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1
 
 
 
This is bullshit. I shouldn’t be here, it was an honest mistake. At least that was my defense when I had to show up in traffic court regarding a minor speeding infraction. Apparently, 20 over isn’t an honest mistake and driving without insurance is a crime against humanity. So here I am, about to have a heat stroke while serving my city … forcibly, with sweat bleeding from my pores courtesy of the sweltering Miami heat. This is just the beginning of my 40 hours of community service and that doesn’t even include the $300 fine I’m supposedly responsible for. 
 
Being the responsible person that I am, I avoided my punishment for as long as possible. So, what did my wonderful procrastination get me? Five glorious days of sweltering heat and pure unfiltered hatred for speed limits.  In addition to hard labor, I now have a late fee for not paying my fine on time. Tell me, how am I supposed to pay for both of them when I’m on the side of the road with a bunch of sweaty teenagers shoveling bird crap from under a bridge? Yes, you heard correctly, shoveling bird crap … under a bridge … with teenagers. You see, my options of community service assignments were limited to what was available today since I was under a time crunch. I never thought there would be a situation when I would wish to be at work, but our justice system has officially proven me wrong.  
 
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” I mumble under my breath, mocking my best friend. That’s what Emmy said to me this morning as I bitched about this whole thing. She thought her logic would help in this screwed up situation. It didn’t. I’m an adult, I know better, and trying to prove a point does nothing but get you into more trouble. I did it anyway. But making me shovel bird crap is just mean and uncalled for. I believe cruel and unusual punishment is the legal term I’ll be claiming when I pass out from the poop fumes.
 
I force more of my body weight into the handle of the shovel they gave me. “You’re really stuck on there aren’t you, you little pile of crap.” I cease all movement the moment something warm and wet falls onto the back of my neck. Ah, hell no. “You little bastards! I hate you. I hate each and every one of you!” My screams echo from the bottom of the bridge as I swing my shovel in the air, hoping to catch the little jerk that just shit on me. They are like flying rats, you can hear them, but you can’t see them … just the presents they leave behind.
 
“Violet James, that’s enough! Put the shovel down,” one of the men in charge yells.
 
“He pooped on me!” I scream back, smiling fiendishly as I find another target to swing at.
 
Hearing the squeal of brakes, I turn just in time to see a wheel of a BMW pop the curb. Black tire marks mar the street, as though the car swerved to miss something. The wheel slams back on the road and drives directly into the only puddle within eyesight. It all happens so fast, I don’t even have time to close my mouth before the stagnant, dirty brown water drenches me from head to toe.
 
There are no words. None. What is a girl supposed to say when she has a mouthful of foul water and there is warm bird crap slowly dripping down her neck? I snap. I tend to do that from time to time. I was 16 when one of the boys in the group home called me ugly. I punched him in the nose and he never spoke to me again. Emmy had only been there a week when it happened, but she was a witness to my brand of justice and decided to inform me that violence doesn’t solve anything. Of course, she also dubbed me ‘Violent Violet’ the same day and it’s stuck ever since.
 
Now, smelly and wet, my anger boils over. Before I realize it, my fingers release their grip on the wooden handle and the shovel launches into the air. In perfect harmony the brake lights flash, the tires squeal, and the impact commences. The driver wastes no time putting the car in park and opening their door. A long tanned leg with golden heels comes into sight first, followed by the woman herself. Gold on gold on gold. Between her dress and necklace and hair and even her skin tone, it all makes my head spin. She doesn’t seem to notice the damage I did to her car, but the look she is giving me tells everyone just how angry she is. With a cock of my head, I simply smile back. 
 
The next thing I know, I’m in the back of a police car forced to listen to old school rock music as I’m taken to the local police station. Violence may not have been the best idea this time.
 
A few hours pass before Emmy finally shows up to collect me. “What did you do?” she asks me with a heavy dose of annoyance.
 
“It was warranted,” I say with confidence.
 
“What did you do?” Emmy asks me again as one eyebrow slowly rises.
 
“He deserved it, Em.” This time my response comes out more like a question than a declaration of just cause. 
 
She rolls her eyes, as though this very conversation annoys her. “When is the court date and what are the charges?”
 
“The 12th and destruction of private property,” I mumble through my teeth with the slightest hint of regret. 
 
“What? What the hell did you do? Break the damn equipment?” She seems truly annoyed now.
 
“Well, the shovel did break when it hit the car…” 
 
After a day like today, the last thing I want to do is be around people. Personally, I couldn’t care less, but today is my birthday. Every year Emmy manages to convince me that birthday celebrations are a ritual, like some kind of rite of passage. Last night, she succeeded again and wouldn’t let today’s events sway her plans. Sometimes she gets creative and tells me that we won’t always have birthdays to celebrate, but reminding me that I’m going to die someday really dampens the festive spirit. To me, it’s just another day and every one of my foster parents thought the exact same way. Hell, she was the one who made me my first cake on my 17th birthday. Of course, she burned it, so it was like chewing on a brick. Fearing that I would choke and die on the damn thing, I spit it out the second she turned her head. What we should be celebrating is that she never tried that again and changed to store bought cakes. 
 
We grew up very differently. She had a family. One who loved her more than I could ever imagine being loved. They died in a freak car accident and she ended up in the same facility as me. She talks about her parents all the time despite being so young when they died. I never had that. I never had a family. The only information that social services could give was my name and that my birth mother was deceased. I don’t know what my actual birthday is, I don’t know her name or even where my father is. With each new foster family I went to as a child, I grew to hate both of my birth parents that much more. As an adult, I could care less about who they were. In my mind, a family isn’t something you’re born into, but is something that you create. Emmy is the only family that I have and the only family that I’ll ever need. 
 
“Emmy! Hurry your ass up,” I yell, more out of frustration than necessity. We have a one-bedroom apartment and to most people it’s ridiculously tiny and run down but it is ours and we love it. At least, we tell ourselves that we do. We’re broke and it’s the only thing we can afford. Saying that real estate is expensive in Miami is an understatement; saying that crappy apartments on the outskirts of Miami are cheap is just a lie. The building is old and crumbling, home invasions are real, and cockroaches the size of house cats truly exist in our world.
 
Despite the high cost of living, we love this city. For the most part it’s been good to us over the years which is why we decided to stay here after I turned 18. We both found jobs, they may not be great ones but they result in a pay check and that’s what matters. Emmy goes door to door selling beauty products to strangers. However, her primary job, as she calls it anyway, is her ‘volunteer’ work. She walks around with a cell phone glued to her ear five days a week for a suicide hotline. Me, well, I work in the food industry three days a week and my advertising job fills the remaining four days. What does that mean exactly? It means that I scrub dishes until my fingers prune up, then I get dressed up and twirl signs outside hoping that I don’t accidently bash myself in the head with my own prop.
 
“Okay, okay. I’m done.” Emmy finally comes out of the bathroom, and as always, she looks amazing. Her platinum blonde hair hangs in loose curls well past her shoulders. While I’m all curves and hips, she’s petite and all breasts. The silver necklace she wears dangles down her chest, drawing your eyes to her most prized assets. She always complements her outfit with red lipstick on her perfect Cupid’s bow lips. I whistle loudly, giving her my approval. Emmy’s old school as I like to call it. At 23, she’s never had a boyfriend and still believes in true love and happily ever after but she’s far from shy when it comes to her appearance. She always says that if you’re proud of it, show it off. And she does. A lot. 
 
“You could at least put on a dress, Vi.” She looks me up and down several times before shaking her head. 
 
I’ll admit it, next to her I do look a little underdressed in my tank top, skinny jeans, and flip flops. “I tried. But I may have had one too many doughnuts this morning.” I pause when Emmy gives me her ‘bullshit’ look. “The point is, the damn dress doesn’t fit me like a second skin. It’s more like a busted can of biscuits kind of look. It’s bad.” The one gene that my parents blessed me with is a high metabolism. It’s doubtful that I’d be able to crawl out of the bed otherwise, considering how much I like to eat. I always poke fun at it, as does Emmy, but in reality, I have an hourglass shape and I love every inch of my curves. 
 
When she starts shaking her head, I stare at the floor knowing what’s about to happen.
“I told you so,” Emmy says. There it is! I swear that’s Emmy’s favorite saying, whether it’s true or not. Unfortunately, this time it’s true. She told me to stop eating them; she even said it before I threw up from eating a dozen of them a few days ago. But I was cramping and required sugar, I just didn’t need that much sugar. She runs into her room and brings back a pair of candy apple red stilettos. With a pleading look in her eyes, she holds the shoes out to me. “Please.” She practically begs with puppy dog eyes.
 
I simply sigh. I hate when she tries to dress me up like a doll. “Fine, only because you picked me up from the police station earlier.” I grab the damn shoes from her and storm to the car. 
 
The speakers pulse with a deep beat, hips are gyrating everywhere, lips are interlocked, and the bar is calling my name. Emmy tries several times to get me to dance with her. Her version of dancing is a little too touchy feely if you ask me. Either way, though, I don’t dance. Hell, I even labeled myself as an embarrassment to the art of dancing at the young age of 9 and flexibility isn’t something that I pride myself on. I’m quite content at the bar drinking the night away anyway. 
 
She reluctantly leaves me to my own devices. I’m anything but alone though. She was kind enough to announce that I’m a single birthday girl to every person within ear shot of me. She keeps randomly making her way back to the bar, always saying that she needs to ‘hydrate to gyrate,’ whatever that means. Within an hour I’m certain that everyone nearby has bought me at least a drink each, so I’m definitely feeling blissfully tipsy and am basically at the point of pure drunkenness. 
 
With drunk partygoers there is always a guarantee that any and every girl nearby will get hit on and I am not the exception to the rule. One guy tells me all I need to do is unwrap his package and I’d find myself a nice big birthday present. I may be drunk, but I’m not drunk enough to want to unwrap his gift. Lord only knows what I’ll find if I do. I just shook off the last hot shot not even five minutes ago, when a new one takes his place. 
 
A 30-ish year old man walks up and eyes me from head to toe. He has a muscular build but his face leaves much to be desired. His nose is crooked, probably from being broken several times by pissed off females, and his lips are so thin they might as well be nonexistent. “I’m Stanley,” he says while staring at my chest – staring at my breasts and not my face isn’t a good way to start a conversation. 
 
 “Violet,” I answer back. All sense of logic I once had is now clouded in an alcoholic haze which is the only reason I responded to him. 
 
“Beautiful name. You here by yourself?” He runs a fingertip along the inside of my forearm as though I asked him for his touch. I shift ever so slightly until my arm rests in my lap. 
 
“Yes and no. Emmy abandoned me to go dance.” There is this unspoken rule of women in bars: never, ever, tell them you are alone. That’s just asking for trouble. But … there’s that haze lingering over me.
 
“Emmy? Is that your girlfriend?” Stanley asks.
 
Whiskey shoots from my nose, drenching my favorite tank top. I always thought alcohol was supposed to burn going down, but it really burns when it comes back up. Sitting next to me has always been a dangerous place to be. For whatever reason, and through no fault of my own, food and drink just have a way of not staying where they should. 
 
“I’ll take that as a no then,” he says with a chuckle. 
 
“Hell no, she’s my sister.” The bartender hands me another drink, muttering ‘happy birthday’ yet again. I really shouldn’t have another one, I know that, but I don’t care at the moment. I mean he gave it to me as a present. Saying no would be rude – I may be violent at times, but I’ve never been rude about it. 
 
Stanley just stares at me as I down the whole glass. “Sister?” 
 
I know he’s digging for more information about me, which instantly raises dozens of red flags. He lifts his eyebrows as though surprised that I have a sister. Biologically, I don’t. But Emmy and I have been inseparable for years. Most people are born into their families, but I chose mine. “Yeah, you know … a female of relation.” 
 
The look of shock on his face becomes more pronounced at my response. For someone who doesn’t know me, confusion is highly strange. Curiosity, sure. But confusion? The only way he would be confused is if he already had an idea of what to expect when he introduced himself to me. What a damn creeper. “You have a sister?” he asks.
 
“Yes,”
I snap back. I always seem to find the best and creepiest guys. It’s a gift really, and I’ve got myself a winner here.
 
“Where is she? I’d love to buy her a drink as well,” he says with a lopsided smile.
 
Okay, is he trying to get a two for one? Because that’s not happening, there will be no sister tag teaming tonight or any other night. “Okay, well this conversation has been riveting but I gotta go.” I rise to my feet, but it’s like trying to stand on a merry-go-round turning at full speed. These stupid shoes that Emmy wanted me to wear were a really, really big mistake. So was that last drink… 
 
“Wait!” He jumps up and knocks his stool over in the process. He grabs my arm with a tight and unrelenting grip. My hands curl into fists as I look down at where he’s holding me. My teeth grind together as I force myself not to smash those fists into his already crooked nose. “You haven’t even asked me a question yet. At least take a few minutes and try to get to know me before blowing me off.” 
 
I have absolutely no desire to get to know him. Right now it’s taking everything in me not to punch him right in the face. Being arrested twice in one day is extreme, even for me. Assault, even if warranted, isn’t something I want on my rap sheet. “I have to pee,” I blurt. Emmy will be so proud of me for taking the high and nonviolent road. 
 
“Of course, I’ll order you another drink in the meantime,” Stanley says, while releasing my arm and waving the bartender over. 
 
“You do that.” I show him my back and walk away. Maybe he’ll find a new girl to curb his appetite while I’m gone. 
 
With the room spinning so fast, I have no choice but to rely on the people in the crowd to even stay on my feet. I launch to the door, throwing myself into the bathroom. Wait – where the crap are the damn stalls? Where am I? How did I end up in an alley and what the hell is that smell? Dear God, what is that smell!? The stale rotten trash odor makes me queasy and burns my eyes. This is definitely not where I meant to go. I turn back to the door and tug ferociously at the handle. “Why won’t you open?!” Who is the genius that made a door that can only open from the inside? I give it one last try before admitting defeat.
 
I’m never drinking again. Ever. Walking around to the front of the building should be so simple, but with every step I fear that I’ll lose my balance and fall face first onto the concrete. I just need to get inside, puke, and then find Emmy. 
 
“Holy shit!” I grab at my chest as Stanley is suddenly standing in front of me. “Creepy much?” I mutter while trying to catch my breath.
 
“I waited at the bar, but you never came back. Ditching someone isn’t a very nice thing to do.” Stanley slowly moves toward me as he speaks. With each step of his advance I move in the opposite direction. 
 
I want to tell him off, to berate him, but I bite my lip and keep the words to myself. My eyes stay focused on his hands. My inner Violet screams at me that I need to get out of here, that this isn’t someone I should tussle with. I’ll never admit this to Emmy, but there is such a thing as fucking with the wrong person. And he very well may be one of them. 
 
Before I realize what’s happening, he closes the distance between us. He leans in and cocks his head to the side. The act seems so innocent, so normal. But his expression changes from curious to devious in a heartbeat. His arm flings upward and his fingers curl tightly around my throat.
 
Inch by inch he lifts me up until my feet can no longer touch the ground. I slam my fist into his forearm, but he doesn’t even twitch. Black spots begin to dot my vision and I have no doubt that my face is a dark shade of purple. In my desperation, I reach out and press my thumbs into his eyes. I want to scream, but there’s no air left in my lungs. A fresh wave of nausea hits me as his hand begins to burn, searing into my neck, the scent of burning flesh fills the air. 
 
Having hands that are as hot as the flames of hell should be something that terrifies me, but the concept of my impending death is the only thing on my mind. The longer I go without breathing, the harder it is to focus on even that. If I find a way out of this, I’m sure that the freaky hands burning through my skin will haunt me for many nights to come. 
 
He shifts his grip just enough that I’m able to get a short inhale of breath before he squeezes again. That’s what does it … that single breath. The odor of the alleyway dumpsters mixed with roasting skin is what saves my life. He takes the first heave like a man as the puke hits him in the chest. The second heave, though … he squeals like a little girl as it strikes him right in the face. 
 
He releases me and I crash onto the cement and immediately go into a coughing fit. I force myself onto my hands and knees. They say when faced with a life or death scenario, you react with fight or flight. I always assumed that I would be a fighter … now, unfortunately, I know different. One way or another I’m getting away from this psychopath even if I must crawl out of this alley on my hands and knees.
 
“VIOLET!” he roars.
 
Why is he still mad at me? All I did was ditch him. And, I guess, I did puke on him. But that’s all in the past. What is wrong with this guy? He needs to accept that not all women will want him and just get over it. As quick as I can, which isn’t quick at all, I push up to my feet and try to put more distance between us. His movements are so quick, silent even, that I don’t hear him sneaking up behind me. Then his hands grip the sides of my head and he flings me face first into the brick wall beside me. I’m blinded in a sea of red as blood gushes from the gaping wound on my forehead. I wipe it with my palms but it’s a battle I’m quickly losing as more blood simply takes its place. I rise back to my feet, hold my hands in front of me, and hope that I don’t trip over anything. I need to get out of this damn alley if I’m going to have any chance of surviving this. I pray that I’m wandering in the right direction and not pinning myself in a corner. 
 
“Where are you going, Violet?” he asks mockingly. “You know you can’t run from me.”
 
I lift my head up as I listen to his words and try to detect which direction his voice came from. I start the other way after doing a quick spin. “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to try,” I mutter back.
 
My foot rolls off something, causing me to lose my balance. In my defense, fleeing in heels isn’t as easy as one would think. Add in the alcoholic haze and bloody vision and its damn near impossible. I try to catch myself, I really do. I fling my arms out in front of me thinking that they’ll take the brunt of my impact. But it doesn’t work as I plan. My elbows collapse as soon as my palms strike the ground. I’m quick enough to tilt my head back in hopes of protecting my skull. To a point, it works. Despite all my effort, my chin catches my fall and now throbs something fierce. 
 
“Son of a! Ow.” I groan, rolling over and spitting out a mouthful of blood. 
 
I open my eyes and see a red blur of a man hovering over me. “I’m starting to think you can kill yourself without my help. Unfortunately for you, I need you alive.” 
 
No matter how many times I wipe the blood from my eyes, more takes its place. Part of me is glad that I don’t have to see the face of the man about to kill me. “Well,” I say. “I’m starting to think you talk too much.” With the last ounce of energy I have left, I kick. Oh, the glorious tried and true kick to the balls. He takes several steps back, heaving for each breath as he rests against the wall. I chuckle as he whimpers and gently cups himself like an idiot.
 
I can still hear his groans as I start running; not caring what I could hit. But a sharp ripping sensation flows along my scalp as he yanks on my hair, flinging me to the ground. My back is starting to feel every minute of having been down on that damn concrete. 
 
As his hand clenches onto my neck yet again, searing pain floods my body while his other hand covers my mouth. His calloused fingers dig into my cheeks, successfully muffling my screams before I can make a single noise. 
 
I’m not going to be a victim. I’m not going to die here. Not like this. Not now. 
 
Twisting my knee, I try to bring my foot close enough to my hips so that I can reach those damn shoes. I pull one free, close my eyes, and start swinging away. I keep stabbing the heel into him. I ignore the crunching noise. I ignore the wetness splattering onto my arm and face. I refuse to stop until I hear the thud of his body falling down. I toss the shoe, wipe my eyes, and run.



 
2
 
 
 
Emmy finds me crying in the bathroom. She doesn’t wait, doesn’t ask what happened, she just hauls me up, drags me to her car, and drives me to the hospital. We’re there until the sun rises the following morning. I tell them the truth as to what happened to me in the alley. Emmy stares at me with wide eyes; the doctors simply cock their heads when I tell them about my burn. My sister can see it, but they can’t. At first I think it’s all an act, but as more time passes by, I realize that they really don’t see what’s left of my neck after what that bastard’s done. 
 
They call the police for the assault. While one cop questions me, others are at the scene gathering evidence. The officer looks at me the same way the doctors have been … like I’m insane. They tell me there was no evidence or blood left in the alleyway, no signs that any struggle took place. To my dismay, they tell me that this Stanley was long gone by the time they got there.
 
The hospital brings in one of their therapists, thinking that I am, once again, insane. Emmy throws a fit at the same time I do. To say we cause a scene would be putting it nicely. Somehow, during all the yelling and cursing, we run out of there before they can put me on a psych hold. The police follow Emmy’s car for a while, but don’t made contact with us again. 
 
Maybe I am insane. Maybe they’re right, and I do belong in a room with padded walls. I would believe it more if Emmy wasn’t able to see the same oozing burns as I do.
 
For obvious reasons, I call in sick to work for several days. Emmy watches over me and keeps me distracted while we’re awake. Between binge watching old timey shows and eating everything in sight, it allows a sense of normalcy. She doesn’t bring up the burns or the man who gave them to me. I think we’re both just trying to put it from our minds and failing epically. 
 
I see her jumping at each noise from the neighbor. I see her peering through the blackout curtains draped over the windows. I don’t know who this Stanley guy is or was, I had never seen him before, but there’s a sliver of me that is just as worried as she is that he might know where we live. That he might come back to finish what he started. It’s been 3 days and I can’t shake his voice from my mind. Even now with my hands balled into fists as the dentist fixes my broken front tooth, I hear it. That raspy voice questioning me about Emmy. Telling me that he needs me alive. 
 
Why? Why would he want me of all people? I’m no one special. Despite my run in with the police on occasion due to my sudden outbursts, I’m invisible and I like it that way. I have no family or friends outside of the girl I refer to as my sister. I might have a few enemies here and there, but they would have no reason to want to kill me for however I wronged them. Kill me? He didn’t want to kill me. He wanted to take me. Kidnap me. What would he have done if he had succeeded? 
 
And his hands – hands that were as hot as fire. Hands that could burn me on contact. Was that real? Are me and Emmy both losing our minds? We have to be. It’s not possible for something like that to actually happen. There were no gloves or powder or anything else I can think of that could have caused a chemical burn. No. It was his hand. His fingers. Palm. It was him. I know it was and that scares the living hell out of me. 
 
Each night, I remember the rawness of my throat as I screamed. The smell. The fear. I wake up drenched in sweat, heaving for air. Thankfully Emmy never once comes to check on me, so the screams must be only in my dreams. 
 
Emmy sits in the room with me, her left leg draped over her right, using her lap as a desk for her book that she’s absorbed in. I know she’s worried. Hell, I’m worried and I’m the stronger of the two of us. I keep telling myself that this is normal. That it would be more troubling to not be worrying after such an event. But it doesn’t make it any easier. Normal. I have to act normal for her sake. 
 
Once the dentist finishes fixing what Stanley caused, we leave. My car is hard to miss seeing as it is the crappiest one in any and all parking lots. I’ve had it for 7 years now and it was old when I bought it. The dark green neon is barely even green anymore, there’s so much rust that there are holes throughout the body. The tires have been bare for so long that I’m surprised a tire hasn’t blown out yet. It runs and I don’t have a car payment like Emmy does, so I could care less. I give the driver’s side door a swift kick before getting in. For years now, I have done this. It’s like a way of kicking the car’s ass into gear seeing as it won’t start otherwise. 
 
Emmy sighs. “One of these days, this car is going to kick you back.”
 
“My car is as loyal as they come, thank you,” I reply before getting in. 
 
Emmy dances away at the music blaring on the radio while subtly nudging me to join in with her. I’m still sprinkled with bumps and bruises and while my neck has already started to scab over, it is still painful as hell. Emmy gives me yet another nudge as she blares off tune while singing the wrong words. With an endless smile, I join in with her. Screw the lingering fear and pain that Stanley left me with. Screw it. 
 
My eyes leave the road for maybe two seconds while I laugh with Emmy but that is all it takes. One moment we’re jamming and cruising along, the next my piece of shit car is flying through the air. The metal frame groans, the glass shatters, and trash flies all around us each time we strike the ground. I lose count of how many times the car somersaults before I lose consciousness. 
 
When I wake up the car is on its roof. My shoulder throbs due to my weight being supported by the seat belt. I press down on the red release button but, despite my best efforts, it refuses to budge. “Let me go you piece of crap,” I scream, kicking whatever part of this junker I can. I take a few deep breaths while slowly counting to ten. I need a plan B. I need to think.
 
I shift as best I can and place my left palm onto the ceiling which is now below me and try to take some of the weight off the seatbelt by straightening my elbow as much as possible. “Please work, please work, please, please, please.” My thumb goes back to the ominous button and, luckily, it doesn’t meet the same resistance as before. “It worked …!” my words of excitement are cut off as I free fall downwards, and land heavily on the top of my head. 
 
It takes me a few minutes, but I eventually manage to un-pretzel myself. Emmy’s still hanging upside down, her blonde hair dangling all over the place. She has a nasty cut on her head based on all the blood staining her roots. Her heartbeat feels strong and her breathing’s steady. Considering my unparalleled medical expertise, she should be okay once she wakes up. I place my hands on her back as I hold her weight just like I did for myself a few minutes ago. As I struggle to reach that damn button, I hear the car groaning again.
 
I swear if the floor caves in and crushes us to death I’m going to find a flame thrower and take my time burning this pathetic excuse of a car to a crisp. Before I can put any more details into my plot for revenge, however, the car starts rolling again and I’m thrown around like a rag doll. My throat quickly grows raw from the yells I release each time one of my body parts impacts with something solid.
 
The car comes to an abrupt halt, balanced unsteadily on its left side. My head rests in Emmy’s lap, and my knees are squeezed against the driver’s side door. How is it even possible to balance like this? “Don’t think I won’t remember this, you little bastard,” I groan. The car responds and falls hard onto all four wheels, finally resting fully on the ground. The gear shift is now trying to wedge itself between my vertebrae. I let out a long, agonizing moan of pain. “Okay, fine. This makes us even now. I call a truce.”
 
It takes a few tries, but I manage to wedge my way back into the driver’s seat, trying to make sense of what just happened. I don’t know why the car started rolling again unless we were on a hill or something. Are there even hills in Miami? I force the thought from my mind. Right now, all that matters is that the devil car is back on its wheels.
 
“Violet, Violet, Violet. What’re we going to do with you, hmm?” a male voice says from outside. 
 
Is it a bystander that saw the accident? Someone that came to make sure we were alright? “If you’re here to be a hero, you’re doing a piss poor job at it you know,” I yell back. I stop my dramatic Emmy rescue and allow myself to gaze off into space. Did he just call me Violet? What are the odds that this random hero knows me?
 
“Save you? I’m not here to save you. Quite the opposite actually.”
 
His words aren’t what worries me. It’s the chuckle that follows them that gives me the chills. I keep trying to release Emmy’s seatbelt, but the damn possessed car refuses to let her go. When I realize that she’s safe where she’s at, seatbelt or not, I give up my attempt and prepare to defend myself in case it comes to that. “Oh really, well that sounds lovely. Hey, while you’re waiting for me to crawl out of here so you can kill me, perhaps you can remind me how you know me.” I need to find a weapon to use against this psycho. Note to future self: it’s better to be prepared when you don’t need to be, than not be prepared when you should be. 
 
“Actually, I don’t believe we’ve met. You know an acquaintance of mine though … Stanley. I was told he left you a mark to remember him by.” 
 
“Oh, Stanley! Of course I remember him!” I climb into the back seat in the hopes that I’ve thrown something sharp back there at some point. “How’s he doing anyway? Last time I saw him he, well, he didn’t look so good to be honest.” I toss junk over my shoulder looking for anything I can use. “So, are you the mastermind who launched my car off the road? If so, I’m not very happy with you right now.”
 
Frustrated, I pound my fists against the back of the driver’s seat. Why don’t we keep a gun or pocket knife or something in this stupid car? My last hit causes a cracking noise followed by a thud. My eyes widen and my lips curve in a devious smile as the metal glistens in the sun from the broken headrest. It isn’t my weapon of choice, obviously, but I’m feeling pretty optimistic considering what happened to Stanley when all I had was a shoe. 
 
I climb out of the windshield onto the hood. If we’re going to play then it’s going to be on my terms. I take a wide stance, holding my headrest in one hand and shielding my eyes from the relentless sun with the other. It’s an empty field, acre after acre of lush green grass, not a single tree or hill in sight. Where the hell is this freak? I jump from the hood and onto the soft grass and continue looking for the man behind the creepy voice. 
 
Goosebumps erupt on my skin as a small puff of warm air hits my neck. Tightening my grip on the headrest, I wait for the best time to strike. “That scar looks beautiful on you, Violet. It would be so much better if we added more … don’t you think? You managed to flee Stanley by sheer luck, but you won’t be so fortunate with me.”
 
I focus on keeping my breathing steady, on keeping my hands from shaking. He wants that satisfaction. He wants to know that his words frighten me, and I refuse to give him that. “Why are you after me? What do you want?” My voice quivers because my fear refuses to be kept at bay.
 
His stubble scrapes against my neck as he leans forward; his breath is loud in my ear. “The only rule, Violet, is to bring you back alive. I’ll show you what true pain feels like before I do.”
 
Without a second thought, I stomp my foot onto his, causing his body to shift. The crunch of his nose permeates the air around us as I slam my head back. I twist around, hurling my makeshift weapon towards him. I aim the metal tip of the headrest for his eye. It seems like the best area to cause the most damage with the least amount of effort. The downside is that it’s a tiny target and I miss. Without a moment’s hesitation, I launch at him. My sudden impact with him causes both of us to fall to the ground. I’m back on my feet before he even processes what’s happened. 
 
This is the first time I’ve had the chance to get a good look at the man. He’s tall, well over six feet and built like a bear. Gray streaks his beard and hair and deep wrinkles surround his eyes. He bares his teeth as he stares up at me. I need to get out of here. Now. 
 
Before I can take a single step, however, my body’s being flung through the air. Not knocked over or even pushed. I’ve just been launched across the clearing. What appears to be a vortex of black pearlescent fog surrounds me as I slam face first into the hard ground. Every bone and muscle in my body aches as I spit out a mouthful of dirt and grass. What the hell was that? Is it some kind of freak wind? Wetness flows down my face, trickling off the tip of my nose … blood. The old wound on my forehead must have reopened when I collided with the ground. Sharp pain fills my chest with each breath I take, with each movement I make. Hopefully it’s just a cracked rib and not broken. 
 
Whatever ridiculous excuses I told myself about how Stanley did what he did – they’re gone now. This man … he’s the same kind of freak as the last one that hunted me down. There’s something inhuman about them. Something off. 
 
I don’t know how it happened or what that scary black stuff was, but it somehow managed to fling me half a mile away from the car. I can’t see any movement inside … if that asshole did something to Emmy then I’ll be the one giving him scars. He hasn’t shown any interest in her yet, so I try to convince myself that she’s still unconscious. 
 
I can’t see a single road, not even the one we were driving on. There’s no sound of traffic driving past … there’s nothing. It’s like we’re in a completely different location than we should be. I pat around my waist band in search of my phone. Of course, in the middle of all the mayhem, my phone is in the car … with an unconscious Emmy.
 
The black vortex reappears at my feet and begins to slowly rotate, climbing higher around me until I’m engulfed in it. Before, it was like a single gust of wind. Not this time. Now it’s almost like it’s being controlled, being forced to act in a specific way. I reach out in a crazy and stupid attempt to touch it; my hand is whipped back with so much force it nearly rips my arm out of the socket. 
 
There’s nowhere to go, not with this black stuff circling around me like a tornado. The stagnant form of the man is lingering just on the other side of the vortex, which I’m happy about. If he’s here with me than it means he’s not messing with my Emmy. He seems to be pleased about this situation as well, which is very unsettling. 
 
“Having fun yet?” I can barely hear him over the roaring wind surrounding me. Is he taunting me? Playing with his newly confined toy? “The area you were in was a bit crowded, so I moved us. I like to have privacy for this sort of thing. I’m sure you understand.”
 
“So where exactly are we then?” It’s a long shot that he’ll answer, but you never know how stupid a person can be. 
 
The vortex of black fades and leaves the space empty between us. One moment I’m standing on my feet, the next I’m soaring through the air again. My ribs throb in pain – if they weren’t already fractured from the first fling, they definitely are now. This time he sent me flying only a few feet yet the pain of landing still hurts. He squats down on his knees and straddles my chest. The wind appears again, acting like restraints that keep my hands and feet pinned to the ground. I struggle against its hold. It refuses to give an inch. 
 
“I think we should go ahead and get started, don’t you?” He reaches down towards his ankle and pulls a blade from his boot. The sun glints off the steel and shines into my eyes. 
 
Oh God. 
 
I double my efforts at freedom but there’s nothing to show for it. There’s nothing I can do as he methodically drags the blade from my shoulder and along my collar bone. Warm blood seeps from the cut he makes, making me cringe. Finally, he stops at the base of my neck where he tilts the blade upwards, balancing it on its tip. My teeth bite down hard onto my bottom lip, trying to distract myself from the pain he is inflicting on me. He then makes an identical mark on the other side.
 
“You may not be begging yet, Violet, but everyone breaks eventually. Soon enough I’ll be savoring your pleas for mercy.” He pulls the knife back along the same path he took moments before and pushes it deeper into my skin. Biting my lip isn’t enough this time and screams flow freely from me. Is it so horrible to wish that he would speed it up? It always happens so fast in the movies. So quick that the victim doesn’t even know the knife has punctured their skin until it’s already over. The movies have it wrong, at least when it comes to this situation. He takes his time. I can feel each skin cell rupturing. I can feel them being ripped apart as he slowly – so agonizingly slowly – drags the blade along my body. 
 
The wind refuses to yield for even a moment to give me a chance to escape. “NO!” The anger and resolve in my voice are enough to get him to pause, enough to wipe the creepy smile from his face. I’m not going to sit here and let him play with me as he kills me. I’m not going to let him get to Emmy. My arms shake. Roars erupt from me as I break through the winds. He looks from my eyes to my hand over and over. “That’s right, fucker!” I punch him in his freshly broken nose. The force I manage to inflict flings him off me. Based on the quietness of the thud, he lands a decent distance away. Farther away than I should have been able to throw him.
 
I look down at my palms, which now emit a bright white glow. The veins on the backs of my hands pulse a whitish blue with each heartbeat, like an electrical current that fluctuates with intensity. 
 
There’s no doubt in my mind that I’m truly starting to lose my marbles. I’d rather be crazy than have some ability that I shouldn’t have. I’m not like them. 
 
Am I? 
 
I shake my head in disbelief and then I’m back on my feet, running toward Emmy. I see the black vortex mere seconds before I collide with it, hurling me back towards him. Over and over again I try to get to her. Each time I’m blown back to where I started. This sadistic bastard has a very sick sense of humor. 
 
I stop running towards the car and spin around to face him. I’m done being his new plaything; I don’t even give myself a moment to think it through as I charge him. Hell, I’ll be doing the world a favor if I kill him. I highly doubt that anyone will mourn his death. 
 
With a hideous smile on his face, he tosses the knife from one hand to the other. No wind blocks my way this time. He wants me closer. A glimmer of light protrudes from the tall grass. I reach down and grab a piece of bumper from my car without slowing my pace. 
 
Holding the chunk of metal over my shoulder like I would a bat, I continue my charge. Once within range and with a war cry that would rival the best, I swing. The wind counteracts my action, but I ignore it – push through it. He pulls his arms up to shield his face like the coward he is. 
 
The metal bumper I’m heaving through the air starts to glow and an electric sizzle fills my ears. The metal blows through his makeshift shield and strikes him so hard that his body twists. Sparks rain in all directions but his clothing is what catches the brunt of the charge. Small wisps of smoke start to rise from him as the tiny embers became full on flames. He runs around in circles and tries to put himself out. Eventually he lowers himself to the ground and rolls around, trying to starve the flames of oxygen. 
 
Fairly confident that the black vortex is some evil type of wind, I’m not sure why he wouldn’t use it to put himself out. Regardless, I take the opportunity available to me … and run. 
 
Emmy is already out of my junker of a car and crawling towards me. “Emmy! Emmy, get up! We’ve gotta get the hell out of here now!” I grab her arm, forcing her to her feet. My ribs scream at me with each movement, but I ignore the pain and we run as fast as we can.
 
“What was that, Violet?” She’s leaning heavily on me. In fact, I think I’m carrying more of her weight than she is. “Sparks? Where did the sparks come from, Violet?” 
 
“A hallucination is something that your mind makes up, right? Something that’s not real? If I hallucinated, you wouldn’t have been able to see it … right?” I desperately ask Emmy, trying to make sense out of all the things happening to me. 
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We hitchhiked our way home, something that I never thought I’d do. The moment we walked into the apartment Violet asked if we could move out of the city. I didn’t want to leave, but I want her safe and was more than willing to start new somewhere else. We stayed there long enough to pack a few bags and then we climbed into my lime green beetle and drove. She didn’t complain, didn’t say anything when I chose to take 27 instead of 95 out of the city. 
 
I haven’t said anything to her since we left over an hour ago. I was going to – I needed to – but she’s sitting in the passenger seat of my car twirling a curl of hair around her finger while gnawing on her bottom lip. I saw everything that happened. I saw the winds that were black as night. I saw Violet punch him in the face and launch him several feet away. I saw her hands that were sparking, the veins in her arms and face pulsating a light blue glow. 
 
The doctors thought she was lying about what happened to her. I know better than to think that. I’ve known Violet since I was a kid and she has never been a good liar. Plus the burn on her neck verified the story she gave. There is something going on here that neither of us understand, something that is far out of our control. Something that isn’t … normal. 
 
I’ve never been one for believing in ghosts or magic or any of that supernatural stuff, but that’s where my mind keeps going. Can all of the things you read about or watch in movies be possible? There has to be some other reason behind what happened today and three days ago. 
 
Violet doesn’t know any more than I do and I know she is hiding her fear as poorly as I am. Every night since the alleyway, I’ve heard her whimpers as she’s dreamt. I haven’t gone into her room because the Violet I know is never scared, she is never unsure. Typically she just brushes it off and makes a joke out of it or punches someone in the face. The Violet sitting next to me is scared and that terrifies me even more. 
 
A light illuminates on the dash. “We need gas,” I say softly, breaking up the silence. We were in such a rush to get away that I didn’t even think about filling up before we left the city. Now – in the middle of nowhere in the dead of the night – isn’t the time to have a dry tank.
 
She doesn’t turn to look at me, just stares straight ahead. “There’s nothing until South Beach,” she finally says. 
 
For the next twenty minutes all I can do is cross my fingers and pray that we make it to a gas station before the engine peters out. I never let it get below half a tank for this very reason. I wasn’t thinking straight. I’m still not thinking straight. 
 
A new burst of energy hits me as I see a sign for a gas at the next exit. The gas station appears abandoned, with not a car in sight. Considering the hour and location, I’m not all that surprised. As long as they have food inside, I really don’t care. Violet jumps out of the car, slamming the door behind her as I put the car in park. She runs into the store, not even glancing behind her. 
 
Instead of pumping first, I decide to go in and raid the store’s candy aisle first. By the time Violet comes out of the bathrooms, I already have candy stacked in my arms. Vi marches over, placing bags of chips and energy drinks on the top which is now threatening to topple over. 
 
“Apparently the women’s bathroom is closed for cleaning,” she says to me. “I had to use the men’s and it was disgusting. Seriously, there were stick figures drawn on the walls doing lord knows what.” She flashes me a smile as we navigate up the aisle towards the front counter. 
 
A teenage clerk stands behind the counter, playing on his phone, seemingly completely unaware of our presence. Dumping the contents of my arms onto the counter, I give Vi a small smile. She’s trying to act normal and I love that about her. Her large silver eyes go wide as half of the junk food falls onto the floor, I shrug and walk back towards the cooler in search of a cold coffee. 
 
I stand there staring at the drinks, my mind on everything but. Where are we even going? We’re leaving Florida, I know that. But then where? Our bank account has been almost completely drained thanks to the hospital and dentist. We have no jobs. It could take us weeks or months to find some. What do we do in the meantime? What if these people follow us? What about Vi’s court date? Her voice raises as she berates the poor employee about double bagging and I’m pulled from my own mundane worries. 
 
The bell on the door jingles as someone enters. I grab the first coffee I see and head back to Violet. The man that just entered circles around behind me, clearly waiting in line for us to get done. I nod and quickly glance away, not wanting him to think I was staring. His face is bruised and scratched, the bridge of his nose is swollen like it was recently broken. A black leather patch covers his right eye. If he was cleaned up, I think he would be quite handsome in a rugged bad boy type of way. 
 
I’m yanked back so hard and abruptly that I nearly fall. I probably would have if this man’s body hadn’t been pressed up against mine. His fingers splay against my neck, tightening ever so slightly. 
 
“Hello, Emmy,” he hisses into my ear. 
 
I cringe and start kicking a foot out behind me, striking him with my heel over and over. He doesn’t budge. His grip tightens until I can hardly draw a breath. Violet. She’s close, so very close to me. Why won’t she turn around? The employee sees what’s happening and immediately crouches down behind the counter and out of sight. Vi leans over the worn counter top, berating him some more. I try to call out for her but the man is squeezing my neck so tight that I can’t. The pressure builds and builds until it feels like my eyes will pop out of their sockets. I drop the iced coffee, the glass bottle shattering on the floor. 
 
Violet glances over her shoulder at the noise, her eyes dilating as she takes in the man behind me. She knows him, is scared of him. She’s frozen, not so much as twitching or blinking. And then it hits me. I know in my gut that this is the man who first attacked her. It’s Stanley. 
 
She lowers herself back on her feet, swallowing hard and squaring off her shoulders. Stanley releases his grip and I gulp for air. Had he held on any longer he would have killed me. Violet said he wanted her alive, does that stand for me as well? 
 
“An eyepatch?” Violet says with a hint of a laugh. “Really? Don’t you think that’s a bit of overkill, Stanley?” 
 
The man tenses behind me as Violet tilts her head back in laughter. I’m not surprised to see her resorting to forced humor but I wish she had thought it through a bit more first. His fingers flex in his anger. I need to get away from him before he burns me the way he did her. “You stabbed me in the eye with your damn shoe!” 
 
“Oh yeah!” Violet snaps her fingers for emphasis. “I completely forgot about that. I doubt it was one of your finest moments.” She gives me a wink. 
 
Am I supposed to know what that silent signal means? I dig my nails into his forearm until I feel them puncture his skin. He groans but doesn’t release me. I kick and flail. Flail and kick. 
 
Violet launches her body at us, her shoulder striking me directly in the stomach. I’m pushed back hard enough that Stanley falls, taking each of us down with him. Vi lefts her weight off of me just enough that I scramble free and start coughing through the damage that he had done to me. 
 
Her thumb goes straight for his one remaining eye, pressing in deep and ruthlessly. With one last cough, I pull my feet under me and start looking for anything that we can use against him. Anything heavy or sharp. My gut churns at the thought of harming someone even if it is in self-defense. I’m the lover and Violet is the fighter. I don’t have the same kind of anger and aggression as she does and it makes me sick just thinking about being a part of this in any way. 
 
“Emmy,” Violet shouts as the two of them start rolling around on the floor. I have to do something, anything. I can’t let this bastard hurt her. I reach onto the shelves, grabbing whatever I can get my hand on and toss her a rope of processed meat. She looks at me dumbfounded and all I can do is shrug. 
 
Once she forces her way back on top of him, she pins his chest between her knees, pressing the stick across his throat. “Emmy get me something!” she shouts as Stanley starts bucking his hips to dislodge her.
 
Tears well in my eyes until everything goes blurry. I know I should help her. I want to help her. But I can’t. I can’t convince myself to so much as move. Her groans mesh with his as they continue to struggle with me simply standing there like an idiot. I’m no worse than the scared teenager hiding behind the counter. 
 
Violet’s groans merge with a loud thump then loud footsteps run towards me. I blink and blink, trying to clear out the tears. I’m yanked back again until I’m pinned against his chest. His right arm is draped across my upper chest and shoulders, his left hand is splayed across my lower stomach just below my belly button. 
 
My breaths are short and rapid. Tears stream down my face like a raging river. His palm begins to sweat to the point of wetting my tank top. I scream. Not the type of yell from fear or surprise but a gut wrenching, pain filled scream. His palm feels like fire, scorching me just as he had done to Violet a few days ago. Black spots swarm my vision and my knees buckle. His grip holds as his hand digs deeper into my stomach. 
 
I only catch a glimpse of Violet running for me with a coffee pot in her hand before he finally lets me go and I crumple to the floor. I brave a glance down, bile filling my mouth as I see the black cotton of my tank seared into my stomach. 
 
Glass shatters and I glance up. Violet’s just slammed a coffee pot into the side of Stanley’s face. He falls to the floor as his face breaks out in boils much like my own. 
 
“Are you okay?” Violet hovers over me, but her words sound so far away that I can barely hear them. I don’t want to be a victim like that again. I don’t want to have to depend on someone else to protect me. I don’t want to cower and freeze when someone I love needs my help. I force myself back to my feet, gritting my teeth through the pain. 
 
Violet stares at my burn and pity shines in her face for only a moment before she swallows it down and looks away. 
 
“Be glad you are wanted alive, Violet,” Stanley snarls as he struggles to stand. I feel so bad for the man and all the injuries he has but I swallow it down. I won’t be that person. I won’t feel bad for a person that just attacked me. 
 
I’m still fighting my urge to reach out and help him up when I hear Violet behind me. “It’s been fun, Stanley, but I’m bored. Enjoy the rest of your night.” She loops around me and swings a twelve pack of soda at his head.
 
She strikes him in his reddened and injured face hard enough that he’s spun around ninety degrees before he falls to the ground. Soda cans are busted and spraying their contents and she simply stares at him with a cocky smile on his face. She nudges him with her shoe to make sure he’s unconscious before looking back at me. 
 
It takes both of us to drag his six foot frame to the bathroom and pin the door closed so that he can’t get out. I do a quick search for the clerk but he’s nowhere to be found. The back loading door is open, so I assume he scurried away sometime during the fight. I’m surprised that he didn’t call the cops before doing so. Maybe he did and they just haven’t shown up yet? We should go.
 
Violet struts her way out of the store with me right behind her. She seems so proud of herself and she should. I, on the hand, just want all of this to be some kind of bad dream. 
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Stopping under the awning in front of the gas station, Emmy’s right behind me. The entire parking lot area is practically flooded, the rain coming down in sheets so thick that I can barely see the lime green of her car. There’s no way to make it to the pumps and the safety of another overhang without getting drenched. My adrenaline is still overflowing from what just happened inside and I almost don’t care how wet my clothes are as long as I don’t have to stand statically here for another minute. 
 
Squinting through the downpour of rain, I spot a black figure standing between us and the gas pumps. Based on their figure, it’s a woman, but there’s not a single vehicle in the lot apart from ours. At least not that I can see. Telling myself that it’s just a transient, I try to ignore her and her stare. 
 
Mist blows in my face compliments of a gentle wind, the moisture cooling my skin, centering my emotions. I hit him with a coffee pot. Honestly, I didn’t even know that those things could shatter the way that it did against his face. Emmy froze, not that I really expected anything different. She’s the freezer and I’m the fighter, it could always be worse I guess. Either Stanley isn’t as good at brawling as I am, or I’m just that good. Either way, my back straightens with pride. 
 
But then the cool bliss begins to turn into a soft burn, slowly increasing in pain. Before I can wrap my mind around the change in sensation, my eyes snap open to the sound of Emmy’s screech. I turn to her. She’s still standing behind me, her face drenched in fear that not even Stanley could force out of her. Her arms are pulled tightly into her chest, elbows snug against her rib cage. She’s encased in a whirling hollow cylinder of water. 
 
Seeing something like this should scare the hell out of me. The idea of someone controlling water is ridiculous. But it’s not. It’s not crazy. It’s not my imagination. It’s real. All of this is real. Honestly, it’s not even as bad as what Stanley can do. 
 
Reaching toward the cylinder, I try to get through and grab her. She screams NO as I breach the water. I instantly snatch my hands back to my body; the water burns like its boiling. It’s not normal water. It’s far from normal. My fingers throb in pain and glow a bright angry red. 
 
I turn back around, searching for the figure of the woman I saw moments ago. It isn’t hard to spot her, seeing as she hasn’t moved a muscle. Her feet are shoulder width apart, her arms hanging down by her hips, her fingers balled into fists. The acidic rain lightens, showing me more of her. Her hair is in a tight ponytail high up on her head. She’s dressed in full leather from her long sleeve jacket to her skintight pants. Something dangles from her left hip, but I can’t quite make out what it is. 
 
It’s clear that this isn’t some random woman just walking to the gas station. Stanley’s backup maybe? Whatever or whoever she is, she is no friend of ours. My feet take a few hesitant steps away from Emmy, not wanting her to get caught in the crossfire, though I’m careful to remain under the awning. The water is a weapon and as long as I’m dry, I’m safe – I think. “I’ve always wondered about cosplay. It’s a unique hobby, isn’t it? I have to admit that you play the part of the badass very, very well,” I say, attempting to keep her attention solely on me. 
 
She slowly draws her sword from its resting place, the light from the gas station windows shines bright against the metal. 
 
“I may not know much about it,” I add. “But I’m pretty confident you’re not supposed to use real swords.” Whoever is trying to kidnap me has stepped up their game, sending a female ninja warrior. Part of me feels rather smug about it. The other part … scared shitless. 
 
Her long legs start off at a slow pace, building to a full on sprint as she heads toward me, blade in hand. I’ve gotta give her credit – running in five-inch heels while handling a giant sword is not an easy task. Hopefully she doesn’t use them as a weapon the way I did; I don’t have the facial structure to pull off an eye patch. Not that Stanley does either …
 
I decide to meet violence with violence and run towards her. I have no idea what I’m going to do once I reach her, but nothing better comes to mind, so I just go with it. I even add in a war cry for extra crazy points. Who knows, maybe it will scare her off? Just before we collide, ponytail swings her perfectly crafted weapon. I miraculously dodge the swing, but it’s close. Close enough that I can hear the singing of the blade passing by my ear. 
 
Before she has a chance to spin around, I jump on her back, climbing her like a tree. My right arm wraps around her head and I join my wrists at the hollow of her neck, attempting a choke hold. Her sword clanks to the ground as she thrashes around, trying to dislodge me. When that doesn’t work, she walks toward the gas pumps, carrying me on her back like it’s just another day on the job. 
 
What’s she doing? I try tightening my grip, but it doesn’t do any good. Probably should start taking self-defense classes in the future, if there is a future. She slams me into one of the concrete pillars that holds up the awning. I see stars when the back of my head strikes the hard surface. My grip fails when she slams me again. I collapse to the ground.
 
Scrambling, I sprint for the next row of pumps, grabbing one of the nozzles. When ponytail gets too close for comfort, I squeeze the trigger and let her have it. Nothing! Nothing but a few of drops of gas dribble out. Fucking pre-pay! Unable to come up with any other brilliant ideas, I throw the gas nozzle I’m holding at my attacker. Unfortunately, it’s tethered to the pump by the hose and falls short of my target. She continues her casual strut as she glances down at my failed weapon then back at me, a twinkle of amusement behind those eerie eyes. 
 
“Where’s Stanley?” she asks in a sultry tone. Really, this bitch is kicking my ass while wearing heels, leather, and make-up. It’s because of women like this that the rest of us have self-confidence issues. 
 
“Stanley?” I reply. “He locked himself in the bathroom. May be awhile if you know what I mean.”
 
Ponytail is almost upon me. Her hair swings back and forth hypnotically as she prowls closer. Our cat and mouse game has moved us further and further from Emmy, thank God. I can barely make her out, but I know she’s there, still trapped in the acidic cell. I snap. As soon as the woman is within a few feet of me, I lunge towards her. My fingers grip a chunk of her hair and I bring her down with me. Somehow during the fall I manage to end up on the bottom; even I know that this is not an ideal situation. She grasps my neck just as Stanley did a few days ago. 
 
The nozzle’s there, lying on the concrete next to me. It takes a few tries, but I manage to reach it. I smash it into the side of her face, this time successfully hitting my mark and knocking her off me. Blood seeps from her temple where the metal struck. She seems to be in a haze – her eyes are open yet unfocused. I wrap the hose twice around her neck and run back towards the store, towards Em who is still trapped in the whirlwind of acidic water next to the front door.
 
The rain grows angry, the drops heavy against my body. My eyes open wide in fear as I begin to register the pain. Smoke sizzles up as each bead finds its mark. I scream, pelted with one acidic drop after another. Pain like I’ve never felt before races through my body, causing my muscles to seize. My knees buckle and I go down, slamming hard into the concrete. 
 
The agony is numbing, I must be in shock. I don’t feel the searing drops of water; I don’t hear Emmy’s cries; I don’t smell the acidic tinge in the air. Have I failed? Is this what the end is like? All senses offline so you can pass in peace? 
 
I look up to find Emmy and instead see a pair of eyes so blue they glow against the night. A man stands across the empty lot. Apart from the eyes, he’s barely more than a shadow. Dressed all in black with dark hair – his appearance screams predator. Then he begins to run, gaining speed as he charges towards me. I should be concerned because another unknown has arrived, but all I feel is relief. 
 
The emotion doesn’t last long as a sharp piercing heat radiates from my lower back. My spine arches. I can feel where the sword penetrated my flesh. Then I can feel her breath at my ear as she whispers, “Don’t worry, the wound isn’t fatal – just hurts like a bitch.” 
 
Her voice oozes excitement. Excitement from winning? Excitement from hurting me? Inch by inch she pulls the sharp metal from me. Blood trickles down my legs, staining my jeans red. The rain fades, the sizzle and smoke disappearing along with it. Emmy’s screams sound through the silent night. Heavy footsteps fall nearby – the man, finally close enough for me to see clearly. 
 
Worry covers his features as he pulls his own sword from its sheath. He doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t flinch as he lashes his right arm forward, stretching over my head with the blade. A sharp inhale followed by a loud thud. My enemy is no more. 
 
“Violet!” Emmy, now free from her prison, runs towards me while screaming my name. Unable to balance on my knees any longer, I collapse onto my side. My burned skin scrapes against the coarse cement. I’m too weak to scream, too weak to even moan in agony. The man before me rests his large hand gently on my neck. His hair falls in front of his left eye as he bends down to check my pulse. Two of his fingers press firmly as he waits. His other hand reaches out and releases a heavy stream of water directly towards my sister; trapping her yet again.
 
The stranger pulls a black piece of fabric from his neck, revealing a scar marring his perfectly tan skin. “She was right. The wound will not kill you, but the blood loss will.” His voice is raspy, deep, and intoxicating. He clenches his strong, stubble covered jaw as he applies pressure to both my stomach and back, using the cloth to absorb the blood. A groan escapes my lips. “You’re Violet, right? The other girl – is she with you?” 
 
Who is this guy? Where did he come from? He’s dressed so similarly to Stanley and the dead woman … is he a friend or foe? I force a shallow nod out of my injured and exhausted body. I try to explain that Emmy’s not an enemy, that he shouldn’t hurt her, but I can’t. My body is giving out. Failing me. 
 
“Little slow, Lincoln, but overall not bad.” Another man steps out of the shadows and kneels next to me. “You’ll be alright.” His voice is little more than a whisper, his fingers graze my face as he brushes stray curls from my cheek. His dark silver eyes are surrounded by thick lashes, illuminating the color. “Let’s get you fixed up, shall we?” the newcomer states. He stares at me for a moment before focusing on the dark haired man. “Leave it alone.” What? Leave what alone?
 
“I have several potions, but that’ll knock her out for a while,” The first man, Lincoln, says. He still holds me firmly but looks to the second for the next action to take. He’s the younger of the two, not much older than I am, I’d guess – and the most handsome person I’ve ever seen up close. 
 
The other man lowers his hand, resting it on my lower abdomen. “We can’t risk her being unconscious.” His short white hair contrasts with his caramel skin. I estimate he’s in his early forties, though not a single wrinkle mars his face. A purple aura appears around his hands, faint at first but growing brighter and brighter as the seconds tick by. I thrash, unable to move an inch. Lincoln places his bloody hand in my hair as he tries to calm me. 
 
A subtle heat from the glow soaks into my bones, my eyes closing from the bliss of the sensation. Time disappears. I don’t know if it’s been minutes or hours, and I don’t care. The bliss fades as screams erupt from me. Pain encompasses every inch of me as I feel what I somehow know is the sensation of my body beginning to repair itself. My throat becomes raw, forcing my screams to fade. 
 
My agonizing silence is replaced with loud rolls of thunder. Both of their faces turn towards the sky as lightning crashes around us, close enough that I can feel its heat, feel its power, and hear the hiss of electricity that courses though every bolt. One hits, then another, disappearing as fast as they appear – leaving the scent of burned air behind. 
 
It’s comforting. The familiar tingle starts at my fingertips then runs up towards my elbows. I know with absolute certainty that these flashes of electricity are coming from me. 
 
“She has lightning. An elemental.” Lincoln’s voice is faint, more an exhale than an actual statement, as though he’s in awe. 
 
“It means nothing,” the other man declares firmly. “I told you it’s time to be a hero. Earn the damn title and calm her before we get zapped.” 
 
Lincoln wraps his fingers around mine, whispering nothings to me as he tries to distract me from the pain. I latch onto him, squeezing his hand with so much force that I’m surprised he doesn’t try to break free. 
 
Each moment that passes, the pain becomes less intense. Once it’s fully faded the blissful warmth returns. “What did you do to me?” I reach down, shoving my shirt halfway up to reveal flawless skin, cleared of blood. Neither of them answer me, they just let my question drift off in the wind. 
 
The white haired man’s gaze rests above my shoulder, looking at his companion. “Let the other go, she poses no threat to us.” 
 
With a wave of Lincoln’s hand, the swirling vortex of water disappears, and Emmy runs full force towards me. All three of us rise to our feet. Lincoln stares at her like he’s preparing to attack. The white haired man has a tilted smile on his face. She ignores them both and pulls me into a tight embrace. 
 
I return her hold but my attention and focus remain on the two unknowns standing nearby. Sure, they saved us, but now that I have time to think about it, I grow suspicious. For all I know, they fixed me up just to kidnap me before someone else gets here to do it. 
 
They walk around the two of us, heading for the corpse of the woman who attacked me. “Wait! She wasn’t the only one,” I yell at them. “Stanley, we trapped him inside. In the bathroom.” I don’t know either of these men, but suspicious of them or not, the least I can do is warn them that we aren’t alone.
 
Lincoln’s eyes immediately shift to the store. The other man grabs his shoulder, a smirk set on his face directed at me and me alone. “I’ll take care of it. I have to hunt down the employee anyway. Seems he got scared and ran. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
The woman’s body lays on the ground, the bloody sword still clutched in her hand. Her eyes are still open, staring at me, taunting me even in death. My teeth grind together as anger rises. Unable and not willing to stop myself, I march to her. My foot acts of its own accord and slams into her ribs – over and over again. Neither Lincoln nor Emmy try to stop me. Neither of them says anything to me as I take out my frustration on a dead body. 
 
“Violent Violet is a real thing, huh?” the white-haired man asks. His black robes are draping into the puddle of blood beneath his feet, but he doesn’t seem to care. His foot kicks out and hits her from the opposite side. His lips curl into a smile. “Morbid … but fun nonetheless.” 
 
Wasn’t he supposed to be taking care of Stanley and the cashier? My toes throb, but it’s worth it. “Thank you. Both of you. Whoever you are,” I mutter. Did he just use my nickname?
 
Lincoln’s brows draw together at my words. He faces his friend. “How long has she been here, Watcher?” When the other shrugs, his eyes fall back upon me. “Why are you in the human realm?”
 
I have no idea what he’s talking about and Emmy looks just as baffled by his question as I feel. He called me an elemental, whatever that means. Is he referring to Earth as the human realm? 
 
“She doesn’t know what she is or where she’s from. Neither does her sister.” The one called Watcher says as he glides toward us. “Your time in the human realm has reached an end. It’s time for both of you to return home, to return to where you belong.” 
 
“And where might that be?” Emmy and I ask together. 
 
Lincoln steps forward as well, the two of them facing the two of us. “Strega. A parallel realm to this one. Magic doesn’t belong on Earth, Violet. It’s dangerous. If you’re caught …” 
 
He doesn’t need to finish his sentence. I know what would happen. The experiments, the testing. I’ve seen enough movies to know that I would be examined until I died. My eyebrows raise as realization hits me like a softball to the face. “Did you just say magic?” 
 
“Haven’t you wondered where the lightning comes from, Violet? It comes from you. From the magic within you. The magic that was blessed to you by Strega itself,” the Watcher chimes in. 
 
Emmy and I glance at each other, neither of us speaking a single word of rebuttal. 
 
“Give us a minute.” I grab onto Emmy’s wrist, tugging her several feet away from them. 
 
“Holy shit, Vi.” Her eyes go wide as she points in their direction. “I mean … holy shit!” You know it’s bad when Emmy curses. 
 
“I know. But right now, that’s not what I’m worried about, Em. These people, the ones after me, are relentless. I mean think about it … they found us at the bar, leaving the damn dentist, and now at a random gas station in the middle of nowhere! It’s like … like they know where we’ll be before we do. We’ve been lucky so far, tonight included. I’d be dead or wishing I was if it wasn’t for them.” 
 
“You want to go with them?” she asks. 
 
I understand her concern, I do. But … what happens when our luck runs out? I grab her wrist, pulling her back towards the men. “Who’s after us? What do they want? Will they continue chasing us until they capture me?” 
 
They share a glance; the Watcher finally nudges Lincoln in the back, suggesting that he be the one to answer me. “This was not the first time, was it? Based on the dead witch’s power, she belonged to Aetheries – a clan of dark elementals. They are dangerous and lethal. I do not know why they want you, but my guess is they won’t stop. Not until they get what they want.” 
 
“Obviously these people are from the same place as the two of you. How would it be safer for us there?” Logic tells me that being at your enemy’s doorstep, being closer to them, isn’t the best of ideas when they’re already hunting you. 
 
“Because we’re there.” He glances to the man standing next to him, taking a deep breath before grinding his teeth together. “Apparently, you even have a … God … on your side.” The Watcher smiles broadly, puffing out his chest as Lincoln rolls his eyes. 
 
I look the robed man up and down. He doesn’t look like a God. Judging by the way he kicked a dead girl with me, he doesn’t act like one either. But he did heal me; does that make him a God? 
 
I nod, dragging Emmy away once more. We both whisper/yell over each other, making it impossible to understand what the other is saying. After several minutes, we stand there in silence, our arms crossed over our chests. “So, are we agreed?” 
 
“Yup.” We always fight like this. I don’t understand how it works, but it’s a tried and true method of resolving things between us and we still come out as friends when we’re done. We walk over to the men. “How do we get there?” 
 
The Watcher takes a large step towards us and places one hand on each of our shoulders. “Simple. I’ll take you. Only if you ask nicely, that is.” Who the hell does this guy think he is! He’s the one asking us to go in the first place! Now he wants me to beg him to take us there?
 
Lincoln steps forward, never taking his eyes from Emmy. “Watcher, we can’t take the human. You know this.” 
 
“She’s Violet’s sister. Both by blood and by choice. She goes as well.” Umm, what? By blood? He means metaphorically, right? “Actually,” he mumbles as he removes his hand from Emmy’s shoulder. His fingers start to glow before reaching her lower abdomen. I smile. He’s healing her. 
 
Sister? She looks nothing like me. We don’t share skin tones or hair color. Our body shapes are night and day different. Our eyes though. Silver eyes are rare. In fact I’ve never seen another set remotely like mine before or since I met Emmy. Is she my biological sister? Can it be possible? 
 
Once the Watcher’s grip on Emmy’s shoulder returns, Lincoln releases a heavy sigh and places his arm around my waist anyway. I hiss at him, receiving a flawless smile in return. Seconds later, darkness floods my vision and cold permeates deep into my soul. 
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Hands planted on my knees, I try to collect myself. Everything is spinning to the point that my stomach rolls with eagerness to purge its contents. Emmy vomits the moment her feet touched the grass of wherever we now are. I don’t dare move until the queasiness subsides. Once I do, my mouth falls open. 
 
We’ve landed in a valley, surrounded on all sides by towering mountains with white peaks. Trees bigger around than I am tall are scattered throughout this otherwise empty field. To one side, wedged up between two mountains, is a stone wall at least twenty feet high with a wrought iron gate in the middle. The men on top of the wall look more like ants in comparison than normal sized people. The sky is the most unique feature though. There are no puffy white clouds in a light blue sky. A mix between a rainbow and the Northern Lights, the sky is a variety of colors, in wisps that dance around in the wind. “What is this place?” I ask. 
 
“Pensatore,” Lincoln answers. “It’s one of the three witch clans in Strega. This is our home.” The look on his face is one of boredom. Perhaps for someone who grew up here and saw it every day, it wouldn’t be much to look at anymore.
 
“What is the name of the place, though?” Emmy asks finally getting her bearings back. “You said Pensatore was the name of the clan.” 
 
Lincoln cocks his head ever so slightly and frowns. “Name? There is no name, it is merely the location that Pensatore members call home.” He turns his back to us and begins walking through the knee-high grass towards the metal gate up ahead. 
 
Emmy darts after him. “What are the names of the other clans? You said there were three?” Her voice is high pitched and almost squeaky.
 
“Rovente and Aetheries,” he answers stiffly. At the gas station he’d seemed almost confused as to what was going on. Now he seems annoyed that he had to bring us back here. 
 
I run up to him, tugging on his elbow. Standing this close to him, I really notice the height difference between us. At 5’6”, I was above average for a woman, I’ve always felt tall. But Lincoln is clearly over six feet, his shoulders broad and hips narrow. He stares down at me with that annoyance plastered on his face. “So we aren’t on Earth anymore, right?” 
 
“No,” he answers through gritted teeth. He jerks his arm free then continues his march. 
 
The gate opens as we approach. I can only assume that it was done by someone inside of the walls. Inside of this area is nothing but grass for about a quarter of a mile and then another moss covered wall similar to the first. It almost reminds me of Troy and their giant wall that was supposed to keep them safe from their enemies. 
 
The air smells like honeysuckle and the threat of rain. The grass crunches with every step. Birds chirp from overhead and laughter is seeping from the interior of the second wall. Is this truly the place that Emmy and I are from? Is this strange city and land going to be our new home? 
 
The second iron gate grinds open. As we walk through it, the people atop the wall stare down at us, watching as both Emmy and I stop dead in our tracks. Lincoln continues walking, not realizing that he is very quickly leaving us behind. 
 
Cobblestone paths lead in almost every direction. Straight ahead is a picnic area, complete with towering trees and little glowing bugs, where several sets of families sit in the green grass eating and talking together. To our right, in the direction that Lincoln is heading, is a wide wooden bridge extending high over a glistening blue stream. To our left appears to be mile after mile of gardens. Baskets are littered in each row, filled to the brim with colorful vegetables. 
 
“I don’t have all day,” Lincoln barks loudly once he notices we aren’t behind him anymore. 
 
Emmy speed walks towards him as I give her a hefty shove in the back. Past the bridge and stream, we reach an orchard. The fruit trees’ branches are heavy with their goods. People balance on the top rungs of ladders, reaching up to pluck the fruit free. The air is rich with the smell of something I can’t quiet put my finger on. It isn’t apples – in fact, none of the fruit looks familiar to me – it’s more of a cinnamon and sugar and pomegranate and peaches type aroma. And it smells good enough to eat. 
 
Once through the orchard, the paths branch again. To our left appears to be a neighborhood. The houses are close together in a way that reminds me of a brand new housing development. They all look very similar to each other. Each is built with tan/brown stones, the same small front yards and identical heavy wood front doors. 
 
Lincoln takes us to the right of that fork. The cobblestones here are heavily worn. Clearly this section is used enough to keep even the moss and weeds between the stones at bay. The laughter and constant chatter of people grows louder as we approach. Taller buildings stand on each side of the ever widening pathway. The clitter clatter of horse hooves on rock echo from the walls. Emmy and I find ourselves stopping once more as we take it all in. 
 
This must be the hub, the main area for the residents. A woman stands in front of one of the shops whose windows read THE BURNING WICK. Her hands are stretched over her head and the green paisley awnings over each window spring up and lock themselves into place. Two children dart out in front of us, chasing each other. One of them, a little boy maybe 5 years old, tugs his shirt free, dropping it on the cobblestones, then white feathered wings shoot out of his back and he takes to the air. The boy being chased stops and his face turns into a grimace, his hands balling up into little fists. Suddenly he nearly doubles his size and starts barreling towards the other side of the street. 
 
Small bistro tables are scattered everywhere, filled with people eating a variety of breads and drinking steaming teas. About five large chairs sit along the wall of one building, a makeshift sign next to it says THE SHINY COBBLER. Several teenage boys are crouched low, polishing shoes of the people in the chairs. 
 
I finally start walking, the desire to see more of this place is more important than the need to stand awestruck at seeing people’s powers at work. I pass a narrow path that is wedged between two shops that apparently leads to THE SLANTED ANVIL. Pings and pangs of metalwork reach my ears even though I can’t see what is causing it. SPILLED INK’s window is filled with ancient looking paper, feathered pens, jars of black ink, and stack upon stack of books. Dozens of colorful carts are spread out as well, selling fresh meats, vegetables, and fruits. Their fragrance is delicious enough to make my stomach growl with hunger. 
 
If this place has a fashion trend, I can’t seem to pick it out. Some women wear dresses with hidden petticoats beneath, completing their outfits with umbrellas and fans. Some of them have on cotton pants and loose fitting shirts that match the men’s attire. There are a handful of people of both genders that are dressed in black leather and have swords either on their hips or crossed on their backs. 
 
“What is this place?” I ask Lincoln once we find him again. 
 
“It’s called the Market,” he answers without slowing his pace at all. “It’s where you buy your food and goods. You can find just about anything here.” 
 
Finally making it out of the Market, we come to the top of a small hill at the base of one of the mountains. This time, all three of us stop.
 
“Is that a castle?” Emmy asks in a dumbfounded, airy kind of way. 
 
“Yes,” Lincoln answers immediately. 
 
It’s not hard to tell what it is. It might be carved into a mountain, but with its huge pillars and balconies and stained glass windows, there is no mistaking it. “Is that where you are taking us?” I ask. “To your King?” 
 
He glances over his shoulder at me but his gaze doesn’t linger. “Pensatore has no King and that title is frowned upon in this settlement. Maddox is our elected Lord.” The way he emphasizes that one word is not lost on me, but I decide not to ask about it. Not yet anyway. 
 
Emmy starts heading down the hill, toward the thick forest of trees between us and the castle that is carved into the mountain face. 
 
“Not yet,” Lincoln says abruptly. “We are waiting for someone.” 
 
“Who?” I demand. When he doesn’t immediately answer me, I push harder. “Who are we waiting on?”
 
“My brother.” 
 
My feet start to throb after statically standing for fifteen minutes. Emmy can’t seem to keep her mouth shut and keeps bombarding the poor guy with question after question. According to Lincoln, the handful of cash we have on us is not good in this settlement or anywhere else in Strega. The currency here uses coins and coins only. Each piece of silver has the same monetary amount – the equivalent to one coin is one dollar, at least that’s how I understand it. 
 
He also explained to my sister that the primary clans in Strega are Rovente and Pensatore. Rovente is in the northern territories towards the ocean and those that belong to that clan possess elemental powers. Pensatore – where we are now – is snug in the Dewy mountain ranges in central Strega. This clan comprises those with physical and mental abilities. I’m about to ask about the third clan he mentioned earlier – Aetheries – when his brother shows up and interrupts us. 
 
“Sorry,” the man mumbles. They do share some similarities but not many. Their eyes are the same, both a vivid shade of blue. His hair is cropped short and a darker brown than Lincoln’s. He’s a few inches shorter than Lincoln also, but has the same broad shoulders and narrow hips. He looks between both me and Emmy, his brows furrowing together when he sees the two of us. 
 
“The Watcher said to bring both,” Lincoln says, answering the silent question that his brother clearly asked. 
 
He nods in response then holds his hand out to me. “Hello, I’m Ben.” 
 
My eyes jump from his face to his hand and back again. Feeling nicer than I normally do, I reach out for his hand, attempting to shake it. “Violet.” He seems utterly confused by my gesture and doesn’t know how to respond to it. Giving up, I finally just drop my hand. 
 
“Emmy,” my sister announces with a large smile on her face. 
 
Ben simply nods. “Sorry to keep you both waiting. We should get going though.” 
 
The two men take the lead, walking side by side into the forest. Emmy and I trail behind them a few feet. She twirls around and around taking everything in. She’s talking but I don’t hear a word she says. My attention is on Lincoln and Ben, walking in front of us.
 
“The guard took his time coming to get me. I got there as fast as I could,” Ben says. 
 
“It’s fine. Where’s Kaleb?” Lincoln asks. 
 
Ben laughs once before answering. “It’s Kaleb so who knows. He should already be there, though. At least, that’s what he told me this morning at breakfast.” Ben looks over his shoulder and I quickly avert my eyes, not wanting him to know I’m eavesdropping. “Two?”
 
Lincoln shrugs his muscled shoulders. “I don’t know. The Watcher didn’t elaborate. He said that they are sisters and both belong here. The dark haired one, Violet, she’s an elemental. Lightning.” 
 
Ben trips over his own feet, catching himself before he falls. “Really? I thought –”

“So did I,” Lincoln says, cutting off his brother. 
 
“What about the other one?”
 
Another shrug from Lincoln. “Don’t know. Haven’t seen her do anything yet, nor did I ask.” 
 
“The telling made it sound like there was only one, Lincoln.” Telling? What the hell is a telling?
 
“You know how those things are though. Vague is putting it nicely.” Lincoln clears his throat, then speaks so softly that I have to get a bit closer to them to hear. “It also didn’t tell us that someone is after the girl.” The two brothers look at each other and Lincoln simply arches his brow. 
 
Emmy tugs on my arm, pulling me from their conversation. “Look!” She points towards one of the lower hanging branches of a nearby tree. It’s covered in cobwebs that are so thick you can’t see through them. I spot the red beady eyes before I see the dozen legs protruding through the tangle of webs. It looks like a spider, but it’s bigger and meaner looking than any I have ever seen before. It’s the size of a medium sized dog and is utterly terrifying. Its eyes though, are mesmerizing. So much so that I can barely look away. I can sense that Emmy is still standing next to me, but I can’t look away from the spider long enough to look at her instead. 
 
The thing hisses and I want to jump back in utter disgust and fear. But I can’t. I’m enthralled with it. Suddenly two arms wrap around my waist, pulling me clean off of my feet. I struggle in Lincoln’s grip, kicking out at him, yelling for him to let me go. I want to go back to the spider. I need to go back. 
 
“Stop,” Lincoln growls. His hold is unfaltering as he continues down the moss covered cobblestone path. He doesn’t let me go until we’ve cleared the forest entirely. 
 
Sitting me back on my feet, he looks me over, checking for injuries. Ben does the same with Emmy beside us. “They are called Schfixa,” Ben says breathlessly. “They aren’t dangerous unless you meet their gaze. They hypnotize their prey. Best to stay far away from them in the future.” I shrug it off, making a mental note in case that information becomes useful later on. 
 
The double front doors are nearly thirty feet in height, made of solid wood by the looks of it, and covered in detailed metalwork. I don’t have enough time to see what the designs are before Lincoln pushes the doors open more easily than should have been possible. The three of us follow him inside. 
 
It’s not like the castles I’ve seen in pictures. No marble floors or golden chandeliers hanging from the ceilings. There’s not even immaculately drawn pictures of half-naked people on the walls. It’s plain, actually. Wooden furniture and potted plants and lanterns that hang from the natural mountain walls. Most of the windows in this area aren’t even really windows, more like open-to-the-outside type arches. 
 
Two men and one woman are inside. One carries a tray of delicious smelling food across the foyer and into another room. One dusts as though she can clean away all the dirt from the inside of a mountain. The last one is fast asleep in one of the chairs, his snores echoing in the space. 
 
Lincoln and Ben lead us through a maze of hallways and up a flight of stairs. The lanterns flicker like they are actually lit by fire, but there isn’t a single flame or candle in any of them. We go through another hallway that can only be described as a balcony. There are no walls here, simply a walkway with hip high rails on either side. The wind howls, slinging my hair everywhere and making it hard to walk in a straight line. 
 
After what feels like forever, Ben finally stops in front of a plain, single door and opens it, letting us follow him in. Inside the large room are two tables. One of which is centered under a large chandelier, and has two people sitting at it. The other table is set to the side against the wall and is covered in what appears to be maps. 
 
Two men are in the room. One is older, nearly bald save for the few strands of hair left at the very top of his head. His eyes are large and beady, with heavy bags of old age underneath them. He’s wearing what appears to be navy blue robes that nearly swallow him whole. The second man is much younger, probably around the same age as the two brothers that brought me here. His brown hair is long, pulled into a bun on the top of his head. I almost laugh at the concept that the man bun fad made it as far as another realm. He’s leaning back in his chair so I can’t make out his build or height, but he’s watching me. His eyes feel like they are digging into my soul trying to figure out everything about me without me saying a single word. My skin breaks out in goosebumps and I have to look away from him. Something about this man sets me on edge and I don’t like it. 
 
The older man rises to his feet, waving a hand toward the empty chairs left at the table. “Welcome,” he says in a gravelly, aged voice. “Take a seat, we have much to discuss.” 
 
When I shift to find the chair farthest from man bun, the old man sees Emmy for the first time. His head cocks to the side. Confusion. I can feel the hurt pouring out of Em. The constant reminder that she wasn’t the one they wanted keeps getting thrown in her face and it seems to really be affecting her. With the old man at the head of the table, I end up at his right with Em next to me. Lincoln sits directly across from me, with Ben and the other guy next to him. 
 
“I’m sure you both have many questions,” the old man explains. “All of which will be answered in time. There are, of course, several things that cannot wait.” 
 
“Who are you?” I ask. The question comes out snappier than I intended it to. That frustration wasn’t even aimed for the old man, but for the man bun who is still staring at me. 
 
One side of his top lip curls in possible anger, but he quickly hides it. “I am Maddox, the Lord of Pensatore and this settlement,” he answers with a practiced line. “These three warlocks – Lincoln, Ben, and Kaleb – are my Commanders. They are second in command and report directly to me.” 
 
I nudge my chin towards Lincoln. “Why did he come after us?” 
 
“Because I told him to.” Maddox’s voice screams annoyance at being asked a question. 
 
Ben clears his throat as though asking for permission from his Lord to answer the question for him. “Strega is a realm of magic and abilities. Pensatore is comprised of mental and physical powers. One of those powers is premonitions called tellings. Someone with this power is known as a seer. There is one person in Strega at any one time with this ability. My mate, Tessa, is the current seer of Pensatore. Two days ago, she had her first telling: In a place without magic, seek to find the one hidden from the darkest of minds. Ability born of power and light will protect her from becoming the night. When the attack comes, do not run but face like with like.” 
 
I snort. Loud and long. “You’re telling me that some girl had a dream about me so you traveled across realms to hunt me down?” I glance at Emmy, thinking that she will find this as ridiculous as I do. But her jaw is locked and her face serious. My shoulders sag.
 
“Tellings are not dreams,” Lincoln explains. “They are gifts from the Gods. A glimpse into the future, so to speak. They have more importance than you could ever understand. Tellings are rare and do not happen often. Fate has her hands on you and you would do well to listen.” 
 
My eyes roll and I lean back in my chair. “What makes you think that this telling is about us?” 
 
“It’s not,” Emmy says quietly. “It’s about you. You have the magic, not me.” 
 
“Who are you and why are you here?” Maddox demands. 
 
Lincoln runs his fingers through his hair. “She is the sister. The Watcher ordered that both come here.” 
 
“And your names?” Maddox replies. We both answer him, saying our names only, not wanting to give him a reason to snap on us. He is a very grumpy old man. “You have powers, Violet James? What kind?” 
 
I swallow, my mouth suddenly feeling as dry as a desert. Saying it out loud makes it real. Isn’t it already real? “Lightning.” 
 
He cocks a salt and pepper brow at my answer. “Interesting. How did the two of you end up in the human realm in the first place?” 
 
A few seconds pass and Emmy doesn’t answer him, so I do. “I don’t know. We didn’t even know any of this existed until Lincoln showed up to save me. We were orphans.” 
 
“Saved you?” 
 
Man bun has his eyes on me again. I can feel it like little needles poking into my skin. I refuse to look down the table towards him. What is his problem? I try my best to ignore it. “I think someone was after us.” 
 
“You think?” Maddox asks sharply.
 
He is really starting to annoy me too. I sigh, obnoxiously loud. “Someone was after us. Several someones actually. The third time they showed up, the bitch gutted me with a sword and that’s when Lincoln and the other guy showed up.” 
 
Maddox’s face jumps to Lincoln. “What happened?” 
 
“I don’t know yet,” Lincoln answers. “The only one I saw was an elemental witch. Rain … she controlled the rain. Turned it into acid. I killed her before getting any information from her.” 
 
The old man hisses. “Idiot.” He turns back to me. “What did they want with you?” 
 
I shrug. “I don’t know. They kept telling me that they wanted me alive though.” 
 
Maddox leans back in his chair, crossing his arms along his chest. Silence permeates the room for a long while before he finally speaks. “You were raised amongst humans. Do you have control of your powers?” 
 
I shake my head. “I didn’t even know about any of this until a few days ago.” 
 
“It isn’t safe to have an untrained witch within the settlement, regardless of the type of power she yields,” Maddox says slowly and methodically, as if choosing his words very carefully. “There have been a string of murders in Pensatore during the past few weeks also. Everyone here has been told to use extreme caution and to protect themselves in whatever way they can. The two of you are no different. You don’t know your abilities and that makes you dangerous. If you should be confronted by whoever is behind the murders, your magic may lash out and hurt innocent people. Not only that, but every member of Pensatore goes through rigorous weapon and strength training when they are still children. Neither of you were trained in physical combat either. Starting tomorrow, both of you will learn how to defend yourselves.” 
 
I open my mouth to refuse, but Emmy beats me to it. “No,” she answers flatly. 
 
“No?” 
 
“No,” she says again. “I have no powers so I am not a danger to anyone. I do not hurt people.” 
 
“Even if your life were in danger?” Kaleb asks. His voice is soft and one of the scariest sounds I’ve ever heard.
 
“I believe that people are good,” Emmy responds without hesitation. “That our natures are naturally caring and loving.”
 
“You didn’t answer the question.” 
 
Emmy leans forward until her lower arms rest on the table. “No. I wouldn’t fight them. I would talk to them, help them see reason.” 
 
“That’s enough Kaleb,” Ben says. “Leave the girl alone.” 
 
After another twenty minutes, the meeting ends. Maddox caves to Emmy just as everyone always does, assigning her to go to the Alchemists – whatever that is – while I am still forced to train and learn my powers. With Lincoln of all people; he seems nice enough, nit I barely know the guy. I cringe. At least I wasn’t assigned to Kaleb. 
 
Lincoln, Maddox, and Kaleb each leave the room without a single word to us or look in our direction, which is fine by me. Maddox seems to be a prickly old man. Kaleb is just downright scary. Ben seems to be the most gentlemanly man of the group. Lincoln … well. I can’t deny that he is attractive, but I seem to be drawing a blank when it comes to making sense of him. 
 
Emmy and I filter out into the open balcony/hallway and wait for someone to come out and guide us to wherever we are going to next. Hopefully it has food because my stomach won’t stop growling. 
 
“That guy,” Emmy says to me quietly. “You know … the creepy one. He kept staring at me. Like staring. It felt almost intimate.”
 
I snort. “That’s not the word I would use for it.” 
 
“He jumped up and confronted me when you stood to leave. Whispered in my ear that that is how I will die.” 
 
“What?” 
 
She shrugs. “I think it was his way of responding to what I said about talking to someone instead of hurting them.” 
 
“Or he was threatening you,” I say.
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Ben leads Emmy and I back through the settlement. “What’s up Maddox’s ass anyway?” I ask him as we walk. “As the high and mighty of this clan, what could he possibly be so grumpy about?”
 
He cracks the knuckles on his fingers one by one, stalling to try and think up an answer. “He wasn’t always like that. He’s been Lord of Pensatore for the majority of his life. People say that he is the best ruler we have ever had. Then one day a few years back, he just started to change. He’s quick to anger now for some reason.”
 
“If he was elected then why not change him out for a newer model?” I ask. 
 
“He swore to a lifetime of service as did the clan. Unless he is medically unable to make decisions that are best for us, then he will remain in the position. Attitude and popularity have little to do with him being a good ruler.” 
 
Before I’m able to rebut that, Emmy steps in. “What about Kaleb? What’s his story?” 
 
Ben leans forward, looking around me to her. “I’m sorry about him confronting you like that earlier. Kaleb is,” he rubs at his chin, finding his words, “unique. He’s not very good with people in general. He’s my brother and I love him, but he’s more of a stay-in-the-shadows type of person.” 
 
“How many brothers do you have?” I ask. 
 
“It’s just the three of us. I’m the oldest, then Kaleb, then Lincoln.”
 
Is it just coincidence that all three of them are valuable enough to Maddox to be deemed his Commanders? Two brothers in such a high position would be unlikely, but three just seems strange. 
 
A strong manure smell reaches me and makes me gag. “Where are we going?” This is definitely not the scenic route that Lincoln had taken us through earlier. 
 
He laughs as though oblivious to the stench. “To my house. My mate is making dinner for you. She’s about your age too, might be nice to have someone to talk to. I know you are both going through a lot of changes right now.” That’s putting it nicely. 
 
Twenty minutes later, Ben holds open the front door to a narrow three story house and Emmy and I enter first. The room is small but homey. A billowing fire crackles in the stone hearth. Thick red rugs cover most of the stone floors and thick cushioned sofas and chairs crowd the space. We follow through an archway that leads to a kitchen area. The countertops are made of stone, probably granite or marble, and the cabinets are some kind of pale wood. There’s a sink and an oven, lights dangle from the ceiling and hang over the island where two barstools are. In many ways, it doesn’t look much different than the homes that I am used to. 
 
The door at the far end of the kitchen opens, revealing a small, well-trimmed back yard, and a petite woman, slightly older than me enters the room. Her watermelon colored dress is partially covered with a white apron from her waist down, the material of which is currently bundled up as she carries in what look like potatoes. Her large copper eyes wander between the three of us before settling on me. 
 
“Tessa, this is Violet and her sister Emmy. This is my mate Tessa,” Ben says then gives the woman a light kiss on the forehead before muttering something to her that I can’t hear. He turns to us. “I’ll be back in about half an hour. I have something that I have to take care of. You’re in good hands though.” 
 
He walks out without further explanation, leaving us here with this woman we barely know the name of. “So you’re the seer?” I ask her bluntly. “You’re the reason we were brought here?” 
 
She nods gently as she plucks one veggie at a time out of her apron and sits it down on the counter. “That’s correct.” 
 
I move to the island, sitting down on one of the stools. “Why? What did you see?” 
 
Tessa finally turns and faces us. “A seer doesn’t see. It’s more of a sensation. When we awake from the telling, all we remember are the words or phrase that was given to us.” 
 
“So you thought this phrase was enough of a reason to take us from our home?” I’m being a brat and I know it and I don’t care. Emmy and I have been thrown into a world that doesn’t make sense. We are being told of powers and magic and murders and tellings and fate. I don’t like it. I want normal back. 
 
Emmy hisses my name under her breath but ultimately doesn’t say anything. 
 
Tessa looks between both of us. She is the first one to not make some kind of confused gesture towards Emmy’s presence. “Violet, the future will come to pass whether you’re ready or willing to accept it or not.” 
 
She holds a basket of still steaming bread out to us. I hesitate for only a moment and then my mouth starts to water and my stomach growls. I grab three of the biscuits before Emmy snags the rest of the basket for herself. Tessa simply smirks. “This is a lot for you girls to handle. It’ll take time for you to understand everything and even longer for you to accept it. There is absolutely no rush to do either of those things.” 
 
“I don’t have a power,” Emmy admits after swallowing down her bite of bread. “Is that normal?” 
 
“Yes and no,” Tessa admits. “We are all born with one ability and a specific amount of power that we call energy. It is the fuel that allows us to use our magic. However, fuel can run out. When it does, our ability can become lost to us forever. Those who have no ability are usually those who abused their magic and allowed their energy to dwindle to nothing.” 
 
“I never had a power though.”
 
“I didn’t either until a few days ago, Em,” I say to her. “Maybe yours just hasn’t shown itself yet.” By the look in her eyes, she isn’t upset for not having one. I think it’s more of the confusion as to why she doesn’t that is bothering her. 
 
She takes another bite of a biscuit, chewing slowly. “Maddox assigned me to the Alchemists. I start tomorrow.” 
 
Tessa lifts the lid to the pot on the stove, stirring the contents within. The aroma hits me, and my stomach makes it obvious that the bread isn’t going to be enough. “Alchemists are underappreciated but are some of the most important people of Pensatore.”
 
“What do they do?”
 
“They create potions for different things. They are creators and scientists and they allow this settlement to function the way that it does. Without them, I don’t know where we would be.” 
 
Emmy’s shoulders square and she sits up just a bit straighter. “That doesn’t sound too bad does it, Vi?” 
 
I shake my head, happy that she thinks it might be something that she will enjoy. I have a gut wrenching feeling that that will not be true when it comes to my own training.
 
“And you?” Tessa asks, shaking me from my thoughts. “What is Maddox having you do?” 
 
I bite at the inside of my cheek. “Train.”
 
“She’s going to be working with Lincoln,” Emmy clarifies for me. “He’s supposed to teach her how to use her magic and swords and stuff.” 
 
Curiosity sparks on Tessa’s face. “What kind of magic do you have?” 
 
“Lightning.” 
 
She’s saved from responding as the door opens and two men walk into the kitchen – Lincoln and a young boy who looks to be no older than 19 or 20. He has curly black hair that almost looks blue and deep dimples in his cheeks. He seems rather fit for his age and far shorter than Lincoln. 
 
“This is Damon,” Lincoln announces to the room. “He will be responsible for watching the two of you. When you are with me Violet, he will be with Emmy.” 
 
I jump from the stool and race towards him. “Watching us? No. We aren’t children.” 
 
Lincoln glares down at me as Damon maneuvers around the two of us. I can hear him introducing himself to Emmy. 
 
“I’m not asking. Maddox is worried about you and your sister’s safety. Until you can show me that you are capable of protecting yourselves, you will have a guard with you at all times. That guard is Damon.” 
 
With a glance behind me at Damon, I snarl. “He’s 12! How well do you think that kid can protect us?” Maddox made it sound as though these murders weren’t that big of a deal. Dangerous and deserving of caution, yes. But not so bad that we should fear walking down the street. 
 
“He is fully capable. Once again, I’m not asking.” As though the discussion is done, Lincoln walks towards the kitchen, rummaging through the cabinets like he lives here. He pulls a stack of porcelain bowls from an overhead cabinet, sitting them down next to the pot. 
 
The front door slams closed again. This time Ben enters the kitchen. The small space is starting to get really warm and claustrophobic with all the bodies. “Riley will be here in an hour to take the girls to their house,” Ben says to Lincoln. 
 
“Food’s done!” Tessa declares over all the conversations taking place in the room. 
 
We all eat in silence. Other than the sound of spoons scraping along the bottom of the bowls and the slurping the brothers make while eating, it’s utterly silent and awkward. Five minutes pass after we’ve finished – some of the slowest minutes of my life – when Lincoln’s chair squeaks against the stone and he stands up. “A word, Violet?” 
 
I follow him through the kitchen and out the back door of the house. The small yard is glittering in the setting sunlight as night begins to fall. “Damon will escort you to the training fields at dawn tomorrow. I’ll have appropriate attire sent to you before then. I expect you to dress accordingly and be ready for a long day.” Dawn? He can’t be serious. “What happened to your neck?” he asks without a shred of pity in his voice. 
 
I noticed it earlier today as well. That when that Watcher guy healed me, the wound from Stanley hadn’t gone way. Well, at least not fully. I haven’t had the opportunity to see it yet, but just by touching it, it seems to be nothing more than a scar now. “It happened a few days ago. During one of the attacks I told you about. Speaking of, what happened to that guy that we told you was locked in the bathroom?” 
 
Lincoln shrugs. “The Watcher said that no one was in the bathroom. Why?” 
 
I sigh and give my eyes a hefty rub. “It was the same person.” 
 
“Riley will be here soon.” He widens his stance but doesn’t make a move to head back inside. “The reason the injury didn’t heal like Emmy’s did is because it’s not a normal scar. It’s what we call a marker. Markers hold the associated memories within them and can be seen or viewed by a recall.”
 
I cross my arms. “And what the hell is a recall?” 
 
“It’s an uncommon ability of Pensatore. One of my abilities, to be exact.” 
 
One of his abilities? “Let me guess, you want to go rummaging around in my head?” 
 
“It has nothing to do with your head. The memory itself is in the marker. I’ll be able to see the person who is after you. I’ll be able to put a face to him. But only if you let me see it.” 
 
“What happens? What do I have to do?” 
 
“Nothing,” he answers. “You don’t have to do anything. I will simply touch it and I will be able to see the event as you lived it, feel the emotions you felt. It won’t cause you any harm. Once the memory is completed, I will start to convulse and my nose will bleed for a few minutes and then it’s over.”
 
Having someone use their powers to save me is one thing, having them use it on me simply because they can is an entirely different issue. “No.” 
 
He runs his fingers through his hair, shifting from one foot to the other. “And why is that?” 
 
“Because I said no. I don’t feel comfortable with it.” 
 
The back door to the house creaks open, Tessa’s head squeezing through the opening. “Riley is here.” 
 
I step towards the house and Lincoln moves to block my path. “We’ll address this again later. Be ready for training by dawn.”
 
With a hefty step to the side, I bypass him. Dawn my ass. That is so not going to be happening. As though reading my thoughts, Lincoln shouts the time at me once more before I close the door behind me. A part of me considers locking him out there but another newcomer draws my attention away before I have time to twist the knob. 
 
“You must be Violet,” she says to me. She doesn’t bother to hold out her hand to me like Ben had done, but it doesn’t bother me at all. “I’m Riley, the Director of Public Relations for Pensatore.” 
 
As far as I can tell, the woman is in her 40s. She has graying blonde hair and deep crow’s feet lining her eyes. There is so much make-up on her face that every dip and crevice is even more noticeable. Her cheekbones are high and sharp, highlighted with a bright pink blush. I immediately dislike her and the fake smile she has plastered on her face. In the woman’s defense, there are very few people that I do like. 
 
Instead of responding to her, I choose the lesser of two evils and rush back outside without a word. Lincoln is still standing exactly where I left him, almost like he was expecting me to come back out.
 
“Fine,” I say to him. 
 
His lips twitch but he refuses to let them curl into an actual smile. “Sit.” He waves toward a small set of metal chairs and a table sitting at the base of a large tree. Once I’m in the chair, he kneels down in front of me, wedging his torso between my knees. I almost berate him but there is something soothing about him being this close to me. His right hand reaches up and I wince as his thumb rests on the right side of my neck and his fingers gently curl around my throat. His eyes start to cloud, the blue of his eyes getting lost in a sea of white. I know his touch isn’t meant to be intimate, but it still sparks something inside of me that I wish it didn’t.
 
Blood starts to trickle from his nose, eyes, and ears. His grip on my neck releases as he collapses to the ground. His body turns rigid seconds before he begins to convulse. I don’t even shimmy out of the chair. He warned me this would happen. If he needed any help getting through it, he would have mentioned it. 
 
His eyes shoot open and his lips part as he gasps a lungful of air. He pulls at the extra material of his hood and uses it to wipe away the drying blood from his face. He rolls over onto his back, staring up at the faint stars hidden behind the dark wisps in the sky. After a few minutes he leans up, his legs stretched in front of him. “You puked on him. Really?” 
 
I can’t tell if he’s appreciative of my scrappiness or making fun of me for it. “I didn’t intentionally puke on him. It just happened. Why does it matter anyway? I won, didn’t I?” 
 
“Won due to sheer luck. Not much better than striking a man in the back while he’s walking away. Pensatore members don’t fight in such a way. It’s demeaning. We’ll be working on that as well during the coming days.” 
 
Is he kidding me right now? “Really! He was choking me and searing my skin off! Not exactly the same thing as hitting a man in the back while he’s walking away. Stanley wasn’t walking away!” 
 
“You will learn how to fight correctly, Violet.” There is no room for argument in his tone, but I don’t have any intention of arguing with him. 
 
For the second time, I leave him outside alone. And this time, I do lock him out. 
 
I walk up to Riley who has successfully smeared bright red lipstick all along her front teeth. “What are you here for?” Lincoln successfully pissed me off, which I am officially taking out on her. 
 
“Housing,” Riley answers flatly. 
 
“Fine. Take us wherever we need to go then.” 
 
Her black eyes narrow but she doesn’t respond. Instead, she turns on her two inch heels and struts to the front door with Emmy, Damon, and I in her wake. After walking a street over, she finally opens her mouth. “I have a few houses that are currently unoccupied.” 
 
“The cheapest you have will be fine,” Emmy says, making a valid point, a point that I hadn’t yet considered. How the hell are we expected to pay for this? I have twenty bucks in my pocket and I don’t think that there are banks around here that are willing to swap out my currency for theirs. 
 
“Lincoln advised that the housing is covered for now. He said to put them in the guards’ housing,” Damon states. 
 
“Why is the Commander paying for their housing?” she asks him. By the way she says it and the look in her eye, it’s clear that this is not standard practice. 
 
“Didn’t ask,” Damon responds. “Best that you take that up with him.” 
 
Two more streets over and halfway up the block, Riley stops in front of one of the houses. It has the same exterior as all the others. At three stories high, it’s narrow and reminds me of a row house. It takes my full body weight to keep the door from crushing me with its own weight as I push it open. 
 
Inside is a small and quaint living area with more of those lanterns – the ones that were in the castle – hanging from the walls. While furnished, it’s with the bare minimum and nowhere near as stylish as Tessa and Ben’s home. Emmy and I explore the place but there’s not much for us to see. There are two identical bedrooms and bathrooms; one on the second floor and the other on the third. I claim the second because I hate stairs. Emmy gladly takes the top level. 
 
I find blankets folded neatly in the wardrobe in the corner of the room and as I start to make the twin size bed, there’s a creak just outside of my door. 
 
“Is this suitable for the two of you or would you prefer another?” Riley asks as she invites herself into what is now my bedroom. 
 
“It’s fine.” I continue putting the sheets on the mattress, trying my best to ignore her presence. 
 
“Okay, well, good. I’ll have your personal effects brought here for you both then.” 
 
“We have no personal items. We were forced to leave them behind.” I’m not sure why I just told her that, but I instantly regret it. 
 
“I see. Well, I’m sure that Lincoln is tending to that as well.” Her tone makes her seem almost jealous. Perhaps she doesn’t understand why he would be going to so much trouble for two strangers. Why is he going to so much trouble anyway? What are we to him exactly? “Why are you working with Lincoln? He doesn’t train anyone anymore. It’s below his station.” 
 
I stop fumbling with the pillow cases and look over at her. “Who told you that?” 
 
“Your sister.” She takes a step toward me with what seems like a poor attempt at intimidation. “She also told me that you are a lightning elemental. You should be with your own people. You don’t belong here.” 
 
Who is this woman? “That’s not my decision to make.” 
 
She takes another step towards me. “Once people find out what you are, you will be in danger. You should leave now before they start hunting you down.” She spins on her heels, giving me a sing-song goodbye before leaving the room. 
 
I wait until I hear her footsteps on the stairs before releasing a long breath. What the hell did she mean by that? 
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“Violet! Get up now!” Lincoln bellows through my closed door. “Don’t make me come in there!” This time his demands are followed with three hard pounds on the door. I bury my head under my single pillow, praying that if I don’t make a noise he will go away. The door slams open.
 
In a normal situation I would have jumped up and started throwing things at him for waking me up. But this isn’t a normal situation. The last few days have been hard. Between being attacked at every turn and being zipped to some magical world of magic, I haven’t slept in forever. Even last night after Riley left, Emmy came in and started talking. 
 
She wasn’t scared to be here, more like excited. She was curious about everyone and everything in this settlement. She wanted to know about the world and the history and the powers. I could care less about any of it, but I feigned interest until the wee hours of the night until she finally went back to her room and let me sleep. 
 
I pull the blanket up over my head, doing my best to ignore the man whose anger is seeping from his pores in thick waves through the room. 
 
“Get out of bed. NOW. You were supposed to meet me at dawn. You’re late.” He throws something on top of me, but I refuse to uncover my face to see what it is. “Get dressed.” 
 
“Go away,” I groan. Did he expect me to get up and meet him in the middle of the night? Who trains when it’s still dark outside anyway?
 
“Every minute that goes by with you not in the field to train is another mile added to your morning run. Your choice.” He gives me an evil look before slamming the door behind him. 
 
Did he say run? Did he say morning run? An extra mile added … to a run? The thin blanket slowly drifts through the air as it sinks to the floor. I find black leather pants and a matching jacket on my bed – what he threw at me, I’m assuming. I shove my feet through the legs of the pants and immediately know that they are far too small for me. “Emmy!” This is going to be a two-person job. Emmy races into the room, searching for the source of my panic.
 
“Why the hell didn’t you wake me up?” I ask her through gritted teeth as I struggle to get the tight fitted leather over my curves. Emmy finally catches on to my distress signal and assists me in my time of need, struggling to latch the silver buckles around my chest. Whoever made this thing is definitely a male chauvinistic pig – one who hates breasts and women who breathe.
 
“I was going to wake you up,” Emmy whines. “But Damon said he would take care of it. Next thing I know, I hear Damon yelp, come running down the stairs and declare you won the battle. He was too scared to let me try to wake you after that. He said I couldn’t be injured on his watch. Then boom! Lincoln’s pounding on your door like the police. Now jump.” 
 
I start jumping up and down, hoping that the force of my weight will move these leather pants even an inch up my thighs. “Hurry, Emmy. He’s adding miles to my run for each minute I’m late.” 
 
She starts tugging that much harder. “Running? Like as in jogging? A fast walk? Where you sweat and cramp and hurt your knees … that kind of running?” 
 
“Yes! Now pull.” With a hefty tug, we finally get the leather up my over hips. After all of that, tying the lace and snapping the buttons is easy. 
 
Once I’m cinched and secure, Emmy abandons me and heads downstairs. I can’t believe that she gets a black uniform that is oddly similar to scrubs while I have to wear this. I spare a moment to glance in the mirror and am utterly shocked. I give myself a quick motivational speech and head downstairs. 
 
“What did you want me to do exactly?” I hear Damon ask. “I tried to wake her up. I even sent one of my doubles up there and she bit him.” Doubles?
 
Heavy footsteps pace the floor in the living room. “You were told to ensure she was there on time and you failed to do that,” Lincoln replies. 
 
I jump the last few steps, scurrying across the space to where I find black boots sitting on the coffee table. Both men just stare at me in silence, theirs heads slightly cocked. 
 
 “What?” I demand as I throw on the heavy boots. Damon releases a long drawn out whistle. I barely contain my smile. This outfit may take two people to get on, but it does look really good. 
 
“Umm guys … don’t we have something we should be doing right now instead of ogling?” Emmy says as she taps her foot to the beat of her words, her head shaking back and forth.
 
“Let’s go,” Lincoln says as he makes an about-face and starts walking towards the front door. 
 
I don’t argue because I have a feeling that if I push my luck I will truly regret what happens next. I follow him quietly, leaving Emmy and Damon sitting on the couch. 
 
I can only assume the area in front of us is the training field, and there is no doubt in my mind that it was built for one thing…torture. Acres upon acres of torture. Hardened paths from heavy use weave throughout the space. Large targets are set off to one side and are aligned at varying distances from a red line marked in the dirt. Multiple sand pits are enclosed in wooden fences. Straw dummies are strung up in various locations with red painted on their chests and faces. Small stone huts probably used for weapons storage or something litter the area. Random posts are scattered about, covered in slash marks and punctures. Of course, no training area would be complete without an obstacle course, which is tucked right in the center all of the sand pits. 
 
Before I get a chance to ask what we’re going to be doing, specifically, Lincoln assigns me laps. The more I argue, the more laps I get. The longer I drag my feet, the more laps I get. I start sensing a pattern and decide to just shut up. 
 
My lungs are on fire. My thighs burn. I’m confident that no amount of air I take in will be enough. The stitch in my side throbs with every step I take. Damn him! Damn that man! I’m drenched in sweat, sweating in places I didn’t know people could sweat from. I want to go back to bed. This is stupid. However, I have to applaud Lincoln on his torture methods. This girl has learned her lesson and will not only be on time tomorrow … but early. Early for the first time in my adult life. He should consider himself special.
 
As I round the corner, I can see Lincoln standing at the finish line watching. I put on a very small burst of speed, my body screaming in protest. The faster I go, the sooner it’s over. And then my arms flail to the side as my ankle twists, causing me to land flat on my face. Shit! 
 
“You’re probably the slowest runner I’ve ever seen,” Lincoln says as I limp through the finish line. “Half an hour to eat, then we begin training.” Then we begin training? What the hell was that run supposed to have just been if not training?? He walks off, leaving me there alone heaving to catch my breath and grunt through the pain of the stitch in myside. 
 
After a few minutes I head toward the dingy tent where Lincoln has already loaded up a plate and found a seat at one of the two tables inside.
 
My plate clanks down on the table in front of my trainer. He watches me as I try to maneuver my legs over the bench and under the table. Stupid leather pants. “What?” I say, challenging him to say some something. 
 
He shakes his head, a hint of a smile on his lips. I snarl as his fingers rummage through my knotted curls, pulling painfully at my scalp. “I wasn’t wrong about what I said last night. You’re not from here, so you’re unfamiliar with our rules. Here, we give our opponents a fair fight. We don’t bash them in the face with our shoes. You can’t expect to win a battle by luck. You can’t expect to stay alive that way either.” 
 
“Living is the whole point,” I counter. “If you didn’t want to stay alive, you wouldn’t defend yourself. It’s human nature to want to live. Whether physical or emotional, we’ve all fought against something and made it to the other side. Does it really matter how we did it?” I refuse to look at him as I speak, instead pretending to pick at the food on my plate.
 
“It’s not about life or death. It’s about knowing you have the strength to be there when it counts. That starts with proven defense techniques, not hurling everything and the kitchen sink at your opponent, hoping something sticks. Your improvised fighting methods are unbecoming of Strega and the Pensatore clan and won’t save you when your opponent is not an idiot,” Lincoln responds firmly.
 
“What happens,” I hiss back at him, “when they don’t play by your rules? When you’re pinned on your back with a psychopath slicing a blade across your skin, telling you all the ways he will enjoy making you scream. Would you not want me to fight back in any way possible? Because I doubt his brand of crazy is going to take a time out when I tell him he has to play by the proper rules of combat.”
 
The muscles in his jaw throb with each beat of his heart, his teeth grinding together. “I didn’t see that part.” 
 
“You wouldn’t have. You saw the first attack with Stanley. You were present for some of the third. But I’m referring to the second. You seem to forget, Lincoln, that you know nothing about me. Nothing about what I’ve been through. Yet you judge anyway.” 
 
It takes me a few minutes to maneuver my legs out from under the cafeteria-style table, which completely ruins my perfectly timed exit. He doesn’t follow me, though – doesn’t ask where I’m storming off to. Which is good, seeing as I have no idea. I walk until I find some bleacher type seating next to one of the sand pits. 
 
I don’t understand Lincoln’s deal with learning to “properly fight.” I mean I get wanting to teach me how to fight and improve my skills, but it’s like he takes it personally that I only made it out due to sheer luck. I remember coming home that night, looking into the mirror for the first time. The way my stomach sank when Emmy asked if I had killed him. I joked about it, saying it was Violent Violet’s finest moment. 
 
“We have things to do, Violet. Stop brooding and let’s go.” Lincoln’s voice interrupts my memories. With a huff, I climb down and follow after him. 
 
He navigates his way through the training fields until we travel the entire length of it. Once clear, we reach a dense forest that branches out as far as I can see. Towering trees surround us and a large crystal blue lake is directly ahead when Lincoln finally stops. 
 
“Children of Strega are born with their powers,” he explains. “As they grow, so do their abilities. This allows them the time to learn how to gain control of their gifts. You were in the human realm, your lightning stifled. Because of this your element manifested late in life. You have the power of an adult and the control of a five year old. The most important aspect for you to learn is that magic isn’t free, there’s a price we all must pay. To break it down for you: all witches and warlocks are born with what we call a well of energy. When you reach the bottom of that well, your powers will no longer work. This situation is not temporary; if you deplete yourself you’ll become a witch with no power. Therefore, you need to be very diligent when using your ability and pay attention to the warning signs. You’re the only one who can sense this energy and the only one who can stop before draining yourself completely. Make sense?” 
 
When Tessa mentioned most of this last night before dinner, I didn’t think twice about it. Now Lincoln’s acting like reaching the bottom is a bad thing. But all I see is a light at the end of the tunnel, a way to make myself normal again. “Yeah,” I say to Lincoln.
 
“When you use your ability, you’re drawing the power from that well. The signs will start out small as you begin to run low, such as effecting your accuracy or range. Soon you’ll be unable to do anything significant. You’ll struggle to produce even the smallest of sparks. Eventually, even that will be impossible. It’ll take a toll on you physically as well. You’ll become winded, weak, faint; it differs with each witch or warlock. But the result is always the same; you’ll lose the ability to wield your power indefinitely.”
 
Once again, I’m really not seeing a negative here. If I had no powers and Emmy has no powers, then can we go back home, right? Would those people stop chasing us?
 
“The most important thing you should take from this, Violet,” Lincoln continues, “is that once you sense any of these things, stop. You’re not only risking your power, but your physical energy will be depleted as well. It will leave you open and vulnerable. That’s why it is so important to increase your endurance. Later we will work on hand to hand combat. Having other options of defense available to you will only increase your odds of survival. Since – according to you – wanting to live is basic human nature, now is the time to learn how to make it possible.”
 
The only time my magic has offered me any aid was against Mr. Slice and Dice. Even then, it’s debatable if I won due to my lightning or my scrappy ways. Is there a point in learning how to harness and wield the magic within me? Maybe they are chasing me because of this lightning. Perhaps ridding myself of it will end this. Then Emmy and I can go back to Florida. Makes total sense. I think. I’ll play along in their game, learn how to use it on command and then purge. Purge until I’m human again. “How long can I use it before I run out? How deep is my well?” I ask.
 
“Once you are able to summon the magic at will, I will test you … find out how long you can last before you are empty,” Lincoln explains. “Some people can last only minutes, others manage for hours depending on the wielders energy level.” Well that sounds like a fun time … good thing I have no intention of being tested. 
 
I’ve wanted to ask Lincoln about his powers since I was told about how the clans are divided and, for whatever reason, I choose now to do it. Thus far I know that he has two abilities, I’m not sure if this is the uniqueness Riley was talking about last night, but I assume it is. “Why is a water elemental living in Pensatore? Or better yet, why does a Rovente member have a Pensatore power?” 
 
He stares at me for the longest time. It seems as though he’s trying to decide on just how much he should explain to me. “I’m a hybrid. My brothers and I are all hybrids. It means that I possess powers from both clans. Our mother was Pensatore, father from Rovente … making the three of us hybrids.”
 
“Is that common here?” 
 
Lincoln gives me a humorous smile that releases butterflies in my stomach. “Common? No. Rovente and Pensatore are on neutral terms, we are neither friends nor enemies, but we do not like each other. Rovente is head strong to put it nicely. They believe that their abilities are stronger than Pensatore abilities. They deem this clan as the weaker breed and they feel as though mating with one of us is nothing more than a taint to their flawless bloodline. They kill hybrids the moment they are born.” 
 
Wow. How do I even respond to that? “Then how are the three of you alive?” 
 
“Our mother kept us here. Pensatore isn’t like Rovente. We are not judged or killed for what we are, not here anyway.” 
 
I clear my throat. “Are there other hybrids here then?” 
 
“No. Like I said, hybrids are not common. Most Rovente members are disgusted with the idea of mating with one of us, let alone reproducing. We are the only three alive that I know of.” 
 
“Does it make you some of the strongest people here?” Perhaps that is why all three of them are Commanders to this clan. 
 
“Yes, it does.” 
 
The large crystal blue lake before us empties and I know that the conversation is over. The water, fish included, floats more than a dozen feet over our heads. His hands circle above his head creating a hollow ring that swirls end over end. His act is so precise that not a single drop falls from the form. His finger snaps towards the empty lake, guiding the water back to its original resting place.
 
“Were you paying attention to how I did that?” Lincoln eyeballs me, his brow raised high, knowing full well I hadn’t been preparing for a test after the short show. 
 
“Of course.” When in doubt … lie. His fingers run through his long bangs. I’ve realized over the long days I’ve known him that he does that when he’s getting irritated. “You did that thing with your hands.” I flail my arms around in an intentionally over the top impression of what I just watched him do.
 
“That’s user discretion. Some use hand motions while others don’t. As a beginner, I’ll teach you to use them. Once you become more precise, you can stop if you choose to. So, controlling your element is easy to learn but more difficult to do. We ‘will’ our desires to our elements. For example, if I wanted to spray you down with water, I would imagine just that. For a beginner it would be best to imagine it with full details, as many as you can think of. So in this situation, I would picture water propelling from my palm in a hearty and steady stream. Then if I wanted it to shoot you in the face and drench you, I would imagine water dripping from your face, your hair soaking wet … things like that.” A gush of frigid water hits me right between my eyes, drenching me from head to foot. I stare him down, spitting out a mouthful of water.
 
“See … simple,” he says with an uncontained chuckle. 
 
“So this is like speaking to the power itself, right?” I ask, wiping water from my face.
 
“In a way, yes. Your element is your language, a language that only you can speak. The lightning needs to learn you as much as you need to learn it. It will start to grasp your quirks and summon itself before you can finish your thought. But that only happens with practice.” 
 
I twirl a curl of my hair in my finger. “I’m not sure I understand. Can I summon this whenever I want or does there have to be electricity nearby for me to steal from?” I’m not sure why I want more clarification, seeing as I have no intention of keeping this magic, but it’s too late now. 
 
“Yes and no. I am not familiar with the lightning element but take mine for example. Water. I can create my own but it takes more energy to do so. I also have to be very hydrated to do it too. Manipulating the water around me takes far less energy and is always my first choice. Until we figure out what kind of elemental you are, there is no reason to worry about that yet.”
 
“What kind of elemental I am? What does that mean? I have lightning, you already know this.” 
 
He sighs, shoving his fingers through his hair. “There are different kinds, Violet. I just told you that we will cover it later.” He points towards one of the larger trees closest to us. “Now, your turn. The tree off to your left is your target. I want you to look at it and inspect all its details. Focus on the tree and the tree alone. Imagine a bolt of lightning plunging from the sky and striking its branches. Picture the electricity flowing down the bark and stripping it bare. Give it a try.”
 
The tree’s a pretty good distance away and I can’t make out many details like Lincoln told me to. It looks like a tree, just like every other damn tree! Is this some kind of joke? Is he trying to be funny? I try anyway, feeling like an idiot every time I squint to see exactly what shade of brown the bark is.
 
Sparks and flashes come from behind me, striking all around Lincoln. Oops. 
 
Lincoln’s standing there stoically, his head shaking back and forth slightly. “Aim’s a little off. You didn’t picture the tree. You have to picture your target, Violet – if you don’t, you are very dangerous to those around you.”
 
“I was picturing the tree, you idiot! It’s not my fault you picked something so far away! Not only that, but I’m new and I don’t know what to do!”
 
“It’s almost like you were trying to strike me,” Lincoln sighs. Loudly. “Talk.”
 
“Umm. I’m cold.” What the hell does he want me to say?
 
“You were thinking about me, not about what I told you to do. Why? Is it because of our disagreement earlier?” 
 
“No! I’m over it, Lincoln. You bringing it up every other minute, however, is really starting to irritate me.”
 
“I’m not trying to do that. But I need to understand so I can help you focus. What else is on your mind that’s distracting you from your task?” His tone is gentle and supportive which only annoys me more.
 
My arm swings in the direction of the tree. “You assigned me a tree five miles away and told me to think of all the small details. I can’t even see the stupid thing!” 
 
“First of all, the tree is a quarter of a mile away at best, so stop exaggerating. Secondly, don’t focus on what you can’t make out. You can see the overall shape, the branches and size. Focus on those aspects instead of getting mad at me for not being able to see the rest. You’re getting angry for no reason, Violet. This is a common occurrence for you. If you keep up this kind of behavior then your powers will latch themselves onto your emotions. It makes you dangerous – and not in a good way,” Lincoln states.
 
I roll my eyes as he walks away, leaving me alone to stare at my nemesis, the tree. Angry? He thinks this is me angry? My finest moments are created when I’m fuming. The fury creates a tunnel for my focus, eliminating everything else around me. I imagine it, just as he told me to.
 
It works.
 
The magic hears me and does as I ask it. The lightning rains from the sky with enough speed that there’s not enough time to make out its shape. The sizzle of current lingers long after the blinding flash of light fades away. The heat is unbearable as bolt after bolt crashes to the ground, the energy in each so high that craters litter the sand around us. 
 
Lincoln doesn’t say a word; I can only assume he doesn’t want to give me the satisfaction.
 
Several minutes pass, and I don’t know what to do. Lightning scores the earth and the sky and I have no idea how to make it stop. I may very well have started something that I can’t stop. 
 
“Are you done yet?” Lincoln yells dryly from right next to me. “Tell it to stop.” 
 
I bite my lip, not sure how to do what he is asking of me. Sweat beads on my forehead as the heat grows and grows.
 
“End it now!” he bellows over the cracks of thunder. “Otherwise I will have to do it myself and you won’t like my methods.” His head angles downward towards me, his chest nearly touching mine. Flashes of electricity circle around our bodies. I can see the reflections of my ability in his eyes as he stares down at me. “Tell it to stop, Violet.” His voice is like a caress to my nerves, a soft breath calming my anger. 
 
He went from annoyed to angry to sensitive in a matter of minutes. Maybe it was to see which tone made the biggest impact with me, maybe it wasn’t. All I know is that I don’t even need to ask my power to stop its wrath, it does it all on its own. “You’re right, I was mad. But I did as you asked. My anger allowed me to focus my thoughts and that’s what I did. I focused them on you, willed the lightning to act the way I wanted it to.”
 
“I don’t want your powers attached to your emotions in anyway, Violet. I understand that you think anger helps you focus, but to rely on a feeling to wield your ability makes you weak. You won’t always be angry when you need to be. You need to figure out how to channel your focus without resorting to that. In fact, consider that your homework for tonight.”
 
If I thought that I was going to stay here in Pensatore, perhaps I would do as he asks. I don’t want to stay here though. I want to go back to Miami and have everything normal again. I don’t need to learn how to control my power because soon enough, I won’t even have it. I’m going to purge it. Get rid of every last drop and become human again. There won’t be a telling lingering over my head or people chasing me or any of this craziness any more. I’ll go back to washing dishes and pretending to not stress over how we will pay rent this month. 
 
All I need to do is learn enough that I can purge and then we can leave. Days. That’s all I need. Just a few days. 
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They call it the Lab. From the outside, it looks like a normal house. It’s a narrow, three story building on the outskirts of the settlement. It’s not hard to miss – if for some reason you don’t see the billows of smoke coming out of the chimneys, then there’s no way you could overlook the odor. It’s not what any normal person would describe as fragrant. It’s almost acidic, like someone tried to boil a pot of bleach on the stove, forgot about it and let it char to the bottom of the pot. It burns your nose and eyes, but after spending eight hours here for the last few days, I almost don’t feel or smell it anymore. 
 
Violet is training with Lincoln, therefore Damon is with me. He won’t go into the building. He claims that to do so is bad luck, so he stays outside the front door, sitting on the rickety stairs on the attached patio. I can’t blame him. When I first entered yesterday, the place looked and felt evil. Pensatore’s settlement is orderly and kept up. The grass is neatly trimmed and even the ivy that grows up the stone walls of the buildings is in perfect shape. There are colorful pots of plants lining the cobblestone streets and flaming lanterns on every corner. The Lab is like something out of a horror show compared to that. 
 
It’s divided into three sections: creation and testing, stockrooms, and manufacturing. The manufacturing area is exactly what it sounds like. The majority of Alchemists are assigned here. It’s their job to create the more standard potions such as healing and personal care – apparently having a proper skin potion is essential. These are the type of potions that are brewed daily and sent out to several shops in the Market to sell. The rooms are filled with well-used cauldrons that vary in size. Some are large enough for me to crawl into, while others are barely big enough to fit a cat. This area is where the majority of the odor comes from. There are a handful of potions that are more fragrant – almost floral – and then there’s the one that smells of acid. 
 
Creation and testing is where the elite Alchemists go. They are the ones who manufacture and invent new potions. The Prime Alchemist, Ollie, works here as well. These witches and warlocks are the ones covered head to foot in soot. The ones who wear aprons in an attempt to keep as much of the ingredients off of them as possible – by the looks of them at the end of the day, it doesn’t do much good. Basically, it’s their job to know each ingredient inside and out. They memorize how they work together, how each piece reacts to complements another. The rest is all in their imagination. Apparently, not every idea they have is possible. One of them seared off their eyebrows yesterday in an attempt to create a potion that would accelerate plant growth. This, according to Ollie, is a combination that they have been working on creating for many years now and are no closer to figuring it out than they were when they started. 
 
The stock rooms are typically what frightens people – at least that’s what I assume anyway – and it’s easy to see why. The walls of the room are lined with shelves that reach floor to ceiling. Jars upon jars are stacked there, some filled with rocks or ash, others with blood or feathers. Bones hang from several lines draped from the ceiling as though they were hung out to dry. The room scares the hell out of me and I don’t like being in there. There are only two Alchemists assigned to this section and apparently I am going to be the third. 
 
I gently sit down a medium sized crate in the creation area. Ollie is carefully weighing a finger sized vial of red liquid. I have no doubt that it’s the blood of some poor animal that was unlucky enough to be caught by one of the stockroom Alchemists. Ollie is known as a Prime, they are the leaders of each different job or specialty in the settlement. They are the best at what they do and the leaders of their designated people and fall directly below the Commanders in the hierarchy chain. Ollie is a fickle character to say the least. He’s a ginger – the orange red color of his hair matches that of his long beard. He’s not as toned and muscular as the brothers are, but is still a decent size for his height. The freckles speckled across his cheeks are still visible despite the heavy layer of soot. He’s not a bad looking man, just more average and nerdy than most in Pensatore. 
 
He doesn’t acknowledge me, but I don’t let that scare me off. I have questions, hundreds and hundreds actually, that need answers. Once he finishes, he empties the vial into the cauldron that is already steaming and nearly boiling over. The reaction between the ingredients is instantaneous and causes an explosion of lime green gas that fills the room. We both break out into a coughing fit. With my arms stretched in front of me, I try to navigate my way out of the room without hurting myself or tripping over something that I really don’t want to trip over. 
 
There’s a creak and a burst of bright sunlight that cuts through the gas. A hefty breeze flows into the room, giving me at least some clean air to breathe. 
 
“Emmy?” Damon’s voice bounces through the room. “Where are you?” 
 
I try to answer him, but my throat burns from the fumes, making words impossible to form. Ollie’s coughs have subsided and he now swears under his breath. I follow the sunlight until I find the window that either Ollie or Damon managed to open, and warm wind hits my face. “Here,” I finally manage to say. 
 
Footsteps pound across the wooden beams of the floor until Damon stands next to me. He must be truly worried about me to face coming inside the Lab, something he was so adamant to avoid. He looks me up and down checking for any injuries. “What the hell was that?” he demands, looking around for Ollie. 
 
Ollie plows between us, the cauldron of ruined potion in his hands. He heaves the pot out the window, dumping the contents. “Calm down kid. You’re overreacting. She’s fine. Now get out of my Lab.” 
 
Damon looks to me for direction. I nod, silently telling him that I’m okay and he doesn’t need to stay in here. He looks ill, his face pale and slightly green. The stench of whatever Ollie just did is strong and I’m sure I look very similar to him. He doesn’t linger any longer than he needs to before literally running out of the room towards freedom. 
 
The now empty cauldron slams down into its holder that hovers a few inches above a red hot flame. Ollie kicks around the few crates that sit on the floor, the glass vials within them rustling around, and heads towards a long, narrow table against one wall. He squeezes his temples and his jaws lock into place as he tries to focus. Grabbing a quill from the tabletop, he scratches at the paper, clearly marking something out. “Blood of the ranidon won’t work,” he mumbles to himself. “It reacts to …” Ollie grunts loudly, kicking out his foot again, trying to hit anything he can find.
 
I bend down to pick up the quill he had thrown to the floor in his bout of frustration. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
My voice must pull him out of his haze because he turns slowly in my direction. His fist slams into the table, making it shudder from the impact. “I need quiet. I need to focus.” 
 
I ignore him and act like he never answered. “Blood of ranidon? Isn’t that used for its dehydration properties?” His brow furrows and I take a step towards him, laying down the quill next to his paper. “What are you trying to create exactly?” 
 
“You’re assigned to the stockrooms, correct?” he asks through gritted teeth. 
 
He made it clear the first day I showed up here that he did not appreciate having a person assigned to the Lab. I figured that was one of the reasons I was assigned to do the grunt work. I wasn’t even trusted to be one of the important stockers who go out to collect ingredients across the settlement and the surrounding area. I simply spent the day shuffling crates from point A to B and ensuring that the Alchemists in each section had everything they needed. Then, at the end of the day, I single-handedly loaded up a wagon full of potions and saw that they were delivered to the Lab’s storefront in the Market. 
 
Of course, being the proactive person that I am, I finished all my tasks quicker than I should have and then had nothing left to do. So I searched the stock rooms and went through cabinets covered in cobwebs and months of dust. By the end of that first day, I came out with a book – leather-bound with handwritten pages. One quick glance at the contents was all I needed, and since then I have been spending hours each day with my eyes glued to the drawings and descriptions. It’s an Alchemist’s bible, at least I think it is. Each page details an ingredient, stating what properties it has and any known reactions it possesses. I’ve barely made a dent in it, but ranidon was one that I just happened to read last night before going to bed. Based on the drawing, it’s a weed with a thick white stem. This stem is filled with a dark red liquid that is best described as blood. If ingested in large quantities over a span of several weeks, it can actually cause death. 
 
I finally nod in answer. “I am. I started here a few days ago.” 
 
His head cocks to the side as he considers something. “How do you know about ranidon?” 
 
“I read it. What are you trying to use it for?” I lean forward, trying to read his chicken scratch that can’t possibly be labeled as handwriting. “You’re looking for a way to dry out meat without smoking it?” 
 
Ollie looks at me through narrowed eyes. He grabs the parchment, wads it up and stuffs it into the pocket of his apron. “There have been complaints that many of the younger generation are overcooking it while smoking it. There is a demand for such a potion therefore, yes, I am.” 
 
“It’s hard to sell something that isn’t wanted by your consumers, right?” I ask. “That’s why the majority of the potions made here are everyday items?” When loading the wagons each afternoon, I’ve noticed the labels on each crate. Mostly beauty potions for smooth skin, shampoos and cleaning sprays. “Potions could be used for so much more than simply getting rid of a pimple.” 
 
His nostrils flare. “Don’t you have something better to be doing than pestering me?” 
 
I shrug. “Not really.” Ollie has a unique way about him and reminds me a bit of Violet. She has a tough exterior just like he does, but ultimately, I think they both crave friendship and someone to talk to. “Sometimes when you can’t see a solution, the best thing to do is walk away from it. Let your mind venture to something else for a little while. The answer will come to you when you least expect it.” 
 
“The best thing to do is have silence.” 
 
“What type of power do you have?” I ask him, trying to change the subject completely. “I’ve been told that I don’t have one. That I was born powerless.” Damon gave him a rough idea of my past the first day I was here, but abilities were not mentioned. 
 
He pulls the parchment back out of his pocket and scribbles petal of dead flate? on it. “I’m an angel.”
 
I shouldn’t be surprised that each ability has a name or title associated with it, but I am. “What is an angel?” 
 
“You truly aren’t from Strega are you?” He adds a quantity to the paper. “An angel is a member that is born with wings.” He turns and scurries across the room, adding different things into the cauldron, trying a second time to get the potion right. 
 
When Lincoln brought us through the gate, I remember seeing a little boy that had been batting his wings up and down rapidly trying to lift from the ground. “That means you can fly?” I ask.
 
“It means that I should be able to. However, my wings did not develop the way they should have when I was a child.” The contents of the black cauldron quickly heat until the liquid is at a rapid boil. “They did not grow evenly, therefore flying is not possible for me.” 
 
The confession of his disability doesn’t seem to weigh on him, which is good. “Are all the Alchemists impaired in such a way?” It’s not normal, I imagine, to be powerless in a realm of magic, and his words make me feel like maybe I can be accepted here with them despite this shortcoming of mine. 
 
Ollie stirs the potion with a long wooden spoon. “No, not all of us. Alchemy has nothing to do with abilities though. Anyone can do this job, they just have to have the desire to do it. It’s hard and takes a long time to master. Most won’t set foot in the building – much like your friend outside. As adults, we typically find jobs more appropriate to our abilities, but that isn’t always the case.” He points toward a shelf off to my right. “Two petals.” 
 
It takes me a moment to realize that he wants me to collect them for him. Each bottle is labeled, but it takes me a while to find the correct one. The petals look no different than a rose petal, dried and crisp to the touch. I hand two of them to him. “What do angels normally do?” 
 
He balls his fingers to make a fist, smashes the petals in his chubby hand. By the time he releases the hold, the petals are little more than a fine yellow powder. “Typically they are messengers. Some work for Ben in the army, others for themselves. It’s an easy job, but is the same day after day. This settlement isn’t as big as it appears to be, especially if you are flying instead of walking.” 
 
When I see him cringe ever so slightly, I take a large step away from the cauldron. He tips his hand to the side, letting the powder fall from his palm and into the boiling crystal clear potion. This time there is no reaction and Ollie smiles. “On the paper, write down pulverize next to where it says petal.”
 
I do as he asks. This is the first time in three days that I have really gotten him to open up to me and talk like a normal person. The few times I tried, I failed epically. I was eventually shooed out of the room as objects were thrown in my direction. “That’s not a job I would ever want either. I like having variety. Using my mind to find the answers to things that most would have already given up on.” 
 
He continues stirring, but looks towards me without moving his head. “How did someone like you know what ranidon is? Did one of my Alchemists teach it to you?” 
 
“No.” I’m not sure if I’m technically allowed to have the book or not, but I don’t plan on giving it back, at least not right now. “I found a book. I’ve been reading it for the last few days.” 
 
He smiles, but there is no impressed look on his face. “You found it? What gives you the right to take something that isn’t yours?” 
 
I shrug. “It wasn’t being used. Considering it was buried behind mountains of other things, I don’t think it’s been used for some time.” 
 
“The first Alchemist in Pensatore created it. It started as a journal, a way for her to record all of the plants she used to help heal wounds. Over the years, it expanded into what it is now. It’s only used now as a reference but most of us know the usable ingredients in Strega by heart. It’s not a light read nor an entertaining one.” 
 
“You’re right, it’s not an easy read, but it is interesting. Maddox assigned me here, I didn’t have much of a choice. It was this or learning to fight. Now that I am here, though, I enjoy it. I find it fascinating to see how all of these things come together. I know I’m just a stocker, but maybe one day, I can do what you do and create.” 
 
Ollie stares at me, contemplation in his eyes. I never would have thought that this conversation would lead me here. I simply wanted to ask him questions about Pensatore so that I could better learn about my new home. He tilts the handle of the spoon towards me in a silent invitation. I grab it from him, trying to keep up the pace of stirring that he’s been maintaining for the last ten minutes or so. 
 
“Ranidon blood,” he says in a completely different tone than he has ever taken with me, “is found inside the –“ 
 
“Stem of the Ranidon,” I finish. “The stem is thick and white in color. When snapped open, the blood will seep out. It is similar in texture to sap or honey and gets its color from the soil in which it grows. You can find the plant near any tike tree, which are located within the forest just outside of the northern gate of this settlement. They do not grow above ground –” 
 
He holds up his hand. “That’s enough.” Ollie yanks the spoon back out of my grasp and nudges his chin in the direction of the crate of vials I brought in with me. 
 
I hand him one vial at a time and he slowly fills each one with the clear potion. “We have a system here. Each new Alchemist starts where you are now. It takes years of learning and working your way up before you will be considered for a role as a creator.” He closes the last vial with a cork and then focuses on me. “If this is the job you want, then you have to earn it. You have to show me that you have the fortitude for it. That you are willing to put in the time and effort it takes.” 
 
“I am.” 
 
“Keep the book for now. Study it at night. Each day you will meet me here in this room and we will see how it goes.” I don’t try to hide the smile that forms. “We’re done for the day. Go home.”
 
“I’ll start moving the filled crates to the wagon,” I tell him. 
 
This time he smiles. “Let someone else do it.” 
 
I fly out the door of the Lab, nearly flinging myself into Damon who is sitting there on the steps, whistling a tune that I have never heard before. The sun is still high, and it’ll be hours before Violet finishes her daily torture with Lincoln. So instead of taking me back home, Damon leads me to the training fields where I can see her in action. 
 
He listens silently as I tell him about everything that happened with Ollie. He waits until I go to take a breath before he says something. “I’m glad you like it with them. There are a few powerless witches and warlocks in Pensatore and they find it hard to fit in.” 
 
I choose not to answer him. In fact, I choose to stay quiet in general. I don’t know why I don’t have an ability while Violet does and I’d rather not stew over what others deem a shortcoming. There’s still a chance that my power may surface. Regardless, Damon is right, I love working at the Lab and that probably won’t change, power or no power. 
 
The training fields are littered with people. Some are brawling in fenced in pits while others run along the dirt trails. Damon doesn’t follow the natural path that has been paved due to constant traffic. Instead he decides to cut through the area that has straw dummies set up every few feet. I don’t question him, despite thinking I should.
 
I stay a few feet behind Damon but I know exactly where we are going. All I would have to do is follow the crack of thunder to know where to find Violet. She’s not in the training area necessarily, but is in the forest next to it. She told me as much when she finished the first day with Lincoln. That he had taken her far away from everyone else, someplace where no one could see her. She said that it was so he could torture her and have no witnesses. She wouldn’t listen to reason when I argued it was probably the safest place to learn to use her powers. 
 
There’s a shrill whistle right next to my ear, loud enough and close enough that I squeal and jump to the side, covering my face with my arms. Once I realize that there’s no danger or bug buzzing attacking me, I look around. Damon doesn’t seem to have noticed the sound at all, and has continued walking without me. 
 
To my left is a dummy, a knife buried to the hilt in the red circle on its forehead. I jerk around, seeing a familiar man standing several yards back. He’s lurched forward, his hand still slightly outstretched as though he had, just moments before, thrown a knife right next to my head. Kaleb. Unmistakeable with his holier than thou attitude. He reaches to his belt, grabbing another knife, then swirls around and releases it into the air. This one isn’t nearly as close to me as the previous one had been but I still cower, thinking he might hit me accidently. 
 
He doesn’t. In fact, the second blade lands in the hilt of the first. I don’t know the first thing about throwing anything, but I have a feeling that what he just did is rather impressive. His face is impassive as he looks at me. There’s never been a sliver of any kind of emotion on him and it’s not normal. It’s scary actually. 
 
I open my mouth to give him a piece of my mind about doing something so dangerous with bystanders so close, but I am jerked away by Damon tugging at my arm. 
 
“Stay away from him,” Damon says as he walks hastily away. “He’s not the friendliest of individuals.” 
 
“You don’t say.” There’s definitely something wrong with him and a part of me wants to try to get to know him so I can find out what it is. “What’s his problem anyway?” 
 
He glances over his shoulder, making sure there is enough distance between us and Kaleb, then lets me go. “He’s always been that way. He rarely speaks and when he does it’s to berate someone. The only ones he will really talk to are his brothers. He’s one of our spies. Spends much of his time far from here, living his life in the shadows. I’m told he is excellent at his job, but what he does just makes him that much more intimidating. People give him a wide berth and I suggest you do the same.” 
 
We finally breach the treeline and start to zigzag our way towards Violet. I can’t see her yet, but I can hear her yelling even over the pops of thunder. “Isn’t he a Commander?” 
 
“Yes,” Damon answers. “But that doesn’t make him approachable.” 
 
I let the conversation die there. Violet has always hated that I’m such a people person. She criticizes how much I love getting to know people. I like to dig deeper than a favorite color or hobbies, I want to really get to know them, to find out what makes them tick. Kaleb just reached the top of that list. 
 
The trees begin to thin and I can smell the lake before we reach it. It makes the air smell of fresh water and pine trees. And the sizzle of electricity. 
 
“You are seriously getting on my nerves!” Violet yells as she flings her hand this way and that. 
 
“Turn it off.” Lincoln doesn’t budge as Vi launches a string of electicity in every direction. “Make it stop.” 
 
“Screw you!” She aims in his direction and yet he still doesn’t move. Violet has always been quick to anger. Sometimes she lashes out physically, but I’ve never seen her hurt someone when it wasn’t necessary. Normally, it is in self-defense or because she is protecting me. 
 
When I was about 17, I was dating this boy. He adored me for the longest time and I had finally agreed to go out to eat with him one night. One night. That’s all it was. One single dinner and I saw just how infatuated with me he was. It unnerved me and I made it clear to him that I didn’t want to see him again. He didn’t think that I meant what I said and it became a stalker situation. Again and again, I told him no. Each time I did, he took it as me asking him to try harder to win me over. Long story short, I called the cops and nothing came of it. When he broke into our apartment, Violet hit him over the head with a lamp. After a short tussle, he ended up falling down the stairs of the apartment building and broke his leg in two places. I never saw him again after that. Violet isn’t normally that extreme. Her words are strong but I know her intentions are good. 
 
More lightning cracks overhead. She’s starting to get the hang of using her power, at least it seems that way. After she got back from the first day of training she told me what she had learned. She told me about the plan of how to get us back home too. She wanted to learn enough about using her ability until she could wield it to the point of exhaustion. The power would go away as if it never was and she would be normal again, then we could go home. 
 
I didn’t say anything against it then or since. I think it’s a bad idea though. As much as I would love to go home and go back to normal, I’m not sure that that is even an option anymore. There are people after her – people that we know nothing about – and we would be easy targets for them if we went back to Miami or anywhere else on Earth for that matter. She’s a witch and she belongs here. I’m hoping that she realizes this on her own in the days to come. If not, I will figure something out to convince her to stay. 
 
Even over Damon’s laughter, I can hear the crinkle of dried leaves behind me as someone new approaches. Dressed in black leather – something that I recently learned means that they are either soldiers or guards – he maneuvers around us, heading directly to Lincoln. Seeing this, Lincoln yells at him to stop and walks to him instead. Violet is still flinging her magic everywhere, cursing at no one in particular, so this isn’t surprising. The man whispers something in Lincoln’s ear then leaves in the direction that he came from. 
 
“Once you start acting like an adult and stop using your magic like you’ve been told, you can go home.” 
 
That gets my sister’s attention quickly. The yelling and screaming stops and her eyes squeeze shut as she tries to focus. I’ve always known her as a sister, but it was different. She was always protective of me and we bonded over several years. She even adopted me when she turned 18 so that she could get me out of foster care. I wasn’t old enough to work then, but somehow she made do. I never saw her those first few months before I turned 16. She worked all the time, trying to keep a roof over our heads and food in our stomachs. She was still young, had no work experience or education. She made minimum wage and worked herself to exhaustion each and every day. When my birthday finally came, I told her that I was going to find a job for after school. She wouldn’t let me, she down right refused. She said that staying in school and focusing on my classes was all that I needed to do and that she would do the rest. I spent years hating myself for agreeing to it. She barely slept and I know she wasn’t eating enough. 
 
She gave up everything for me. And now it’s my turn to do the same for her. To stay here and make sure that she is okay.
 
The lightning stops raining down and Violet smirks as though she knew how to make it stop all along and was just trying to make Lincoln mad. She loops her arm in mine, ignoring him completely when he tells her to be back at dawn. 
 
“What is there to do in this boring place?” she asks Damon. “Is there a bar? I could really use a drink.” 
 
Before Damon has a chance to respond, Violet is bent over, her hands on her ears, her eyes squeezed shut. 
 
Snapping out of whatever it is, she looks freaked out. Violet spins round and round, her eyes darting in each direction as though looking for someone. Lincoln and the other man were already out of view, only the three of us were here. 
 
“What’s wrong?” Damon asks a look of worry on his face. 
 
“He was in my head,” she explains. “Talking to me.” 
 
Damon laughs, shrugging it off. “That happens from time to time. It’s a Pensatore ability – telepathy.”
 
“Where people can put thoughts into your head?” I ask. 
 
“Yup. It’s a one way connection. They speak to you, but you can’t answer back unless you share the ability. Who was it? Per law they are supposed to say who they are when communicating to you.” 
 
“The Watcher,” Vi answers. 
 
Damon’s brows shoot up. “Really? And what did he want?” 
 
“Is this the guy from the gas station? White hair?” I ask. 
 
Violet nods as Damon demands to know what a gas station is. “He said to go out and enjoy the night.”
 
She shrugs as though completely over the freak-out of having him talking inside of her mind and starts her charge toward the training fields and into town. 
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“The first day of every month Pensatore holds a carnival,” Damon explains as he leads us through the Market. The entire area has completely changed since this morning. Banners and flags hang from the buildings. Candles and torches light the space and bathe it in an orange glow. Drums and flutes mesh together in a harmony that isn’t as pleasant as it should be. Candied fruits and glazed meats are offered at every corner.
 
Dozens of winged people stand at the end of one of the long alleyways, all lined up along a bright red line drawn across the cobble stones. A horn blares, and the angels take a running head start then dart into the air. Puffs of wind slam down onto our heads as their wings scoop them higher and higher. Giant red colored rings have been set up along the rooftops making a course – a race between the angels. 
 
Several enormous pairs of feet in front of me make me stop and look up. And up. And up. Giants of varying sizes are lined up, each with mallets the size of cars in their hands. One by one they approach a platform and slam down the mallet. Some walk away defeated, others raise their hands in triumph when they beat those before them in some contest of strength.
 
Beds covered in jewel colored blankets are set up every few feet, each with a witch or warlock sitting beside of it. The sign states: Only Dreamers have the ability to read your unconscious moments. I hasten around this area, not wanting to have anything to do with it. 
 
Most of the stores are still open, employees standing outside the storefronts offering free samples of their goods to anyone willing to take them. I am one of those willing people seeing as I don’t have any money to buy anything here. Thus far, I’ve made out pretty well. There are potions vials stuffed in my pockets – I don’t know what they are for, but free is free. A new deep purple scarf is draped around my neck and a new bra is slung over my shoulder. 
 
I try to focus on anything that doesn’t have to do with the last few days, but it’s proving near impossible. Grabbing a handful of seeds from a basket next to a fenced in pen, I hold them out for some weird beast to eat. It’s like a petting zoo, only with animals that are like nothing I’ve ever seen before. The creature slides its wet tongue along the palm of my hand scooping up the seeds. Its massive jaws open, revealing row after row of viciously sharp teeth – for some reason, however, I’m not worried that it will try to eat me. Larger than a standard horse, it has antlers almost as big as it’s body and dark hunter green fur and wings curled tightly along its ribs. A man standing inside of the pen with the animal tells me that it is a Peryton named Mac. I don’t respond, but I do reach out and pet it once it’s is done eating from my hand. 
 
The last few days have been a struggle for me. While angry Lincoln is pretty funny, he’s also evil. He’s upped my exercise routines and trying to hit him with lightning has lost its luster. There seems to be something bothering him but I don’t know him well enough to ask, not that I’d care to even if I did. Someone else’s drama and worry is just that … theirs. I have my own problems to deal with anyway. And that’s exactly what I’m doing, dealing with them. 
 
I’m going to get Emmy out of here, and soon. I know how to wield my magic now, but I still struggle to rein it back in sometimes. I tell myself that that’s why I haven’t purged yet, because I don’t have control. But that’s not true. I don’t need to be great at making it stop if I don’t plan on stopping until I run out of energy. 
 
Soon. I’ll get rid of this awful power and we can get our asses back to Florida before the week is out. No one will chase us or boss us around or tell us how stupid we are for not knowing anything about Strega. Okay, the last part is a lie – no one has accused us of that. But all the rest is true. 
 
Soon. 
 
“Ten minutes,” a random man yells to everyone in the Market. 
 
Damon shoves at our backs, ushering us down an alleyway and making us merge with hundreds of other people all headed in the same direction. “How many people are in Pensatore?” I ask him, not having realized just how large this clan and settlement are. 
 
“About half a million. Pick up the pace.” 
 
Half a million? The settlement doesn’t seem large enough to fit so many people. It’s also strange that there is only one Market here. It’s enormous, but still. “Where are we going?” 
 
“To the Square. It’s time for the Sage’s story.” 
 
We make our way over to the Square, which turns out to be an outdoor amphitheater. Benches are carved into the rock faces and circle a massive flat rock in the center. People are already wedged in, leaving nothing but standing room for the stragglers. In such an enclosed space and surrounded by rock, the sound of thousands of voices is like a long and never-ending roar. One by one the voices fade and heads turn toward the stage. It’s like being in a movie theater – everyone’s attention is elsewhere until the lights dim and the previews come on. 
 
Our front row seats give me an unobstructed view of an elderly woman making her way onto the stage. Her white hair is fastened into a loose braid that trails down her back. Her graying skin is covered in deep wrinkles. Her long white dress drags across the smooth rock as she takes one grueling step after another.
 
“For millennia we have gathered at this very place. Celebrating our lands … our people. I thank you for selecting me, a single sage of many, for our monthly jamboree. It is my great honor to address each of you on this wonderful night in Pensatore.” 
 
I lean towards Damon, whispering as softly as I can, “What is this exactly?”
 
“Shut up and pay attention,” Damon huffs, clearly annoyed with me. The sage begins to speak again.
 
“At the dawn there was but one realm that was home to many factions of Lore.” The old woman paces slowly from side to side, her eyes closed as though lost in deep thought. “Over the years the yearning for power became too much and war was unleashed. The battle for supremacy began. The clashes rocked and devastated the mother realm, tearing it apart. To keep the realm and each race from utter annihilation, each Watcher created a new home for their chosen people. That day the witches’ realm of Strega was born.”
 
I glance around, more confused than I was just minutes ago. Everyone is clapping and cheering. Was that a whistle? Is this the Pensatore version of a bedtime story? 
 
“Strega is our home, our sanctuary. Every witch and warlock is connected to her through fire, earth, air, water, and spirit. With our power fueled by the land, only elementals existed at the new dawn. But that is not where our story ends – rather, it is where Pensatore begins. For what was one clan would soon become two. Our past may have been forgiven but it was not forgotten. Magic was no longer limitless. It was no longer wielded without consequence. As penance for the abuse of power and near destruction of the mother realm, our power now came with a price. And the price was power itself.
 
“More and more witches fell into temptation and ignored the lessons that had been learned. Because of their actions they lost their right to wield magic. Those still possessing their powers deemed the others as unworthy. Those who lost their abilities were treated as slaves. For what good were they if they did not carry the gifts of the realm? Witches to the core, gifted or not, the magicless refused to serve their brethren and as one they banded together and left their homes. Leaving the magic wielders to reside alone in what is now known as Rovente. 
 
“Seeking a new life of equality, the magicless struggled to adapt to their new life. Without their gifts to aid them they had to invent new ways to survive. The elementals relied on their powers but the new clan of Pensatore met their challenge with strength of mind, strength of body and perseverance of soul. Years passed, new generations were born, and Pensatore became a force within the realm. 
 
“One glorious day, magic returned to the children of Pensatore. The people of our clan had earned back their right to use magic. But this magic was different. It was not one fueled by the land, but one born from strength of mind and body. Today our clan still stands true. Magic still comes with a price but hard lessons were won and power does not determine our worth, but instead enriches our lives!” 
 
As soon as the sage stops her speech, people started to filter out, us included. I wedge my way into the aisle, oblivious to how long it takes for Damon and Emmy to do the same. 
 
At first everything is orderly. People are patiently waiting in line, letting others go ahead of them every so often. Then there’s screaming. Running. Pushing. Shoving. Emmy calls out my name, but I can’t see her over the stampede of people rushing all around me. 
 
“Violet,” Emmy and Damon scream together, trying to get my attention. 
 
I barrel my way towards them, ramming my shoulder into whoever can’t or won’t get out of my way fast enough. At first the screams sounded more like confusion – as though this person is only screaming because the person next to them is. But then, suddenly, they begin to sound terrified. And I have no idea why. I don’t care. I need to get to Emmy. She hadn’t been that far from me just moments ago. I don’t know if it just seems far now because of the mass of people or if she’s being shuffled farther from me by the crowd. Either way, Damon is with her. Not that it will do much good. I was bigger than him at 12. What could he possibly do to protect her from whatever is causing these people to go crazy? 
 
The people closest to me stop, standing still to stare wide-eyed to the entrance of the Square. I follow their gaze and my head cocks to the side as I try to decipher what I’m seeing. There are two men standing in the archway, shadows of people of the ground at their feet. They both have on dark colored robes but their hoods are down. One of the men has a blade in each hand. I squint through the darkness. They aren’t blades. They look like ice. Instead of his hands, there are long – probably about two feet in length - icicles. He slashes them at anyone who gets close enough to be in the damage path. 
 
The second man has only one weapon – a whip doused in fire. The flames aren’t red as they should be, but black. Small puffs of smoke filter off of it as he snaps it about, lashing out at those near him. These so called weapons aren’t weapons, it’s their magic. Fire and Ice. 
 
The shadows of the people on the ground don’t move and I know it’s because they can’t. Because they aren’t alive. Not anymore. “Emmy!” I tear off in the other direction, looking desperately for my sister. The air cracks as the whip makes contact with something but I don’t dare spend the time to look back and see what the man hit. “Emmy!” 
 
Most of the people here have stopped screaming and running. They, like the small group that was around me, have frozen and simply stare up at the top of that hill. The cracks grow louder. There are moans and wet slurping noises, but I don’t look back. 
 
Finally, I spot Damon and run towards him. There are five others standing next to him, creating a circle despite being crammed in row upon row of seats. A fiery black whip slashes out in front of me, making me stop dead in my tracks. Someone says my name in a creepy sing-song like voice. I dart over a row of benches as soon as the whip is drawn back for another strike. Are these two people after me or is it sheer dumb luck that this is happening again? “Emmy!” 
 
Damon is just in front of me, his sword drawn, his knees bent as though ready to fight off these men. He’s not going after them, instead it seems he is taking his stance right here. Defending Emmy. I glance at the others, noticing immediately that they all wear the black leather of a soldiers. I hadn’t realized just how important Em and I are to Maddox until this moment. There’s a spark of confusion as to why, but I swallow it down. Damons. Not one, but many. Six of him to be exact. They are the ones circling my sister. I shake my head, knowing that this isn’t an illusion. It has to be his power, somehow he is able to duplicate himself. I barrel through them and find Emmy in the center of the circle. 
 
Tears streak down her cheeks and her arms circle her torso, holding herself. “What’s happening?” she asks. 
 
“I don’t know.” Knowing the direction from which the two men are coming, I plant myself between them and her. If they get through the Damons then they will have me to deal with. My power surfaces making my fingertips tingle. 
 
Crack, crack, crack. Over and over. There are screams as people start to wake up out of their moment of disbelief that someone is attacking them, and start to scatter like cockroaches. From the small hole between the Damons, I can see that none of them are fighting back. These people are more like Emmy than they are me. Lovers not fighters. How long will the soldiers or Commanders allow these men to charge through their clan? Where are they? They should be here by now. 
 
“Violet,” one of the men says again. It’s definitely not coincidence. This is bad. Really, really bad. They are killing innocent people to get to me while I’m hiding behind some teenage boy who is more likely to stab himself with that sword than them. 
 
Emmy grabs at my arm as though she knows what I’m going to do before even I do. I tug free. Lincoln will be here soon enough, he’ll bring more soldiers with him. It’ll be fine. I just need to stall for a few minutes. 
 
I push past two of the Damons. He hisses his anger and grabs at me, but I don’t let that stop me. I push more power to the surface, allowing the lightning within me to stretch wide against the dark sky. Thunder cracks loud, but the two men do not alter their course. “You wanted me. Well here I am!” 
 
Ice extends his makeshift blades longer, until the tip is not even a foot away from my nose. The whip snaps again, hitting the cobblestone near my feet. 
 
“Who are you?” I ask. “Did someone send you here?” I grit my teeth, realizing how stupid of a question that is. Of course someone sent them, just like someone sent the ones before too. 
 
Bodies litter the ground. Each one covered in slashes or with large, gaping holes in their bodies. Blood speckles the light brown stone. They seem oblivious to it, they neither savor nor care that they are stepping over bodies of actual people that they just slaughtered. “What do you want with me?” 
 
They snarl in unison and take another step forward. I should zap their asses. I should. But they can’t talk if they are dead. And if they don’t talk then I’ll never know who sent them. 
 
Damon takes the choice from me and pushes me hard enough that I fall to the ground. My right hip throbs as it slams into the stony ground. I look up in time to see him slash with his sword. The man with icicles for hands doesn’t have time to defend before the Damon’s blade cuts deep into his chest. Inch by inch, the ice melts until no magic remains. He falls to his knees, staring towards me the whole time. 
 
Fire snaps his whip towards Damon, who is able to dodge it with only an inch to spare. He draws his arm back, readying for a second try when the tip of a dagger pierces the center of his neck. Blood drips slowly from the wound. His eyes dart between me and Damon, almost like his mind hasn’t caught up with the fact that he is already dead from the wound. He tries to take a breath and a wet slurping sound is all that happens. The man falls to the ground, his face crunching as it hits first. 
 
At the entrance high above us is Kaleb with Lincoln at his side. I don’t know who threw the dagger and I don’t care. I crawl towards ice, desperate to get something out of him before he dies as well. Damon steps away, the sound of heaving coming from his direction. By the time I make it to ice, Kaleb and Lincoln are there with me. 
 
The man’s eyes are black. Not just his irises, but … everything. The whites of his eyes are gone. Blood flows from his lips, but he is still breathing. “Who are you?” Lincoln demands from him. Ice smiles faintly, probably all he is able to do in his condition, then coughs up a mouthful of blood. “Who?” 
 
“Aetheries,” the man chokes out. His attention settles on me. “We know who she is.”
 
My stomach drops at the way he says it and I scoot away from him, not wanting to be in arm’s reach of him. 
 
“Who is she?” Lincoln asks. 
 
Another smile. “We want her.” The remnants of his last breath seep out of him and his head falls to the side. 
 
There’s silence between the three of us. I shouldn’t be as freaked as I am right now. He didn’t say anything I didn’t already know. But hearing it out loud makes it different. What am I? Why would they go through all of this in order to get to me? 
 
“Damon,” Lincoln says, his voice strong and dominant. “Take them both home. Do not let them out of your sight.” The boy still looks a bit sickly, but after tonight, I have more confidence in him. “Violet, behave yourself. I mean it.” 
 
I don’t argue with him, not this time. 
 
This bed has never been comfortable, but tonight it is unbearable. No amount of tossing and turning will help me. After two hours of staring at the ceiling, I give up and head up to the third floor. I knock on her door softly, hoping that Em is still awake so that I’ll have someone to talk to. Damon is downstairs, but I know that whatever I say to him will immediately go to Lincoln. Right now, I need someone I can trust with anything. Someone who will tell me the honest truth even if it hurts her to say it. 
 
She opens her door, wearing her usual baggy t-shirt that she likes to sleep in. She managed to bribe Damon into buying one for her on the second day we were here. She shuffles a massive book off the bed, pushing several pieces of thick paper off to the side, giving me somewhere to sit. “Can’t sleep?” she asks. 
 
“No.” 
 
She sits down next to me, scooping up the blanket and draping it over both of our laps. “Me either.” 
 
“I think that we need to stay here.” I don’t look at her. I’ve always tried to be strong for her and not show any weakness. Even after Stanley attacked me in that alleyway, I hid how scared I was from her. Admitting that we need to be here for our – my – safety is basically admitting that I’m not able to handle the situation. I’ve never not been able to handle it before. 
 
When she doesn’t answer, I know that this is the conclusion she wanted me to reach on my own. “Have you heard anyone talk about Aetheries? Anything about who they are or their powers?” Over the last two hours, I’ve racked my mind thinking and thinking and thinking. I’ve heard the name of the clan before, several times actually, but no one ever gave us details. 
 
“Lincoln brought them up once when he was trying to get us to come here with him,” she says softly. “He said that he thought Aetheries were the ones sending people after you. That they are a clan of dark elementals and that they wouldn’t stop until they got what they wanted.” 
 
Out of habit, I start twirling a lock of hair around my finger. “I forgot about that.” 
 
There’s a loud knock on the door and I yell at Damon to go away. The knocking persists and I hear Lincoln’s voice calling my name from the other side. He lets himself in and, for the first time since I’ve met him, he looks exhausted. His shoulders sag down with an invisible weight and his eyes are bloodshot. “Get dressed. Both of you need to come with me.” 
 
Already wearing cotton and pants and shirt, I follow Lincoln down to the main floor and plop down on the couch, waiting for Em to get dressed. Damon is awake but only barely. “Where are we going? To the castle?” I don’t ask either one of them in particular and the answer doesn’t matter as long as there are answers involved with this late night escapade.
 
Neither of them answer. In fact they are quiet as they navigate the now quiet streets, leading us from one block of houses to another. We finally find ourselves in a familiar home, one that smells of fresh baked cookies. Tessa holds the door open before Lincoln even has a chance to open it. Her copper colored hair is down, hanging well below her shoulders and curls in waves that make my own spirals jealous. 
 
Kaleb and Ben are already seated in the two chairs that occupy the living room, leaving only a large brown leather couch for the four of us. As soon as Tessa excuses herself, I lose my composure. “Aetheries. Who are they and what do they want with me. What do they think I am?” 
 
After an eternity of silence, Ben finally clears his throat. “Before you both arrived here, Violet, there were a string of murders that happened. It was one death here and a few days later another one. None of the victims had anything in common expect for one aspect.” 
 
“I was responsible for investigating the killings,” Lincoln says. “You are familiar with one of my abilities, that I can view memories associated with markers. These markers are formed from traumatic events, normally at the time of death. Each victim had such a mark. Without getting into too much detail, we were considering the possibility that Aetheries was behind the killings.
 
“Several days ago, Tessa had a telling about you,” he continues. “With the Watcher’s help, we brought you back here. Of course, at that point we learned about what was going on with you. That people were hunting you down, chasing you. I told you then and there that Aetheries was responsible.” 
 
Ben shifts in his seat, leaning forward until his elbows rest on his knees. “Aetheries is a bit of a mystery to those of us in Pensatore. There are stories about the clan of course. These stories claim that the members originated from the Rovente clan. That something happened to them that caused them to go crazy and start hurting their own. It is said that the King of Rovente banished his members, exiling them from their settlement. It is rumored that these individuals hold their elemental powers to this day, only they are tainted. Dark.” 
 
“Like black fire?” I ask. 
 
Ben nods. “Yes.” 
 
“I still don’t understand why they want me.” 
 
“Nor do we,” Lincoln answers. “There is something about you – perhaps both of you – that we do not yet know. You were taken from this realm when you were still young enough to not remember. You are the owner of a telling as well, which is rare and typically revolves around something important.” 
 
“Is that why they are after her? Because of this telling?” Emmy asks. 
 
“No,” Kaleb says in a gruff voice. “Tessa is the only seer in Strega. No one knows about the telling except those of us in this room and Maddox.” 
 
I stand up, unable to sit still any longer. “So what are we going to do about this?” Part of me is terrified to ask the question. They could very easily say that I’m not their problem and kick both me and Emmy out, leaving us with nowhere to go and no real knowledge of this realm. The other part hopes that I am important to them in some way. If I am, then maybe they’ll still be willing to protect me like they did earlier tonight. 
 
“We are still working on that part,” Ben confesses. “For now, you will be with Damon or one of us at all times. There will be guards stationed outside of your house all hours of the day. There will be lots of discussions happening over the next few days as to how to proceed after tonight’s events. This isn’t only about you Violet. 15 people were killed tonight alone. 32 of our members have been murdered in the last two weeks.” 
 
“What he’s saying, Violet, is you are not our only concern right now,” Lincoln says. “You need to put more effort into your training and learn to wield your magic just as Maddox told you days ago. You need to learn to defend yourself.”
 
Ben leans back in his chair, crossing his ankle over his knee. “In the next few days, Maddox will schedule a meeting with all of us to determine our next move where it concerns you. Until then, your training will continue as planned. As will Emmy’s. Tomorrow’s day will be cut short. There will be a mass pyre tomorrow for those killed tonight. All will attend, both of you included.” 
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Inhaling deeply, I focus on the scene around me. Seeing the bits and pieces of the lake and trees until it forms a clear picture in my mind. A tingle runs through my veins, forcing goosebumps to rise on my skin. My eyes burst open, lightning scorches the sky, two bolts falling simultaneously, crashing deep into the two trees that Lincoln wanted me to hit. 
 
The smell of burning wood hits me before the crack of thunder does. I smile. Lincoln isn’t even watching. His attention has been far from our training over the past two days. He may be here, but he really isn’t. I almost feel bad for him. Even I have heard the rumors going through the settlement. The people here are scared and sad – especially after the pyre we had to go to – and unsure of what is coming after them. It’s clearly weighing on him, but there’s nothing that I can do for him. I’ve never been the consoling type.
 
The man is insufferable the majority of the time. He’s always yelling and criticizing me. Telling me that I have no desire to learn my craft. The funny part is, I am learning it. At least over the last few days. We have reversed roles. Now that my attention and desire to train has taken me over, his has disappeared. 
 
Just today, I have hit every target he has asked of me. I can turn my magic on and off with little thought. It’s as though my lightning is learning me, just as he said it would. Knowing that these assholes are after me, knowing that they will hunt me no matter where I am, I have a new drive to learn how to defend me and Emmy. I can’t do it by myself though. 
 
I snap my fingers in front of his face. His scruff has grown out slightly, making it more of a beard than a few days without shaving. His brown hair is tousled from his fingers running through it over and over again. “Hello? Anybody home?” 
 
He blinks rapidly, shifting to look at me. “Good job.” 
 
I consider yelling at him, telling him to focus on me. Ultimately, I choose not to. All it will do is call attention to the fact that I know his head is somewhere else and I don’t want him to unload his problems on me. “What next? Something harder maybe?” 
 
Lincoln looks around, obviously trying to find something to tell me to do so he can get lost in his thoughts again. We come to the same area every day. Always next to the lake, always on the wet sand of the beach with the treeline behind us. Over the last few days, those trees have taken a massive beating from me. Dozens of them are seared black, their branches arching downward, threatening to snap off at any minute. A few of them are gone completely. If I push more power into a bolt, I can destroy a tree completely – without leaving a shred of evidence that it was ever there apart from the scorched ground where it once stood. 
 
“Let’s try something different this time,” he says as he crosses to the edge of the water. The water is crystal clear and very inviting. I’ve considered diving in many times over the days I’ve been here. “Put your hands in the water, let the current flow out of you and into the lake.”
 
I nod, dipping my hands in until the cool water comes up t my wrists. “How will we know it works?” 
 
“The fish will die.” His words are flat and emotionless. His face even more so. I’ve already lost him. 
 
I haven’t let myself really see him during our sessions. But right now, I can’t seem to look away from him. He’s handsome, utterly so. His jaw is strong and defined well by the long scruff. He keeps his hair long on top and it has a knack of falling in front of his left eye. His shoulders are broad and his hips narrow –the perfect shape for a man. His eyes are an icy blue, with so many shades that it would be very easy to get lost in their depths. The black leathers that he wear leave very little to the imagination. The fabric hugs every crevice, every muscle. The man has a body that most couldn’t accomplish with two hours in the gym several days a week. 
 
With a jerk of my head, I look away. Focusing on the water only inches from me. Electrify the water. The request to my magic is silent, internal. I keep my thoughts straightforward, the request brokering no confusion. 
 
One by one, motionless fish rise to the surface. Some are the size of goldfish, others the size of sharks. I pull my hands out, taking a step back. Using magic isn’t hard, not once you get the hang of it. It’s like an entity inside you that can read your thoughts and desires, like it knows what you are thinking before you do. 
 
Lincoln, once again, hasn’t noticed that the task is done. While I was busy killing a lake full of fish, he was talking to someone that I hadn’t heard approach. I leave the two of them to talk, but I don’t have to wait long before Lincoln comes back towards me. 
 
“We need to go.”
 
With a swipe of my foot, I destroy the drawing I was making in the sand. “Why?” 
 
His eyes drift down from my face, analyzing my body the same way I had done to his minutes ago. I hope that I was more subtle than he’s being right now. With a cock of my hip, I snap my fingers again. “The castle,” he answers after clearing his throat. “Apparently we have a visitor.” 
 
He turns on his heels and immediately starts charging through the forest that separates our spot from the rest of the training fields. “Who?” I ask him while trying to catch up to him. 
 
“Someone from Rovente. We’ll know more once we get there.” 
 
I’m only slightly breathless once I catch him. “We? I’m going with you? What do they want?” 
 
He sighs loudly. “I don’t know, Violet. I don’t even know who it is. And yes, you are coming too. Emmy will meet us there.” 
 
The brothers told us that we’d be meeting with Maddox at some point, but I didn’t realize that Emmy and I were important enough to be included in a meeting with the Lord of Pensatore and his Commanders. It’s unsettling to say the least and makes me feel like someone here knows something that I don’t. “Is it normal for the other clan members to visit?” I rack my mind, but can’t come up with a single time I’ve heard of or seen such a thing happening.
 
“No.”
 
Could he be any more vague? “So why are they here?” 
 
He stops and I nearly smash into his back. “I don’t know. They only come here if something has happened.” He starts his march up again.
 
“Something bad?” 
 
“Yes, something bad.” Could Aetheries have gone to the Rovente settlement looking for me? Did they attack them too? 
 
He doesn’t say anything else as we speed walk to the castle. Even if I wanted to start a conversation, I wouldn’t be able to because I am huffing and puffing just to keep up with him. 
 
We cross the same hallway/balcony as we did the first time I was in the castle, entering the same room in which I first met Maddox. Lincoln and I join with Emmy and his brothers. Maddox enters right after us, taking his seat at the head of the large table. 
 
“Who is it?” Ben asks, breaking the silence. 
 
“She told the guards at the gate that her name is Seraphina,” Maddox states in a bored tone. “She’s no one I know.” 
 
The old man looks worse for wear than even the brothers. He rubs at his sunken and wrinkle lined eyes and I can’t help but try to stare him down in an attempt to get him to spill what he knows about me. He doesn’t. 
 
There’s a knock on the door, but they don’t wait for an invite inside before the heavy oak door opens wide. Two Pensatore guards hold them open as three people walk into the room. The first to enter is a woman. Her waist length honey blonde hair catches the magical firelight coming from the lanterns hanging along the wall, making it shimmer like a halo. Her bright green eyes stand out brightly against her perfectly tanned complexion. A silver necklace dangles low on her neck. I’ve never seen a piece of jewelry quite like it before. Threads of worn silver metal swirl around, forming a circle with a hollow center, where a faint white light shines through. Her skin looks so flawless that I can’t tell if she’s simply too young to have a wrinkle or two, or just adamant about skin care and anti-aging. She looks eerily familiar, like I’ve met her at least once before. I shrug off the idea, knowing that I can’t possibly know someone from Strega unless I met them in the last week. 
 
The woman’s attention is focused solely on me. She looks almost angry at me, as though pissed that I’m in this room. Suddenly she stops, her hand slamming onto the table to steady herself. The necklace around her neck starts to pulse rapidly, almost hypnotically. The woman’s eyes jump from me to Emmy and back again. It’s only then that I notice I am the only one in the room still sitting down. Even Kaleb is on his feet, waiting for these three people to take their seats. 
 
She stands up straight and starts to smooth the fabric of her blood red gown. “Thank you for meeting with me, Maddox, especially with no notice.” She doesn’t even look at him as she speaks, simply continues walking to the far end of the table, taking a seat opposite Maddox. 
 
“Who are you?” he asks her. 
 
She sits with her back utterly straight, her shoulders pulled back in perfect posture. “I am Seraphina, sister to Queen Mikayla of Rovente, keeper of the amulet of the destined.” My first impression of this woman is that she thinks her shit smells better than most and I immediately don’t like her. 
 
Maddox leans forward and threads his fingers together, balling his hands into one large fist that rests on the table. “And your purpose for showing up unannounced?” 
 
“Formalities,” she says through a fake smile. “Queen Mikayla is dead.” 
 
The heads of Maddox and his Commanders jerk toward Seraphina. The shock in their expressions is hidden but there. 
 
“What happened?” Maddox asks. 
 
She blinks rapidly, her eyes wet but no tears form. “She was killed – murdered – 2 weeks ago.” 
 
“You’re just now telling us of this?” Ben asks with a hint of aggravation. “We are supposed to be notified immediately if something like this occurs.” 
 
Her lips thin as she looks at him. “We have been a bit busy, as I am sure you can understand.” 
 
“Has the new ruler been found?” Maddox asks. 
 
Seraphina’s chair scrapes across the floor as she stands up. She clasps the circular necklace in her hand, squaring her shoulders again. “I am the new destined Queen of Rovente.”
 
Destined?
 
A quiet chuckle fills the room. Kaleb. What could possibly be funny about any of this? 
 
“I thought you said you were Mikayla’s sister?” Lincoln asks. “That you were the keeper of the amulet. Coincidental.”
 
“Indeed it is,” she answers while taking her seat again. “You all know how the ruler is selected in Rovente, the choice isn’t ours to make. When Mikayla was killed her powers transferred to the next destined ruler. Destiny chose me.” 
 
Kaleb’s laugh is starting to make sense. If she is the one who controls a necklace that tells who this next destined person is … it’s a bit odd that it pointed right back at her. 
 
As though sensing what we are all thinking, she pulls the necklace away from her chest, displaying it. “The glow is always present. When the current ruler dies, the necklace will grow dark. The closer the amulet is to the next destined, the brighter it will glow. Once in the presence of the individual, it will pulse.” 
 
“Rovente ways are none of our concern,” Maddox says bluntly. “Who killed your sister?” 
 
She fans her face with a long, slender hand. “The Reapers graciously offered their talents and have been investigating the death. The evidence they have reviewed suggests that Aetheries is behind the murder of my beloved sister.” 
 
At that, I look up at Lincoln only to find him already focused on me from across the table. In fact, Maddox, Ben, and Kaleb are staring me down as well. 
 
“That was the main cause of the delay coming here,” Seraphina continues, oblivious to how we are all reacting to her declaration. “The investigation and crowning took precedence. Rovente could not be left leaderless with the threat of Aetheries looming over us.” 
 
None of the brothers or Maddox respond to her and I get the impression that these two clans aren’t on friendly terms. By their body language, it’s clear that the four of them don’t care about any threat that Rovente is dealing with. 
 
“The Reapers wanted to come and speak with you,” she says. “I volunteered to come here personally, not only on their behalf but to also tell you about Mikayla myself. Like I said, they are the ones in charge of the investigation. They wanted me to ask you if anything has happened here as well.” Her eyes narrow as she looks at Maddox. 
 
The room is quiet, all attention on the elderly Lord of Pensatore, each of us waiting to hear how much he will tell her. Maddox’s jaw clenches tight, but he doesn’t answer. 
 
“Yes,” Ben answers for him. “Just two days ago, we were attacked. 15 people were killed before we gained control. In fact, over the last few weeks, we have had sporadic murders.”
 
Her chin lifts like she is happy to hear this. Maddox is anything but. The look he gives to Ben is full of hatred. Ben doesn’t have the authority to answer for him and once those two are alone, it’ll probably get ugly. 
 
“And have these incidents been investigated?” she asks. 
 
Ben ignores Maddox, and continues to answer on his behalf. “Yes. We are under the impression that Aetheries is behind it all.” 
 
“They are after me.” I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until I feel all the eyes in the room zoom in on me. 
 
“How do you mean?” she asks me. What little sadness she’s been showing up till now is suddenly gone. She tilts her face down, looking at me under hooded eyes. 
 
My hand curls into a fist so tight that my nails bite into my palm. I should have kept my mouth shut. I shouldn’t be in this room in the first place. 
 
“We found her in the human realm,” Maddox tells her. “Nearly a week ago. Our seer had a telling about her. It seems as though Aetheries found her before we did. They made several attempts to capture her before we went to get her. Two days ago, one of the attackers confessed that they knew who she was and that they wanted her.” 
 
I bite the inside of my cheek hard enough that I’m surprised it hasn’t started to bleed. Why would he tell her that? Why would he tell anyone my story? It’s none of her business. 
 
“And why were you in the human realm in the first place, witch?” I don’t answer and luckily Maddox keeps his mouth shut too. “What ability do you possess?” 
 
The lightning inside of me decides to show itself without any input from me. Small sparks fly from my fingers, the veins in my forearms starting to glow a whitish blue. 
 
There’s a sharp inhale from the far end of the table. The two men that accompanied Seraphina stand behind her with their mouths hanging open. Seraphina simply cocks her head as she sees my element. 
 
“Interesting,” she says more to herself than to anyone in particular. 
 
“What is?” Emmy asks. She’s been so quiet during this whole thing that I nearly forgot she was even sitting next to me. “What’s so interesting about it?” 
 
Seraphina takes her time in answering, increasing both my nerves and Emmy’s. “Lightning is a rare element. So much so, that we believed it to be extinct. No one has possessed it in nearly a hundred years.” 
 
My eyes slowly close. I’m the only one of my kind? 
 
“You said she had a telling, Maddox. What was it?” 
 
My fist smashes against my lips and I try to take slow, even breaths. That’s why Aetheries wants me? Because I’m unique? Because I’m special? 
 
“In a place without magic, seek to find the one hidden from the darkest of minds. Ability born of power and light will protect her from becoming the night. When the attack comes, do not run but face like with like.” 
 
Seraphina abandons her perfect posture and leans forward until her elbows rest on the table. “Maybe she is important to Aetheries, maybe she isn’t. They killed the Queen of Rovente and that had nothing to do with this girl. I will say though, that as an elemental her place is with us, not with Pensatore.” 
 
“Unless there is something else that you wish to share,” Maddox says. 
 
“I am Queen of Rovente, Maddox. I am a new Queen. For years, I have learned from my sister, but I was not raised with such a role in mind. I will be the first to admit that the rest of my life will be spent learning how to lead a clan.” The necklace begins to pulse more rapidly, and it makes my eyes hurt to look at it. “Rovente wants revenge for what happened to their Queen. They look to me to ensure that that punishment is carried out. I do not know the first thing of war, Maddox.” 
 
A shaggy gray eyebrow cocks upward. “And you think that I do? Strega doesn’t have wars, Seraphina, you know that.” 
 
 “Mikayla told me about you. She claimed that you are a great leader, one whose people adore him. A Lord whose clan would follow and protect.” 
 
Kaleb chuckles again, this time louder than before. Maddox shoots him a spitting glare, but says nothing to him. 
 
“What do you want exactly?” 
 
“Rovente is going to war with Aetheries. If what you have told me about the attacks on your clan are true, then perhaps joining with us is the best option for you.”
 
“Pensatore will never be part of a war. Not in my reign nor any others.” 
 
“Your people are still people, Maddox. They will want retribution for the pain Aetheries has given them. It’s only a matter of time before they demand it. Help me lead this war, and Pensatore will not have to go after Aetheries alone. Our clans can fight side by side.” 
 
“No,” Maddox says, his mind made up. 
 
“Seraphina,” Ben immediately says. “We have much to discuss, will you give us a moment of privacy, please.” 
 
She eyes me as she walks out the door with her guards hot on her heels. 
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“There is nothing to discuss,” Maddox says flatly. “Her mind is made up the same as mine.” 
 
Ben is on his feet, pacing the length of the room. “You can’t make a decision without thinking it through.”
 
Maddox slams his hand down on the table. “I am the Lord of this clan and the decision is mine alone to make!” His roar vibrates my bones. For such an old man he has a lot of strength behind that voice. 
 
I raise my hand slowly, but have no intention of waiting my turn to speak. “Did you know that your people are already talking? They want to know who those two men were. They don’t like the idea that someone could get inside this clan as easily as they did. She may be right. It may soon come down to them wanting to hit the enemy before they hit us.” 
 
Maddox snarls in my direction. “You are no one. You don’t know the first thing about Pensatore or the people within it.” 
 
“She’s right,” Kaleb mutters. He’s leaning so far back in his chair that he’s having to balance it on two legs. His feet are propped up on the table and he’s sharpening a knife using a rock. 
 
Lincoln stretches his legs out under the table, his feet on either side of mine. “Yes, she is. Think about it Maddox. If Aetheries can murder Mikayla, the strongest being in this realm apart from the Watcher, what kind of damage are they capable of?”
 
“That’s Rovente’s problem.”
 
“Is it?” Ben questions. “What if Lincoln is right? What if they slaughter Rovente as easily as they did their Queen? What do you think they will do to us? Rovente abilities are much stronger than ours, we wouldn’t be able to hold Aetheries off on our own.” 
 
“We aren’t participating in this.” 
 
It’s my turn to slam my hand down on the table. “Why are you so opposed to defending your people?” Emmy mumbles my name under her breath but I ignore her. “If you are as great a leader as your clan claims you once were – which I have a hard time believing – then you would want to protect them from anything that posed a threat to them.”
 
The only thing missing from Maddox is smoke coming from his ears. He really, really doesn’t like me. “According to you, the only reason we are a part of this to begin with, is because you are here. Perhaps we should shove you out the gate and see how long you last.” He really doesn’t like me.
 
The three brothers share a glance, each one nodding so slightly that it’s barely noticeable. 
 
“The law of Pensatore states that the Commanders, when in full agreement, can overthrow a decision made by the Lord of the clan.” Ben meets Maddox’s eyes, refusing to look away. “You refuse to see reason, Maddox. And the decision that you are trying to make can and will jeopardize the safety of this clan.”
 
“You’re overruling me boy?” Maddox hisses at the eldest of the brothers. “You have no idea of the consequences of what you are doing. None of you do.” He rises to his feet, getting into Ben’s face. “This is war you are so willingly jumping into. War. There will be no clan left if the three of you do this. They will die. Do you understand that? We don’t know anything about Aetheries. They are nothing but a question mark, yet you want to march our people to their lands and go to war with them? You think that is a reasonable decision? You think that overruling me in this is the right choice? You three will kill us all.” 
 
“Maybe there’s another option,” Emmy says hesitantly. “Not everything has to be solved with violence. Has anyone tried to go and talk to them? Maybe a deal can be made or something.” 
 
Lincoln and Ben simply ignore her and act like she never put in her two cents. Kaleb snorts at her idea. She’s so gentle, she always has been. She’s 23 and still stops her car in the middle of the road, turns her hazards on, and waits for a random animal to cross the road so that no one accidently runs it over. Of course she would think that words can solve this issue. I hope that she never has to learn that nice words can’t fix everything. I hope she always stays as gentle as she is. 
 
Ben peeks out of the door, calling Seraphina and her guards back inside. Apparently the brothers have made up their minds as easily as Maddox had. 
 
“Well?” Seraphina asks as soon as she sits down. 
 
Ben stays on his feet, still pacing back and forth. “Before we make our decision, we need more information.” 
 
“And what might that be?” 
 
“What is the true history of Aetheries? All we have are rumors. What actually happened?” 
 
She gives us a crooked smile. “I’m surprised that you even heard rumors. Rovente doesn’t like people in their business, especially if that business isn’t exactly pleasant. But if telling you will help you decide, then so be it. The only people who know what truly happened that day are either part of Aetheries now or dead. It wasn’t a proud time in our history and only the highlights were recorded. I’ll tell you what I do know, but keep in mind that it may not be correct. 
 
“Nearly sixty years ago, around two hundred of our members changed. Their behavior became violent, their elemental abilities turned dark. They began verbally striking out at neighbors, friends, and family members. Then it progressed to using their powers against others, even the children. 
 
“Like I said, their abilities weren’t the same as they had once been . Air elementals created poisoned gas. Fire elementals created black flames. The cause for the change was never known, but the King was concerned it would spread. So, for the good of all, he exiled the tainted. The condition of mercy was utter containment and no further contact. Rovente is a clan of proud people – even the infected marched toward their exile with heads held high.” She pauses, emphasizing that last remark. The brothers sigh as though expecting such cockiness. “It was recorded that as the tainted crossed the outer boundaries of our settlement they raised a banner to the sky. The clan now known as Aetheries was born.” 
 
“You still don’t know what caused them to change in the first place? Why it only affected two hundred and not the whole clan?” Kaleb asks. I’m fairly sure that is the most words I’ve ever heard him say. 
 
“I do not. Nothing similar had happened before, nor has it happened since. Our people and lands were safe so it was never followed up on.” 
 
Ben clears his throat. “So they are still elementals? The only difference magic wise, is that their element shifted to a darker version of itself, is that right?” 
 
Seraphina nods. “Yes. They don’t see reason though. They act as though compelled towards violence – at least that is how the stories tell it.” 
 
“It’s only two hundred?” Lincoln asks her. 
 
She shrugs. “It was only two hundred sixty years ago. I can’t vouch for how many there are now.” 
 
My stomach drops and I start to understand where Maddox’s hesitancy is coming from. Neither Rovente nor Pensatore know anything about who they are thinking about going up against. Half a million Pensatore members against 200 from Aetheries. Even if we know nothing about Aetheries, just the numbers alone would be in our favor. I smile, realizing that I’ve just included myself as part of Pensatore without even thinking about it. 
 
“Going there for war would be stupid without knowing what we are up against,” Kaleb states, still running the edge of his knife along the smooth stone. “I’ll go.” 
 
“As will I,” one of Seraphina’s guards volunteers. The man is short, shorter than even Emmy. He’d be lucky if he broke five feet. His face is stretched outward, reminding me a lot of a rat. 
 
“We haven’t agreed to anything yet,” Lincoln declares. “Until we do, there will be no talk of gathering information or spying on these people.” 
 
Seraphina pinches her chin between her thumb and first finger, staring down Ben as though just realizing that Maddox is not part of this conversation. “What else do you need to know?” 
 
“How did they kill Mikayla?” Ben doesn’t dance around the question, he doesn’t sugar-coat it in any way. 
 
I’m surprised to see that his bluntness doesn’t hit Seraphina in some way. She doesn’t grow angry or sad, it’s like she’s not impacted by her sister’s death. Two weeks doesn’t seem like enough time to grieve properly, but everyone is different I guess. Maybe they didn’t even like each other. 
 
Her perfectly red lips open and close several times, but she can’t seem to find the words to answer. “I understand why you are asking, I do,” she finally says. “But I can’t answer it. It’s still a very raw and emotional subject for me. The Reapers would be better to discuss that with if you need the information that badly, seeing as they were the ones who investigated.” 
 
Lincoln inhales deeply. “What did her body look like?” 
 
At this question, Seraphina’s eyes fill with tears. “Shriveled. Like a pruned fruit left to roast out in the sun. Is that what you want to hear?” 
 
The three brothers share another look, talking to each other in some kind of silent language. Apparently, Seraphina’s answer was exactly what they wanted to hear. 
 
Maddox, on the other hand, has been left out of this discussion completely. Covering his face with his hands, he seems like a defeated old man who doesn’t want to believe what is happening around him. 
 
“The enemy of our enemy is our friend right,” Ben says as he holds his arm out to Seraphina. Maddox exhales loudly, shaking his head as he watches. “We will work through the details in the next few days. You are more than welcome to stay in the castle as long as you wish.” 
 
Seraphina smiles, and it makes me shudder. Once standing, she grasps Ben’s forearm – the Strega version of a handshake, so I’ve learned. 
 



 
12
EMMY
 
 
 
Damon walks at my side, shaking his head left and right repeatedly. “This is a really bad idea, Emmy. You don’t just go to Kaleb’s house. You don’t knock on his door and say hello. In fact, it’s more likely that he has a knife against your throat before you even get the word out.” 
 
“It’ll be fine.” No one is that paranoid or hates people enough to do something like that, even Kaleb. Yesterday, the meeting with Seraphina continued and more precise plans were laid out. Kaleb would be going to Aetheries with the long nosed, short man Seraphina brought with her - Roman. Kaleb hated the idea of having a tag along go with him on a scouting mission, and he made it very clear to all of us that he didn’t need the back up. I almost felt bad for Roman. The man looked like a child in comparison to Kaleb. Not only that, but Kaleb has this terrifying aura around him that repels most people. The fact that he was using a bone as a toothpick and staring at Roman with pure disgust probably didn’t help matters. 
 
Grayson, the second man that was with Seraphina, was assigned to help train Violet. According to the Queen, elementals needed to be trained with other elementals. It was clear that she already knew about Lincoln’s ability to manipulate water, but she didn’t seem to think that counted for some reason. Neither Lincoln nor my sister liked the idea of having another person present during their training sessions. I’m not sure of Lincoln’s reasons, but Vi’s are blatantly obvious, at least to me. 
 
Every time she talks about him, it’s a complaint of some kind. When she’s irritated and whining, her hands will always ball into fists. It’s been her biggest tell of building anger for as long as I can remember – apart from her actually physically pummeling someone or something. When she vents about Lincoln, she doesn’t do that. In fact, she normally trails a finger sensuously along her thigh or table or whatever surface is nearby. She likes him. It’s not surprising either, seeing how much one on one time they spend together. Plus, he is a very attractive man. 
 
“Don’t do this, Emmy,” Damon hisses in my ear. “It’s not too late to turn around and pretend we were never here.”
 
I smack him on the shoulder then raise my knuckles and tap on the wood of his front door. Damon squeals then jumps to the side, pressing his back against the side of the house. “Really?” I say. His reaction is excessive and completely unnecessary. “Stop being such a baby.”
 
“Don’t blame me when this goes badly.”
 
Focusing back on the door, I roll my eyes, preparing to knock a second time. One heartbeat, I’m standing a foot away from the door. The next I’m staring at a broad, muscular chest while teetering at the edge of the stairs of the front porch. Kaleb is so close to me that my nose almost touches his leather jacket. 
 
“It was her idea,” I hear Damon say softly. I shift my body weight to the right, peering around Kaleb’s torso. The tip of Kaleb’s long and thin sword rests at the soft part of Damon’s neck. He’s staring at me wide-eyed as if silently telling me I told you so. 
 
I try and dart around the massive body blocking my way and run into the house. I don’t make it two feet before one of Kaleb’s large hands wrap around my shoulder, pulling me back against his chest. “Get away from my house. Now,” he snarls down to me. The man is massive, so tall that the top of my head barely reaches the curve of the top of his shoulders. 
 
Kaleb releases me and puts his sword back in the scabbard on his back. Damon yanks on my wrist, beckoning me to get away from this house and its owner, but I hold my ground. 
 
“You’re leaving today?” I ask him. He doesn’t respond or make any gesture to indicate that he even heard me. “I just wanted to tell you to be careful.” While I mean the statement wholeheartedly, there’s an underlying reason why I came out here to tell him that. I believe that people who feel they have a reason to come back home, do. No one should ever leave their house without some kind of reassurance that they will be missed if they don’t return. I always told Violet to drive safe when she left for work, I always told strangers to have a great day. It’s the little acts like that that give people hope. Everyone needs a little bit of hope, even Kaleb. 
 
When he doesn’t respond, I turn around and walk from the stoop, meeting Damon in the street. 
 
“Being careful means that there is a threat to my safety,” Kaleb says so low and deep that I barely make out his words from not even ten feet away. “There is no threat.”
 
Damon hisses my name as I take a step back towards the house. “If there was no threat, you wouldn’t be going to that settlement in the first place.” The idea of anyone going to those lands doesn’t sit well with me, but no one in that meeting cared what I thought. “Whether you agree or not, it doesn’t matter. I hope that you return safely regardless of our difference of opinions.” 
 
I leave it at that and start walking down the path towards the Lab. I’m already going to be late as it is, there’s no need to make it worse. Pulling the book out of my shoulder bag, I prop it between my arms, reading as I walk, trusting that Damon won’t let me crash face first into anyone. 
 
Last night I stumbled across a nearly blank page directly in the center of the nearly 3 inch thick book. In my tired state, I didn’t think much of it and just went to the next. From the moment my eyes opened this morning, it has been bothering me. On the left page is a drawing of a flower with pure white petals and a bright yellow center labeled as fresma bloom. Directly below, it tells the reader where to find the plant. The right page is completely blank. It’s the only ingredient in this book that doesn’t have a description. 
 
The toe of my boot snags on something, there’s a crack and suddenly I’m stumbling forward, unable to catch myself before I fall. The book lands a few feet in front of me and Damon is kneeling beside me in an instant. 
 
“Are you okay?” he asks, laying his hand on my shoulder. 
 
My ankle throbs, hurting more and more with each breath. “I think I broke my ankle.” I never considered myself fragile before now and I make a silent promise to myself that I will put more calcium in my diet from here on. 
 
Damon’s lips tug down in the corners as he crawls towards my feet. He pulls up the leg of my uniform pants as gently as he can but it still makes me cry out from the pain of it. “It is most definitely broken.” 
 
I whimper. I’ve never broken a bone before. I should have been paying attention where I was walking instead of trying to read a blank page. 
 
He scoops me up, one of his hands behind my back and the other curled up under my knees. He bends down, letting me collect the book off the cobblestone path. “Nothing a good healer can’t take care of,” he tells me as he carries me down the street. 
 
The building he takes me to is four stories high and in the middle of the housing area of the settlement instead of the Market. Full green vines crawl up the exterior and the front door is a vibrant red, the sign above it says THE QUARTER. 
 
He pushes the door open using his back and walks inside, still carrying me. “Is Ivy here? Tell her it’s Damon.” My eyes jerk each direction as I take in the place. It doesn’t look much different than a regular waiting room at a doctor’s office. Dozens of uncomfortable looking chairs fill the small area, newspapers are left abandoned left and right. Some of the patients seem to be in better condition than others. Some of them have no visible illness but there’s pain lingering in their eyes, others cough and sniffle every so often. 
 
“Ivy is with a patient right now, but I will let her know you are hear once she’s done,” a woman in a light gray uniform answers.
 
He holds me out towards her a few inches. “This is Emmy James. Tell her now and give us a room.”
 
With a cock of her brow, she looks me over. “Very well, follow me.” 
 
Damon carries me up a narrow flight of stairs, but by the second flight he’s started breathing heavier. I’m a very petite girl, but this is a lot of stairs. “We would have been here all day if Lincoln and Ben hadn’t told them you and Violet have medical priority.” 
 
“Why did they do that?” Violet noticed before I did that Maddox and the Commanders seem to be giving us the special treatment, and have been since the day we arrived. Since she pointed it out, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it because she’s was right. They are allowing us to live here for free, even covering the cost of our food and necessities. Lincoln, one of the Commanders, is training Violet, which I highly doubt is in his job description. Medical priority seems a bit out of place as well. Why would they go through all of the trouble? 
 
“Wait here,” the woman says as she holds a door open for us. “I will go and advise Ivy that you are here.” 
 
Damon gently sits me down on a twin sized bed in the middle of the room. I grit my teeth through the throbbing in my ankle and try to keep the tears at bay. “Who’s Ivy?” 
 
“She’s the Prime of the Healers. Best of the best.” 
 
“I could have waited my turn. There’s no reason for me to go before anyone else.” 
 
He smiles. “You’re nothing but sugar and your sister is nothing but spice. Funny how that works.” He takes the only available seat and crosses his foot over his other knee. “Whether you think you deserve priority or not, doesn’t matter. Those far above us have made that decision for you.” 
 
“Why though? Why are we getting such special treatment?” 
 
The door opens before he responds and a middle aged woman, dressed in the same gray uniform as the last, walks in. She’s very attractive for a woman her age, with dark blonde hair pulled into a tight and perfect bun and light purple irises flecked with golden specks. “I was with a patient, Damon.” 
 
He rises to his feet, shrugging his shoulder. “Ben made it clear that she should receive priority. Were you not notified of this?” 
 
She smiles. “Of course I was. I doubt he would say the same thing right now though, seeing as I am currently with Tessa.” 
 
“Tessa?” I repeat. “Is she okay?” I’ve only met Ben’s mate a few times, but she has always been so nice and welcoming to both me and Violet. 
 
“All things considered,” Ivy answers as she crosses the small room and stands next to my bed. “What is the problem?” 
 
“I tripped and think I broke my ankle,” I explain. “I’m sorry. I don’t need immediate help. I can wait my turn.” 
 
Her hands hover a few inches over my ankles and start to glow a deep purple, just as the Watcher’s did when he healed me. The sensation is warm and not at all uncomfortable. “It’s fine. I’m already here and this will only take a minute.” The glow brightens, the warmth starts to burn and suddenly there’s a snap as my bone pops back into place. Ivy grunts, but over that sound, I hear a second more audible crack. She tilts to her right side, as if trying to put the majority of her weight on that foot. “Damon, chair.” 
 
“What happened?” I ask, maneuvering to the edge of the bed until my legs dangle over the side. “Are you okay?” 
 
She keeps her eyes closed and teeth gritted until Damon shifts the chair next to her and she sits down. “Ben and Lincoln told me that you weren’t familiar with our world. I didn’t understand it until just now. You really don’t know how this works?” 
 
I shake my head, glancing between her and Damon, confused. 
 
“Healers aren’t miracle workers, Emmy. We don’t heal wounds with our magic. It’s like a transfer. We take the ailment from you and bring it into ourselves where our magic then heals us. You had a broken ankle. It’s now healed for you but,” she pauses long enough to pull her pant leg up. One of the bones just above her ankle is clearly broken. It doesn’t protrude out of the skin, but it is definitely close to doing so. I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from gagging at the site. “But now my ankle is broken. My body will heal it in the next day or two.” 
 
At her order, Damon leaves the room to hunt down a set of crutches for her, leaving the two of us alone in the room. “I was healed once,” I tell her. “He didn’t act as though he received my wound.” 
 
She shrugs. “Healers aren’t as sensitive to ailments as most. Over the years, we become accustomed to pain. Which healer was it?”
 
I twist my ankle round and round, but it never catches or aches. “I don’t know his name, but Lincoln called him Watcher.”
 
Her attention jerks from watching me move my foot around to meet my eyes. “The Watcher healed you? Why?” 
 
“He healed Violet too. She was dying.”
 
Ivy’s brows draw together and her head tilts to the side. “The Watcher doesn’t heal anyone. Ever.” 
 
Damon comes back, offering Ivy a pair of well used wooden crutches. She takes them from him, but doesn’t stand. “Look at who I found,” Damon says to me. 
 
Tessa enters the room. Her long coppery brown hair is pinned behind her ears, and there’s an honest smile on her face as if she really is happy to see me again. Standing up, I gladly accept her offered hug. “Are you okay? Are you sick?” I pull her to me again in a silent apology. “I told them that I didn’t need to be seen right away.” 
 
“It’s completely fine,” she responds. “And yes, today is a good day. It’s my monthly check up is all.” 
 
I decide not to ask further. Medical issues are a delicate topic and I don’t want to pry into her personal life. 
 
“I hear that Ollie is keeping you busy,” she says faster than I can think up a different topic to talk about. “Perhaps you and Violet can swing by the house and have dinner one night when you have the time? Ben and I would love the company.” She glances to Damon. “You’re welcome too.” Damon smiles and puffs out his chest just a little. 
 
“How about tonight?” She’s right, Ollie has been brutal. He was just told by the Commanders about the upcoming situation with the Aetheries clan, and, after being given the numbers of healing potions needed, has set up a relentless schedule. That I am really late for. 
 
Her face lights up. “Of course. Tonight will be perfect. What do you girls like to eat? I can whip up anything you wish.” 
 
“We aren’t picky. Whatever you decide on, I’m sure will be delicious. I’m really sorry, but I need to get going. Ollie is going to kill me for being late. We’ll be there as early as we can though,” I promise as I head to the door. 
 
 
Ollie isn’t just mad, he’s fuming. I try to explain myself, but he doesn’t seem to hear me. Just like yesterday, he’s not in the creation and tests rooms. Instead, he, just like every other Alchemist in the Lab, is in the manufacturing room. I don’t know the exact number of healing potions that the Commanders asked for, but Ollie broke it down to 100 a day for who knows how long. It’ll take all of them the entire day to produce that many vials. The stress he’s under shows in his face and the faces of the Alchemists around him. Only the two of us know why there is such a big push to get these brewed. I’m sure that the others will put it together in time, but for now they seemed absorbed in their task. 
 
Reduced back to my assigned job, I am nothing more than a mule for them. Restocking ingredients and cleaning out cauldrons when needed. It’s a tedious task, one that never seems to end, but I do it without complaint. 
 
It’s not until we break for lunch that I finally catch Ollie alone. I pull the book out of my bag, flip to the blank page of the fresma bloom and carry it into Ollie’s small and still cluttered office. “Ollie, do you have a minute?”
 
He glances up from his soup, eyes me from head to toe. “I’m sorry you were hurt this morning.”
 
I smile. I truly thought he hadn’t been listening when I told him what happened this morning. “Ivy took care of it for me. I’m okay now. I wanted to ask you about something though.” I enter the room, taking his apology as an invitation to sit across the desk from him. I twist the book around and lay it in front of him. “I was reading last night and came to this page. Why was it never filled out?” 
 
He drinks a few spoonfuls of soup, slurping it down slowly. A few drops drip down onto his dark red beard, which he quickly cleans up with a napkin as though embarrassed. “It’s not filled out because we don’t know what the flower does. Several Alchemists over the years have studied it, but, ultimately, couldn’t determine its properties. It’s possible that the flower holds none that would be beneficial for our purposes. It could just be a pretty plant and nothing more.”
 
With a nod, I move to collect the book from his desk, turning to leave the room.
 
“Emmy,” he mumbles. “One of the Sages is bringing some of the children by the Lab tomorrow night. I’ve never been very good with kids and I think they would really like you. Would you mind helping me out?” 
 
Twisting around, I turn to face him. The answer is already on the tip of my tongue, but an explanation is much harder to come up with. “That’s sweet, Ollie. Really. I don’t think it’s a good idea though. You’re my mentor and we work together.”
 
I immediately agree and the excitement of really making myself a part of this clan makes me smile. Perhaps the Sages will know of other people who can use a hand here and there, other ways for me to help other than just in the Lab.
 


I’ve always firmly believed that busy days are fast days and today has only furthered that belief. Just as on any other day, I find Damon sitting on the front steps of the Lab. The few times I’ve tried to lure him inside have failed. He claims that the building makes him queasy and would rather circle around the exterior for hours on end. 
 
His young face lights up when he sees me and he jumps up, stretching out his stagnant muscles. “You’re done? We finally get to leave?” 
 
“Yes,” I answer while setting a relentless pace. All I’ve been able to think about the past few hours is how badly I need a shower. When Vi and I first saw that they had indoor plumbing and hot water here, we jumped up in glee and did a pathetic excuse for a happy dance. It’s the small things, right?
 
“We’ll have to figure something out once winter hits. It’ll be far too cold for me to hang out outside.” 
 
I glance over at him. “Winter? When will that be?” I’ve always wanted snow. Growing up in Florida, it was nothing more than a dream. The idea of the crisp and dry air, the sun sparkling off of the freshly fallen snow, it makes me smile. I’ve always wanted to take a winter vacation and build snowmen and have snowball fights. Of course, there’s skiing and tubing… 
 
“In a few months or so,” Damon says flatly. “It gets rough here in the mountains. The sky will go gray and once the snow starts it doesn’t stop. Pensatore has two seasons: winter and spring. There is no in between. It’s either gorgeous or frigid.” 
 
“Sounds amazing,” I mutter, trying to picture all of the green ivy and mountain trees covered in the white, sparkling powder. 
 
His hand rests on the hilt of his sword that hangs off of his waist. It seems to be the more natural position for him and not because he’s sensing some kind of danger. “Some think so.” He shrugs. “I may not get to see it this year.” 
 
“Why is that?” 
 
“With everything going on with Aetheries and Rovente, all the soldiers and guards may be headed out by then. Who knows, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe they will wait until after the snow melts.”
 
My body tenses on its own. Over the past few days I’ve tried to keep my mind occupied enough that I didn’t think about this war that the brothers signed this wonderful settlement up for. I haven’t been here long, but it’s clear that Pensatore is a peaceful clan. The people here seem to be happy with just being happy. Maybe I’m wrong. I haven’t been here long enough to begin to know everything. If they are as peaceful as I think, then why do they even have an army? 
 
Pulling myself out of my thoughts, I turn to him, continuing my march back home. “Have you heard anything new?” 
 
“Not really,” Damon says with a hint of sadness in his voice. It helps to know that I’m not the only one against this upcoming war. “Maddox declared Ben as his second in command.” 
 
“What does that mean?” 
 
Another shrug. “It means that if something happens to Maddox then Ben will become the interim Lord of Pensatore until a time at which the clan can put the position to a vote.” 
 
My stomach drops a bit. Maddox was on my side, he didn’t want anything to do with Seraphina’s offer. Now he’s having to plan out what happens if he gets killed. “So that makes Ben higher ranking than Lincoln and Kaleb?” 
 
“Yup.” 
 
The single Market in the settlement is bustling with people this time of the day. The sun will set in a little more than an hour, and everyone is out buying fresh fruits, veggies, and meats for dinner. I move in a little closer to Damon, not wanting to get lost in the hustle and bustle. Lincoln told me to stay close to him. I may not know the exact reason for this, but I have no desire to try my luck and risk finding out. Violet is scrappy and angry enough to fight back, but I’m not. I’m not like her. If someone found me alone, they would capture me with ease. 
 
“Emmy,” a woman’s voice says from nearby, loudly enough that I can hear over the loud mumble of the crowd. 
 
Damon must have heard it as well, because he nudges even closer to me and comes to a stop in the middle of the Market. He grips the hilt of his sword a bit tighter, until the knuckles on his fingers turn white. 
 
“Calm down. If they were a threat they wouldn’t have shouted my name,” I tell him. The logic does nothing to settle him. 
 
Seraphina navigates her way through the herd of people, making her way towards us. The Queen of Rovente might be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She’s probably in her upper 30’s, curvy in all the right places, and, with the golden glow of her skin, she is mesmerizing. She must have given into the temptation of this settlement because she’s wearing a billowing deep blue dress with billowing skirts that spread out in each direction. The bodice of the dress is tight – corset underneath tight – and pushing her cleavage up higher than it should be. The same necklace that she wore the first time I met her dangles low, reaching to her sternum. The gold is polished to a high shine and the light within it is pulsing so rapidly that it makes me dizzy. 
 
Her face lights up once she reaches us. “Hi there,” she says in a bright and cheerful voice. Leaning forward, she gives me a kiss on each cheek. This isn’t something that I’ve seen others do in this settlement, so perhaps it’s only a Rovente thing. She looks me up and down and purses her lips. “You look like you’ve had a long day.” 
 
I don’t need to look at myself to know what she’s talking about. I’m covered in dirt and small shards of wood that came loose from the crates as I carried them from room to room. I’m sure my face isn’t much better for wear. 
 
“I’ve heard much about you from the gossiping people in the castle,” she says before I have a chance to reply to her first comment. “I’ve heard that you are Violet’s sister, that you have no power, and that you’ve found a home with the Alchemists. Is that about right?” 
 
She twines her fingers in mine, leading me in no particular direction. Damon is hot on my heels, watching and listening to everything. “I suppose so, yes.” I don’t know how I feel about being the topic of gossip, especially when it’s not exactly positive gossip. 
 
“So I already know how the two of you ended up in Strega, but how did the two of you get to the human realm in the first place?” she asks. 
 
Seraphina is a fast talker, changing from one topic to another so quickly that I’m having issues keeping up with her. “I don’t know.”
 
“That’s very interesting. There’s only one way in and out of this realm and that’s through the Watcher. Have you spoken to him? Asked him about it?” 
 
“No,” I answer. “I’ve only met him once.” I turn around, giving Damon a quick confused look, and I notice that Seraphina is alone. Roman went with Kaleb to gain information on Aetheries. Grayson is with Violet and Lincoln. “Why don’t you have any guards with you?” 
 
“Guards?” she asks with a slight cock of her head. “You mean Hunters? That’s what Rovente calls the King’s or Queen’s personal protectors. I only brought two with me and they are now occupied. In reality, though, I don’t need their protection. For one, Pensatore is not an enemy and there’s no fear of an attack. But even if there was, I am fully able to take care of myself.” 
 
Her sister wasn’t able to, but I keep that to myself. “Oh?” 
 
She gives me a smirk. “The destined ruler of Rovente is the second most powerful person in this realm, magically speaking. Second to only the Watcher himself.” She stops and looks directly at me. “Speaking of Rovente, you and your sister are part of my clan. In Strega, we like to keep specific abilities in their home settlement. Basically, elementals stay with elementals.” 
 
“I’m not an elemental though.” 
 
Her cocky smile fades. “In heart you are despite the magic not being present. Your parents would have been elementals as well, members of Rovente. Witches and warlocks are mortal, but it’s likely that they are still alive. If you and Violet come back with me after all of this nonsense with Aetheries is over, we can look for them. Perhaps they can offer some answers to both of you.” 
 
Up until the point that Vi and I met, we had very different upbringings. I had parents, adoptive, yes, but parents nonetheless. They loved me and I loved them. We were happy. Until we were hit head on and they were killed. With no other family, I was put into foster care and that’s where I met Violet. I haven’t considered what it means that Vi is biologically related to me – not until right now anyway. That means that we have the same biological parents and that we were both given up, just at different ages. My parents told me that they chose me a few days after I was born. From what Vi has told me, she was put into the system when she was 3 and she never left. If she was 3 and I was just born … 
 
“Sorry to interrupt,” Damon says with his chest puffed out, “but we have to get going. Plans.” 
 
“Right,” Seraphina says, almost like she’s annoyed. “Of course you do. You’re a popular girl around here.” I don’t know if that’s true. “Sorry to delay you.” 
 
She doesn’t bother with formalities this time. Instead of giving me the parting kisses on each cheek, she just turns on her heel and marches off, quickly getting lost in the sea of people. 
 



 
13
 
 
 
“You’re not done,” Lincoln says over his shoulder to me. He’s leading me through the training fields and I’d logically assumed that that meant we’re done for the day and I was finally going to get to go home. Clearly, I was wrong. 
 
The first half of this session was spent with him almost drowning me, me forgetting that I even have an ability to use to defend myself, and me trying to zap the hell out of Grayson. It was brutal and my energy is at an all-time low. 
 
Lincoln leans against the three tier wooden fence circling around a sand pit. It’s one of the only empty spaces left in the area. I walk past the training fields each and every morning and there’s never been this many people. Ever since the brothers overruled Maddox, training has been amped up and now there’s so much grunting and groaning and the sound of metal banging against metal that I can barely hear myself think. 
 
Two days ago, Emmy forced me to go and mingle. Lincoln, Ben, Tessa, and Damon were there for dinner. Lincoln became an entirely different person than he is during training. He reminded me of the man who comforted me back at the gas station all those weeks ago. Emmy was Emmy and bombarded them with one question after another. They all seemed to be stress free and opened up to her which didn’t surprise me. Em has always had a knack for getting people to feel comfortable around her and spill their darkest secrets.
 
Lincoln was no different. Apparently his mother – Ben and Kaleb’s as well – was from Pensatore. She was a pusher, the Pensatore title for a telekinetic. Career wise, she was an Alchemist. Their father was from Rovente and they never met him and she never spoke of him. It was that bloodline that made them into hybrids – giving each of them two abilities. Ben is a pusher and earth elemental. Kaleb is a water elemental like Lincoln and a ghost – meaning that he can go invisible. Lincoln, which I already knew, is a water elemental and a recall. 
 
Hybrids are abominations in the eyes of Rovente, something that Grayson has made all too clear over the past few days. If their lineage is discovered, they are killed. Sometimes, in the Rovente settlement, the mothers are killed before giving birth just because they reproduced with Pensatore. It doesn’t happen often these days, from what I’ve been told, because the two clans keep their distance from one another. The three brothers were spared because they grew up with their mother in the Pensatore clan. With their dual abilities, they are some of the strongest magic wielders in either settlement, apart from Seraphina and the Watcher. Emmy asked about where their mother is now, telling them that she wanted to meet her, but their openness seemed to close at that question and the conversation shifted. 
 
Grayson struts up, leaning against the fence next to Lincoln. This man is the bane of my existence. Lincoln can be a hard ass sometimes, but Grayson really grates on my nerves. He’s a know it all, someone who thinks their shit smells better than everyone else’s. From what I’ve been told, that is standard Rovente behavior. That is why the three brothers had been so shocked when Seraphina asked for our help. Rovente never needs help. They are the strongest and the smartest and they know everything. Evidently, Ben and Lincoln knew immediately how dire the situation must be when Seraphina showed up and told us everything. That is one of the biggest reasons why they decided to overrule Maddox regarding her proposition. 
 
“This is an utter waste of time,” Grayson mumbles as he crosses his arms across his chest. 
 
Leaning against the wooden fence around the sand pit, I try and ignore his whining voice. 
 
“I know this is uncharted territory for you,” Lincoln explains, completely ignoring Grayson. “I also know that the swords are much too large for you to handle with any type of precision and that’s okay. The importance of this lesson is familiarization and that’s it. Until we get weapons that are more suited for your small build, that’s all we are going to be able to do.”
 
“Waste of time,” Grayson says again, this time in a sing-song voice.
 
I stare down at the blade laying in the sand, its sheer weight causing it to sink an inch. I shake my head back and forth. I’m a witch. Okay, I can accept that. I can summon lightning not only from the sky but from within my very blood. Weird, but okay. Someone giving me a sword…is insanity. Pure and utter insanity. 
 
“Until you get more advanced, the tip of your blade shall remain pointed to the ground when not in use. This is for your safety as much as ours.” 
 
“Using weapons of any kind is an embarrassment to this realm,” Grayson explains. “You are a witch, Violet. You were given an ability for a reason. To choose to not use them is a disgrace to that title.” 
 
Lincoln jumps over the chest high fence like it is easy then ushers me to join him in the sand pit. I take the obvious route and squeeze between the horizontal planks. “Pick it up,” he orders. “Keep it pointed at the ground.”
 
I grimace as I bend at the waist, the hilt of the sword almost too thick for me to wrap my fingers around. It takes the strength of both hands to get the thing fully off the ground. “Now, bend your knees and raise your weapon to your waist with the tip pointing towards the sky.” Well, that sounds simple enough. 
 
A heavy sweat accumulates above my brow as I struggle to maintain the angle of the sword. Lincoln comes up behind me, placing his hands on my hips. His warmth immediately soaks through my leathers. With his firm grip he twists my hips, forcing me to change my stance. This position instantly feels much more natural, much more warrior-like. The weight of it quickly wins and the tip falls back to the sand.
 
I can see Lincoln’s mouth moving, but nothing he’s saying registers. He lunges this way and that. His leathers creak and stretch over his solid muscular frame with each precise movement. Bending and flexing those strong broad shoulders… “Go ahead and give it a try.”
 
What was he just doing again? I shift my stance, remembering how taut his pants had just were. With one foot in front of the other, I lift the blade tip from the sand. Thrust. That’s what he called this move – thrust. Which hadn’t helped in my distraction at all. Immediately after lifting the blade, my arms begin to shake from its excessive weight.
 
Screw this. The sword clangs to the ground. “This is ridiculous, Lincoln. This things is too big for me to hold, let alone maneuver with. If you want to see what I’m able to do, then give me something I can actually work with!” I run over towards him, pulling a knife from his belt. Then I hurl it at a nearby target dummy propped up outside the sand pit. The knife buries itself into the dummy’s head, having missed Lincoln’s ear by less than an inch. 
 
His head bounces back and forth between me and the dummy multiple times, taking in what I did. “Have you ever done that before? Thrown knives?”
 
I smile at his dumbfounded expression. “Knives, no. Darts, often.” 
 
“Come with me.” He turns and walks towards the armory. He grabs two short swords as well as daggers of various sizes from the wall. My eyes rest upon a pair of small axes sitting on one of the several tables in the space. 
 
“I know the swords are too big,” he says. “They’re generic training weapons. Once you know your strength, a weapons is made to fit you specifically.”
 
I grab the leather-bound handles of the twin axes, twisting my wrists, twirling the blades through the air. 
 
“Bring them. It won’t hurt to try them out,” Lincoln says. 
 
We head back out to the field and take up position across from the same dummy with a knife sticking out of its face. Then, taking my time, I try one weapons after another. None of them are up to par. Some handles are too big around for my hands, others have balance issues and, when thrown, land hilt first. I save the twin axes for last, their allure pulling heavily on me. I’ve never tried to throw an axe before, but how difficult could it be?
 
I release the first, and before it makes contact, I release the second. They land side by side, impaling the dummy right in the chest. 
 
Lincoln eyes me up and down, his fingers massaging his chin. “Violet has a natural talent. I was starting to think that you naturally suck at everything.” His words are mean, but the wink he follows them up with makes me smile. He’s impressed and he’s not easily impressable. 
 
He spends some time working on my stance. Even Grayson’s sighs and whines aren’t enough to pull me from the sensation of Lincoln’s hands on me, shifting me this way and that. I’ve had some pretty boyfriends before, but nothing like him. Compliments of his outfit, I don’t even need to imagine what his torso looks like, because I can see the muscles lingering beneath the leather. It’s not fair to be so perfect, but I’m not upset about it.
 
He leans over me, his hand on top of mine as he explains when to release the throw. “Remember that if you throw the axes, you won’t have a weapon. Throwing them will be your last resort.” 
 
“What happens then?” I ask. “Should I tackle the person and then just brawl?” When would that training start?
 
“If you used your magic you wouldn’t need to worry about not having a weapon,” Grayson adds as though his opinion matters to either of us. 
 
Lincoln lets me go and faces the man. “Magic has limits. You know this, Grayson. What happens when your energy runs out?” Grayson simply stares. “Unless you are the Watcher, that will happen. When you have no magic left in your body and the attack continues, what do you do?” 
 
I toss the axe in my hand, letting it somersault a few times before catching it. “You find another way to fight.” 
 
“Exactly,” Lincoln says. “You use your weapon.”
 
“You stay alive,” I add. “Any way you can.” Once upon a time, he berated me for using a shoe to hit Stanley with, telling me that it was not the right way to fight. My defense was to tell him it’s the natural way to stay alive. By the way he’s looking at me right now, he remembers that conversation as well. 
 
“When you can’t use your weapon, you fight,” he continues, not lowering himself to reply to my comment. “You fight with your body and you protect yourself.” 
 
“Rovente members would never find themselves in such a position in the first place,” Grayson counters. “And she is Rovente.” 
 
That gets my attention. Lincoln and Ben told me the other night at dinner that it’s standard for elementals to stay in Rovente, while mental and physical power wielders stay in Pensatore. There’s no law in place requiring this, meaning that the decision of where to be is ours to make. 
 
I open my mouth to tell him this, and a wispy voice cuts in first, calling my name. All three of us turn at the sound, finding Seraphina walking towards us. Grayson bends at the waist, letting his shoulder length dirty blonde hair fall in front of his face. He would be a perfect person to put on the cover of a romance novel, but not someone I find attractive. He’s a bit too short in my opinion. 
 
Seraphina waves her hand and Grayson stands up taller than normal. With her arms stretched out in front of her, she singles me out and continues her approach. When she leans forward, I lean back. She invited herself into my bubble and I don’t like it. Annoyance flashes over her before she collects herself and waves it off. “Hello, Violet. I was hoping to have a word with you.” She glances at the two men next to me. “Privately.” 
 
I don’t hesitate before agreeing. If it gets me out of training and away from fantasizing about Lincoln, then it’s worth it. Both men make themselves busy and disappear, leaving the two us alone. 
 
“How is your training going? Grayson was telling me that there are a lot of gaps that Lincoln is neglecting.” 
 
I barely contain my snort. Of course he told her that. “It’s going wonderfully actually,” I say in the snootiest voice I can manage. 
 
She ignores it. “You are a lightning elemental, Violet, and that alone is astounding.” I remember their reaction to my power very well, but no one had explained it to me and I didn’t care enough to ask. “Lightning, of course, is an elemental ability. Until the other day, though, we believed it to be extinct. As far as Rovente knows, you might be the only one in Strega with lightning, apart from the Watcher of course. That makes you more special than I can ever explain.” 
 
I kick around a pebble, already bored. “And why is that?” 
 
“Even elementals have our weaknesses. Lightning is different though and is something you should be learning how to use properly. Must be one of those gaps that Grayson was referring to. Regardless, it seems like you are also a raw magic wielder. Do you know what that means?” 
 
She sits down on one of the nearby benches, gesturing for me to join her. I shake my head. She’s not in a dress today. Instead, she looks as though she came here with training in mind. A golden chest piece hugs her figure as well as plates on her thighs and forearms. Knee-high boots in the same color finish her uniform. She’s so pristine that I can’t begin to imagine her dirtying herself by training. 
 
“No, I don’t,” I finally admit as curiosity gets the best of me. 
 
“Raw means that you possess all facets of your element. You control your lightning not only from the sky but from your body as well. Heat, light, current … they are all components of the ability and are yours to utilize. Most only have one, like heat or smoke from a fire elemental, the ability to summon or evaporate water. Rawness is rare and a cherished trait within our clan.” 
 
Grayson is an earth elemental but is only able to manipulate dirt and pebbles, sand and mud. Basically if it’s not part of the ground we walk on, then he has no power over it. Stanley is similar, he possesses a single facet – at least, that’s all I’ve seen or felt him use. “Do you know Stanley? His powers are like what you described. Doesn’t that mean he’s from Rovente?”
 
Her right eye twitches ever so slightly. Had I not been standing directly in front of her I wouldn’t have been able to see it. “I personally do not know anyone named Stanley. Why do you ask?” 
 
Of course, he wouldn’t have given me his real name. Why would he? “He’s just someone I met a while back. His hand heats up and can cause burns. That’s all.” I don’t know her well enough to explain further. 
 
“You were present for the meeting, I would have expected that you put two and two together by now. Just because they have elemental powers does not necessarily make them part of the Rovente clan. I urge you to use caution around people, for not everyone is a friend to you.” 
 
The way she says it makes it sound more like a warning than a threat, but it still makes my own inner alarm bells ring. 
 
She stands, smoothing out the fabric that hangs down below her armor. “Magic isn’t something that you will learn overnight, Violet. I don’t want you thinking that you’re failing or incapable of learning to control the energy within you. More of my personal Hunters arrived yesterday as well as the Reapers. Perhaps you would like to spend some time with them, learn from them. I’m sure Lincoln has been doing the best that he can with teaching you, but spending some time with others may prove helpful. As you already know, Lincoln is a hybrid. Both he and his brothers have done an excellent job in learning their raw abilities on their own without the assistance of Rovente but they still have much to learn about what they are truly capable of. I’m confident that he is a good trainer, but it’s good to have variety. To learn other techniques.” 
 
I eye her, trying to figure out what this little speech is really about. “Is this your subtle way of claiming me for your clan?” 
 
“Strega is a place of habits,” she says. “Those with elemental powers remain in the Rovente settlement and live out their days with their born clan. That’s how it’s always been and there has never been a reason to change. Considering what is occurring in the realm, I will be remaining here for the foreseeable future. There really is no rush to see you back to Rovente right now, unless that is what you wish. During our stay here, I hope that you will take the opportunity to learn from your fellow clan mates and not only from Lincoln.” 
 
Riley told me that I didn’t belong here in Pensatore. Was that her not so subtle way of telling me to get the hell out and go back to where I belong? 
 
“Considering your power, Violet, Maddox and I have decided that you will be fighting with us against Aetheries.”
 
My jaw drops. “Joining you in Aetheries? As in the war? What? No. No. I’m not –”
 
“I won’t intrude on your training any longer, I just wanted to put the offer on the table.” Ending the conversation, she stands and starts to walk away. “The Reapers are the most powerful people in my clan, both in magic and in overall skill. They will be putting on a duel for Pensatore. I think you’ll enjoy it. I hope to see you there.” 
 
Seraphina simply nods when I fail to reply, turns and heads out of the training fields. Perhaps she didn’t come here to train after all. 
 
I stand as still as a statue still stunned by what she said. How dare they decide that I will be one of their soldiers! No one else is drafted! According to Damon, no one gets drafted in this settlement. Ever. Except for me. That’s what I get for trying to learn. I should have half assed it all this time. I should have purged like I wanted to those first few days so Emmy and I could go back to Florida. I can’t fight in a war. I can’t fight in a magical war! 
 
Someone walks up behind me and from the pace of the footsteps, I know it’s Lincoln. Spinning around I smash my fist into his shoulder. He budges slightly, but only slightly. I quelch a shrill cry as pain flutters up from my knuckles to my wrist and up my arm. 
 
“We really need to work on your fighting skills, Violet.” 
 
I smack him with my left hand. “No. No more training! I’m done. DONE. This is all your fault, you asshole. Was it your idea? Was it?” 
 
His brows furrow. “What are you talking about?”
 
Pacing back and forth, I start to wear a path in the dirt. “You told them that I was getting better, that I was learning to control my power. It was you. I know it was.” I stop long enough to jab a finger into his chest. “Well guess what. Now I have to go to Aetheries. Me. Me at war. This is all your damn fault!” 
 
He reaches out and grabs me by the shoulders when I start pacing again. “What are you talking about? What did she say to you?” 
 
I inhale deeply, trying to calm my anger. “She told me that I am going to Aetheries, that I will be valuable in the war effort because I have few weaknesses.” 
 
“You’re not ready for that.”
 
“No shit!” I poke him again. “You will get me out of this. Do you understand me? Get me out of it!” 
 
Releasing his hold, his fingers run through his hair. “I’ll try but –”
 
“No. There are NO buts. Fix it.” 
 
He smiles like he finds my freak-out funny. “What else did she want?” 
 
“She subtly told me that I need to be in Rovente. Riley said the same thing.” 
 
“Riley? When did Riley talk to you?” 
 
I find another rock to push around with the toe of my boot. “Uh. Well, she’s the one that took us to the house after we got here. She sort of invited herself into my room and told me that I belonged with my own people. I didn’t understand it then, but now it’s all too clear.” 
 
“Is that so? She should not have been speaking to you regarding this matter. It’s not her place to do so.” 
 
I throw my hands up in defeat. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what her opinion of me is any more than I care about anyone else’s opinion. The bigger issue is that I’m being sent to war. How about we focus on that?” 
 
He shrugs. “I’ll talk to Maddox. You’re not ready and throwing in an untrained witch isn’t wise. I can probably sway him, but there’s nothing I can do about Seraphina. It’ll be on him to talk her out of it.” 
 
“Seraphina has already made up her mind about you,” Grayson says, walking up to us. His hands are crammed into his pants pockets as though this is just a casual conversation he butted into. “She thinks your presence in this war will help sway the odds fully in our favor.” 
 
“The odds are already in our favor,” Lincoln says through gritted teeth. 
 
“Of course they are. The odds are always in Rovente’s favor. Pensatore was only invited because it gives Aetheries a target that isn’t us.” 
 
Lincoln’s face grows red. His hands curl into fists. 
 
“The Reapers are here. Who are they?” I ask quickly, trying to change the subject before Lincoln explodes on Grayson.
 
Lincoln’s attention jerks to me. “They are a group of elite elementals. Why are they here? Did she say?” 
 
“No. She only mentioned them. Something about setting up some duels for the settlement’s viewing pleasure.” 
 
“My Queen thought it was a brilliant idea,” Grayson replies. “Seeing as Pensatore and Rovente aren’t exactly friendly and know little of what the other clan is capable of, she thought it best to give a demonstration. That way Pensatore soldiers know who they will be fighting next to.” 
 
“That’s not a horrible idea,” I admit to neither of them in particular. 
 
“Are they going to Aetheries with us?” Lincoln asks. His eyes lighten a fraction at the idea. 
 
“That is still undecided. While the army is away, there will still be a clan to protect.”
 
If the armies of Pensatore and Rovente are going to the Aetheries clan, then who exactly are they needing protection from? I start to ask but Lincoln cuts me off. 
 
“We still have training,” he mumbles. 
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“I have a bruise on my chest thanks to you,” Lincoln says as we walk through the training fields for another glorious day. “You can’t punch for anything, but you do know how to poke someone.” 
 
The air is crisp, almost cool, which is a first since I got to Strega. Grayson is late, and with any luck, he won’t show up at all. It’s just Lincoln and me for the first time in what feels like an eternity. I want to make a crude joke, but I rein myself in before I do it. “A bruise huh?” 
 
He unfastens the metal buckles on his jacket and pulls the material open to reveal his chest to just above his sternum. Lo and behold, there is in fact a small finger sized light green bruise. 
 
I inhale sharply, letting my eyes go wide at the sight. “That must be very, very painful,” I mock. He smiles and butterflies erupt in my stomach. Instead of kissing his chest and making a pathetic and ridiculous attempt at making it feel better, I poke him again. 
 
Before he has a chance to respond, the earth begins to rumble beneath my feet. It catches me by surprise and I shuffle forward, falling directly into Lincoln. He catches me with ease, but, with our height difference, it puts my face directly against his solid and smooth chest. I should pull away. I know I should. 
 
A dust cloud billows up nearby and I basically pry myself away from Lincoln. The rumbling of the ground resolves itself into what I realize is the pounding of what must be hundreds of footsteps. When the dust starts to clear, Ben and an entire army of soldiers marching behind him is revealed. 
 
“What’s this about?” I ask. 
 
“Not sure, but if I have to guess, I’d say they are headed to watch the duels.”
 
“That’s today?”
 
“Seems that way.” 
 
“So, is it like Grayson said yesterday? That they are doing it to show our members what they can do? So the soldiers understand?”
 
He lets out a small, non-humorous laugh. “If anything, it’s a way for them to show off their abilities. That sounds more appropriate for Rovente.” 
 
“So the Reapers are the same as the rest of them?” 
 
Lincoln shrugs. “Don’t know. Never met the Reapers. They are still Rovente though.” 
 
The marching army approaches us and we merge with them, despite not knowing exactly where they are headed. Lincoln’s fingers wrap around my upper arm tightly as he pulls me into his chest, keeping me close so as not to lose me in the crowd of soldiers. 
 
The tip of my nose is only a breath away from a massive man who abruptly stops in front of me. Loud gasps erupt and I rise on my tiptoes trying to see what is causing the commotion. The ground quakes again, this time it’s not from the marching soldiers. I stare at the ground wide-eyed. Much like a wave in the ocean, the dirt and rock lifts as the current somewhere far below my feet makes a ripple that spreads out farther and farther. 
 
I stop breathing as the wave approaches us and sink farther into Lincoln’s chest. His arms wrap around me protectively. Our feet don’t move, but our bodies are lifted higher and higher as we are forced to follow the wave until it passes us. Dust and sand fill the air making it hard to see and breathe. Several people seem to have lost their balance and are laying on the ground, dumbfounded. 
 
Cough after cough overwhelms me as the dust slowly drifts away from us in the wind. “What was that?” I ask him, still slightly awed over whatever just happened. Grayson is an earth elemental, but he has never done anything of that magnitude. 
 
Lincoln grabs my jaw, shifting my head around to redirect my gaze towards – 
 
“Well that’s new,” I say. “That is new, right?” Less than a quarter of a mile away is a building … well, more like a work of art. Standing six or seven stories tall is what appears to be a colosseum made of white marble. Flowers and vines are carved into its walls. Massive pillars straddle the hollow entrances. “That wasn’t there a few minutes ago … right?” I know it wasn’t, but trying to wrap my human mind around a structure of this magnitude being created with magic in just a few minutes is giving me a headache. 
 
When he doesn’t answer, I turn around to find Ben now standing next to Lincoln. Both of them have their arms crossed, their mouths are open as they stare at the arena.
 
The soldiers around us make their way into the newly created arena and I follow them. 
 
Now closer, Ben analyzes the building, sliding his finger along the marble. “Definitely new. And brilliant. With some practice I might be able to do something like this, Lincoln. Why did we never think of trying this?” 
 
“What kind of earth elemental are you, Ben?” I ask, scooting to the side to let the excited soldiers pass by. 
 
“Raw,” he answers without shifting his gaze off of the marble walls. “All three of us are.” 
 
I just learned the meaning of that world yesterday from Seraphina. He’s powerful, just like I am. Rare is what Seraphina called it. Raw is rare. Yet there are three of us huddled together right now. Just how rare are we? 
 
“The Queen wants you to join her on the balcony. Each of you,” an annoying and familiar voice says from beside me. Grayson was late this morning, clearly knowing that this was planned. Of course, he couldn’t be bothered to go out of his way to tell us. 
 
“Where have you been?” I ask. Not that I care. Even a few minutes without him has been pure and utter bliss. The man talks. A lot. 
 
“I’m a hunter. My Queen requested my presence, I obeyed. It’s this way.” Grayson holds out his arm indicating which direction to go. 
 
The three of us follow him up several flights of stairs before reaching the balcony. Seraphina sits in an oversized green armchair in the middle of the open room. She’s wearing the same perfect armor she had on yesterday. 
 
The Queen of Rovente strikes me as the type of ruler who sits on her white horse a mile away from a battle, watching as her people get slaughtered one by one. In the movies, the soldiers never seemed worried about such a leader not wanting to fight beside them, to die beside them. It’s bullshit in my opinion.
 
From this vantage point, we have an unobstructed view of the sandy arena floor. The thousands of marble seats circling the arena are filled with Pensatore soldiers. Being about three stories up, I can still make out the faces of the two people making their way onto the sandy floor. One witch and one warlock, both wearing the signature brown leathers of Rovente. 
 
“Are these the famous Reapers, Seraphina?” Maddox? I twist around. Buried in the dark corner of the balcony, the Lord of Pensatore sits quietly. The few strands of hair atop his head sway in the slight breeze. Seraphina is all glitz and glam as though she wants every set of eyes on her and seeing her royal status. Maddox is the opposite. The rulers of the two clans couldn’t be more different from one another. The clans they reign over couldn’t be either. 
 
“See for yourself, Maddox,” Seraphina says with a smirk as she walks up next to me. Placing her perfectly manicured hands onto the marble ledge of the railing, the Queen starts the show. 
 
“Welcome, Pensatore!” Seraphina’s voice booms across the colosseum. “The Reapers have gifted you with this arena and I hope you enjoy it for many years to come! Today we are here to provide you with a demonstration of elemental ability! One that you will not soon forget!” 
 
Loud applause breaks out, the clapping intensifying as it reverberates off the walls. “Our first competitor is Travis, blessed from Strega as a raw air elemental. He’s been training with the Rovente Reapers for the past eight years. At a young thirty-two years of age, he’s earned his position with his unparalleled teamwork and ability!” The man standing in the center of the arena floor raises his arms, savoring his applause. Dark trimmed brows frame his round eyes. Tattoos peak out from the neckline of his shirt, creeping up along his square jawline. His shaggy black hair is in full disarray, making it seem like he’s just rolled out of bed. 
 
“His opponent is none other than Brynn, a witch blessed with raw fire magic! She’s one of the original ten Reapers, having volunteered for the position nearly thirty-five years ago. As the most experienced of them all, she’ll undoubtedly show her true colors to her opponent. This will be quite a spectacle for everyone!” The woman looks every bit her age. Her dark brown hair is starting to turn gray. She has deep wrinkles near her eyes but her body looks as toned and muscular as her opponent’s. The witch walks several paces away from the warlock, refusing to put on a show for the audience. The crowd cheers for her anyway. 
 
“Let the duel begin!” Seraphina screams. 
 
The Reapers circle one another, sizing each other up, waiting for the other to make the first move. The witch gets launched through the air but is able to roll right back onto her feet. I’ve never been able to land so gracefully. I didn’t see what attacked her, but I can only assume it was the warlock using his power on her. Unlike the air elemental who tried to kidnap and torture me, Travis’s power doesn’t have the black hue to it, making it impossible to see. 
 
A wall of fire spreads outwards from the witch’s body. It quickly grows in size, spreading form one wall of the arena to the other. The air elemental takes a few steps back as the wall of fire makes its way towards him. He remains calm and collected somehow. I’m on my feet, leaning over the balcony before the idea even registers. Why won’t he move? He needs to do something before he gets pinned! Okay, so maybe he’s already pinned, but still. He shouldn’t just sit there and let this play out! Is this what I look like during training with Lincoln? I’m sure the urge to grab my shoulders and scream ‘just make a move already’ is very familiar to him by now.
 
My knuckles go white from the force of balling my fists. I don’t know either of these people, but if I had money, I’d bet on Travis – the air elemental – for the win. Something about his attitude, his way of carrying himself, makes it seem almost as if he himself is just the tip of the iceberg – as if his powers are there, lurking beneath the surface.
 
And then his feet lift from the ground and his body rises several feet above the sand. I’m barely able to follow him as his body zooms through the air, climbing over the wall of fire beneath him with ease. Okay, apparently air elementals can fly? 
 
The fire elemental releases fireball after fireball at him, but Travis is able to dodge them with ease. Brynn struggles as her body lifts from the ground. Within seconds she’s engulfed in deep ruby red flames. She releases yet another fireball, this time the size of her body, towards the air elemental. 
 
He holds his hand in front of him, his elbow locking into place as he enters into a hover. The ball of fire begins to slow, eventually becoming stationary. The flames become more intense. Is the fire elemental, Brynn, adding more oomph or is it the air elemental adding more fuel to the fire with his winds? 
 
Travis places his left palm next to his right and the ball of fire inches backwards towards its maker. He’s using the winds to change the trajectory of the fire? 
 
Brynn, the fire elemental, remains airborne. Her arms are pulled taught over her head as though the winds are holding her up by her wrists. The poor Reaper’s fighting an element she can’t even see. The massive circle of flame strikes her and a look of bliss coats her face as the embers soak into her skin. 
 
Travis soars toward the witch, gaining more and more speed as he covers the distance. His shoulder rams into her, tearing her from her invisible confines. They enter into a dive with her in his arms. Screams fill the arena. Their speed is so fast that they’re little more than a brown blur. 
 
The blur separates. The fire elemental free-falls to the ground. Travis hovers momentarily before collapsing into the sand. He’s on his hands and knees, smoke billowing from his body. 
 
My hand goes to my neck as I remember the pain that Stanley caused with a single touch. Travis touched her. He had to know what kind of damage she would do to him. He must have decided it was worth it, that it would still end in his favor. 
 
My eyes dart to the fire elemental free-falling to the ground from where Travis left her mid-air. Her fate seems to be sealed. She need to find a way to slow her descent. Quickly. A thin circle of flames forms just below her path, another about a foot above the dirt. Brynn’s body falls into the first, disappearing all together. 
 
Loud inhalations fill the arena – each person just as confused as the one sitting next to them. 
 
Seconds tick by as I look for Brynn. She has to be here, right? I mean the circles are still ignited, so she has to still be nearby. I think. I don’t really know what I’m watching to be honest. Do elementals even have range limitations? 
 
The crowd bursts into applause as the witch reappears beneath the lower of the two fire circles. Her feet are planted in the deep sand. Well, okay then. What the hell did she do, and how can I do it? 
 
Travis tilts his head up as the circles fade away. He looks towards the sky in performative exasperation before turning his attention back to Brynn and saying, “Oh, come on!” His words echo off the marble as he rises back to his feet. His brown leather jacket is so scorched it’s now black. The burned clothing is the least of his worries, though. I have no doubt that his skin is burned as well. He doesn’t let that stop him as he breaks out into a run. His ability pushes on his heels and provides additional speed. 
 
The witch shifts, her left foot spaced farther in front of her right. She’s positioning herself to take the brunt of a substantial impact. And then her mouth opens wide as a steady stream of flame rushes out. 
 
Travis’s path veers from left to right as his opponent’s flames trail after him. As if that isn’t enough for him to deal with, small balls of fire start raining down from the sky in a heavy torrent. The crowd screams as the air elemental once again takes to the sky; the flames continue to chase him. Is Brynn herding him somewhere? Laying a trap? The soldiers duck as Travis zooms past, fearing Brynn’s fire will reach them. 
 
The air elemental is still on the defensive, unable to get the upper hand. It doesn’t look good for him. I guess my gut feeling – that he would win the duel – was wrong. 
 
Lincoln appears next to me, his body heat flooding into me. I give him a faint smile before focusing back on the duel. What these two are doing makes my few victories during the past few days of training look pathetic.
 
“You are able to drown people using your water element. Can Travis do the same thing with his air? Suck Brynn’s oxygen away from her?” I ask, refusing to look away for even a second, fearing I’ll miss something epic. 
 
“I would imagine so, yes. I assume it is against the rules. They are putting on a show after all. Hard to do that when you just have to look at a person to end it,” Lincoln explains. 
 
Travis continues flying in large circles around the perimeter wall separating the arena floor from the stands of the stadium, gaining more and more speed. I lose sight of him after a little while and by the time I spot him again, I’m merely following a brownish black blur. Brynn stands in the center of the sands just watching – watching and waiting. 
 
“She’s resting,” Lincoln says. “Saving her energy for when she is able to attack again. Remember the well of energy – it is not bottomless. This is her focusing, evaluating, and conserving her energy.” 
 
The stone beneath my feet starts to shift as dust falls from the awning overhead. Small shrieks fill the stadium as confusion sets in. A dense white fog covers the blur of Travis and the vibrations through the stone intensify. 
 
Realization dawns on me. My hands slam against my ears as I squat down, bringing Lincoln with me, and make myself small in the corner of the balcony. Lincoln’s confused expression disappears the moment the sonic boom reaches us. 
 
An explosion rattles through the stadium. My ears ring. Dust and small fragments of debris fall from above. The others on the balcony are already doubled over, their hands over their ears with pain stricken faces. Warm blood trickles from my own ears. I’m unable to hear anything but loud and constant ringing. I use the marble railing as leverage to pull myself up. Brynn’s laying on the ground, Travis standing over her. After a minute Brynn reaches out, tapping the sand twice with emphasis. 
 
A hand touches my shoulder; Ivy. She points to her ears, giving me a questioning look. I shake my head back and forth in response. I’m not hurt, but I’m far from okay. I look around and see several Healers on the balcony, healing the most important and valuable people in Strega. She places her hands on each side of my head, a rich purple aura mixing with that of the other Healers. I’ve only met her once at the dinner that Emmy made me go to, but she seemed nice enough. She didn’t talk about anything other than her husband – a fellow Healer – and her daughter. When she releases her grip the ringing in my ears is gone, leaving me good as new. “Thank you,” I mutter as she moves on to Lincoln. 
 
Both Reapers are back on their feet, conversing in the middle of the sand. “Pretty fun to watch, isn’t it?” Seraphina stands beside me, not a single hair out of place. It’s like the boom didn’t affect her at all. 
 
“It was amazing. I wasn’t even participating, and my heart was going crazy from the adrenaline.” 
 
“The winner of our duel is none other than Travis! Congratulations on pulling off a victory against all the odds!” the Queen announces to the soldiers in the stands.
 
When no one claps I look around the stands. Each soldier is holding their head, lost in pain. I applaud, though, as loudly as I can. “When Brynn fell through the circle of fire, what was that?” I ask Seraphina. “She fell through the first and popped out of the second one.” 
 
“She has fire inside of her, in her very veins. Our elements become a part of us, merging with our souls. You’re the same way, Violet. Electrical current flows just beneath the surface. It’s always ready and waiting. She simply merged herself with the flames, using them to move herself from one place to another. Only those with raw abilities are able to do it. The concentration required is monumental. Only a select few are ever able to accomplish it, especially in a situation where their very lives are at risk.” 
 
“Can I go next?” I ask. My brows furrow as soon as the words leave my mouth. Where the hell did that come from? The confusion quickly changes to excitement. I seem to be better under pressure. Lincoln told me yesterday when he was drowning me that it’ll force me to use my lightning, force me to learn to control it. It might be a great learning opportunity and seeing as I’m about to go to war, I can use all the help I can get.
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A rhythmic pounding comes from the stands, making the thin hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Seraphina hasn’t introduced us yet, so none of the Pensatore soldiers know who they are about to see duel next. I can guarantee that I’m not what they are expecting. Every duel has a winner and a loser, this one won’t be any different. It’s just how you get from the beginning to the end that will be less exciting. 
 
The iron gate in front of me is pristine. No dents or rust, just perfect iron curved into vines. It’s also the only thing keeping me from getting my ass kicked. 
 
“You know you’re an idiot for doing this, right?” Lincoln asks as he pulls the buckles on my jacket tighter, making it hard to breathe. “I do not agree with this. You are not ready, Violet. You aren’t even close to being ready. Half the time you forget that you have powers, and now you volunteer to go against a Reaper. Why? Why do it? You have nothing to prove.” 
 
My mouth opens to tell him that I’ve only forgotten that I have powers once or twice and that’s because of extreme training and the fact that he was literally drowning me. My thoughts had been a bit elsewhere, specifically on not dying. Regardless of who is right, I drop it before saying anything. “I have a lot to prove, Lincoln. The way I see it, if I win – which I won’t - then I’ll know I might live through this damn war. If I lose – which is likely – then Maddox and Seraphina will see that it’s dangerous to everyone to make me part of this war.”
 
He releases a heavy sigh and runs his finger through his hair. “Did Seraphina tell you what element your opponent has?” 
 
“Nope.” I start bouncing in place, getting my blood flowing. “I know it won’t be the two that just went. She said they need to rest.” 
 
Lincoln places his palms on either side of my face, forcing me to stop jumping, drawing my attention to him. “Remember to never underestimate you opponent. Never take your eyes off them. Keep your energy level in the back of your mind and do not push yourself to your breaking point. The only limits you have are those that you place on yourself. Use your imagination. Your power can do whatever you want it to. Remember that, Violet.” 
 
He seems genuinely worried, but his advice is sound. Except for the part about pushing myself. I wouldn’t be all that upset if I became powerless. I don’t know if I would go back to Florida if it happened, but it might do these people some good to see it, to know what happens. To know that it’s not the end of the world. That a life without power is still a life. The gate begins to scrape upwards and I duck underneath it, too anxious to wait until it’s been fully raised.
 
And then it hits me. 
 
Heat. Sweltering heat. Was it this hot earlier? Did they decide to change this duel up a bit and make it balmy and uncomfortable? Sweat beads on my skin, getting trapped under my leathers, making me feel disgusting. My feet scrape against the flat rocks covering the ground. Rocks that were definitely not here before. 
 
“Don’t forget that you’re a witch, Violet!” Lincoln yells from behind the gate. 
 
Yeah, yeah, yeah.
 
Pretending I didn’t hear him, I continue my march to the center of the arena. 
 
“Ladies and gentleman! We now move to round two of our duels. From Rovente I gladly introduce … Elijah! At thirty-five years old, he has accepted and conquered every challenge we have placed upon him! Blessed as a raw water elemental and as the Commander of the Reapers, he’ll surely pose an incredible threat to his challenger.” 
 
Elijah takes a heavy step forward, his massive height towering over me. I’d say he’s at least 6’5” and easily 250 pounds of pure muscle. His canary yellow eyes stare me down as the intimidation sets in. I grind my teeth together, releasing a growl in return. He shakes his head as if he’s embarrassed for me. The black tattoo that I saw on Travis’s neck is on this man’s as well. It snakes up along his jaw and cheek making his appearance that much more menacing. The muscles in his jaw twitch. He’s definitely antsy and ready to go while I’m barely containing my nervousness.
 
“New to Strega, I present to you, Violet James! At a young twenty-five years old, she is a raw lightning elemental – the only one of her kind.” Oh lord. “After only a few weeks of training she’s volunteered to duel one of the best fighters Rovente has to offer! May her will overcome her limited knowledge and grant her a successful outcome,” Seraphina shouts. 
 
My eyes roll once she finishes my introduction. She made it sound like I don’t have a chance in hell at winning this. She’s probably right. I’m not entirely sure who gave her this information about me or if she’s just that good at putting the puzzle pieces she’s heard along the way together on her own. Either way, I wasn’t the one to tell her how long I’ve been training with Lincoln. The fact that she told Elijah this infuriates me. She took away the small element of surprise that I had. Elijah doesn’t know that I’m new and lack the knowledge of my own ability. That could have helped me in some way. 
 
The beast of a man in front of me looks at me in disgust. “Is this the best that Pensatore has to offer?” he asks low enough for only me to hear. “A little girl who doesn’t know how to use her powers?” His long white-blonde hair is pulled back into a long braid that hangs down the center of his back. His equally blonde stubble is only visible when the light hits it just right. Like Lincoln, his skin is tan from hours spent outdoors. 
 
I gulp silently. What have I done? What was I thinking, volunteering? 
 
“Begin!” Seraphina’s voice interrupts my internal berating.
 
I expect Elijah to come at me fast and hard, but instead he asks me a question. “How is it that you’re new to Strega?” I stay stationary as he circles around me. The one thing I have going for me is that Lincoln is also water. So I do have some knowledge and experience. Not much, but at least it’s something. And in this situation, I’ll take what I can get. 
 
I make a mental list of what he could possibly do using his ability, and how I can conquer it. I’m sure he was placed with a restriction not to end the duel quickly. I cross my fingers and hope I’m right as I take drowning off my list of potential risks. Drowning once was bad enough and I have no intent of experiencing it again. 
 
I try to summon my magic, waiting impatiently to feel the familiar tingle in my fingertips. A wave of ice-cold water strikes my back, taking my breath away. The motion happens so fast, I barely have time to slow my fall with my hands. I can hear a bone in my forearm snap. The pain in my left arm makes me see stars. I glance at it quickly, assessing the damage. The bone is sticking out at an odd angle, but, thankfully, didn’t puncture my skin. 
 
He stands over me, lingering with a smirk on his face as I pull my arm to my chest in an attempt to ease the throbbing pain. “Do you even know how to fight back?” 
 
“You’re damn right I do, asshole.” I twist my body, kicking out my leg, knocking his feet out from under him. I jump back to my feet, trying my hardest to keep my arm from moving. He’s lying there on the stone, a grimace set on his face. 
 
The fingers on my right hand start to tingle with power. I step over to him, trying to put my hands on him to zap him, but he quickly rolls away before I’m able to get close enough. 
 
I hold my usable hand out to my side, palm facing skyward as mini bolts of lightning disperse from it. “Hmm, looks like the little girl knows what she’s doing after all,” I say to him slyly. 
 
His upper lip curls into a snarl and water forms a square around our position, continuing to rise higher and higher until it locks both of us inside. Lincoln did something like this a few days ago. I never did find a way out of it. He filled the box with water and nearly drowned me just to prove a point. After criticizing my failure, he said that sometimes it’s not about protecting yourself during an attack. That sometimes protecting yourself means you must attack. It’ll draw their attention away from what your opponent is doing and might give you enough time to get out of whatever mess you’re in. 
 
I picture the lightning coming from the palm of my hand, striking Elijah forcefully in the chest. I push my palm in front of me and a bolt shoots out with a massive amount of energy behind it. He takes a large step to the side, easily dodging it. That stupid smirk is still on his face and it’s really starting to piss me off. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. What was I thinking? Never think small when you can think big! 
 
With a cock of my head, I focus on the task in front of me. The lightning bolt strikes the wall of water behind him, vaporizing it on contact. Within the small swells – right before they disappear – you can faintly see the arcing electricity as the current travels within. And then it’s completely gone. 
 
Water conducts electricity. Maybe Seraphina threw me a bone after all. Maybe I can use his own ability against him. 
 
His smug smile matches that of mine. Why would he be happy about my epiphany? My shoulders sag as a new wall builds. A wall of ice. 
 
Gliding my fingertips over the silky cold ice, I try and analyze it. Does ice conduct electricity as well as water does?
 
“Surprise, surprise.” He must have seen the confusion on my face and now he’s screwing with me. Lincoln never told me that a water elemental could manifest ice as well. Seraphina said as much, that growing up in Pensatore means that he doesn’t know everything. 
 
Thinking big, I rain down a torrent of lightning from the sky, willing it to smash into my icy prison. Despite the power within the bolt, only a single crack surfaces. I throw more power into the wall. Bolt after bolt crashes into the ceiling of the cube, slamming into it until the ice melts and water rains down on us until my hair is damp from the fine mist. The four walls around us still stand, but now my power has a way inside. An open path directly to Elijah. 
 
He dives for the ground, somehow managing to dodge each bolt. It doesn’t matter though. The lightning is intended to distract him, not hurt him, and it’s are accomplishing exactly what I need it to do. The heat in the confined space builds with each bolt that slams down. The ice slowly but surely starts to sweat but refuses to return back to its liquid state. A large crack forms on the wall across from me, seemingly the weakest spot in the cube. I make my move. 
 
Encouraged by my progress, I slam the entire force of my assault into that one wall. Crack after crack appears. As soon as my onslaught is over, the smile on my face disappears. The cracks fill themselves back in and Elijah is back on his feet, smirking yet again. 
 
A wave of cold hits me, freezing the sweat covering me. He’s so much faster with his magic than Lincoln is. Maybe Lincoln holds back on purpose because I’m still in training, maybe he doesn’t. The man in front of me doesn’t care that I’m still in training. He doesn’t care that I’m not as fast as him. I barely have time to process what is happening before he changes it again. I’m a mile behind him and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to catch up. 
 
My teeth chatter. My nose, fingers, and toes are now numb. Thunder rips through the stadium as I bring forth more power. All of my focus, all of my magic pulse power directly into one specific wall. And then Boom! Massive blocks of ice shower down upon me as my prison finally crumbles. My right arm reaches above my head as I try to shield myself from the havoc. But my moment of triumph only lasts a second or two. 
 
The ice begins at my toes, traveling upwards toward my knees, my hips, my chest. Once again, there’s barely enough time to register what he’s doing before it’s already done. I take in my last breath as the ice forms over my face. 
 
I’m trapped; unable to move, unable to breath. Encased. Frozen. 
 
The weight of the ice makes me cringe in pain. My arms throb. My vision is clouded with big black spots from the lack of oxygen in my body. I can hear Elijah’s deep baritone voice but I don’t care enough about what he’s saying to try to decipher the words. 
 
The anger in me builds. The refusal to ever be a victim rises to the surface. I’ve never been a victim. I’ve never allowed any to have that kind of power over me. So many people entered my life under the claim of being my new parents. Each one had been more terrible than the last. To every one of them I had been nothing more than a paycheck. They didn’t care about me. They didn’t care if I my clothes were too small or if I had a meal that day or even a bed to sleep in. They all put on this show for the caseworkers, but as soon as the door closed they changed. I changed. I couldn’t have been more than eight years old when I stopped caring what others thought. I took care of myself in any way I could. If violence solved my problem, then I used it. If pure stubbornness was needed, then I used it. 
 
Right now is no different. I will not be his victim. I will not be weak. 
 
With a Hail Mary silent scream, I release the pressure building within me. I force all the power I can muster into a single bolt. A single bolt that crashes from the wisps over my head, screeches through the air, and crashes into the very ice I’m captured in. 
 
It hits with so much force and heat that the entire structure crumbles. The only shards that remain are so small they quickly melt and evaporate. The lightning pounds into my chest; the electricity’s so intense that my feet lift from the ground. My arms stretch far out to my sides as I absorb the power back into myself. I can’t even scream as the bone in my arm snaps back into place. With the amount of magic forcing its way through my veins, my breath is ripped from me, making it feel like I’m underwater. 
 
A blast of frigid water strikes me hard in the chest, forcing my body out of the grasp of electricity, pushing me through the air until my back slams brutally into the stone wall surrounding the arena floor. 
 
The audience is cheering and celebrating when I wake up. How long was I unconscious for? Elijah stands in the middle of the arena, his arms held high in the air as he revels in his victory. 
 
I slowly rise up, spitting out a mouthful of blood. 
 
My powers hum within me, the current circulating beneath the surface, waiting to be used. “Is that the best you got?” I scream, my voice echoing off the thick stone walls.
 
He turns to face me, unable to keep his eyes from going wide. The tingling sensation covers every inch of me. My eyes burn from my electricity. I don’t know what happened to me while being frozen alive, but something feels different. It’s as though the magic is alive now, as if it’s really a part of me. A very strong part of me. Stronger than it should be. 
 
And that’s what scares me. 
 
Sparks flutter in every direction, dripping from my very skin. 
 
“You sure you want to go for round two?” he asks. 
 
This time I don’t have to focus. I don’t have to draw a picture in my mind. My magic simply reacts as though it can read my thoughts before they are even fully developed. Streaks of lightning unite in the sky. Blinding white flashes appear as thunder cracks through the air loud enough to vibrate the arena floor. Zigzagging through the sky, the lightning slams into my chest again.
 
Heat encompasses my body and I’m absorbed in the warmth of my magic. The hum of power is all I hear. The inside of the lightning smells like a spring afternoon after a heavy rain. The bright glow is blinding, but more like millions of sparkles. It makes me think of the way I always imagined sunlight glistening off of freshly fallen snow. I can feel the bolt of lightning sucking the magical energy out of me, but for as much as the lightning takes from me, it gives more back in return. It makes me feel stronger. The bumps and bruises covering my body fade, leaving my skin as soft and smooth as it was when I was a child. 
 
I land solidly on my feet, inches away from Elijah. His eyes go wide, his lips part ever so slightly. Without hesitation, my right hand balls into a fist and smashes into his nose, causing him to stumble back several steps. 
 
I charge him and we both hit the ground. We tussle for only a moment until I’m able to straddle his chest, using my knees to pin his hands. Bright red blood covers the lower portion of his face from the damage I caused when I hit him. 
 
I wasn’t allowed to bring weapons into the arena seeing as this is supposed to be a display of magic, but I don’t let that keep me from winning. My magic, knowing me better than I know it, forms in my palm. The lightning welds together, forming a dagger-like shape. It sizzles and hisses, filling the air with a burning hair odor as it burns a few whiskers off of Elijah’s neck. “Yield,” I hiss at him. 
 
His adam’s apple bobs several times, coming from close to being burned from my dagger. “Yield,” I tell him again. His upper lip curls into a snarl. His eyes dart left and right as though trying to think of a way out of the situation. He stares up at me, something shining in his eyes that I haven’t seen from him before – his approval. Unable to stretch out his arm, he taps my knee twice instead. 
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The entire stadium stares silently towards the arena floor. To where my sister presses a blade of lightning against the throat of a Reaper. The warlock – Elijah – taps on Vi’s leg, signaling that the duel is over. She rises to her feet, staring down at him. Violet has always been strong, sometimes too much so, but this is different. The way she stands over him is different. Her shoulders sag and her attention goes to the stands. Her lips part, her chest rising and falling dramatically like she’s panting and fighting to catch her breath. And then she runs. She runs straight for the closest exit, disappearing into the shadows within the stadium. 
 
“Violet,” I whisper under my breath. “I have to go,” I say to Ollie who stands right next to me. He simply nods at me, not making any attempt at getting me to stay. 
 
By the time I reach the end of the row of seats, soldiers of different shapes and sizes, armed with various weapons are already filtering out into the main aisle as if sensing that Violet’s victory was the end of the fun. Whispers of her being an elemental of Pensatore reached me. They praised her, not only for being so new to the world of magic, but for defeating the undefeatable. I dart through them hectically, my small stature making it easy for me to slide between the mass of soldiers all trying to get out of the arena. 
 
I haven’t been training in magic the way Violet has, but she’s been telling me about the things she learns and the critiques that Lincoln gives her. Apart from what she’s told me, I know nothing about how to use magic. But even I know that something happened to her in that arena. Something snapped in her. By the way she ran out of the stadium, it couldn’t have been a good reaction. 
 
The streets are filled with only women and their children, most of the men are soldiers and had been at the duels. My lungs burn but I keep running back towards the house. Not having anywhere else to hide, Violet surely would have gone there. 
 
Adam, our night guard, stands next to the front door, his feet shoulder width apart and his hand resting on the pommel of his sword that sways from his hip. I barely know him but have seen him more times than I can count. He’s one of the two guards that share the task of watching over the house day and night. He’s quiet. When I say hello to him he never replies, but will simply nod his head in acknowledgement. 
 
“Move,” a male voice says. I don’t have to see him from the front to know that it’s Lincoln. All three of the brothers have this authoritative aura about them. Ben wears his sword on his hip, Lincoln carries one down the middle of his spine, and Kaleb has dual swords that form an X across his back. 
 
“Lincoln? What’s going on? Is she here?” 
 
He twirls around to face me. “Yes. Apparently she told Adam not to let anyone in the house.” He walks up to me, shoving his hair out of his eyes. 
 
“What happened?” I ask him, still trying to catch my breath. 
 
“She accepted her powers. I knew she was strong, but I didn’t know it was like that.” 
 
I shrug, not knowing what he’s talking about. “What does that mean?” 
 
“It means that she’s going to war.” 
 
My eyes close and I barely contain a curse. Violet told me about what Seraphina had told her. She can’t go, everyone knows that but the Queen. “She’ll talk to me. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
“If you need me –”
 
“I know where to find you,” I finish for him. 
 
He takes one last look over his shoulder at Adam then walks off down the street, muttering something under his breath about guards being too good at their jobs. 
 
Adam doesn’t hesitate to let me in, going as far as to open the door for me. Violet is crouched down against one of the walls, her knees tucked into her chest as she rocks slightly. She doesn’t look up at me as I approach, but she also doesn’t tell me to leave so I take that as a sign that she wants me near her. 
 
Several minutes pass in silence as we sit next to each other on the cold stone floor. I wait to say anything until she stops swaying. “What happened, Vi?” 
 
She grabs her opposite elbows with her hands, pulling her knees in tighter to her chest. “I knew I’d lose. I was supposed to lose. I didn’t lose.” 
 
“No you didn’t.” 
 
She lays her head on the top of her knees, looking at me. “You know why I am the way I am. You know what I went through all those years before I met you.” I nod, instinctively rubbing her back. “It all came back. All those memories and weak moments. I didn’t want to be weak.” 
 
“You’re not.” 
 
“I felt like I was. I refused to be like that and something happened. I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
“Lincoln said that you accepted your powers.” 
 
Her eyes close and she nods shallowly. “I wanted to prove to them that I wasn’t ready to go after Aetheries. I didn’t. If anything I made their decision easier.” 
 
“Maybe if we talked to them then –”
 
“No. It’s too late for that. Lincoln already tried.” She finally releases her knees, stretching her legs out in front of her. She leans back until she rests against the wall. “I teleported. Seraphina said that it was rare to be able to do that. You have to have raw power, like I do. And even then it’s supposed to be hard, if not impossible to do.” She faces me. “I did it without thought. It just happened and it was … right. It felt right. It was like my power wanted to be released so that it could stretch its fingers and play.” 
 
“Is that normal?” I ask her. 
 
She simply shrugs. “It wasn’t just that, though. When Elijah shoved me and I fell, my arm broke.” She holds her forearm out to me. “It’s no longer broken. The lightning healed me, Em.”
 
My attention darts between her and her arm as I try to understand. “Like a healer?” 
 
Another shrug. “Lincoln hasn’t so much as mentioned something like this happening. I don’t know what is going on, but I have this feeling that it’s not normal to have a power that heals you unless you are a healer.” 
 
I wet my lips, trying to understand what this means. “What was your telling again? Was this duel what it was about?” 
 
“In a world without magic seek to find the one hidden from the darkest of minds. Ability born of power and light will protect her from becoming the night. When the attack comes, do not run but face like with like.” She spits it out like it’s been engrained in her head for years, as though she’s repeated it over and over every day while trying to decipher the meaning within it. 
 
I exhale slowly. “It’s not about the duels.” She shakes her head in agreement. “No one can know about the healing, Vi.” When she doesn’t respond, I clarify. “Not even Lincoln.” 
 
“I don’t want to hide anything from him.” 
 
“You have to. No one can know. We’ll get out of going to this war, I don’t know how yet, but we will. I’ll talk to Ben and Lincoln, we’ll figure something out.” I have no intent of going to the brothers, I’m going straight to the source – Maddox.
 
She stares unblinkingly towards the window at the front of the house. “I need to be alone, Em.” 
 
I’m hesitant to leave her alone, not because I’m worried another attack may happen, but because she seems so lost right now. I nod, knowing she won’t let me stay if I try to argue with her. “Adam is out front. I’ll be back in a few hours. Okay?” 
 
She nods hypnotically as though already lost in her thoughts. 
 
Technically, I’m not supposed to go anywhere alone. Damon will already be angry and worried about me after I ran off after the duels. I’ve always been a stickler for the rules, but this time, my need to help my sister out of this mess outweighs those rules. After telling Adam where I’ll be, I head towards the castle. 
 
The sun falls below the snow covered mountain peaks just as I reach the winding forest lined path that leads to the castle. Biting my lip and remembering the first time I went through this area, I try to summon the courage to go in the tunnel like area alone.
 
“You shouldn’t have left without me, Emmy.” Damon appears so suddenly, having approached with complete stealth, that I jump with surprise when I hear his voice. “You know the rules.”
 
Grabbing onto his hand, I tug at him until he enters the dark and creepy, spider web filled path. “It couldn’t wait.” 
 
“Why are you going to the castle, Emmy?” 
 
I glance at him, being sure to still ensure there’s no spider like things lingering in the trees. “I have to see Maddox. He and Seraphina are going to make Violet fight in this war.” 
 
He chuckles. “Make? It doesn’t work like that in this clan.” 
 
Hearing a hiss, I pull Damon closer, my nails digging into the black leather sleeves of his jacket. “It’s not only Pensatore going to war is it?” I ask while my body gives my fear of wild animals away. 
 
“True,” he says as he loops his arm around my shoulder. “They are elementals. If anyone would know what category of magic your sister has, it’s them.” 
 
“Category?” 
 
“That’s how Pensatore ranks our magic. Here it doesn’t mean much because we aren’t as magically absorbed as they are.” He leans down until his face is as close to mine as it can get without touching. “Rumor has it that the weakest in Rovente are slaves to the strongest.” 
 
Exiting the long creepy path, I sigh in relief and Damon lowers his arm. “A rumor? Really? Rumors are nothing more than stupid gossip, they don’t mean anything.” 
 
I stop the first person I find in the foyer of the castle, asking where to find Maddox. The witch points me in the direction of the stairs, telling me that it’s the second floor meeting room. Luckily Damon knows what that means. 
 
The familiar open hallway leads us to a double set of wood and iron doors. I’ve been here several times before, but never without Violet. All the other times, there have been guards stationed outside the room, but not this time, not tonight. It takes me a moment to toss out the idea that Maddox isn’t here after all. Judging from the loud bellows coming from inside the closed room, he’s in there. And he’s mad. 
 
“You saw her same as I did. You saw what she did,” a woman’s silky voice says. 
 
My fingers trail off the metal handle of the door as I realize who the woman is talking about. 
 
“I don’t care. She lives in my settlement. She is part of my clan. She is not your member to control, Seraphina.”
 
“She should be. She is an elemental.” 
 
“So are my Commanders,” Maddox hisses back at her. “Violet is an unknown. Lincoln told me she’s not ready. His opinion is one I trust, not yours. If she goes out there and loses control, she’s just as likely to kill friends as she is our foes. I won’t risk it.” 
 
“It’s not your choice to make, Maddox.” Seraphina’s voice is smooth and honeyed, but there’s malice hidden in its depths. 
 
A loud bang echoes through the door, making me take a step back. Damon rolls his eyes at how jumpy I seem to be tonight. We both press our ears back against the door. “It is our decision to make, Seraphina. Ours! You came here and asked for my help because you were not ready to lead through a war. You need to realize that you don’t know everything. If you can’t do that, then you need to get the hell away from my settlement and my people. I will not endanger my clan because you can’t get your head out of your ass and see what’s right in front of you.” 
 
Damon nods repeatedly, giving a thumbs up at Maddox’s rebuttal. I have to agree with him. Maddox struck me as nothing but a mean old man the few times I’ve been around him. I’m at once surprised and relieved to see that he has this kind of love and respect for his people to defend them against Seraphina like this. 
 
“A lightning elemental, Maddox. Imagine what she could do to our enemy. Who would pose a threat to her? Who? She could single-handedly change the outcome of this war and you know that.” Maddox starts to growl, but Seraphina continues her reasoning. “You know she has a telling. You also know that it’s probably about this war. She needs to be there, Maddox. If she’s not ready, get her ready. The Reapers are here, the rest of my Hunters are on their way, any of them would be able to hasten her training. I’m even willing to do it.” 
 
Maddox doesn’t respond and my shoulders start to sag. He’s giving into her. He’s siding with her. Do I barge in? Do I try to give him others reasons to tell her no? What reasons do I even have to give? That Violet isn’t the killing type? That she emotionally won’t be able to handle it? It would be a lie. If she had a good enough reason to hurt someone in such a way, she would be able to forgive herself. Being ordered to go to war isn’t a good enough reason though.
 
“We need to leave, Emmy,” Damon says quietly. “We don’t want to be caught eavesdropping on two leaders.” 
 
Tears well in my eyes, making it hard to see. “I have to talk to him. I have to get him to change his mind.” 
 
“It’s too late for that.” He pulls at my arm until I finally give in and follow him
 
The only thing I can think about as we walk back through the castle and past the forest path is that I needed to go home and talk to her, to tell her what I heard. Doing so would be stupid. She said she wanted to be alone and I have to respect that. Plus, piling more on her right now is a really bad idea. Damon doesn’t argue when I tell him I want to go to Ollie’s for a few hours. 
 
I saw a different side to him the other day when the kids came to the Lab, a softer and kinder side. When he asked me out to dinner after they left, I couldn’t say no. The only downside that I could come up with is that he is technically my mentor and I work with him daily. It was almost as though he planned it. The restaurant wasn’t in the Market like the others. This one was on the outskirts of the settlement, in a quiet little field. The stars were out and twinkling and there was music that couples of all ages danced to. It was romantic and sweet. 
 
Ollie is a different man outside of the Lab. I think he lets his role affect him more than he should and it stresses him. He releases that stress with little outbursts every now and then, but overall he is a good man. I went grocery shopping with an elderly woman last night and he joined me. He seemed to genuinely have fun as they told us stories from their youth while we waited for them to find the perfectly ripe fruit piled in dozens of baskets. He laughed when he thought he should, always responded, and never spaced out like most people would. 
 
I wouldn’t go as far as to say that he will be my happily ever after, but I think my happily now is adequate. I think he’s good for me and I’m good for him, that’s all that matters. 
 
When he opens his front door and sees me he looks almost relieved. “How is she?” he asks as he lets me in. Damon stays outside, giving us our space. 
 
Lifting up on my toes, I give him a soft kiss. I’ve never been much for physical romance. Kissing is one thing, but the rest I don’t mess around with because it only leads to one place. I’m not against sex because of religion or being raised that way. I’ve just always pictured it a certain way with a certain type of person. I refuse to settle for less than what I feel I deserve no matter how often I am criticized for it. “She’ll be okay,” I finally answer.
 
Ollie’s house is clean but cluttered. The layout is almost identical to the building that’s been given to Violet and me, except that his only has two floors and one bedroom while ours has three and two. I’ve only been here once and that was only last night. It has a masculine feel to it despite the furniture having a floral print. The entire first floor smells like sandalwood and a hint of shine – the Strega version of alcohol. It’s not unpleasant but it does burn my eyes just a little. 
 
“That was some show today,” he says while sitting down on the well-worn couch. 
 
 
I stay there with him for nearly two hours, forcing myself to make small talk with him despite my desperation to check on Violet. Once the long day hits me, I give him a kiss and call it a night, knowing that the evening isn’t yet over.
 
Damon walks beside me, staying silent, letting me stew over my thoughts as we head back to my house. Normally talking to Violet is easy. Talking her out of her current funk is harder, but not normally an issue. Tonight, though, I have no idea what I’m going to say to her. I don’t know enough about magic and wars to be any help to her. A part of me wants to find Lincoln, knows that he will be better suited to assist her tonight than I am. She doesn’t talk about him outside of ranting about her training every day. I know she’s interested in him though. And considering he even beat me back to the house to find her, I’m fairly sure there’s interest on his side as well. I rarely see the two of them together, but I normally have a good sense for these things. She wanted to tell him what happened tonight, she wanted to tell him even after I told her not to. That has to mean something; that they are closer than she’s led me to believe. 
 
Damon reaches across me, stopping me from continuing forward. The act reminds me of a mother reaching her arm out to whoever is in the passenger seat of the car when she has to break quickly. It’s a protective instinct and it immediately draws me out of my thoughts. A mass of people stand in the pathway of the residential area. None of them are talking, they simply stare. Following their gaze, I gasp. “Damon, that’s … that’s,” I can’t even form his name. “Who would do this?” I tug on his sleeve. “Violet. Damon, we have to get to Violet. Now, Damon.” 
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I shuffle through the cabinets as soon as Em leaves searching for some shine. Feeling eyes on me, I turn, nearly dropping the ceramic jug. A familiar face watches me from the living room. The Watcher. The God of Strega who was ultimately responsible for bringing Emmy and I to this realm. I haven’t seen the man since that day, but I’ve heard from him. He has a knack for sending messages into my head anytime he wants. They are normally useless things, variations on trying to motivate me to learn my powers and make friends in this settlement. 
 
He meanders over, his hand resting at the small of his back as though randomly showing up in my house is no big deal. He’s a God, there’s no telling what type of powers he is capable of. If I can teleport, why wouldn’t he be able to? His expression and body language give nothing away as to what he’s feeling. I have a sinking feeling that the reason for his presence – instead of a short and sweet message that makes my head swim – isn’t a good one. I fill my glass with shine, choosing to ignore him. 
 
“Quite a show you put on tonight,” he says. Just like the night he saved me from the Aetheries witch in the parking lot, he wears a long black robe that covers his feet. His dark silver eyes shine bright like his pure white hair. 
 
“Saw that, huh?” I down half the glass in one large gulp. 
 
“Everyone did. It’s not every day you watch an adult witch accepting her powers.”
 
I savor the burn as I take another sip. “Pretty sure I did that a while ago.”
 
“Obviously you didn’t,” he states as he takes the glass away from me. I simply replace it with a new one. “You’ve met Tessa, correct? Has she told you about her power?” 
 
I shake my head and roll my eyes. I have my own power issues, I don’t care about someone else’s. “Met her once and no she didn’t.” 
 
“Seers’ abilities are not limited to the people of Pensatore but extend over the entire realm. A telling can be of anyone for any point in their lifetime; they are vague and often misunderstood.” 
 
I shrug, not really caring. “So? Is this your way of telling me not to forget about mine?” 
 
He waves his hand over the jug of shine, making it disappear. I shrug that off as well. I’m sure I’ll soon be feeling the few glasses I was able to get down first soon anyway. “Evie was the previous seer, she was also Tessa’s mother. She had a telling about a child nearly twenty-five years ago, a child born of Rovente. The seer has a responsibility to see that each and every telling goes to who it belongs to but their job ends there. Evie notified the family of the child then went back to Pensatore.
 
“The mother considered her options, ultimately bringing the child to me. I am the Creator of Strega, I’m immortal and possess every ability in this realm, but I am not a seer. I am, however, able to sense certain events before they come to fruition. When your pregnant mother handed you to me, that feeling was unmistakable. She told me of the telling which further confirmed my thoughts. If the child remained in Strega she would be betrayed by those she loved the most. But even a God has rules, Violet. I couldn’t allow three magical beings to leave my realm and remain in the human realm indefinitely. I told her that you would have to take this journey alone. She begged me to not take her child. I explained that there would be but one way. Her powers would have to be removed, stripped from her entirely. 
 
“Without hesitation she agreed, claiming she needed to protect you at all costs … even if the cost was the eradication of her powers. As a baby, your power was present but hadn’t begun to manifest. Your inability to believe – due to growing up in the human realm – would keep them from doing so. Your mother was sworn to silence; to not tell you of your heritage or of the realm. It was a vital promise; one that would keep you from coming into your powers. It’d be perilous for everyone if Earth learned of our existence. 
 
“A few months after moving to the human realm, your mother gave birth to a child; a baby girl named Emmy. Your mother died in childbirth. Emmy was born to a powerless witch and because of this she will never hold powers herself. The two of you were put into foster care when no other family could be located. Emmy was adopted within days because she was a newborn, you weren’t. 
 
“When they started hunting you, Violet, you began to believe. You knew those events were beyond a simple explanation. That there was something happening you didn’t understand. You were right. The moment you started allowing yourself to believe is when your magic began to surface. Now you are experiencing a surge of energy all at once, rather than the steady drip you should have received throughout your childhood.” 
 
The wobbly, poorly built chair creaks and slides against the stone floor as I sit in it. I stopped caring about my parents long ago. I stopped wondering why my father never came to collect me after I was put into the system. I knew she was dead but I never knew why. When I was a child I wanted to believe that it was a noble death, like saving a child from drowning or something. By the time I was ten, I knew that wasn’t true. I convinced myself time and time again that she was some kind of druggie who probably didn’t even know who my father was and that she died from an overdose. 
 
Both were wrong. I was wrong. 
 
I stare off, not seeing anything, zoned out in my own thoughts. I was wrong. Does it really matter, though? The way she died or that she left her home to protect me doesn’t truly change anything. My childhood is still my childhood. She may have died having Emmy, but that doesn’t mean that I wasn’t still emotionally abused by the handful of foster families I was sent to before I was old enough to defend myself. 
 
Blinking myself back into reality, I stare him down. “Did you know?” My voice comes out more raspy and broken than it should have. “Did you know she would die and leave us all alone?” 
 
“No,” he says softly as though the thought hurts him. 
 
“But you knew when she died. Why? Why did you leave us there? Why not bring us back then?” 
 
His adam’s apple bobs. “It wasn’t time yet.”
 
I’m on my feet, staring up at him. “So what? You just waited until the perfect time to bring us back? You knew what we were going through and you left us there.” 
 
“Yes. I did.” 
 
I poke him hard in the sternum. “What kind of God are you then? You’re willing to let two of your people suffer just so that some stupid telling comes true.” 
 
“Yes.” His calmness does nothing but irritate me further, but there’s a subtle hurt in his eyes that makes me feel as though he wasn’t happy with the decision he had to make over all these years. Good. He should feel bad about it. 
 
Pacing the small kitchen, I try to get control of myself. What he did doesn’t change anything either. What’s done is done and there’s no going back to change it. I need to focus on now, on how to deal with now. “Where’s our father?” The question comes out before I realize I’m even thinking it. 
 
“He’s gone. He’s been gone for many years now.” 
 
Two dead parents and a screwed up childhood. I crouch down, tugging at the roots of my hair. It doesn’t change anything. Nothing. “How … how many more surges will there be? It’s trying to force its way out of me already. I feel like I’ll explode.” After I woke up in the arena is when I felt it. The power boiling up inside of me, looking for any reason to be released. 
 
He places a warm hand on my shoulder. “You need to trust that the power would not have been blessed to you if you weren’t able to handle it.” He doesn’t explain further, instead he simply disappears right before my eyes. I don’t bother twirling around to look for him because I don’t sense him in the house anymore. 
 
I crash onto the couch, allowing my body to sink into the cushions. Everyone’s made one telling sound like such a rare and epic thing. What happens when someone has two? A snort echoes around the living room. People try to capture you, that’s what happens when someone has two tellings. They become valuable, worthy of being kidnapped even when in a different realm. 
 
Time has a different meaning as the shine starts to rear its ugly face and I’m so lost in all of this information and fear and … sadness. Not sadness for me, but for Em. My wonderful, selfless sister. Everything that’s happening to her now is my fault. She doesn’t have powers or parents because of me. Her life would be completely different if those tellings hadn’t been for me. 
 
I don’t know how much time has passed when pounding at the door brings me out of my drunken misery. I hobble my way over and pry the door open. Riley. I’ve only met her once and it wasn’t been pleasant. She basically told me to get the hell out of this settlement and go back to ‘my people.’ Since then, I’ve never so much as crossed paths with her. “What do you want?” 
 
She looks just as terrifying as I remember. Maybe in her younger years she was pretty, but aging has taken its toll. Deep wrinkles circle her eyes, her hair is more gray than blonde, and she has on more make-up than any one person should wear. She shoves her way into my house, not even asking for permission. “The whole clan is out looking for you after that little display in the arena. Have you been here the whole time?” 
 
“Sure, just come on it,” I say sarcastically. “Might as well make yourself at home.” Just as I turn to face her after closing the door, something slams into my side, causing me to fall to the ground. 
 
Eyes wide, I hiss at her. “What the hell is wrong with you!?” 
 
She stalks toward me, the chair she hit me with still raised like a weapon. I thrash my hand out, willing the power within me to strike her down. Lightning forces its way from my palm, but the bolt misses by a mile. The world starts spinning, making it almost impossible to focus. 
 
Her bright red lips curl into a devilish smile. “You’re in a clan of witches, Violet. You need to wrap your head around that. Unfortunately, it’s already too late.” She slams the chair down against the floor, shattering it into shards and splinters of wood. Then, before I realize what’s happening, she stands and lunges at me, burying a sharp piece of wood – nearly a foot long – into my thigh. 
 
I scream through gritted teeth as my muscles tear and the makeshift weapon embeds itself down to my femur. Electricity flows from my fingertips. Sparks fly in each direction, showering the floor with bright flickers. My own power is eager to protect me, and I have every intention of letting it. I try to focus enough to direct the element in Riley’s direction, to do anything to hurt her. But I can’t. I can’t think. I can’t organize my thoughts enough to wield my power, to make it do what I need it to do. 
 
“In Pensatore, we don’t just rely on our magic. You see, we are witches first and foremost. Our Alchemists are unparalleled. They can make a potion for just about everything.” The shine. What the hell had I drunk? “The poison flowing through you has only just started. It will get much worse for you.” 
 
The wood protruding from my thigh is massive. It’s several inches in diameter and at least six inches of its length still juts out from my leg. If I pull it out, the blood loss alone might kill me. Making the decision to leave it in, I drag myself along the floor using my hands and uninjured leg.
 
She stands behind me, far enough away that I can’t kick out at her, yet close enough to piss me off. The spinning world is spinning faster. I don’t even know if she’s standing there or not because I see dozens of her. Why is she doing this? What have I done to her? Her foot slams down onto my thigh, missing the shank by only an inch or two, forcing an agonizing scream from my lungs. Thick red blood seeps from the wound, getting caught under my leathers as I continue to try to crawl away. 
 
“Not so tough without your powers to rely on, are you?” 
 
I keep my smirk hidden. Does she know that for the first twenty-five years of my life, I never had powers to rely on? I’m scrappy and am fully able to protect myself without that damn power. All I need is something – anything – sharp or heavy.
 
Actually … “ADAM!” I apply pressure around the leg of the chair, trying to stop the blood from gushing out. If I don’t find something to stop the bleeding soon, Riley tormenting me will be the least of my worries. “ADAM!” 
 
An evil, cringe worthy chuckle overrides my pleas for help. “Your cries are useless. Do you think I’m an idiot? I killed him before I knocked on the door.”
 
“What the hell do you want with me?” My strength is fading. I’m only able to pull myself across the floor a few inches at a time. The spinning is making me queasy, but I swallow it down. It seemed to work in my favor with Stanley but there’s no time for puking in this situation. Not a victim, I am not a victim. Now in the kitchen, I use the counter to pull myself up. If Adam’s gone and my ability refuses to work … 
 
“Personally, I want to kill you,” she says. “But there are rules against such things. Instead, I plan on handing you over and savoring my reward.” 
 
She grabs a knife from the counter – one that my poisoned self had missed – and points it in my direction, toying with me. She obviously thinks I am easy prey. I may be disabled and slightly disadvantaged but I am not a victim. 
 
“And who are you handing me over to exactly?” I continue hobbling around the kitchen, using the counter to support as much of my weight as I can, searching for something to use against her. One by one I slam open the cabinets, throwing the contents at her face. I don’t know if one hits its mark before I launch the next item towards her. She has yet to show her power, but I force that to the back of my mind. Sometimes ignorance is bliss. 
 
Nearly hidden from view, resting in a dark and dusty corner, I spot a broom. My fingers wrap around the handle and I slam it against the stone countertop, snapping it in half. I thrust the sharp end towards her, just as Lincoln taught me, forcing her to take a step back. 
 
Lincoln once told me that if things go badly, you fight. If there’s nothing left, you better know how to use your body as a weapon. That’s exactly what it’s come down to. Any moment now she will make her move. My broom against her knife. My broken powers against whatever her magic is. 
 
Each time I thrust the broomstick towards her she takes a slow step backwards. I expect her to at least give me a freaky smile, but there’s nothing. She doesn’t make the smallest inclination of what her next move will be. She allows me to herd her into the corner of the room. There’s nowhere for her to go except forward, closer to me. 
 
My mind is slowly – so slowly – starting to unfog. Yet when she lashes out, it still catches me off guard. She grabs the end of my broom and pulls it toward her, dragging me along with it. He knife grazes my cheek, drawing blood. I try to summon my power again, but there’s nothing. Not even sparks. I wrap my fingers around her wrist and sharply twist, causing the knife to fall from her grasp. 
 
I slam my forehead into her face; the blood from her nose is warm and wet on my face. She stumbles backward but ignores her injuries otherwise. I follow her gaze to the floor, to where both of our weapons lay. 
 
She lunges for the knife while I limp in the other direction. The journey to the front door is an arduous one considering my current state, but I make it to the threshold and stumble through. I’m out. I made it. But I’m far from safe – she’s right behind me. I try to close the door in an effort to stall her while I seek help. “Jesus!” I squeal as her manic face appears in the small gap between the door and its frame. She snarls like a rabid animal, revealing her blood-stained teeth. She tugs at the edge of the door in her desperate attempt to pry it back open. 
 
Both of my hands are on the knob, struggling to overpower her. I can’t outrun her, not in my condition; but I might be able to keep her locked inside until someone shows up to help. If I’m lucky she’ll think a locked door means she’s trapped and there’s no way out. 
 
The door inches a little bit closer to me. My pull overpowering her pry. With a jerk, the door slams closed, nearly knocking me on my ass. A violent gag overcomes me as four of her amputated fingers fall onto my porch, landing in a thick puddle of blood. 
 
I throw my injured body at the door. An ominous thud follows a loud crack. If this house collapses on top of me I’m going to be pissed. I take a quick peek around the thick door and there she is – unconscious on my living room floor. How did that happen? I hobble around a small puddle of blood that’s forming around her hand and head, and then kick her leg just to make sure she’s out. I don’t know what’s more embarrassing; losing an eye from a stiletto the way Stanley did, or losing four fingers and getting knocked out by a door. 
 
Trying to decide on what I should do, I stare at her. Finding a guard should be my top priority. What’s the best way to go about this though? I peek out the front door, nothing. Not a single person or guard. I kick Riley’s fingers off the porch and into the dirt. Seems I have two options. Leave the bitch here while I hunt down a mysterious guard and risk her waking up and fleeing while I’m gone or simply take her with me. 
 
She’s small. Maybe if I find something to drag her with? 
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“Two blocks! Two damn blocks and not a single guard in sight? Seriously? Any other day there is one on every street.” The once white sheet wrapped around Riley’s unconscious body is now stained red. Deciding my break is over, I tug hard on the sheet, dragging her dead weight further down the empty street. With each pull I mutter to myself, “Don’t worry, people, there’s nothing creepy going on here. It’s not like I have a piece of chair sticking out of my leg or anything! Not like I’m not dragging a body down the street in a blood-soaked sheet!” 
 
I’m officially having a really bad day. 
 
“What is going?” Lincoln runs around the corner, closing the distance between us. He wraps his hand around my upper arm, forcing me to face him. I scream out in pain as the wood sticking out of my leg smacks against his thigh. Releasing the sheet, I hunch over, trying to breathe through the pain. His eyes travel over my body, landing on my blatant injury and he crouches down to get a better look. “Are you okay?” The annoyance in his voice is gone and replaced with worry. I nod. “What happened?” 
 
“This bitch happened to me.” I kick her body for emphasis which causes me to cry out from the pain radiating up my leg. Gritting my teeth, I push through the pain. “She poisoned me and stabbed me with a broken chair, all the way claiming she wanted to trade me for a reward. I slammed the door on her, which cut off her fingers and … you know what, the details don’t matter. So here you go Commander.” I hand him the corner of the sheet. “Do your damn job.”
 
Limping away, I call out over my shoulder. “Adam is missing. She said she killed him.” Adam had always been nice to me so I feel bad about whatever situation he’s in, but right now I have my own problems. 
 
Lincoln catches up to me easily. “Violet, wait. Let me help you. We need to get you to the Quarter and get you healed.” He glances up and down the street as though looking for someone. 
 
Damon and a few others run down the street and I can see Emmy’s blonde hair blowing out behind her. 
 
Emmy crashes into me, nearly knocking me off of my feet. “Adam’s dead. He’s … He’s.” She’s crying hard enough that she can barely speak. “We got here as fast as we could Violet.”
 
In my best attempt at soothing her, I pat her back gently, hoping that she will soon release me. “I’m okay. It’s okay.” 
 
Over her shoulder, I see the two guards that approached with her carrying Riley between them. Damon and Lincoln are talking in such hushed voices that I can’t make out what they are saying. She holds me there, squeezing me relentlessly, as though still trying to reassure herself that I’m really standing here injured but alive. 
 
Lincoln moves to stand behind her, pressing his hand on her upper back and she finally lets me go. “Emmy, go with Damon back to the house. Stay there. Stay inside. Violet and I will be there soon.” 
 
She wipes the tears from her cheeks and straightens her shoulders. She stares at me for the longest time before finally nodding and disappearing into the night with Damon. 
 
Once we are left alone, Lincoln scoops me up in his arms as gently as he can. “Let’s get you all fixed up,” he says. 
 
 
When I wake up, I’m in my bedroom. Clothes are strewn across the floor and the familiar vanilla scent that Emmy adores fills my nose. Lincoln sits in the chair that I had wedged in the corner of the small space and has his face buried in his hands. “What happened?” I ask, my voice crackling from sleep. 
 
Faster than I can register him even moving, he’s on his feet and sitting on the edge of the bed. “You passed out. I was taking you to the Quarter when the Watcher showed up and healed you here. You were in and out while he worked on your leg and have been asleep ever since.”
 
I jerk upright in the bed. “And how long was I asleep?”
 
“Just a day.” 
 
Just a day? Everything that happened hits me at once. The duels. Riley. Adam. “Adam is dead, isn’t he?” Emmy told me he was, but I can’t believe that Riley would do such a thing. 
 
Lincoln nods. “He was strangled. Someone hung him from the lamp post a few streets over from here. Considering who hurt you, we can assume that Riley is responsible for what happened to him as well.” 
 
I swallow through the dryness in my throat. “You really think Riley is physically capable of hanging a fully grown man?” The woman wasn’t even able to wrestle a door from my grip. “She never used her power. Why not?”
 
“She’s dead.” 
 
“What?” She wasn’t dead. I know she wasn’t. She was alive when I handed her over. Wasn’t she? “What do you mean dead?” 
 
“The guards took her to the castle and locked her up just as they were told to do. The Watcher and Emmy stayed with you after the healing and I went to ensure everything was in order. She was in the cell just as she was supposed to be. The two guards with her were killed and she had a knife in her chest. The door to the cell still locked.”
 
“Someone murdered the murderer?” And the two innocent men assigned to watch her. “Someone tied up a loose end then. That means that Aetheries is hiding out in the settlement somewhere. That’s the only way they would have known that Riley failed.” 
 
He nods. “You know that the murders were happening before you arrived, Violet. But since you showed up, it’s gotten much worse. It’s clear to Ben and me that you are the primary target. That perhaps the first deaths happened because they were searching for you. If you know anything, you need to tell me.” 
 
I wet my lips, unsure of what to say or how to answer. Emmy’s warning echoes in my head, that telling someone what happened in that duel is dangerous. My gut suggests otherwise. “I don’t think I’m normal, Lincoln.”
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“You know as well as I do that I never should have been able to win the duel with that Reaper. I shouldn’t have been able to teleport. I –” I lace my fingers together in my lap. Is telling him the right thing to do? “I healed myself in that duel, Lincoln.” 
 
His head cocks to the side. “What do you mean?”
 
I tuck my legs under me, crossing my ankles. “I mean I healed myself. My arm was broken and then it just snapped back into place. All the scratches and bruises were there one minute then gone the next.” 
 
Lincoln stands and starts to pace. “There’s something going on with me,” I continue. “I don’t know what it is, but apparently Aetheries does and they want me because of it. And they need me alive.” 
 
“Healers don’t just heal themselves, Violet. That’s not how their power works.” 
 
“I’m fully aware of that!” Emmy was the one that explained that power to me the same night she met Ivy. 
 
“It’s not just that.” He stops pacing and plants his fists on his hips. “No one has more than one power from a clan. I’m a hybrid which is why I have two, but they are separate, one power from each.” Not knowing how to respond, I simply shrug. “I’ll visit the Sages, maybe they will know something.” 
 
Sages are the storykeepers and teachers and story tellers, at least from what Emmy told me. It’s not until this moment that I realize just how much Emmy has immersed herself in this realm. I’ve refused to do that. Granted, Lincoln’s training has always kept me too busy, but I could have made time. I should have made time. 
 
“The decision has been made, Violet,” he says while sitting back on the foot of the bed. “You’re going to war with us.”
 
My eyes close slowly. I’m not surprised, but I haven’t accepted it yet either. “I’ll be killed if I go.” 
 
I glance at him just in time to see him nod in agreement. “I’m not a teacher. I was assigned to you simply because I have an elemental ability. Ben is the highest ranking out of the three of us and already had too much on his plate, Kaleb flat out refused. You need someone who knows how to instruct another.”
 
My stomach sinks. I don’t care who trains me, it really doesn’t matter. The idea of not having a reason to spend time with him is an entirely different matter. I’ll have no one to bicker with or yell at or stare at. More times than I can count, Emmy’s accused me of liking Lincoln. I denied it because I thought it was simply lust. Judging by this feeling, it’s more than lust. 
 
“You and I are going with the Watcher. He said that he will train you. You may still not be ready in time, but it’s better than what I can offer you.” 
 
That sinking feeling starts to lift. “You’re going with me?” I ask him. When he nods, I almost sigh. “Where? When?” Did he say that the Watcher volunteered to train me? A God volunteered to train me? I tell myself that this is a good thing, but I hardly believe it. 
 
“He’ll be here tomorrow night to take us to his house. He said it’s isolated so it would be an ideal location.” Like he can read my mind, he continues. “It’s odd. I don’t think there’s a soul in Strega that knows where he lives. He also doesn’t participate in our lives either. It seems as though Aetheries isn’t the only one interested in you, Violet James.” 
 
With a snort, I climb out of the bed. There’s a large hole in my leather pants from where the shard had been, but the visible skin is flawless. “I need to change.” I don’t want to begin to think about how bad I look right now, but I’m still too groggy from just waking up that I don’t care enough to take a shower. 
 
“Emmy is with Damon and Ben. She’s moving some of your things into Ben’s house. You’ll stay there tonight and Emmy will be there while we’re gone.”
 
“Extra set of eyes?” I ask him while piling the only clean clothes I can find into my arms. 
 
“Better safe than sorry. Damon is fully capable of protecting Emmy. I’m not as worried about her as I am you. But, just in case, Ben will watch over her as well.” 
 
“Tessa will be there too,” I tell him. “She’s the seer. If anyone broke into her house, wouldn’t she see them coming first?” 
 
“It doesn’t work that way.”
 
I stop in the hallway between the only bathroom in the house and my bedroom and turn back to him. “Then how does it work?” 
 
“Ask her yourself tonight.”
 
The bathroom door slams closed just before I roll my eyes. I hate prying into other people’s lives. That’s Emmy’s thing, not mine. Whether I like it or not, I plan on questioning her, specifically about the telling her mother had about me. 
 
Despite my best efforts, my hair refuses to cooperate so I simply tie it off into a low bun at my neck. Having curly hair is easy. You don’t need to spend hours fixing it because it normally dries in an already fixed state. Once the frizz sets in, though, there is no controlling it. I find Lincoln sitting on the kitchen counter with his legs swaying below him. The first floor is pristine and I know that Emmy must have spent hours cleaning up all evidence of what happened between me and Riley. 
 
“Ready?” I nod. 
 
Together we walk to the end of the path and around the corner. Children play in their front yards unwatched by their parents as though there is no danger inside the walls of the settlement. I’ve always been a firm believer in ignorance is bliss. But no one in this clan is ignorant. They know about the killings and they should be more proactive in protecting each other. 
 
“Maddox told the clan about what our plans are, about the war.”
 
So everyone knows, then. Word had it that Maddox wanted to keep it as quiet as he could for as long as he could. Only specific people knew why there were large orders for weapons and armor and potions. “How are they taking it?” Hopefully the soldiers are more gung ho about it than I am. 
 
Lincoln shrugs his broad shoulders as we make a left, turning down another residential path. “Pretty well actually. I think they are all ready for it to be over. The fact that Rovente will be with us helps as well.”
 
“I thought Pensatore wasn’t friends with Rovente?” I ask. 
 
“We aren’t. But there’s no denying their magical strength. Especially the Reapers.”
 
Reaching Ben’s house, Lincoln holds the front door open, letting me enter first. I’ve only been here once but it still reminds me of home. There’s something about the aroma and décor that just sets me at ease. It smells of honey and freshly baked bread. Tessa somehow made this stone house warm and inviting. 
 
Emmy and Tessa round the corner into the living room to meet us. Emmy is in her black Alchemist uniform which looks eerily like scrubs. The whites of her eyes are bloodshot and I immediately know that for all the time I was asleep, she was awake tending to everything for me. 
 
Lincoln gives Tessa’s cheek a quick peck as she does the same to him. “Ben is at the castle with Maddox,” she tells him. 
 
I glance around the small house, looking for an annoyingly familiar dimpled face. “Where’s Damon?” Perhaps it’s what happened to Adam that is making me particularly protective at the moment, but it doesn’t matter. Damon spends most of his days with Emmy, but he’s still grown on me over the past several weeks and I don’t want anything to happen to him. 
 
“He’s in the kitchen, probably eating anything and everything he can find,” Tessa answers. 
 
“I have to go for a few hours,” Lincoln says to Emmy and me. “Both of you need to stay inside until either me or Ben can go with you.” He stares me down specifically. “I mean it.” 
 
“There’s nothing to worry about Lincoln,” Tessa says in her naturally sweet and motherly voice. “Violet,” she waves me towards her, “let me show you up to your room.” 
 
I’m halfway up to the second floor when I hear the front door close behind Lincoln. “Thank you for letting us stay here,” I say to Tessa. “There was actually something I wanted to talk to you about as well.”
 
“Of course,” she responds. 
 
My brows furrow as I actually pay attention to her walking up the stairs, to her hand that is clenched firmly on the handrail. “How old are you, Tessa?” 
 
She laughs lightly. “I’m thirty. Why?” 
 
You’re arthritic.” I can see that her joints are swollen and stiff. She seems to be struggling more than a woman her age should be. “Have you gone to the Quarter?” As soon as I ask, I realize how stupid the question was. 
 
“I see Ivy once a month,” she answers. “Sometimes more.” 
 
Emmy mentioned seeing her at the Quarter once. “And she can’t heal arthritis?” If Healers can tend to sword wounds and broken bones and giant holes in legs, then that condition should be easy for them. 
 
“It’s not that simple, unfortunately.” Instead of veering off down the second floor hallway, she continues up the stairs to the third floor. “Lincoln told you about your energy being the fuel to your magic, right? A seer is different than most magic users, Violet. We don’t have a source of energy like you do. Instead, when a seer has a telling the magic feeds off of them. It takes its energy from our very beings. The stronger or more important the telling, the more damage it does to our body. The Healers are unable to reverse the damage and can only help with the symptoms and quality of life.” 
 
The toe of my boot catches on the top of a stair and I nearly fall. “You mean that your magic will kill you?” 
 
“In time, yes it will.” She doesn’t seem as upset as I’d imagine she would be. If you grew up knowing that this was your future, maybe it would be easier to accept. 
 
“How many tellings have you had to make it this bad?” I ask her. I don’t try to tiptoe around it and I think she appreciates that tactic. 
 
She reaches the top of the stairwell and starts the walk to the end of the hallway. There are only two doors, one of which – if the layout is the same as our house – one will lean to a rest room or closet and the other to a spare bedroom. “One.” She looks over her shoulder at me. “Yours.” 
 
Somehow I manage to keep my expression neutral until she faces away and then my jaw drops. My telling did this to her? One powerful telling hurt her this badly? I can’t begin to fathom what that means for me and I don’t want to. 
 
“This is your room. Emmy will be staying here as well so the two of you will need to share tonight, I hope that’s okay.” 
 
It takes me a moment to get my head out of my own fear before I nod. “The Watcher told me how I ended up on Earth. How Emmy and I ended up there. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
“I’ll help you in any way that I can, Violet. I hope you already know that.” 
 
“He said that a witch named Evie, a seer of Pensatore, had a telling about me when I was still a baby. Apparently she went to the Rovente settlement and informed my mother of what she knew. All I know about this telling is that I was in danger and needed to be protected. Do you know what the telling actually was?” 
 
Her dark pink lips sag at the corners. “She never said anything to me, which is understandable. A telling is meant to remain between the seer and the intended recipient. Exceptions will be formed if there are unforeseen circumstances such as in your situation. The first telling, you were an infant and unable to understand the situation so Evie would have discussed the matter with your parents. The second telling – mine – you were in the human realm. I had no other choice but to tell others so that they could find you and bring you home.” 
 
“I don’t get it,” I reply as I plop down onto the mattress. “For some reason I needed to be protected before I could even walk. Now, I have a power the elementals believed to be extinct. I can overpower even the strongest among them. Then I have a second telling lingering over me like a dark cloud threatening a hail storm.” 
 
“Violet, I know you’re frustrated that I can’t give you the answers you seek. Even if I had them to give to you, I still couldn’t. The future isn’t something that should be taken lightly. Every action we take changes something later on. If Strega wanted us to know every last detail, it would be so. But that’s not how this works. All the pieces will fall together when it’s time. When the telling comes true, you will know exactly what it means – what you’re supposed to do. Until that time comes you need to set it aside and try to forget. It’s said that the recipients of powerful tellings play a large part in our history, due to actions, sacrifices, and even leadership.” Her fragile hand rests on my shoulder, rubbing it gently as her eyes delve deeper into mine. “For as long as the seers’ history has been written, there has been only one who has ever received two tellings … you.”
 
“Right.” I don’t know how my life has become this complicated so fast. 
 
“Do you want my honest advice?”
 
I nod, desperate for any information I can get my hands on. 
 
“Live your life. Do what you want to do when you want to do it. Life is too short not to celebrate each day. I know you want to figure it all out and have the answers now. But you should push it all aside and ignore it for the time being. It’ll do you some good. When you’re old and gray, you don’t want to be regretting all those moments you spent panicked about the future. You want to think back to all the fun you had. You want your memories to bring a smile to your face.”
 
The advice is true and applicable but it’s also rehearsed. It’s probably a speech she’s been telling herself for years, but that doesn’t make it any less valid. 
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The warm water splashes onto my face as I stand beneath the shower head. It’s amazing what a shower can do for a person, it’s a way to clean away the day, a way to forget all the problems and issues and just close your eyes and enjoy the steam surrounding you. Soap suds smelling of lavender cover my warm, pruned skin. I could stay in here for days, where it’s silent and peaceful. Where there’s no magic or wards or Aetheries people hunting me. Emmy pounds on the bathroom door to remind me that I can’t stay here, I can’t keep blocking out reality no matter how much I wish I could. 
 
It’s not a war and magic that will greet me tonight, though. That would almost be ideal over what’s about to happen. I can already hear the loud voices and laughter coming from two stories below me. Tonight I have to mingle and I’m officially late. 
 
Drumsticks and wings and vibrant colored sauces line the counters in the kitchen. Ben, Lincoln, and Damon are fighting over the plates, trying to get first dibs on the meat. Emmy and Tessa are in the living room, sitting in two cushioned chairs that have been moved in front of the fire place. I cut in front of the boys as they argue about nothing and stack four drumsticks onto my own plate and several buttered and still steaming rolls. I decided to not delve into the yellow and lime green sauces and instead to simply pour myself a cup of shine before heading into the living room. 
 
“How did the two of you meet?” Emmy asks Tessa, ignoring me as I gnaw on a drumstick. 
 
“I met the brothers when we were children actually,” Tessa says as she crosses her legs and leans back in the chair. “Kaleb wanted nothing to do with me because of my ability, which I can’t blame him for. Lincoln tried but always kept a distance. Ben was more open to the idea of befriending not only a girl but a seer as well. Nothing happened between us until I was well into my teens and then it just happened. We mated last year and are hoping to start a family soon as well.” Tessa’s face sags a bit at the sentence, as though the idea of having children makes her sad.
 
The three men enter the room, elbowing each other in a somewhat playful manner. Lincoln breaks ahead of the other two and rushes to the couch that I’m on, sitting so close to me that his thigh touches mine. My cheeks blush at the contact until I see the other two cram onto the sofa as well, with Damon being crammed between the other two men. 
 
I take a large bite from a roll, chewing at it more aggressively than I should. Lincoln didn’t intentionally want the contact; he just didn’t want to be the one stuck in the middle. He reaches toward my lap, snagging the drumstick on my plate and takes a bite out of it, giving me a cocky, playful smile in return. 
 
“That was mine!” I try to yell at him. Instead, a massive spit soaked piece of bread flies from my mouth and lands with a splat right on Lincoln’s stubbled cheek. Eyes wide and horrified, I try to wipe the bread off his face. His lips are curled into a smile like he’s more entertained by this than actually mad. 
 
No one is watching or even seems to notice what is happening between the two of us. The room is silent as everyone finishes their food, Damon being the loudest as he sucks at the marrow in the bones of the wings. Lincoln sits there watching, his food forgotten for the moment. I hate intense moments like these. Most women consider them romantic but I am not one of those women. It feels like he’s trying to dig into my soul and find out all of my secrets with a single stare. I hate it. 
 
“When will the Watcher be here?” I ask him, trying to take his focus off of me. Lincoln shrugs, which doesn’t surprise me. I barely know the Watcher, but from what little I have gathered, the man works on his own schedule and will show up when he’s ready. I’m more nervous to train with him than I ever was with Lincoln. I know that Lincoln is an upper ranking person in this clan, but he’s not the Watcher and the God status is intimidating to say the least. 
 
I told Emmy about an hour ago and she didn’t take our pending separation easily. We’ve never been apart from each other for more than a few days at a time. I don’t know how long I’ll be away this time. Maybe a few days, maybe a few weeks, possibly months. I hate leaving her but I really don’t have much of a choice but to go. If I have no control over being a participant in this war, then I need to at least know how to stay alive during it. “Any word from Kaleb?” Seraphina and Maddox won’t move their men before hearing back from Kaleb and Roman, not ideally anyway. 
 
Ben leans forward, looking past Damon, towards us. “No,” Lincoln says. His voice is gruff and there’s worry hidden in its depths. 
 
“When was he supposed to be back?” Emmy asks. She’s always been affected emotionally by things that don’t really have anything to do with her. If she heard of a fatal car wreck, her eyes would fill with tears by just imagining what the person’s family was going though. This situation is no different. 
 
“A week to get there. A week to get back. He should be back any day now,” Ben answers after clearing his throat. I pull up my inner calendar, trying to remember when he left. Has it already been three weeks? Has it only been three weeks since he headed to the Aetheries settlement?
 
“So he’s not late yet?” Emmy’s thoughts are on this creepy man’s safety. Mine are on the fact that once he does show back up, I’ll be headed to battle. It’s moments like these that I have no idea how we bonded the way we did over the years. 
 
Tessa rises to her feet and straightens out her pale yellow, knee length dress. She wanders to each of us, collecting our plates regardless of whether we are done eating or not. With her condition, she shouldn’t be doing this when each of us is perfectly capable. Ben doesn’t strike me as a selfish or lazy type of man. They seem to genuinely be in love and I know he would help her if she wanted or needed it, so I stay seated and hand her my plate when she passes by. 
 
The mood completely shifts after everyone’s had a few more glasses of shine. The men become rowdy and start picking on each other – specifically Ben and Lincoln making fun of Damon. Tessa and Emmy can’t seem to stop laughing while they watch. And then there’s me – the outsider. I’ve taken one small sip from my own glass before I remember that the last drink I had was laced with poison. I immediately hand it over to Lincoln and swear off alcohol forever. 
 
I’m sure, in the long run, I’ll thank myself for quitting. Right now, though, I hate it. I can’t participate in their buzzed shenanigans, not in the same way anyway. I wish I could. Instead I’m trapped in my own head, stewing over things that I can’t change. Things that I don’t know enough about to know how to change. 
 
There’s nothing I can do about the tellings or about my powers. There’s nothing I can do about the people after me or about … anything for that matter. Tessa told me to simply live my life and let these things sort themselves out. The more I think about it, the more I think she’s right. 
 
My thoughts are so absorbing that I don’t see it happen. One moment, Tessa and Emmy are laughing. The next, Tessa is sprawled out in the middle of the living room floor, convulsing while Ben rushes towards her. “What’s happening?” I ask no one in particular. I squat down next to her as Ben brushes hair from her face. A thin stream of blood leaks from her nostrils, flowing down past her lips. 
 
A hand squeezes at my shoulder and I glance up, seeing Lincoln standing behind me. “She’ll be okay,” he says, jerking his head to the side. “Give them space.” 
 
I pry myself off the floor, knowing that there’s nothing I can do to help her. “Should I go find a Healer?” 
 
Lincoln shakes his head as Ben mutters to his mate while she continues to convulse. “Do you remember what happened to me when I touched your scar?” I nod. “Tessa’s power is very similar to mine. The convulsions come when she is having a telling. There’s nothing Ivy or any other healer can do to help her right now. The nose bleeding is normal, the convulsions are normal.”
 
I glance between the young girl jerking on the floor while her mate can do nothing but sit and wait. His power is like hers? Does that mean it literally feeds off of him as well? That it will kill him? 
 
Tessa’s body stills seconds later. Her eyelids snap open, revealing solid white eyes. Like a puppet being moved by a puppeteer, she turns to face me. She blinks rapidly and her eyes clear. “Violet.” 
 
All the blood drains from my face. I exhale long and slow, preparing myself for what I know is about to happen. She rises to her feet, Ben there to help her if she should need it. She holds out her hand to me. “Come with me,” she says softly. 
 
Holding my hand seems like a necessity for her, seeing as a lot of her body weight is leaning on that link between us. The back garden looks the same is I remember it did the first time I saw it. Twinkling lights are embedded in the shrubs, the grass is neatly cut and stones form a walkway between the back door and the patio set. 
 
Refusing to sit, I start to pace. “Another one?” 
 
She nods in an apologetic way. Her face is pale, cheeks sunken, and dark bags hang below her eyes. “Darkness and light separate and fight. When the war is won the price will mourn and peace shall be bittersweet.”
 
I stare into one of the magic bulbs, letting the light grow brighter in my eyes until it’s all I see. A third telling – a telling for after the war. The only silver lining here is that that means I’ll survive it, right? 
 
There’s not a chance to think longer on it because Emmy pops her head out of the back door. “The Watcher is here Violet.”
 
I nod back, happy to have the distraction. “I have to go,” I say to Tessa. “I’ll send Ben out.” She nods and apologizes. I know it’s not her fault any more than it is mine, but that doesn’t keep the weight of whatever this telling means from being piled on my shoulders with the last one. It doesn’t help ease my guilt over her having to pay with her health and body just so that I have whatever warning or guidance is in the tellings. 
 
The moment I open the door to go back inside, Ben barrels past me, eager to check on Tessa. Dressed in his signature black robes, the Watcher stands in the center of the living room floor, his arms crossed at his chest. Emmy jumps up from the couch she’d been sharing with Damon and Lincoln and pulls me into a hug. If it had been anyone else touching me, I probably would have punched them due to how edgy I am right now, but this is Emmy and hugging is part of her. I’ve had no choice but to get used to the contact over the years. 
 
“Are you okay?” she asks, pulling away from me just enough that she can make eye contact with me. I nod, afraid that if I open my mouth I may very well fall apart in tears. Thankfully she doesn’t pressure me for more. “Where are you taking her?” she asks the Watcher. No answer. “When will she be back?” No answer. Shaking her head back and forth she gives up. 
 
“Lincoln will be with me, it should be fine,” I force myself to say. Honestly, I’m with two upper level warlocks and I’m not exactly weak or helpless, so I’m not worried that something bad might happen to me. I gaze around her, and focus on Damon. “If there is a scratch on her head, I will personally take out my anger on you. And I have a massive anger problem.” 
 
His brows furrow together but he stays quiet. After what happened in the Square, I know he can take care of her. After what happened with Adam … 
 
I wander to the Watcher and stand directly in front of him. “Sooner we leave, the sooner we’re done. Let’s go.” Lincoln comes up from behind me, looping his arm around my lower back. The Watcher grabs his shoulder and suddenly I’m thrown into a sea of black and cold. 
 



 
20
EMMY
 
 
 
The orchard is quiet apart from the chirping of small birds that nest in the massive trees. It smells of honeysuckle and apples and the rustling of the branches is soothing. I come here after work, forcing myself to write down my thoughts in a leather bound journal that Ollie gifted me just the other day. I love journals. I love the way they let you tell all of your tales in truth for only you to see. I love the way the ink slides over the parchment and the way the pages are crisped together. Until I came to Strega, I used to write every day. Now that Violet is away, and without cell phones or online video chats, I thought it would be a good way for her to catch up on in my life and what’s happened once she’s back. 
 
Damon paces through the dozens of rows of trees, staying far enough away that I feel alone and but still close enough that I know I’m not alone. He’s been very adamant about his duties lately, not that he wasn’t before. I think it has a lot to do with what happened to Adam. I have a gut feeling that they were close friends but Damon won’t talk about it and I can see the hurt in his face when I do bring it up. 
 
It’s been a week since Violet left and I still haven’t heard a word from her or anything about where she might be or how she is. This is the longest we’ve ever been separated and it hurts me to think about it. It’s like a part of me is missing without her. I even miss her constant outbursts and rages. No matter how much I tell myself that her being with the Watcher and Lincoln is for the best, it’s hard to fully believe it. 
 
Everything is changing so quietly that keeping up is nearly impossible. It feels like just a few days ago that she was complaining about having to do community service for a speeding ticket and I had to pick her up from jail a few hours later. It wasn’t a few days ago. It’s been weeks. In a matter of weeks, I’ve gone from normal to victim to powerless witch to Alchemist in training. 
 
Ollie helps make everyday life seem normal. He’s probably the only one that I can have a conversation with these days that doesn’t revolve around abilities and war. But he’s also the one cramming my mind and time with potions and ingredients and deadlines for brewing. 
 
He told me only yesterday that we will both be heading out with the soldiers. Maddox wants some of the Alchemists to go so that we can create any last minute potions that the soldiers may need. I don’t fully understand the reasoning behind this, though. The only thing we are making in bulk is healing potions and there are thousands already packed up and put into wagons and ready to go. I asked Ollie a few days ago why that is all we are focused on brewing and his answer was simple: that’s the only usable potion for a battle or a war. There’s nothing else because there has never been a reason to create something else. Now that there is, there’s simply no time. 
 
Closing my leather journal, I tuck the quill in the spine and rise to my feet. The sun is already low and I know that tomorrow will be just as brutal as the last week has been. Damon rushes to my side and together we navigate through the orchard and back to the cobblestone street. The coal burning lamps lining the path are already lit and the streets are bustling with people. Over the last 5 weeks, I’ve rarely seen this settlement quiet. Obviously there are certain areas that are less populated, but for the most part there are always people out and about going about their days and lives. 
 
The closer the soldiers get to leaving, the more crowded the Market seems to be. Family members of those leaving are trying to squeeze in last dinner dates or family time in the park, and tonight is more of the same. Some of the soldiers seem amped up and restless like they are ready to get going. Others seem stressed at the idea of not only leaving their families behind but the possibility of not coming back at all. Damon received his formal orders a few days ago and since then seems to alternate between those two reactions. Sometimes he’s ready to prove himself, other times there’s fear in his eyes. 
 
Tessa is a stickler for schedules and she always has dinner finished and ready to serve by sunset. Knowing that even if I get home early and try to help, she will simply shoo me away, I stop and make small talk with some of the shop and cart owners. I try not to keep them from their responsibilities for long, but still make a conscious effort to ask them how their day has gone and say hello. It seems to make some people smile a bit bigger and rejuvenate them at least a little bit. 
 
Damon follows me as we start to turn out of the Market and into one of the residential areas of the settlement. Dressed in a hunter green dress with golden trim is Seraphina with Grayson at her side. I’ve only met Grayson in passing and only know what Violet deigned to tell me, none of it being good of course. The man has sharp facial features that are muted by his long dirty blonde hair that hangs in dreadlocks to his shoulders. For my 5’3” frame I consider him rather tall, but compared to the normal height of Pensatore members, he’s not. 
 
I tilt my head down slightly as she stops in front of me. “Seraphina.” 
 
Her dark red lips curl into a smile. “I’ve been looking for you for a few hours now. I went to the Lab and they said you had already left for the day.” 
 
“Yes, I …”
 
“I’m leaving Pensatore tonight. The Reapers as well,” she says, cutting off my words. “I have to go and ensure my soldiers are ready to depart. We will be meeting with Pensatore at the camp outside of the Aetheries settlement.” I go to respond, but she cuts me off again before I have the chance. “I was hoping to talk to both you and your sister before officially leaving. Where is she?” 
 
I hesitate to answer and glance to Damon who simply shrugs. Is her location supposed to be secret? No one told me it was. “I don’t know.” 
 
Her smile disappears, not only from her lips but from her eyes as well, and is replaced with a hint of frustration. “Well, one of the two sisters will have to do then, now won’t it? I wanted to extend the offer for the two of you to return to Rovente with me. Technically it is your birth clan and I can speak for all of our members when I say that you and your sisters presence will be an honor for us all.” 
 
The answer is an easy one. I belong here. I belong with the Alchemists and this clan. Rovente may be part of us but it really isn’t. Violet and I have both made a home here over the past few months. I can only hope that Vi’s answer will be the same as mine. “Thank you for the offer, but …” 
 
“Think about it. Like I said, I will be rejoining Pensatore soon, so if you aren’t ready to make a decision now, perhaps then would be better.” 
 
I try to explain that I don’t need more time but she turns and leaves with Grayson following her every step. 
 
“Weird,” Damon mutters as we continue towards Tessa’s. 
 
The aroma from the house hits me before I even enter. Tessa cooks with so many spices and colors and she could make a fortune off of just her homemade rolls. Once inside, I find her in the kitchen covered in flour, her hair tied back with a bandana-like fabric, wearing her favorite bright red apron and floor length dress. She loves staying at home and providing and wants nothing more than children to raise. Why they haven’t yet started their family, I don’t know and Tessa doesn’t like to talk about it. 
 
“How are you feeling?” I ask her as she starts setting the table. I want to help her, but every time I try she stops me. Damon told me about her ‘illness’, about how the magic she was born with will ultimately destroy her. The more time I spend with her the more clear it is to me. She’s accepted her fate but doesn’t want the pity help from others. I applaud her ability to overlook her bleak future and simply live in the present, enjoying what she still has the ability to do. 
 
“It’s a good day,” she says with an honest smile. 
 
She does look good today. Ever since the newest telling, she’s been struggling but won’t talk about it. There are bags under her eyes and she’s lost a significant amount of weight. Seeing as she didn’t have any to lose to begin with, it’s left her skin and bones. Her joints creak and pop with every movement and she becomes winded doing the simplest of things. It makes my heart ache. Not only for her, but for Ben as well. Her health is hurting him probably more than it is her. I don’t know how long it’ll be before her power claims her life, maybe no one does. The fear I see in Ben’s eyes makes me think it could be soon. Could be any day. 
 
The two of us wait, making small talk in the kitchen, until darkness has fully enveloped the settlement and Ben still isn’t home. 
 
“He’s never this late,” Tessa says, her voice coated in worry. 
 
“There’s just a lot to prepare for,” Damon explains, trying to soothe her. “With Kaleb and Lincoln gone, most of the work is falling on him.” 
 
They’d hoped for the middle brother to return a week ago. In fact, they were already concerned a week ago that he should have already been back. There’s still been no word from Kaleb or the Hunter that went with him. He had been so cocky when he left, so sure that there was nothing to worry about. Had he simply put on a brave face? Pretended that that clan posed no threat to him?
 
The food is cold, sitting in bowls and plates in the center of the table, taunting us with its fragrance. My stomach rumbles but I ignore it. Damon drums his fingers on the table, staring at the far wall with his lips pursed in boredom. Tessa has tried dozens of times to get up and pace, but her body grinds and the pain shows up in her sunken face and she has to sit down. 
 
Damon and I made an offer about half an hour ago to go out and search for him, but Tessa hissed that that was a ridiculous waste of time and energy. Since then, I can hear her whispering to herself that he’s fine over and over again. I want to comfort her and tell her that there’s nothing to worry about, that it’s like Damon said and he’s just busy. At the same time, I don’t want to offer her a false sense of hope either. There is a threat in this clan. No one has been killed since Adam, but that doesn’t mean that the suspect isn’t still hiding amongst us. 
 
When we hear the front door creak open, all three of us stand up and Tessa calls out her mate’s name. Ben rounds the corner, completely safe and unharmed. 
 
Tessa wraps her arms around his chest briefly before berating him. “Where have you been?” 
 
“Busy,” he answers flatly as he takes his seat at the table, wasting no time to pile a cold steak and vegetable medley onto his plate.
 
“Told you that’s what it was,” Damon mutters as he does the same. 
 
Ben takes a large bite of steak. He’s normally the kind of man that who savor his food, taking his time to enjoy every bite. I don’t know if it’s true, but I tell myself that it’s his silent way of appreciating the work that Tessa put into it. “Maddox and Seraphina told me the date we are leaving today. I had to notify the captains so they could get the word out to the soldiers.”
 
Tessa sighs then places her fingertips against her lips. “When?” 
 
3 out of the 4 of us sitting at this table will be leaving. Tessa will be left here alone. She’ll have the clan, yes, but she won’t have Ben. She won’t have the brothers helping her. Word has it that most of the Healers are going with us as well, Ivy included. Who will help her? What if Ben doesn’t come back? 
 
My eyes fill with tears as different scenarios play out in my mind. Many of us won’t come back. Thousands of soldiers will leave, most never coming home again. At least not alive and breathing. How many families will lose their wives or husbands, their cousins and siblings, their children? This is the only thing that war is good for. There is nothing right in killing, nothing right in hurting another person, no matter the reason. Maddox should have found a way around this. He should have fought harder to not be a part of what Seraphina was planning. 
 
“We leave in a week,” Ben says with a mouthful of food, which is also out of character for him. “With the size of our army, we expect it to take twice as long to get to the camp site as it should.”
 
“Seraphina left today as well. At least that’s what she said,” I add in.
 
Ben nods. “She’s bringing her soldiers to the meeting point. We’re making the base camp a few miles south of the settlement’s borders.” He takes a hefty swig of water, downing half the glass. “Most of the Healers will stay there.” He looks towards me. “As will the Alchemists. Maddox and a small contingent of soldiers will guard the area while the rest of us march on Aetheries.” 
 
Damon stares at his plate, his face propped up in one hand and he moves the food around on the white dish. He hasn’t said a word. Hasn’t even looked up and acknowledged Ben’s words. This must be a worrying day for him.
 
“So Kaleb returned with information?” Tessa asks. “Why isn’t he with you?” 
 
“He’s not back yet.” 
 
The following silence is brief but feels like a lifetime. “He could be on his way back right now,” I say, trying to remain optimistic. 
 
Ben’s blue eyes pierce into me. “He very well could be.” His words hold no hope in them. 
 
“You think that Aetheries found him and killed him?” I ask. 
 
Damon’s fork pings off the plate as he drops it and leans back in his chair. “It would take more than an entire clan of Aetheries members to take that man down.”
 
The confidence I saw in Kaleb’s eyes the day he left make me want to believe that Damon is right. Yet pictures flash behind my eyes of men coming at him from every angle, of elemental magic bombarding him and Roman. The clan could kill him. He’s not invisible, no matter what Kaleb wants people to believe. 
 
“It’s too soon to draw those conclusions. Ben and you know it,” Tessa says as she walks between the dining room and the kitchen. When she returns she has a lukewarm apple pie in her hands. 
 
“What about Lincoln and Violet? Any news?” I ask, digging for anything I can find about my sister. 
 
Ben shakes his head. “The Watcher knows all, he’ll bring them back when the time is right.” 
 


The last week in the settlement passes quickly. Too quick. Rows and rows of soldiers line up between the inner and outer gates of the walls surrounding this mountain city. Horses neigh and paw at the ground. Wagons creek with the weight of weapons and food and materials. Family members line each side of the seemingly endless line of soldiers preparing to leave. Children cry, fighting with one parent in order to get to the other one last time. 
 
Ben guides his horse up and down, weaving between us, checking that everything and everyone is where it should be. Damon is somewhere in the lineup, having no choice but to stay with his unit. My fingers are laced with Ollie’s as we wait with the other Alchemists in the middle of the rows to march out. 
 
Being as far back in the masses as I am, the only indication that we are moving is the thud of thousands of footsteps. Once outside of the exterior wall of the settlement, there’s nothing but miles and miles and miles of thick green landscape covering mountain after mountain. Two weeks, that is what Ben had said. Two weeks of marching and then we set up our camp outside of the Aetheries settlement and wait for Seraphina and her army to join us. Two weeks of walking, two weeks of tents and dried meats. Two weeks and I’ll see Violet again. Hopefully. 
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White walls. White furniture. White marble floor. It’s so clean inside of the Watcher’s house that I swear I can smell nothing but cleaning supplies and it reminds me of a hospital. That’s far from the truth. It smells of the sea, of the fresh, salty breeze that blows in on the winds from the ocean just outside. A minimalistic beach house, nestled between a sandy beach and a thick green moss covered forest. He won’t tell me where we are, which I can respect.
 
I could never live in such a place. Emmy is OCD about cleanliness, but nothing like the Watcher is. There are no knick-knacks or clutter. There’s nothing in this house that makes it feel lived in. Its beauty is from its simplicity but it doesn’t feel welcoming, not like my apartment back in Miami or like Tessa’s. It leaves a cold feel on my skin and I despise it. From an immortal God who spends so much of his time alone out here, I just expected more. 
 
Every night for the last month, I’ve sat at this very table eating whatever has been laid out in front of me. The only sound is the constant chewing from the three of us and I’m too physically exhausted to utter a word to break the lingering silence. My body hurts, every bone and muscle and tendon screams from just my breathing. Lincoln had been hard on me for weeks before we came to this place. The Watcher is downright sadistic. From the moment I wake up until the moment I nearly collapse from exhaustion, we train. 
 
Taking another nibble off of the ribs on my plate, I glance between them. Lincoln looks as tired as I am. The Watcher seems to be in his own head, oblivious to us. This is typical of the God. One minute he’s screaming at me to push harder and the next he is zoned out, lost in his own little world. Lincoln and I have both asked for information from home, but he ignores us, claiming that it will only distract us. 
 
Lincoln’s elbows clank down on either side of his plate and his fingers splay through his hair as he sighs long and loud. He drags his calloused hands over his face, pressing hard enough to make his skin turn pale. There’s a scar on his neck that I’ve only seen a handful of times – typically he keeps it covered with a scarf that he tucks into the neckline of his jacket. During training he removes it, probably due to the humid and hot air mixed with constant physical exertion. I haven’t asked him about how he got the scar. It’s shaped like a hand and the skin is shriveled up like mine is. It’s a burn, a burn caused by someone. I don’t want to be questioned about mine and I’m sure that’s exactly why he covers his. 
 
A loud squeal echoes off the walls and Lincoln falls to the floor, the chair scooting from under him. 
 
“Lincoln!” My body screams as I force myself to the floor and crawl to him. 
 
“He’s fine. Leave him alone,” the Watcher says in a bored tone. 
 
Lincoln’s tall and muscular body jerks and jerks and I have to fight with myself to listen to the Watcher and not touch him. On and on the seizure goes. My teeth grind together out of sheer frustration. Then it hits me. I’ve seen this happen to him before. A thin stream of blood leaks out of his nostrils, meshing with the scruff lining the bottom half of his face. I lean back until my ass hits the marble floor. He’s reliving a memory. His own memory? The one attached to the scar on his neck? 
 
When he wakes, anger and pain is all I see. He jumps up, tossing his chair out of his way and storms from the house towards the beach. 
 
“Leave him alone,” the watcher says again before taking another bite of the juicy ribs on his plate then sucking the juices off of his fingers. “Sit down and finish your food.” 
 
I do as he orders and sit back in the chair. “What happened to him?” 
 
The Watcher’s dark eyes shift to me. “If he wanted you to know, he’d tell you. Eat.” 
 
The bossiness from him has been never-ending. At first it pissed me off, now I’ve learned that it’s not natural for him to be so demanding. When he said he would train me, he meant it. He doesn’t care for silly rants or complaints. Despite how much it annoys me at times, I think he has the best intentions. 
 
It started the moment he teleported the two of us here. There was no time to get settled before he started attacking me. As the Watcher, he has all the powers of Strega, lightning included. It was that very first day that I learned what Seraphina meant about powers having weaknesses. Because the Watcher and I have the same ability, the weaker elemental’s powers are basically worthless. He’s a God and I’m not. His energy level far exceeds mine, because of this, he can hurt me with my own element. But I can’t hurt him. It’s a weakness of the elementals, one that only surfaces when you are facing someone with the exact same power. A raw fire elemental against someone like Stanley who can only burn with his hands, this weakness would not occur. 
 
If Seraphina is right and lightning is extinct, than that weakness will never be an issue with me because no one other then the Watcher shares it. Of course, if the element being extinct had been true, than I wouldn’t have it to begin with. So I’m not exactly holding my breath that I will have that upper hand. 
 
 I look towards the front door, to Lincoln who I can barely make out. He’s sitting in the sand, letting the last of the sunlight hit him. He’s been using his time here to his benefit, training longer then I’m even forced to. During my duel he learned something from Elijah. Growing up in Pensatore as elemental meant that the three brothers had to teach themselves how to use their power. Apparently none of them were aware of what they really could do as raw elementals. Lincoln has water and has never tried to wield ice and steam before because he didn’t know he could. After watching Elijah shift between two different stages of water, he’s been working relentlessly at mastering the other two facets of his magic. The Watcher remarks and helps when necessary, but, for the most part, lets him practice in his own way. 
 
One moment I’m sitting silently at the table with the Watcher, the next I’m walking ankle deep in the sand towards Lincoln. I don’t know why I feel so compelled to chase after him, but I do. I plop down next to him. I don’t know what to say to him, I don’t know the first thing about comforting another person. 
 
“You never knew your parents, did you?” he asks so softly that I can barely understand him over the waves in front of us. 
 
“No.” 
 
“I did. I knew my mother anyway.” He grabs a handful of sand, letting the cool grains fall from his fingers and into the wind. “When I was 6 she took me with her outside of the walls. She was an Alchemist, a creator. Every year she would take the three of us a few miles out so that she could pick these flowers, claiming that it was for her research. Ben and Kaleb refused to go that year and it was only me and her. It was just like the years before it, from what I can remember anyway. A random man stumbled across our path. He was dirty, his clothes ripped and torn. He didn’t seem to be affected by the cold, not like a normal person would be. The whites of his eyes were swallowed up in black, his veins the same. 
 
“He was a fire elemental, one who could control the heat of flames. The knee-deep snow melted, leaving the ground a wet mud. The heat become so intense that our skin began to boil. She was a pusher like Ben and used her powers to fling him against a tree. The heat continued until it felt like I was being melted alive. I pulled the water from the ground, using it to cool my tortured body. But I was only 6, I wasn’t strong enough then. I wanted to help her. I was crying and screaming for her and I tried. I could see her, see her skin starting to burn away and the ash flutter free in the wind. She was dying. 
 
“She killed him. Ripped his arms from his body and left him to bleed to death right there against that tree. He didn’t even scream when it happened. He didn’t say one single word during the whole ordeal. I didn’t know it then but he was Aetheries.
 
“She died that day. She touched my neck, told me she loved me and then … died.” 
 
“And left a magical marker behind.” My eyes slam closed at my words. I don’t know how to be sentimental, but I know that saying that to him isn’t even close. 
 
He nods. “Yes. It should have faded after I touched it the first time and saw the memory again, just like yours did. But it didn’t. I keep it covered now to save myself the pain of remembering.” 
 
He lowers down until he’s lying flat on his back in the damp sand. I do the same, allowing myself to stare at the colorful wisps overhead and the stars beyond. “I ran back to the settlement, telling the first guard I saw what had happened. Maddox kept it quiet, placing the three of us in the care of an elderly sage.” 
 
“Where was your father?” 
 
“Dead. He was a Rovente member and after I was born, his secret of fathering three children with a Pensatore witch got out and they killed him for it.” He turns to face me. “So I get it. I understand why you are the way you are. Why you’re so protective of your sister.” 
 
I turn from him, focusing on the sky instead of my own memories. “The sage died a few years later. Ben was the oldest and took whatever odd job he could find to feed us. Kaleb became the protector, always willing to jump in head first to keep the other kids from picking on us. I trained with the guards, trying to learn more so that I was never defenseless again.”
 
“You were only a child, Lincoln.” 
 
“It doesn’t matter how old I was,” he says solemnly. “If I had been stronger I could have kept her alive.” 
 
The Watcher drilled the fundamentals of elementals into my head over the last few weeks. About how some elements help while others work against another. Water and earth are weaknesses for fire. Yet wind will only strengthen a fire elemental’s magic. Water is my strength because it is a conductor for my lightning while earth works as a ground for it which makes it my weakness. “You were only a child.”
 
Lincoln rolls onto his side, facing me. “So were you.” 
 
My mouth goes dry and my chest constricts. “Yes.” I was forced to protect myself because no one else was there to do it. When Emmy came into the picture, I did the same for her. After turning 18, I had no choice but to work wherever I could so that we had a roof over our heads and food in our bellies. I became Ben and Kaleb so that Emmy could have not only a future but a good future. That’s all I had wanted and I didn’t care what I had to do to make sure it came true for her. 
 
I never had to carry the weight of my parents’ deaths on my shoulders though. Not until recently. It’s not my fault she died any more than Lincoln’s mother’s death was his. But I’m left with a tendril of guilt because of it, just like him. It’s not my mother’s death that makes me sad, it’s what happened to Emmy because of that death. Had the woman remained in Strega, our lives would have been so much different. Of course, that’s not what happened and that is my fault. 
 
“Whatever happened to you all those years ago,” Lincoln says as he tucks his hand under his face, “remember that you were only a child.”
 
I want to scream at him, scream at anything. I don’t like it when old wounds are ripped open, especially that one. Instead I don’t do anything. I don’t say anything. He’s right. My reasoning for him to not blame himself is true for me too. 
 
A warm hand cups my cheek and I feel the length of his body pressing against my side. His blue eyes stare down at me. His lips touch mine, pressing down with a softness and tenderness that makes my body sink deeper into the sand. His fingers wrap around the back of my neck, pulling me into him as his lips press harder. My heart pounds so hard that I know the whole world can hear it. My hips tilt towards him, craving more contact that he is currently giving me. I loop my left leg over his, pulling at him.
 
He stops, releasing his hold on me. Looking over my head at something. Suddenly his warmth is gone and he’s on his feet. I follow him, not knowing what sparked such a reaction from him. Side by side we stare at a stranger walking along the surf. His pants are torn and wet below the knees from the rising tides and waves. He staggers as though drunken beyond the point of being able to stand up straight. 
 
The familiar tingle in my fingertips starts as the stranger slowly turns to face us. With only the starlight to see by, it’s almost impossible to make out his features. He continues stumbling toward us, until he is only a few feet away. The man’s pale skin is visible through the rips in his shirt, revealing a malnourished frame with jutting bones. When I see the blackness of his eyes and the spider web veins covering his skin, I know who and what he is. Aetheries. 
 
“Go back to the house,” Lincoln orders me. 
 
My power surges on its own until sparks fly from my fingertips. “No.” 
 
I know that he’s not done trying to boss me around. I may take it from the Watcher, but not from him. I plant my feet in the sand, preparing for a battle with this stranger. Lincoln, for the first time since I’ve met him, doesn’t have a sword strapped to his back. My own axes hang from my waist simply because I was too tired to take them off before dinner. Lincoln’s hands start to freeze, his magic forming large bladelike icicles in his palms. 
 
Lincoln steps in front of me, blocking me from the man’s sight. “Go!” he yells back at me. 
 
His feet lift from the ground before I have time to refuse again. He’s launched across the beach, landing halfway between the surf and the house. I don’t wait. Thunder cracks overhead and electricity builds in my right hand. Flinging my arm in front of me, lightning sears through the air directly at the stranger. He flicks his fingertips, causing the lightning to go wide and slam into the surface of the water. The man points at me then curls his finger. 
 
My feet start to slide through the wet sand, leaving a deep trail behind me. Closer and closer he pulls me towards him. I throw bolt after bolt, using both hands the way the Watcher taught me. 
 
The stranger is a pusher, using his telekinesis against me. I know about this power because of Ben. A pusher can only move objects such as people and lightning. He continuously flings my magic away from him, directing it anywhere he chooses. More lightning rains from the sky, the heat building as more electricity sizzles in the air around us. Not a single bolt hits him. 
 
I keep sliding closer and closer. There’s nothing to grab onto, nothing to slow me down or stop me from reaching him. I try to force my feet to act the way I want them to, but they won’t listen to me. I am not the one controlling my body – this man is. 
 
My hands slam down onto my thighs as though tied there. My feet continue their slide against my will. Lightning falls but he pushes each bolt away easily with a simple flick of his fingers. 
 
Chunks of ice fly past me, close enough that I can feel the wind against my cheek. Lincoln. Dozens of icicles zoom past, none of them reaching their targets. Realizing the same thing I already have, Lincoln’s attack stops. Water dribbles from the stranger’s lips, his chest heaves trying to cough up the water so he can inhale. I know what he’s going through and despite my better judgement, I feel bad for him because drowning has easily been the worst experience of my life. 
 
The stranger, now bent over at the waist, sweeps his arm around, launching Lincoln into the air a second time. I watch as he tumbles head over feet through the air, landing with a sickening crunch as his head hits a rock. My eyes go wide not only out of worry for Lincoln but because if he’s unconscious then his powers are no longer working. The stranger stands up straight, the water now gone from his lungs. The man looks at me with a ravishing hunger in his eyes that makes my stomach churn. 
 
Not a victim. I am not a fucking victim. Power builds in my chest, radiating through my veins until it feels like my blood is boiling. If the lightning won’t work, the heat will. The stranger won’t be able to change the trajectory because heat isn’t an object. My power bursts forth from me, creating a suffocating blanket around us. He grunts and falls to his knees as the weight of the air presses on his shoulders. 
 
His power leaves my body instantly due to his distraction. Hands now free, I pull my axe from my belt and throw it. He reaches up, flinging the axe away from him like swatting at a fly. I smile because while his attention is focused on the first of my two weapons, the second is already soaring towards him. His black eyes look to the gleaming metal a mere second before it strikes him straight in the chest. When it hits him, there’s a look of bewilderment on his black veined face. He falls to his knees, looking down at the throwing axe sticking out of his chest. Blood dribbles from his lips and without a sound, he collapses. 
 
For a moment, I hesitate, staring at the man that I just killed, knowing that he will only be the first of many. I swallow and run to Lincoln, the sand kicking up in my wake. He’s still unconscious, but his heart beats and that is a good sign. If I could heal him I would but my healing power hasn’t resurfaced since that day in the arena and I’m starting to think that I imagined the whole thing. I yell for the Watcher, screaming until my throat burns. 
 
“Where were you?” I ask as a bare chested Watcher appears before me. “Heal him!” 
 
He yawns and stretches his arms out in each direction. I stare him down until he sinks to his knees and his hands begin to glow purple. Lincoln wakes up a few moments later, the gash in his head healed to reveal flawless, tanned skin. 
 
I let the Watcher and Lincoln tend to the body as I sit perched on a large boulder, letting the ocean breeze dance in my hair and across my face. I try not to watch as they drag the lifeless man across the sand. I killed someone. The most unsettling part of it is that I’m not that upset about what I did. They round the corner with the body and when they return the body is gone as though the man never existed. 
 
Lincoln stands in front of my rock, his hands shoved into the pockets of his leather pants. “Are you okay?” 
 
I smile. Not because I’m happy, but because the question is that absurd. “No.” I’ve just had my first true experience with fighting in a magic battle and I’m not feeling optimistic that this war will end in our favor. “This war will be a mistake.” When Seraphina first arrived, the only two people that had been against her plan were Maddox and Emmy. I didn’t see it then, I didn’t know what was really being discussed or about the death that would come of it. I was wrong. We all were. 
 
The Watcher walks up from behind Lincoln, places a large hand on his shoulder. “Give us a minute,” he tells Lincoln. 
 
Lincoln hesitates, but finally leaves the two of us alone. The starlight shines off of the Watcher’s snow white hair as he stands in front of me. “You finally stood your ground instead of listening to me. It took you long enough, Violet.” 
 
My eyes roll. “I’m really not in the mood for another teaching moment right now.” 
 
“Well, you’re getting one and I suggest you listen.” His thick, muscular arms cross along his chest. “I was in love once. I tried to stop it before it really started but she was relentless. I told her more times than I could count that nothing good would come from the two of us being together. I’m immortal and there’s only one ending for love and that’s death. I would have to watch her age and die while I stayed the way I am now. She didn’t care nor did she let it stop her from burrowing her way into my life. It’s forbidden for me to fall in love with a mortal, yet I did it anyway. And it was worth it. Those brief years of happiness are worth every minute of agony I now suffer. I wasn’t even there when she died and that mistake will haunt me for eternity.”
 
“What’s your point?” 
 
He runs his foot through the sand, drawing some kind of pattern. “Don’t focus on the things that you can’t change in your life – regrets or paths not taken. Focus on the good while it’s there. Don’t second guess whether your choices were right or wrong. Just learn from them, embrace them and live. Enjoy the good and tolerate the bad. Maybe this war is a good thing, maybe it’s not. Regardless of the outcome, enjoy what it has given you.” 
 
“It gives us nothing but heartache.” 
 
He looks down the beach, towards Lincoln’s black figure. “That’s not all it gives you.” 
 
It had been one kiss and he’s acting like its true love or something. That one kiss, while wonderful, isn’t part of the bigger issue. Our impending deaths – for a war that wasn’t our idea – are. 
 
“It’s time to go.” 
 
My eyes go wide, knowing that he means to go back to the settlement. To go back to Emmy. I leap off the rock, grimacing from the impact that I feel the most in my knees. “Then let’s go.” 
 
He teleports us to Lincoln only long enough to grab his shoulder and then we are sucked back into the blackness. 
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Lincoln and I stand side by side, confused by what we are seeing. Row upon row of dirty white tents are set up. Soldiers dressed in the black leather of Pensatore are scattered about, some carrying firewood, others cooking food over fires, most, though, are just sitting around talking in a group. “Where are we?” I ask Lincoln. 
 
“A camp. They must have left the settlement weeks ago.” He spins around looking for someone. “The Watcher left. I can’t believe he waited this long to bring us back.” 
 
I analyze every soldier that’s close to me, I don’t see bandages on any of them or blood – fresh or old and dried. “It hasn’t started yet. The war, I mean.” 
 
“We should find Ben and Kaleb and figure out what the hell is going on.” 
 
His fingers lace with mine and he tries to tug me along behind him. “Do you think Emmy is here? I need to find her.” Part of me wants her to be here so that I can see her and talk to her. The other part is willing to rip into whoever thought bringing her to a war camp was a good idea.
 
Lincoln releases me, going to the closest group of soldiers and asking where Ben’s tent is. One of the soldiers points to my right and mutters something that I can’t hear. 
 
“This way,” says Lincoln. 
 
“What about Emmy?” I ask as I practically run after him. “Did you ask about her?” 
 
“No. Ben will know if she’s here or not though.” 
 
We stop a few rows later, asking more people where we can find Ben and Kaleb – they keep pointing to the center of the camp. “Lincoln,” I say while trying to catch my breath. “Is it just me or are all of these people part of Pensatore. Isn’t Rovente supposed to be here too?” 
 
He stops and looks around, seeing the same thing that I did. Black leather. It’s the standard uniform of Pensatore soldiers and guards. Rovente has a similar outfit but theirs is made of a brownish red leather instead. He grunts then keeps marching towards the center of the camp. 
 
Lincoln opens the flap to one of the larger tents that I’ve seen so far, letting me enter first. Ben is standing in front of a large wooden table that is littered with maps and little figurines. Other men that I’ve never met circle around it and I know that we just barged into a meeting. 
 
“Leave us,” Ben barks at the men when he sees Lincoln. Once the room is clear the two brothers approach each other, grabbing forearms before embracing in a makeshift hug. 
 
“Where’s Kaleb?” Lincoln asks as he glances around the tent. 
 
Ben’s face drops, his shoulders doing the same. “He didn’t come back.” 
 
“What do you mean he didn’t come back?” Lincoln pulls at his hair in frustration. “Why are the soldiers here then? Did you have a telepath try to reach him?” 
 
Feeling very out of place, I approach Ben. “Is Emmy here?” 
 
“Where is he?” Lincoln demands. “What about the telepath?” 
 
Ben glances between the two of us like he’s trying to decide on who to answer first. His attention lands on me. “She’s here. She should be in her tent. Take a right once outside, then two tents down on the left.” I nod and rush to the opening of the tent. “I don’t know where he is Linc. He never came back and neither did the Hunter he was with. Maddox and Seraphina made the decision to leave without knowing what he found out. And yes, I did try to send him a message, they weren’t able to get through to him. He’s either too far away or …” 
 
My heart breaks for what Ben is telling his brother because it means that Kaleb is dead. I don’t wait for Lincoln’s response and head toward Emmy’s tent. I enter without announcing myself and find Emmy laying on her cot, with a feathered quill in her hand, a bottle of ink sitting on the floor, and a leather notebook in front of her. “Emmy?” 
 
Her face jerks up from her writing and she leaps off the cot, barreling towards me. I immediately wrap my arms around her, pulling her in tight. Her warmth. Her smell. Of course I missed her, I just didn’t understand how much until this moment. After a long embrace, she releases me and returns to her cot, patting the spot next to her. 
 
“Why are you here and not at the settlement?” I ask her, as I sit down next to her.
 
“All the Alchemists are here, just in case. We aren’t going to battle though. We will remain safe here at the camp while the war happens a few miles away.” Safe here at camp? I barely stop myself from snorting. Nowhere will be safe. “We arrived here yesterday morning. Three of the Reapers showed up an hour ago and said that Seraphina is bringing her soldiers as we speak. They should be here soon.” Her face drops as she studies her hands. “They think Kaleb was killed. Once Rovente arrives, they are going to war blind.” 
 
I’ve been gone a month and it seems that I’ve missed more than I had thought. I never expected to be brought to a war camp instead of the settlement. I never expected all of this to happen so quickly.
 
“How was it?” she asks. 
 
There’s a million things I want to tell her, my kiss with Lincoln being damn near the top of that list. “I killed someone today.” 
 
She shifts on the cot, inching a bit closer to me. “What?” 
 
“It was just a few hours ago.” I haven’t even had time to clean the blood from the edge of my axe yet. “He was a pusher and a strong one. It took both me and Lincoln to fight him off. I got lucky. He was stronger than I expected. And his eyes were black and his skin covered in spider veins that were like spilled ink and –” She cocks her head and I can see her mind going 90 miles an hour. “What?” I say.
 
“Was he Aetheries?” 
 
“Yes.” He was, wasn’t he? The ones that attacked me in Miami didn’t have eyes like that. “He was too strong. I got in a lucky shot. He could have easily killed two raw elementals. That doesn’t bode well for the outcome of this war.” 
 
“Wait.” She gazes into space the way she always does when she’s thinking hard about something. “You said he was a pusher?” 
 
“Yeah you’re missing the poi …”
 
“No. You’re missing the point, Vi. How sure are you about his power? Could it have been something else?” 
 
“That’s what he was. There’s nothing else he could have been.”
 
She jerks up from the bed, pacing across the tight quarters of the tent. 
 
“What?” I say. “Just tell me!” 
 
“Aetheries is a clan of rogue elementals. Previous Rovente members. The warlock you say you killed – the one who attacked you – was a pusher.” 
 
It takes me a moment to realize what she’s getting at. The warlock was a …“He was a … wait. What?”
 
“He wasn’t an ex-Rovente. He was an ex-Pensatore member,” Emmy says simply. 
 
What does that even mean? 
 
My lids slam shut, my fingers tugging at the roots of my hair. How could I have been so blind when the warlock attacked? How had I not realized what I was seeing? 
 
And then it all clicks. I know what’s going on. What it means. 
 
I grab her wrist and together we barge into Ben’s tent. My breath is short and rapid and my head throbs. “He lied to everyone.” I say before thinking about how to put my thoughts into words. Looking around the tent, I see Maddox sitting in the corner. He was the last person I expected to see in here with the brothers right now.
 
“What are you talking about?” Lincoln asks. His face is bloodshot like he’s barely holding back his emotions after finding out about Kaleb. 
 
“He lied to all of us.” I point to the elderly man wearing his signature navy blue robes. “Didn’t you Maddox?” He stares at me with pure fury. “Tell them. Tell them how you lied to them. Tell them the secret you’ve been keeping from them. Tell them how your clan members ended up with Aetheries.”
 
I recognize the expression on Lincoln’s face because it’s the same one I had only minutes ago. Ben, however, looks utterly confused. “What is this all about Violet?” he asks. 
 
Maddox clenches his jaw for a moment and then he cracks. The fury he held seconds ago breaks and pure misery covers his face. “Five years ago I had to make a choice. I’ve regretted that decision every day since, but I had no good options. I made my decision and I stand by it even now.” 
 
“What are we even talking about Maddox?” Ben asks. 
 
The old man turns to face him. “Five years ago something happened, something that I still can’t explain. An illness swept through our settlement, hurting hundreds of our people. It wasn’t until weeks later that I heard about how bad it had gotten. They were sick, not physically, but mentally. They were hurting themselves and anyone they could find. But they were my people. They were my responsibility.” 
 
His voice cracks as though speaking about it hurts him anew. “They were a danger to the rest of us, though. I couldn’t let them kill everyone. I had to do something before there was no one left to protect.” 
 
“You banished them,” Emmy says softly. 
 
Maddox nods. “I banished them because I had no other choice. I had them taken into the mountains and we left them there. I prayed to the Watcher that they would live through the winter. I prayed that they would find a way to the Aetheries settlement and join them.” 
 
The two brothers ignore Maddox’s pleading gaze and focus on each other. “Why do we not remember this?” Ben finally asks. 
 
“No one does,” Maddox explains. “There are only two people in our clan that remember. Me and the witch that removed the memories of every person in my clan and those that were sick.” 
 
Lincoln’s brows shoot upwards in surprise. “You altered our memories?” 
 
“I had no choice.” 
 
“That’s bullshit and you know it, Maddox.”
 
“It’s not,” he says. “My people aren’t like Rovente. We love and cherish each other. Had the memories remained and the clan found out what I did, they would have gone into the forests in search of their people. If those I banished remembered, they might have returned to our settlement and killed us all. I had no choice but to rid memories of the entire situation as if it never happened.”
 
Ben sighs and sits down in the chair closest to him. “That’s when you changed? That’s when you went from the Lord everyone adored to the one everyone hated.”
 
Maddox nods. “Yes. I removed every memory but my own. It was my decision to make. It was my decision to live with as well.” A tear falls down his cheek, leaving a wet trail on his skin. “I hate myself every day for what I did to them.” 
 
“You had to have known we would find out once we got here,” Lincoln says. 
 
“That’s why he didn’t want to join with Seraphina in the first place,” I answer. “How many, Maddox. How many people did you leave in the wilderness to die?” 
 
He sinks further down in his chair until his elbows rest on his knees. “Five hundred and thirty two.” 
 
“Five hundred!” Ben yells. “That’s not possible. How! How does no one know about this?” 
 
“Five hundred and thirty two,” Maddox corrects him. “No one knows. Every mind bender in Pensatore worked for weeks to remove every trace of them from the minds of those left in the settlement. Every chance encounter, every romantic embrace, every single memory of them was erased until it was like they never existed. And then, I had one bender, Gretta, erase the memories of the other benders. She and I are the only ones who remember the truth of what happened.” His words hold no cockiness. He’s not proud of what he did. He’s gutted by it. 
 
Lincoln takes a seat next to his brother. “You killed five hundred people.” 
 
“No. I didn’t kill them. I chose not to kill them. I gave them a chance to live. I abandoned those people so that thousands could survive. I did it for the greater good and I hate myself for it.” 
 
“What caused this illness?” Emmy asks. 
 
Maddox shrugs. “I don’t know.” He focuses on the two brothers. “The three of you tried for weeks to figure out the cause, but never did.”
 
“I don’t remember any of that,” Lincoln admits. 
 
“Of course you don’t. You aren’t supposed to.” The old man stands up, looking every bit his age. “I am unfit to be the Lord of Pensatore. I’ve known it since the moment my people were left in the mountains alone. I had …” he chokes back a sob, “I had to see it through. I had to make sure that they didn’t return to finish what they had started. I shall relinquish my crown effective immediately.” 
 
He kneels in front of Ben. “I’ve left Tessa in charge of the settlement while we are gone. After this war is done, a new leader can be appointed. Until then, Pensatore belongs to you. Take better care of them than I have.” Ben’s eyes go wide and he stutters for words. Maddox crosses the tent, stopping at the exit. “I shall make the announcement.” 
 
The four of us stand in silence. Lincoln looks pissed off that his memories were yanked from him. Ben looks terrified that he is now responsible for an army days away from going to war. Emmy … she looks very uncomfortable to even be in the middle of this. And me … I never meant for Maddox to just give up and leave. How could I have known confronting him like I did would end like this? 
 
Ben jumps to his feet, grabs his chair and bashes it into the floor over and over again until it shatters. Emmy covers her lips with the palm of her hand as she watches with tear filled eyes. 
 
What have I done? 
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He did it. That bastard actually went through with it. He relinquished his status on the eve of war. There’s no way I could have known this would happen. All this time, he kept himself together as best he could. The man I’ve known these past two months isn’t the man who has led Pensatore. The person I know is nothing more than a defeated man, one who was holding himself together as best he could for as long as he could. No. There’s no way I could have known that confronting him about what was going on would make him snap the way he did. 
 
Every Pensatore member in this camp is standing motionless and silent, watching as Maddox weaves between them. His shoulders sag from the defeat within him and the weight that he has carried for so long. The only sound in the camp is the constant and damp wind, the limbs of the trees rustling from its force. Leaves crunch under Maddox’s steps and no one dares speak. Pensatore is leaderless. Well, not entirely. 
 
Ben is the first to move when he turns to Lincoln, a look of bewilderment stretched across his face. Before they left for this camp, Maddox announced Ben as his second in command, as the person that will replace him should he fall in battle. It’s a temporary position just until Pensatore can hold an election for the next ruler. Considering our current situation, there’s no knowing how long that will be. Ben is now responsible for every person in this camp. For their wellbeing. For their victory. For bringing as many of them home as possible. 
 
“Where is Rovente?” I ask. I mean for it to come out as something just above a whisper, but as head after head turns in my direction, I realize that I’ve spoken louder than intended. 
 
Emmy hisses my name under her breath, probably in warning to drop it. I ignore her. “When are they supposed to be here?” We can’t move forward against the Aetheries clan until Seraphina arrives with her army. I consider asking about whether Ben’s intent is still to go to war against that clan. I don’t. The only one of us that had been against the idea was Maddox, who has now disappeared in the maze of white tents. 
 
A muscle ticks in Ben’s jaw as he turns to the worried soldiers. “Nothing has changed,” he says strongly. “We will wait here until Rovente arrives, then we go to the Aetheries settlement as one army. Eat and rest.” He turns around on his heels, his shoulder nudging into mine as he passes. 
 
I go to follow him, the urge to explain myself impossible to ignore. 
 
Emmy grabs my elbow, a look of warning in her eyes. “Let’s find something to eat,” she says. 
 
Lincoln hovers over me as the soldiers begin to disperse to their tents. “She’s right, you need to eat. I’ll take care of Ben.” He bends down, kissing me lightly on the lips, a kiss that I don’t return. 
 
There’s no way I could have known this would happen. Over and over the sentence repeats in my mind as I try to convince myself that it’s true. I highly doubt that Maddox abandoning his clan when they need him will have any direct impact on this war. What if it does? Will the deaths of dozens or hundreds or everyone be on me? I snort not because I find this situation funny, but because I highly doubt that fate thought I would single-handedly destroy a clan when it gave me three tellings. 
 
“I’m not hungry,” I mutter to neither of them specifically. I don’t wait to hear their protests before losing myself in the mass of people. 
 
All the tents look the same to me. All the soldiers are identical with their matching uniforms and I quickly have no idea where I am. Finding the edge of the camp, I wander a few feet into the dense and moss covered forest, leaning against a wide tree trunk, I sink down, letting the damp bark scratch along my leather jacket. 
 
Tucking my knees into my chest, I try to process everything. Seraphina claimed that a group of people started to behave oddly, eventually going on killing sprees. This was sixty years ago and the King of Rovente banished them. Theoretically, these people formed a new clan: Aetheries. Five years ago it happened again, only this time it was to Pensatore. Maddox did the same as the Rovente King and banished those who were sick in order to save the rest. Clearly at least some of them lived through the winter, the man I killed being one of them. 
 
What happened to them though? What caused such a change in their behaviors? 
 
Lincoln killed that witch that attacked me and Emmy at the gas station. I know now that she possessed the dark power that Aetheries is known for. Even the man I set on fire by accident was the same way. Stanley, the first warlock I ever met and who ultimately tried to kidnap me twice, was … 
 
I pull at my hair trying to remember him. He was a fire elemental, but it wasn’t a dark power … was it? There’s no way of knowing. Stanley didn’t have a visible power, his hands heated up but that was it. Lincoln assumed he was Aetheries just like the others that were chasing me. Just like the ones that had attacked us in the Pensatore settlement. 
 
Settling on the fact that Stanley is and will always be a question mark, I go back to the man I killed. To his black eyes and veins. He felt no pain, saw no reason, he never spoke. He wanted one thing and one thing only… to kill me. 
 
The sound of leaves rustling pulls me from my thoughts. Looking up I see Lincoln. “How did you find me?” I ask him. 
 
“Some of the soldiers pointed me in the right direction.” He squats down next to me, leaning against my tree. The warmth of his body leaks into mine. “Ben is fine, just a bit dumbfounded by the sudden change of events.” 
 
I don’t apologize because what happened isn’t my fault. If I hadn’t brought it up, someone else would have and the result would have been the same. “Do you remember the day we met? Do you remember the witch that had attacked me?” 
 
He nods. “Of course.” 
 
“She spoke to me. I remember the whites of her eyes and the light blue flecks in her eyes. The same with Stanley and the third guy that attacked me. They were all normal. They knew exactly what they were doing. They were in control. All three of them.” 
 
His large hand falls on the top of my knee, squeezing gently. “What’s this about?” 
 
“We’ve all believed that it was the Aetheries clan that was after me for some reason. Even those two warlocks you and Kaleb killed in the settlement said the same.” I pick at a crispy leaf, tearing it apart one piece at a time. “What made you think it was them in the first place?” 
 
Lincoln clears his throat, releasing his hold on my leg. “Their powers. The witch was a dark water elemental.” 
 
My lips purse because that’s exactly what I thought he was going to say. “What’s the difference then? That man in the woods … you saw him. He looked just as you described your mother’s killer looking like. That’s what the two warlocks in the settlement looked like – granted, they weren’t nearly as bad. Those first three though, the ones that showed up before you did. They were completely in control. Their appearance was normal. What’s the difference?” 
 
The moonlight shines through the trees, illuminating us just enough that I can see his features. That I can see his own dumbfounded look. He doesn’t know. Is there anyone in this realm that does? Seraphina made it sound as though she knew less than we did. If the Watcher does, which is likely, there’s no chance in hell he would tell us. He never has given away anything important and always gives the same excuse that he isn’t allowed to. The god would be no help right now. 
 
“There’s got to be something that …” 
 
My words are drowned out by heavy cracks of thunder. Both Lincoln and I glance up, trying to see through the thick branches overhead. There’s no need though. Flashes of light filter down to us, booms echo through the forest, screams fill in the gaps. Screams of thousands of soldiers in the camp. 
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Neither of us move as we digest what is happening. “What are you doing?” he asks. 
 
The strong smell of smoke hits me, making me cough. “It’s not me.” I jump to my feet, Lincoln doing the same. “If it’s not me, then who the hell is it?” More and more screams filter through the trees. 
 
“I don’t know.” 
 
My chest heaves as adrenaline starts to flow through my body. Lightning slams into the ground with so much strength, it rattles the earth and vibrates up my legs. This isn’t someone showboating. The element isn’t like mine. It isn’t that whitish blue that I’m used to. It’s black, a luminescing black that shines as bright as my own. “It’s an attack.” My voice is soft and bewildered. “It’s an attack, Lincoln!” 
 
Suddenly my feet are moving, the leaves crunching below me. Thin branches scrape my face as I run through the forest and back towards the camp. Even over my ragged breathing I can hear the crackle of fires. Large fires. “Emmy!” I scream her name over and over as I sprint closer and closer. “Emmy!” 
 
Lincoln paces me easily but says nothing. We both stop at the treeline, trying to understand what is directly in front of us. The lightning lights up the night sky as it tears apart the camp. Tents are ignited and burning, smoke billowing up into the sky. Soldiers pull their swords from their sheaths, their eyes searching and searching. Some dump buckets of dirt onto the fires, trying to put them out. Some scream out in pain, the lightning scorching their flesh. Some remain motionless on the ground, smoke rising up from their burned bodies. 
 
My eyes shift from one soldier to another, searching for an enemy but all I find are the black leathers of our own people. There’s not a single enemy soldier in sight. Victims. We are all victims and it makes my blood boil. “EMMY!” I take off again, dodging one bolt after another. My lungs scream from the smoke and each breath is a struggle. 
 
Lincoln screams my name, chasing after me, yelling at me to stop. I ignore him and barrel though anyone who doesn’t jump out of my way.
 
This is it. We weren’t prepared for a war, not really. Hell, this isn’t even a war because the enemy won’t even show their faces. This is an attack. A magical fucking attack.
 
Jumping over another charred body, I see it for what it really is … a massacre. 
 
The lightning covers the entire camp, wreaking havoc everywhere it touches. Horses kick and neigh, stampeding through the devastation, trampling anything and anyone in their path. The soldiers, having realized that there is no one to fight against, run to the trees trying to find shelter against the lightning. 
 
A group of three witches catches my eye as they huddle together as the lightning, pinned down by the lightning. The ground quakes with a rhythm of footsteps as a giant heads towards them. Maddox. He’s a giant. A power that’s been hidden and unused for the entirety of the brief time I’ve known him. Even in this form, his navy blue robes drag along the ground. He ignores it as the material catches on fire from being dragged through a fire. He falls to his knees beside the group and scoops them into his hands, pressing them into his chest. He stops, looking up.
 
A wall of electricity forms, heading towards us, zapping and igniting anything it touches. Maddox rises and tries to run away, the witches still tucked into his chest. He’s too slow and he knows it. Back on his knees, he hunches over, shielding his chest the best he can as the wall strikes him. His screams surpass the loud sizzle of the wall. The smell of burning flesh reaches me and I almost vomit. 
 
The wall disintegrates, leaving the lightning to finish us off. Maddox’s huge torso falls to the ground. The three witches scurry out of his grasp, alive and well, and they run. 
 
“VIOLET!” Lincoln screams. 
 
I stare at what is left of Maddox. A treasured ruler who was put into a horrible position that ultimately destroyed who he was. He sacrificed himself to save those three people. When the attack came … he didn’t run. 
 
My eyes go wide and I curse softly as the pieces start to put themselves together. 
 
In a place without magic, seek to find the one hidden from the darkest of minds. Ability born of power and light will protect her from becoming the night. When the attack comes, do not run but face like with like. 
 
Like with like. Face lightning with lightning. 
 
“Violet!” Lincoln yells again. I can see him now, scratches mar his perfect face from the branches hitting him and blood trails down his cheek. I want to talk to him, to tell him what I’m about to do, but there’s no time. He must see something in my face because his eyes go wide as he starts to understand. 
 
I climb up a fallen tree, standing taller than anything around me as black lightning crashes all around us. Lifeless bodies litter the ground, some burned beyond recognition. The bolts reflect in the icy blue depths of Lincoln’s eyes as he looks up at me pleadingly. “We have to get out of here, Violet. We have to go. Now.” 
 
I have no idea what I’m doing. None. But something inside of me stirs as I looks down at the damage and death. I will not be a victim nor will the thousands of soldiers running for their lives. I’m the only one who has the magic to make this all stop. I don’t know where to direct my rage or my power. But somehow, deep down, I know that this will work. 
 
That it has to work. 
 
Thunder cracks, rattling my bones. A shimmering black bolt arcs down, hitting only inches away from me. The tree under my feet shakes and crackles. The electricity flowing through it is hot enough that I can feel it even through my boots. The smaller branches catch fire, the bark going next. Flames kiss around my legs for only a moment before a gush of water starves the oxygen from the fire, killing it. Lincoln. 
 
The screams of the Pensatore members grow silent. Soldiers stand like statues, watching me, trying to figure out what I’m doing. I want to scream at them to run. That I can give them time to get out and live. But doubt creeps up, and I don’t know if I can even do that. 
 
I inhale as deeply as I can with the thick smoke and close my eyes trying to focus on what I’m about to do. Sharp pain runs through me, my body freezes in place. I can’t open my eyes. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. Pain sears into my flesh, every fiber of me screaming. 
 
The second the black lightning releases its grasp on me, I fall to my knees, my eyes shooting open. More bolts speed down from the sky like a bullet from a gun. With one impact after another, it strikes me. Again and again and again. The power entombed within each one shreds at my body like I’m nothing more than a thin piece of paper. 
 
I want to scream. I need to scream. But every ounce of air I have is ripped from me with each assault. The pain is more than I can bear. More than I’ve ever imagined anyone could feel while still remaining alive. Power surges inside my very blood, demanding release. It wants to tear its way out of me. To be free. 
 
Just as quickly as it all started, the lightning shifts away from me and back to the camp. The veins on the backs of my hands darken to a deep black and I know something is wrong. Something is very, very wrong.
 
Lincoln stands just below me. Tears flow down his cheeks, leaving trails of wet skin showing through the blood and ash covering his face. 
 
The edges of my vision cloud in a deep black haze and a surge of hatred builds within me. The emotions coming from him make me sick. My mind screams, demanding I show him how much I hate pity. There’s something inside of me that is longing to make him hurt instead. That needs to make him hurt. 
 
Like the Watcher speaking into my mind, I hear a bodiless voice that pushes at me, trying to get me to act upon the impulse. 
 
Gritting my teeth to the point of even more pain, I fight it, refusing to give into the violence it wants to me to take part in. The blackness in my veins recedes for only a moment then comes back that much stronger. I lunge towards him. Falling short, I fall onto a large, thick branch. I hiss towards him. 
 
Flashes of Lincoln screaming out in agony and my hands covered in the red blood leaking from him flash through my mind, giving short glimpses at what I could do. Of what I could savor. I smile. I can’t help but smile because that’s what the voice tells me to do. 
 
Grunts of determination leave my lips as I fight against whatever was in that magic, whatever is infecting me and turning into this mindless monster. 
 
Is this what affects the members of Aetheries? Is that what they have urging their behavior? 
 
I push and push against the voice telling me to hurt Lincoln, my thoughts become more my own with each passing moment. Aetheries aren’t heartless monsters, they are victims against whatever evil magic this is, just like I am. 
 
Magical energy presses against my skin, trying to get free of me until I scream from the pain of holding it in. Ability born of power and light will protect her from becoming the night. What the hell does it even mean? I try to focus on the telling, try to ignore the urges flowing through me. The energy though, the energy I absorbed is too much. It’s too much and I can’t think. 
 
The voices have faded down to a very faint whisper. My body acts the way I want it to and I force myself back onto my feet. No one ever told me that you can absorb energy. Not once did the Watcher or Lincoln tell me it was possible. I feel like I’m about to burst from the inside out. Like there’s too much power rumbling around inside of me. What does this fucking mean! 
 
My body answers as the magic explodes from me. Sparks spring from my skin. Endless streams of lightning force their way out of my palms until my back arches. My arms fling over my read, releasing the dark magic that planted itself inside of me. As the seconds pass, the black power fades to my own whitish blue. I keep the flow going until I’ve expelled every last thread of blackness. 
 
My magic collides with the dark bolts still striking the camp. Electricity meets electricity, light meets the dark. 
 
The sheer energy within me pulls me off my feet until I’m hovering inches off the fallen tree trunk. 
 
Pain radiates through my back, searing out of my spine as the last remnants of the dark magic fades entirely. 
 
And then my body falls, slamming into the tree below me before falling off the side. Lincoln catches me before I hit the ground and my back is screaming. My mind is a tired mess from the overload in power. The last thing I see are Lincoln’s blue eyes and then the exhaustion takes me. 
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“I told you to bring more potions!” a woman yells. The shrillness of the words, the grunts and moans in the background pry me out of my exhausted slumber. My lids are too heavy to open, my entire body feels like lead. 
 
“And I told you that we are out of potions.” Emmy. I know her voice and tone better than I know my own. 
 
The first woman tries to catch her breath, long inhalations following even longer exhalations. “That’s not possible.” 
 
“There’s no time to question it, Ivy,” Emmy explains in her understanding voice. “Most of the vials were destroyed. The ones we had left have been used.” 
 
Ivy, the Prime Healer of Pensatore, breaks. Even from my nearly comatose state, I can hear a sob. “There aren’t enough Healers here. We don’t have enough strength to save them all.” 
 
“Magic isn’t the only way to save people, you know this. Do whatever you can for them.” 
 
I open my eyes just enough to make me want to close them again. There’s no white tent around us, nothing but trees and more trees. Dozens of cots are around me, soldiers in each of them. Blood has stained the leafy ground red. “Emmy.” My voice is so faint I’m not even sure I actually spoke. 
 
She spins around, lunging towards my cot, her eyes wide and already filled with tears. “Oh, thank God.”
 
I grunt out as something tugs at my back. She glances down towards her feet, mumbles an apology and shifts her leg. The tug immediately stops. That’s when I see it. See them. 
 
Black feathered wings dangle over the side of my cot. Wings. She doesn’t even need to tell me what happened. Memories of the searing pain just before Lincoln caught me … that was from the wings growing out of my damn back. 
 
I gulp down the fear of what this means, choosing to ignore it for the time being as a man several cots away screams as Ivy does something to him. Wings are the least of the problems going on around here. Dark red smears cover Em’s cheeks, like wet blood was on her hands as she tried to wipe tears away. “How bad?” 
 
What I see in her eyes is enough to fill me with adrenaline and I sit up on the cot. The weight of the wings tugs at my back, making me grimace. “I need your help,” I mutter to her. 
 
Half an hour later, an angel Emmy’s found has taught me how to fold my wings back into my back, hiding them from sight completely. No longer being weighed down, I jump up to help anyone I can. 
 
By all appearances, I was taken to a triage location after I passed out. It seems that all the injured are being taken here into the dense part of the forest surrounding the camp. Uninjured soldiers surround the area, their focus staying in the forest, their eyes flicking back and forth looking for a threat of any kind. 
 
The majority of those who survived are either helping the Healers or helping those still alive get to the Healers. It took me all of a few seconds to run back to the camp and begin my own search. Lincoln and Ben are alive, fine excluding some minor injuries. Damon was found about an hour ago. He was hurt but he’ll survive. He’s up and walking around, helping Ivy and the other Healers bandage up those who can be saved but haven’t yet been given healing potions. 
 
I allow myself a moment to take in the devastation before lunging into what was our camp. Fires still rage, debris is everywhere, horses run loose and trample over the dead. 
 
Hundreds. There have to be hundreds dead. 
 
Refusing to stop and let it all sink in, I start sifting though the debris, realizing that the three Reapers that were already here are searching right alongside me. Fallen trees and branches have pinned dozens of people under them. The trees in Strega aren’t like the ones in the human realm. They are massive, the size of 18 wheelers if not bigger. Even with a dozen of us, we were never going to be able to move them. Giants and pushers band together to shift them as others, myself included, drag the injured out from underneath. One by one we collect our injured. 
 
Hours pass and my body aches. I should give myself more recovery time after what I did with the lightning, but I’m an able body and I can’t just lay there taking up space when there are others who truly need the help. 
 
Seeing as all the ingredients for more potions have been burned or damaged in some way, the handful of Alchemists that are here, are out of their element. Eventually they make themselves useful and starting hauling water out to those of us searching and start making food with whatever they can find. 
 
It’s not until the sun sets that I drag my way into the forest once again. I crumple at a campfire triage, my body finally giving out. I don’t know how long I sleep but when someone nudges my shoulder, I wake up in a still tired haze. 
 
Icy blue eyes greet me and I leap into his chest, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Lincoln.” Despite searching for injured people for the last ten or so hours, I never once crossed paths with him or Ben. “Are you okay?”
 
He nods. “We both are.” Glancing to the right, I find Ben standing there. He looks worn down both mentally and physically and I know that me and Lincoln aren’t much better off. “Maddox is dead.” 
 
“I know.” Guilt grinds at me. I never liked the man but I also judged him before knowing what he had gone through. “He saved three witches though.” He had carried the weight of five hundred and thirty two deaths with him for five years. At least he was able to save three of them. 
 
“We have to get out of here as soon as possible,” Ben says as he sinks down next to the fire. “We have no way of protecting ourselves here. Not with the damage that was done.” 
 
“How many? How many died?” 
 
Ben shrugs. “There’s no way to know that yet.” His tongue flicks over his bottom lip, wetting it. “What did you do?” 
 
My initial interpretation of the question makes me want to jump up and defend myself, but there’s no accusation in his voice – no indication that this was my fault. “I have no idea.” I haven’t let myself think back and try to figure it all out yet. Part of me never wants to remember it.
 
“We need to get out of here as soon as possible and head back home,” Ben says, changing the topic. “For all we know, whoever did this to us is still out there, waiting for the energy to build back up to hit us again.” 
 
Lincoln crosses his arms against his wide chest. “You’re right, if they hit us again … there might not be anyone left.” 
 
Looking around at just how much damage the attack caused, I’m in agreement with them. How will we move this many injured? Most of our wagons were destroyed, we were able to wrangle in a few dozen horses but that’s it. Most of the food we brought with us was burned. “Any word from Seraphina?” Was she close enough to see the lightning? She could be here any minute and help us move these people to safety. 
 
“I had a telepath try to reach her,” Ben says as he stares at the ground. “It didn’t go through.” 
 
There’s no need to ask him what that means. The same thing had happened when they tried to reach out to Kaleb. She’s dead too … that’s the only logical answer.


With a heavy sigh, I glance at each of them. “Then let’s go home.” 



 
26
 
 
 
There’s no way to carry everyone. We piled up the dead, Maddox along with them, and watched as their bodies burned to ash. Two days later, we leave the camp, still with no word from the Rovente army. 
 
The Reapers left us, explaining how they needed to go back and make sure the Rovente army wasn’t dealing with the same issues we were. There were three of them that came to our aide: Elijah, the Commander and warlock I defeated in the duels; Travis, the air elemental that won his own duel; and a young-freckled faced teenage fire elemental named Jane. I barely spoke to her because she never stopped chatting long enough for me to. At 16, she’s very bouncy and energetic. It’s unsettling knowing that she is part of the Reapers. Regardless, I’m thankful they were all there to help us when we needed it the most. 
 
Those of us able to walk do. The wagons and few horses are reserved for the injured, Damon amongst them. We use our magic to help as much as possible. Angels carry some of the injured, flying them over the rest of our heads. The pushers hover people in a flat positions much like invisible stretchers. Giants carry several people at a time in their large hands. It’s a group effort on everyone’s part, but eventually our energy will give out. It’s just a matter of when. 
 
By the second day, my feet were blistered and bleeding, which, I can assume, is everyone’s situation. I don’t complain, not when so many people were way worse off than I am. Damon wasn’t the receiver of a potion and Emmy has been spending a lot of her time with him, helping him as best she can, even if it’s only keeping him company. 
 
The Healers are phenomenal, not that I ever thought otherwise. Still, I’ve never seen people go above and beyond the way they continue to. Each one of them is covered in burns and scratches after using their magic to help the others. A Healer’s power takes an injured from one person and gives it to the Healer who then has to heal themselves. While this process is quicker for them, it’s not by any means fast. That’s why they rely so heavily on the potions, which we are out of. Now it’s down to old fashioned medicine … in other words, think happy thoughts until we get back to the settlement. 
 
It took our army a week to get to that camp originally, I’m told. After ten days on the move, we’re still not back. We have to stop often and allow not only the soldiers to rest, but the animals as well. Food has been rationed since day one. With an unknown threat out there somewhere, we don’t want to risk sending anyone out to hunt. Water is another issue. We only have what we can carry and with the terrain being nothing but steep ass mountains, it quickly becomes problematic. Lincoln helps, but he’s only one person and there are thousands of soldiers. 
 
During the journey, Lincoln, Ben, the Reapers and I talk about Aetheries until we’re blue in the face about Aetheries. We still know nothing more. There are no answers for the questions I have right now. There’s definitely two different types of evil in this realm. The biggest question mark is if one is Aetheries, then who is the other?
 
When the sun breaches the mountain peaks on the eleventh morning, we start to pack up so we can start the day. Food is distributed amongst us, a measly single slice of dried meat is on the menu apparently. 
 
“We should be there by nightfall,” Ben says to us as he makes sure the Healers and injured in the wagons are ready to start moving. 
 
All I know is that we are on a mountain, right at the peak based on the much colder temperatures and patches of snow. The trees are so thick that you can’t see past them. “This is the last day?” I ask with a smile. Even my feet perk up with that news. 
 
“As long as there’s no delay, yes.” Ben stops at the front of the convoy, cupping his hands next to his mouth. “Let’s move out!” he yells to everyone behind us. 
 
I didn’t know it was possible, but going down these mountains is so much worse than climbing up. The muscles in my legs throb from keeping me vertical. Almost there, I keep telling myself, forcing one more step out of my body. The horses neigh and rear up, not liking the steep incline we are forcing them to go down. The only reason Ben would take us along this dangerous route is if it shaved off a lot of time. He’s deemed it worth the risk, then I wasn’t about to argue with him. 
 
Lincoln walks on my left side, his fingers grazing mine with each step he takes. We haven’t had a moment alone since we started back home. Hell, it was long before that that I had a chance to really talk to him. We started something back at the Watcher’s house, something that I’d be stupid to ignore. 
 
Ben stops and falls back. I spin around to check on him and his eyes are glazed over. There’s a look of bewilderment that I have come to know so well. I have no doubt that my face looked exactly the same when the Watcher was sending me telepathic messages.
 
“What is it?” Lincoln asks once Ben comes out of his trance-like state. The convoy behind us is stopped, waiting to find out why we aren’t moving at the front. 
 
Ben’s face turns into utter fear. “Tessa.” His voice is barely above a whisper and I know that something is wrong. Something is very wrong. 
 
His eyes scan the length of the soldiers behind him. “Aetheries is at our settlement.” 
 
“What?” Lincoln and I say at the same time. His words even catch the attention of the Reapers who have inched a little bit closer to the three of us. 
 
“We’re still half a day away,” Ben says breathlessly. His chest heaves up and down as he realizes what this means. 
 
“Are they attacking?” Lincoln asks.
 
Ben’s head jerks from side to side. “Not yet.” 
 
“What if we leave a group of soldiers here and take the rest of them with us. We can make up time without the wagons,” I say.
 
Ben doesn’t have time to answer before Lincoln cuts him off. “It’ll take too long.” 
 
My hands fling out in an over-exaggerated movement. “Well what’s your bright idea then, huh?” Asshole. 
 
Lincoln looks at me and arcs his brow slowly. “Teleport.” 
 
I cock an eyebrow. Well, that’s not a completely stupid idea. “Pensatore doesn’t have that power.” 
 
Lincoln steps directly in front of me, his massive height towering over me. “But you do.” 
 
“I’ve done that once and, honestly, that wasn’t even intentional. It just kind of happened on its own.” 
 
“We don’t have time for this!” Ben yells at us. “We only left a few dozen soldiers at the settlement. The rest are all here. They won’t even be able to defend themselves.” 
 
I sigh. Damnit. “Fine. I’ll go ahead and do what I can.” What difference can a single person make anyway?
 
Relief floods Ben’s face. Does he really think I will be able to make that big of a difference? I am not an army. 
 
The two brothers are raw elementals just like I am. Neither of them have ever tried to use their ability to move though. They didn’t even know it was possible until they watched the duels. Ben has never been fond of his earth element, instead he chooses to wield his pusher ability. From how Lincoln made it sound during our training, it’s probably been years since he last used it. 
 
“Can we use the angels?” I ask hastily. “Can they carry some of the soldiers there and come back and grab another load?” 
 
“No,” Ben says, clearly having already thought of that. “We’ve used them too much already – they need time to rest.” 
 
I nod and take a step back, letting my lightning surface. Thunder cracks overhead. “I’ll take care of her,” I say to Ben. Those are my last words as the lightning slams into my sternum and pulls me into its sizzling current. 
 
When my feet touch the ground I try to gather my bearings. Where the hell am I? The only thing I can see is thick tree trunks all around me. I thought of Pensatore, of its stone houses and walls, of the iron gates and food carts in the Market. This is definitely not where I meant to end up. 
 
My head pounds as a voice echoes inside of me. You only travel as far as you can see. The Watcher. How would he have known to tell me that? He’s not like Tessa, that much I’ve figured out on my own. I twist around, searching for him, determined to find him watching over my shoulder. Of course, there’s nothing there but more trees. 
 
Only as far as I can see, huh. Great. This is going to take a while. Again and again I get slammed with my own power. By the time the stone wall comes into view, sweat drips down my back, soaking into my leather jacket. Almost there. The next appearance has me a few feet from the gate. It’s not the same one that I remember entering when Lincoln and the Watcher first brought us here. There are no trees directly in front of it. Instead there’s a sheer drop off that falls who knows how far down, that, by the sound of it, ends in a fast moving river. I teleport one more time.
 
Just inside of the wall, I nearly land on top of a Pensatore soldier. “Tessa?” I ask while trying to catch my breath. Teleporting takes a lot out of a person apparently. 
 
The soldier nods, pointing at the top of the wall. The man directs me to the stairs, escorting me up a 30 foot wall. 
 
“Where are they?” I ask no one in particular. I shield my eyes from the blazing sun, and realize that that was a stupid question to ask. 
 
“Violet,” Tessa says from next to me. “Ben said you were on your way.” I pull her into a giant hug, squeezing her frail body as tightly as I dared. “We heard about Maddox.” 
 
My eyes land on the single man standing outside of our gate. “How long has he been standing there?” I ask her. 
 
“Just a few minutes.” 
 
The sun shines off of the man’s bald head until he looks up at us. His arms bend at a ninety degree angle, his hands stopping next to his ears. “My name is Lucas, I am the leader of Aetheries,” he yells loud enough for all of us on top of the wall to hear him. “I mean you no harm!” 
 
His jaw is lined with dark blonde or light brown hair. Seeing as, even after the journey here, he still has no hair, I imagine it’s not a choice on his part to have that hair style. His clothes are ripped and torn. Not necessarily from damage but from being well-worn. There are no weapons on him; no magic flowing around him.
 
“Why the hell are you here?” I scream down to him. The Reapers laugh, but I ignore it. 
 
“We need help.” He falls down to his knees, keeping his hands raised up. “Please.” 
 
I’ve had my own questions about this clan since the attack. Those questions are now screaming at me. How are they here? If they are here and we were at the camp … who the hell attacked us?
 
“Where are the rest of them?” I ask Tessa. 
 
“Just inside the treeline,” she answers. “The soldiers and guards who saw them say that there are women and children with them.” 
 
That can’t be right. 
 
Why would the leader walk out by himself while unarmed? Why would he bring his entire clan with him? Why tell me he needs help? Curiosity gets the best of me. “I’m going out there.” 
 
“You’re what?” Tessa asks. 
 
“I’m going to go and talk to him.” I weave through everyone, heading back towards the stairs. “You three stay up here. If he makes a move then kill him.”
 
Tessa is quickly left behind, unable to keep up with me. 
 
As a handful of soldiers pry the gate open, I start to second guess myself. I’ve never been one to think things all the way through and this is clearly one of those times. Ben didn’t send me ahead to play Lord – he sent me here to keep his mate and the rest of the clan alive until the reinforcements arrive. And here I am, walking out to meet the very person we had just crossed the realm to kill. Well, him and his people. 
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My magic flows through my veins, heating my body from the inside out. I can summon it with little thought now, but feeling its strength is comforting and, well, old habits die hard. I’d rather have it ready to go and not need it, then need it and not have it summoned. Over the last few months both Lincoln and the Watcher have drilled it into me – always being ready to defend or attack into me. It’s one of the few lessons that actually stuck with me. Even my fingers linger a hair’s width away from the axes dangling from my hips. 
 
The man stands so still he might as well be a statue, letting me cross the distance between us. I know this is a bad idea. It could easily go badly. I don’t care. There are too many questions about this clan that no one seems to care enough about to actually try to find out the answers. With my own life having been at stake too many times to count, always because of these people, I have to know why. I need to know. What is it about me that is so damn important to them that they will send people all the way to the human realm to find me? This isn’t just about me either. It’s about what they are, about what makes them so bloodthirsty and insane. Maybe I can get answers from this man. The small chance that I can makes up for how stupid this is. 
 
Lucas keeps his hands up, showing me his empty palms as I approach him. He can’t be more than a few years older than I am. His clothes are more worn out than I originally thought, his shoes worn down almost to nothing. His head is clean shaven, his brows and facial hair showing his natural hair color as a dark blonde. His dark green eyes shift between me and the lightning crackling overhead. When his hand shifts down and stops in front of him, I take a hesitant step back. “I’m not here to hurt anyone,” he mumbles, now lowering both hands to his sides. 
 
I don’t respond to him. Lincoln always told me that Strega is peaceful. That the clans get along to an extent but that they aren’t exactly on friendly terms with one another. Seraphina showing up in our settlement and asking for help had been a rare exception. 
 
“I just want to talk,” he explains, clearly choosing his words carefully. “Maddox. Is he here?” 
 
Telling him that Maddox is dead would just be flat out stupid. Telling him that Maddox is simply isn’t here also doesn’t seem logical. Avoiding the question all together seems to make the most sense. “Whatever you have to say you can say to me.” 
 
He glances back up to the sky. “Are you Rovente?” 
 
Crossing my arms, I sigh heavily. “Why are you here?” 
 
Lucas seems to consider the question and me very carefully before finally answering. “My clan needs help. Coming here was our only option.” 
 
“Help with what exactly?”
 
Confusion covers his expression. “Against Rovente.”
 
My eyebrow jumps up. I don’t know what I had expected him to say, but that was far from where my mind had been. Over the last week we all assumed Seraphina and her army had been attacked like we were by him and his people. Why would he want help against them? “Explain yourself.” 
 
“It’s a long story,” he stutters. “It would be better if I could talk directly to Maddox.” 
 
I repeat myself, growling the words at him. 
 
“Fine,” he says. “I suppose I should start from the beginning then.” When I don’t answer immediately, he continues. “What do you know about Aetheries?” 
 
“Start from the beginning. But if this is just a way of wasting my time…” I let the lightning crack high above us, finishing my threat for me. 
 
He clears his throat, which sounds almost painful. “About six years ago I was a member of Rovente. My mate and I were at home, the night just like any other. Within a matter of minutes the entire house filled with this thick black smoke. We couldn’t breathe, could barely see what was right in front of us. I made it to a window and opened it, using my air ability to try and blow the smoke out of the house enough to see what was causing it. No matter how much I tried, more smoke filled the house. My mate was laying down on the floor trying to find air to breathe.”
 
Neither Seraphina nor Maddox knew what happened to these people. Lucas seems to remember it very well. Did he say six years ago? I rack through my memories, trying to remember what Seraphina said when we first met. It sure as hell hadn’t been six years. 
 
“One minute we were suffocating,” he continues, “the next it was gone. Every trace of it disappearing like it was never there. We ran out of the house and saw all of our neighbors doing the same. Everyone that lived on that block experienced the same thing we did and none of us had an explanation. Mikayla knew, she chalked it down to kids being kids.
 
“Within a few days all was forgotten. We moved on, went about our lives like nothing ever happened. Within the week my mate started to lash out at me. We were fighting over the most ridiculous things.” His eyes zone out like he’s reliving the memory and judging by his lips thinning out, it’s not a good one. “It was just us yelling at each other at first. Then she started pushing and shoving at me, something I didn’t even know she was capable of. It wasn’t just her though. The neighbors were literally killing each other by this point. Mikayla couldn’t ignore it any longer.”
 
My mind starts putting two and two together. Mikayla was the Queen before Seraphina, the one that was murdered about two months ago. Seraphina didn’t say anything about this situation to us. The only thing she told us about Aetheries was like sixty years ago with some unknown King. This was a separate incident, one that I doubt any of us in Pensatore even knew about. 
 
“The guards showed up,” he continues. “They dragged us from our houses or from work, wherever we were at the time. Those of us who were still alive were physically forced to the border of our lands, and kicked out. We weren’t given food or water or even an explanation. They just gave us a quick kick in the ass and that was that.
 
“We had all heard the rumors about what happened decades before, that a group of Rovente members were banished like we were and had formed a new clan known as Aetheries. That was the only place we knew we could go. We did what we could to stay alive. My mate started campfires each night; water elementals made sure we stayed hydrated. As the days turned to weeks, the situation grew dire. We weren’t afraid of being outside in the elements or that we would starve to death. It was each other that we were scared of.”
 
For the first time since he’s started talking, he meets my gaze. “You have to understand that I’d known these people for years. They were good people. Were good people. But they weren’t my friends anymore. My mate,” his adam’s apple bobs and horror shows on his face. “She was gone. Physically she was there with me, but mentally she was an entirely different person. She killed one of the children with us. Just snapped and set her on fire. We had to protect ourselves. I had to protect them. From her.” 
 
“You killed her?” I ask him. 
 
He nods. “There was no other choice. She had changed. She was dangerous.” 
 
“Then you found Aetheries?” 
 
This time he shakes his head. “They found us the next morning. We were brought back to the settlement, kept in a large quarantined area as they watched us for weeks. The leader before me told me that they were looking for specific behavior from us. That and physical changes in our eyes and skin.
 
“Fifty of us were banished from our home. Thirty made it to the Aetheries clan alive. Twenty came out of quarantine. We were all hurt that day from that smoke, me included. There are these urges that we all deal with every minute of the day. Some of us were – are – simply able to control it better.” 
 
Silence falls between us as he once again gets lost in his thoughts and memories. I feel for the guy, I do, but I need more information from him, information that isn’t tainted from being passed from one person to another, information that hasn’t been watered down. “What happened to them?” 
 
“The people of Aetheries were honest with us, brutally so. They told us what they knew, what challenges lay ahead for us. I didn’t believe them at first. I thought it was all a big misunderstanding. It wasn’t. It all made horrific sense actually. It’s hard to explain, but we are all sick. We all have this darkness inside of us that wants to reach out and snap someone’s neck. It’s a voice in our minds that constantly tries to pull us toward anger and pain. The more we use our magic, the louder that voice grows. Eventually we have no control over ourselves.”
 
I know that voice, I realize suddenly. It’s the same one that spoke to me during the lightning storm. It took everything I had to fight against it. Flashbacks of the man I killed in the woods hits me square in the face. He didn’t act like a normal person. He was robotic almost. 
 
“When that happens,” Lucas continues, “you know it. Their eyes change first. Their irises turn black and eventually even the whites of their eyes. Veins start to surface on their skin. Their blood is dark as night. It’s like they are possessed by that voice. The person that they once were is gone and there’s no coming back from it.
 
“There was nothing we could do for them. Aetheries doesn’t believe in violence of any kind because we fear it will lead even the strongest willed among us to this point. We banish them, dropping them off deep into the woods and pray that they don’t find their way back to us. We call them the Malum, for they are as horrible as anyone person can be. They crave death and pain on a different level than the rest of us. They are mindless, their feelings gone.”
 
I hold up a hand to silence him, not needing to hear any more of this. I already know exactly what he is talking about. The man in the woods was a Malum, one that had come from Aetheries. The man who killed Lincoln’s mother was as well. “You said you needed help against Rovente. Why?” 
 
“A few months ago a woman showed up at our settlement, one that everyone from Rovente knows. Her name is Seraphina. She was the sister of Mikayla who was Queen when I was banished. She was also the keeper of the talisman that determines the next destined King or Queen. Immediately recognizing her, we invited her in. Well, her and two of her Hunters. She told me about her sister’s murder, about how much she feared Pensatore would come after her next. She was sad and terrified as she told me the details. When she finished, I told her that I was sorry for her loss, but whatever was going on between Pensatore and Rovente wasn’t our issue. I explained that even if we wanted to help, we couldn’t. Using our magic will result in something far worse than death for us. We don’t have weapons on us or anywhere in our clan. We don’t even raise our voices for fear of what we might become.”
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That. Little. Bitch. She told them that we were responsible then came to us saying that Aetheries was responsible? What the hell is her problem? Was she trying to get us to take each other out so that Rovente could be the last remaining clan in Strega? 
 
He clears his throat again, the sound growing more and more raw each time he does it. “She said she understood and that was that. The three of them went to leave and she spun around and her entire persona changed. She spoke loud and clear to ensure each Aetheries member would understand her.” He grows quiet, letting his voice trail off, and rubs at his temples. “Have you ever met her?” 
 
“Yes,” I answer, unsure of what he’s getting at. 
 
“She looks normal, no different that you or me, right?” 
 
My stomach churns to the point that I’m worried that the single chunk of meat that I had for breakfast will come back up. “She’s like you.” It’s not a question. I already know it’s true. 
 
“Seraphina is just like me. Just like every single member of my clan that I brought with me. I didn’t know it at the time. It wasn’t until she used her magic and created a ball of fire in her palm – a ball of black flickering flames. All of our magic is dark like that, in some way or another. I am like you, she said to us. I am one of you. Yet I don’t have to subdue my given magic. I don’t have to live the human life you do. I can show each of you how to fight this, how to defeat it, but you have to join me.”
 
There are witches and warlocks who have lost their magic due to abusing it. Emmy was born without it. It’s possible to live a life without it. There’s no reason why people would want to though. The sage said as much during that carnival I went to so long ago. The magicless left Rovente, become their own clan. How many of them would pass at the chance to have their old lives back? “How many went with her?” 
 
“I tried to persuade them to stay. Tried talking some sense into them that there was no escaping our fate. They wouldn’t listen and there was nothing more that I could do.” His jaw clenches. He’s still mad at himself for not doing more. “Half left with her.” 
 
People start to line up just outside of the treeline, people clothed just as poorly as the man before me. They look like normal people, but they aren’t. The people in Miami that were after me, they weren’t Malum either; they were just infected people showing dark magic. If Aetheries doesn’t use magic then … 
 
“Her and her Hunters left with my people. I thought that was the end of it. As bad as it was, at least it was done. It wasn’t. She returned a few weeks later, and this visit was far less friendly. She threatened us. Threatened to kill us off slowly one by one until she got a reaction out of us. She would do it again and again until we each turned Malum.” Sweat beads on his forehead at the mere thought of her threat coming true. “A fate worse than death.”
 
“What was her offer this time?” I ask him. 
 
“Join her or become what we are afraid of.” He takes a step closer to me. “Do you understand why we are here now? We can’t defend ourselves against her or her Hunters. We can’t fight her let alone win. I’m not asking for Pensatore to fight her for us. I’m simply asking for a sanctuary, a place to stay until we figure out our next move.” 
 
I swallow. Hard. From what I can tell he has been nothing but truthful to me and that is scary as hell. But it still doesn’t answer all of my questions. Plus, I’m not the one that can offer him the sanctuary that he seeks, only Ben can. “When did you leave your home and come here? How long ago?” 
 
His head shakes slightly and he shrugs. “I don’t know exactly. Maybe two weeks ago. Why?” 
 
Two weeks? That means that they were already on their way here when we were attacked at that camp. I stare at him, trying to decide on if I trust the man or not. Trusting people doesn’t come to me naturally, that’s always been an Emmy thing rather than a me thing. Right now, though, right now I know that they didn’t do it.
 
His perfectly timed trip here may clear him of the devastation of our soldiers and camp, but that’s all it does. When those two black eyed warlocks raided our settlement and started killing people, one of them said they were Aetheries, they said that they knew who I was and that they wanted me. I glance back up at Lucas. “Do you know who I am? Did you send those people after me?” My voice starts to rise and I step closer him, staring him down.
 
“W-w-what?” he stutters as he backs away. “No. We don’t hurt people, remember. I’ve never seen you before. I don’t even know your name.”
 
Realizing that I’m actually scaring him, I stumble back, falling down to my knees. Am I like him too? I heard those voices in my head. I felt it trying to convince me to act the way it wanted. Is it still inside of me? Is that why I was basically on top of Lucas just now? No. No, there was no voice. No urge. It was just my old violent Violet showing itself. I purged all that energy. I literally watched the electricity turn from black to white. It’s gone. Damn I hope I’m right. 
 
Lucas continues to watch me, trying to figure out why I asked the questions that I did. Good luck – half the time I can’t even decipher what’s going on in my own head. “We sent someone to your clan a few months ago, he didn’t come back.” 
 
Some of the uneasiness seems to seep from him now that I’m calmer. “No one visits my clan. The only ones who did were Seraphina and the two male Hunters with her.” 
 
My heart starts to race, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “I have to go. We’ll come to you with our decision.” I bolt before I even finish the sentence, running as fast as I can toward the gate. I wiggle my way through the small crack that the people on the other side managed to make in the short amount of time that they had. 
 
Seraphina. The first time I saw her… it wasn’t in Strega. It was in Miami. Under a bridge in the middle of the hot and humid summer. She was in the human realm. 
 
“How far out are they?” I demand of Tessa. “Where are they?” 
 
Tessa’s long copper hair sways as I rattle her shoulders. “We just opened the east gate for them. What happened? What did he say?” 
 
I can hear her shouting my name, but I continue running towards the east gate. I didn’t even know that there were two until I showed up outside this one today, so I have only my stupid memory to guide me. More and more people are congregating, thankfully, and so I know I’m headed in the right direction. 
 
The Healers and soldiers that remained in the settlement help carry the injured people inside on stretchers. Tables of food and water have been set up while I’ve been distracted with Lucas. Families are running around, trying to find their loved ones in the mass of thousands. I plow through every one of them, screaming out Ben and Lincoln’s names until my throat is raw. Every person looks the same: covered in dried blood and grime, all wearing the same fucking clothes. I scream louder. 
 
A man yells out my name, which I barely hear over all of the commotion and ruckus. Twisting and turning, I search for the source. “Lincoln!” 
 
He sees me before I see him and he scoops me up, pulling my clear off me feet and into his chest. “Are you okay?” 
 
My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath. He finally lets me go, his eyes searching for any signs of injury on me. “Seraphina. It was her. All this time. It was her.” 
 
“What are you…” 
 
I stop listening as I see Emmy’s icy blonde hair catch the sunlight. She and Damon walk side by side towards the mountain’s edge, peering over. Even from where I’m at, I can hear her obnoxious chuckle. Damon had been injured at the camp – the Healers must have taken care of him already seeing as he looks as good as new now. 
 
“It was her,” I say back to Lincoln. “She was the one that directed us to Aetheries. She was the one that sent those people after me. It was all –”
 
Damon reaches out, scooping his hand around the back of Em’s neck. His other hand stretches across her face. 
 
It happens so fast. 
 
The sound of her neck breaking as he twists is so loud I can’t even hear myself scream her name. I’m running. I refuse to believe this. I won’t believe it. She can’t … why. Why the fuck would Damon do this? 
 
Halfway to her, Damon glances at me then pushes her limp body. Shoving her until she falls. Until she disappears over the edge. 
 
Yelling is a part of me. I’ve yelled at everyone at some point or another. Screaming is different. Screaming is a sign of fear and weakness that I don’t give willingly. The sound leaving my lips is neither of those things. It’s primal, gut wrenching, and full of more pain then I have ever felt. 
 
It’s the sound of my heart breaking. 
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