his arms over his chest. “It was solid. In. Its. Body. We can’t let that shit into this world.”

      Everyone nodded in consent, and some shouted it out.

      “Sorry, Jeric, but there’s only one thing we can do,” Melinda said. “We have to keep the Gates sealed. We have no choice.”

      Asia and I looked at each other. Her eyes filled with the same mix of emotions roiling through me. I pushed my hands through my hair, blew out an angry breath and stalked off. My chest felt like cement had filled my lungs. My heart was tight and small. I’d never felt such an overwhelming sense of loss, not even when my parents and sister had died.

      With long, forceful strides, I walked until I was far enough away to be out of sight. When I stopped, one hand dropped to my hip and the other squeezed the bridge of my nose. I had to compel myself to breathe, the air tearing through my lungs as they tried to inflate against the thousand-pound pressure on my chest. My eyes squeezed shut against the burn in them, only to see Leni’s face and those beautiful sea-green eyes on the backs of my lids. A sob pushed at my throat.

      I may never see her again. We may never be together—not just in this lifetime, but ever. Our souls would be lost to the Darkness. Because if the Gate had been trying to connect Asia and me to where Brock and Leni were, then they were stuck in the same world where that evil beast had come from. They were in the lowest realms of Hell, and we had no way of getting them back.
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      Two more days had passed that felt like two lifetimes. When I wasn’t taking Bex outside to pee, I remained curled in a ball by the fire with my one measly blanket wrapped tightly around me, as if it could hold the pieces of me together. My chest ached. My stomach remained in a tight knot. My muscles felt weak and quaky when I used them, and my skin constantly crawled like something lived underneath it. I couldn’t believe I’d become addicted to a damn man—a man!—but here I was, having serious physical withdrawals. Sometimes this Twin Flames crap was really screwed up.

      I couldn’t say if Brock was handling it better or worse than I was. He was taking it like a man—with anger. He constantly paced around the cavern, threw punches at the air or even the wall, and muttered or yelled obscenities. He should have been bald by now from all of the pulling he did at his dark hair while he groaned from the pain living inside him.

      The agony of being apart from our other halves had become a living and breathing beast within us. It clawed at our hearts and ate on our souls, never satiating itself but definitely growing. Before long, it would consume us whole. Sometimes, letting it devour me felt so easy. I’d wanted to succumb so many times. But that was the Darkness of the world niggling its way in. I couldn’t allow that. If I gave into the Dark, Jeric would be forced to, as well. I couldn’t do that to him.

      Bex and Hayden weren’t much better off than Brock and me. Although her injuries were healing miraculously fast, their souls were not. The effects of their Bonding every day kept them from worsening, but the melding no longer provided improvement against the Darkness. I could feel it settling in on them almost as quickly as it had on Brock and me. Before long, their bodies would start failing.

      “Hayden, we have to go soon,” I said, my voice raspy from another night of whimpering and sobbing. Or a day of it. I’d lost track of time, but it seemed like it had been a while since the screaming that came at night. “We can’t stay here much longer.”

      “We have enough meat to last a few more days yet,” he said from his spot next to Bex on the other side of the fire, where he drew lines in the dirt floor with the tip of his dagger. The gozzard may have been huge, but only certain parts of it were edible, and the four of us had been starving before it followed Brock into our lair. The meat didn’t last long. “That gives Bex a few more days to heal. She’s still too weak.”

      “But we’re all going down,” I said. I glanced over at Brock, who, for once, wasn’t pacing, but sat with his knees drawn tightly to his chest, his eyes glazed over as he stared at the flames. “In a few days, we’ll all be too weak to travel.”

      “She’s right,” Bex said, straightening to sit up on her own rather than leaning on Hayden, as though to prove herself. “I’m doing a lot better. I can walk, and I think I can even run. And this tug in our guts has gotten crazy strong. I don’t think we can fight it much longer.”

      “You can’t defend yourself with a broken arm,” Hayden said.

      “We’ll have to do it for her,” I said. “Isn’t it better to have one of us a little weak than all of us? Right now, we can look out for her. But the way we’re going, I can’t say we’ll be able to do that in a few days. Not even you, Hayden. Once the soul-sickness sets in, you’ll go down fast. Both of you. Do you really want to risk Bex’s soul after all of this?”

      Hayden didn’t answer me. He continued dragging the point of his dagger through the dirt.

      “What if your mates finally come looking for you and you’re gone?” he asked. “Waiting here for them to get us off this world is a lot safer than searching for a Gate, especially since we’re not exactly sure where it is.”

      “Instinct will guide you,” I said. “And if Jeric and Asia figure it out, they’ll be able to come to us wherever we are. We were able to find you.”

      “Have you even tried to contact them?” he demanded. His tone raised my hackles.

      “Every minute of the day! I’m constantly reaching out for Jeric. And I’m getting no response. I can’t feel anything from him except the pain in his soul. However you were able to send us messages, it’s not working for me. Which means there’s a good chance the Book’s not working for them at all, and they’ll never get here. We have to go, Hayden. Sooner, not later.”

      “Jacquelena’s our leader,” Brock said, his words surprising me. His eyes had focused beyond the fire, straight onto Hayden. “And you know she’s right. We need to go before we’re all taken by the Darkness. Including your Rebethannah.”

      We all watched Hayden expectantly. He stopped drawing in the dirt, but gave no response. Instead, he rose to his feet and took over Brock’s usual pacing, his hands on his hips.

      “We can leave in the morning,” Bex said when Hayden still didn’t concede. “That gives us another night of rest and food, and you and I can do that thing with our souls to make us stronger, Hayden. And then we need to make like a tree and leave.” He turned his head to look over his shoulder at her and opened his mouth, presumably to protest again, but she held up a hand and cocked a brow. “No arguin’ with me now. Just shut that trap of yours and listen. We don’t have a choice. I feel it, and I know you do, too. We’ve been through too much to get here only to lose each other all over again. Besides, Leni and Brock risked themselves—and Asia and Jeric, too—for us. We owe them, Hayden. We’re not gonna let them down. We all need this, and you know it.”

      When a Southern woman was as serious as she was, a smart man didn’t argue with her. Hayden may not know Southern, but he was obviously a smart man. Finally, we’d be on our way.

      We packed up and headed out at first light the next morning. We followed the pull of their souls in the direction of the Gate, moving slowly at first as Bex pushed through the ache of her healing wounds. After a while, she must have grown accustomed to the pain because she began to move faster. She was the only one not carrying a bag of supplies—Hayden carried hers for her. Mine was strapped to my back, over my raggedy sweater that was too tight across my boobs, and my knife hung from the belt that scrunched up the waist of the black pants that were too big for me. At least my boots fit fairly well, and their fit was more important than anything. We had a long walk ahead of us.

      I mentally snorted at myself. Barely more than a year ago, I’d been auditioning to be a ballerina in New York City. Only a few months ago, I was dancing on stage in Italy. And here I was now, trekking through some post-apocalyptic world, prepared to fight alien creatures so I could get home to a man whose soul I shared. Since meeting Jeric, life had become so weird, but I couldn’t imagine living without him. Well, I could since I was doing it now. But this wasn’t living. This was struggling to survive until we could be together again.

      We’d been traveling for what felt like a few hours over the gray, desert-like terrain when a forest appeared in the distance ahead of us.

      “We don’t want to go in there,” Hayden said. “We need to go around.”

      “How big is it?” I asked. “Won’t going around take longer?”

      “Yeah, but trust me, we don’t want to be in that for—ahhhh.”

      All three of my traveling companions screamed and clutched their heads as they fell to the ground around me. I spun in a circle, my stomach clenching with panic. Their faces twisted and their bodies thrashed as though they were in a great deal of pain, but I had no idea what caused it. I had no idea what to do.
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"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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