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Wayward Gods

Book Three of The Wayward Gods Trilogy

By L.D. Greenwood

 

Fate is not on our side.

 

With the world opening random portals in the sky and natural disasters shaking the earth apart, Drekvic and I can’t learn how to fix the balance fast enough. With no road ahead of us, we have to discover our own truths about why the realities are falling apart.

Meanwhile, my relationship with Chester seems doomed before it even gets a chance to begin. If being selfish means that everyone I love is in danger as the world collapses around us, can I afford to be selfish? How much more do I have to lose?

 

Don’t miss the final book in the Wayward Gods Trilogy. Get your copy now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The moss under my feet was cool and damp, and I flexed my toes, digging them into the soft surface. I tried to imagine the tension in my shoulders rolling down my back and running into my legs to flow through the soles of my feet. It wasn’t easy to let go of the nerves. The entire world seemed to be riding on my shoulders, well, mine and Drekvic’s.

I couldn’t help but open my eyes and glance over at him. He was faring better than I was. His breathing was slow and steady, his bare feet relaxed as he stood in the green canopy of the woods. He didn’t look as pale as usual, as though his soul finally felt at home in his skin. His expression shifted and he sighed, opening his eyes and glaring at me underneath his dark brow.

“Get ready,” Drekvic growled, closing his eyes again. “Remember what we’re here for.”

“I know,” I sighed, my shoulders dropping dramatically, but I tried to do as he said. I closed my eyes, working on pushing the tension out of my feet. The goal was to use the balance effectively, and not fall to my death… again.

“Go,” Drekvic said, his voice quiet but urgent.

Without hesitation, I leapt forward, pushing my legs to run as fast as I could. Each step was uncomfortable, rocks and twigs digging into my bare feet, even though none of them could hurt me. Drekvic ran beside me, easily keeping pace.

“Use the balance, Ellie. Stop pushing your body.”

His voice was so clear over my heavy breathing and pounding feet. But, he was right. I was a goddess and I was still thinking like a witch. I reached out to the balance, feeling it flow into my limbs like a spring rain. I started moving differently. Each step pushed me farther and I moved faster through the trees. They were getting thicker, so I had to twirl and dodge around them. The branches brushed against my face but didn’t catch my hair or clothes as I passed by. Soon the world was moving by so quickly I had to trust my instincts to not run into anything.

I heard the rushing water before I saw it. It appeared almost out of nowhere from the trees. I didn’t slow down, pushing the balance into the soles of my feet and slapping the water. As a witch, I would have fallen through the waves and been swept away by the current, but with the balance making me buoyant, my steps never fell through. Water sprayed my face and, before I knew it, I was across the river and back into the woods.

I could smell the faint scent of decay, puffed up from my running feet. Leaves littered the ground, a scratchy bed on my feet and ankles, even as the balance protected me from harm. The wind rushed in my ears, pulling my hair off my damp face and neck. It brought the sounds of birds in the trees, and far away, a large creature rooting around in the dirt.

I knew the cliff was coming up soon, and I almost faltered at the image of it in my mind. Drekvic growled at me, and I pushed away the thought, trying to find the instincts that had gotten me this far.

The forest ended abruptly, the fifty-foot drop loomed ahead, and I hurtled off the cliff, trying to jump with intention.

I couldn’t breathe as I flew through the air. The balance left me as quickly as it had arrived, and instead of jumping, I was falling. A squeak escaped my lips almost at the same time that Drekvic’s body slammed into mine, his arms wrapping around me as he jumped realities, pulling me away from the gravity of the spirit world and into the Beyond, where the fall couldn’t kill me.

It still hurt. We skidded into the meadow at high speeds. Drekvic took the brunt of the hit on his back, his shoulders throwing up dirt and grass into my face, making me choke and cough. We came to a stop and I sat up quickly, pulling away from Drekvic’s protective arms, my face burning. I could sense his disappointment, and I turned away, crossing my arms and taking a deep breath.

The adrenaline was still racing through my veins, making my fingers tremble. I dug them into my skin, trying not to show him how badly I was shaking. I heard him sigh and scoot closer to me, putting an arm around me and holding me against his chest.

I took deep breaths, trying to stop the hysterics from escaping. Even knowing that Drekvic wouldn’t allow me to get hurt, brushes with death tended get my nerves racing. It also didn’t help that it meant I’d failed… again. I couldn’t even begin to keep track of how many times we’d started this obstacle course and I’d failed in the same place every time. If I couldn’t control my powers, there was no way I’d be able to continue this charade. As it was, my confidence that I could fix everything was severely damaged, and even knowing what I’d accomplished in the past wasn’t enough to help me in the future.

“I can’t do it,” I whispered, speaking softly so my voice wouldn’t tremble.

“You’ll get it,” Drekvic responded, squeezing my shoulder. “We can practice again.”

I stood up, interrupting his inspirational speech and whirled to face him. He didn’t look surprised, just resigned to listen to my tirade, but I bit my lip, unable to let it loose. If I didn’t get it, the whole world would crumble into chaos and my mother would be in severe danger. I stared into Drekvic’s hazel eyes, and wished that it could have been different between the two of us.

If I’d never found Chester again, none of this would be a problem. When Fate had chosen me to be her replacement, she’d assumed I didn’t have a soul mate since Chester had chosen to become a collector. His soul had been taken out of the rotation, our bond severed. However, once she’d assigned him to protect me, our connection had rebuilt itself and the artificial bond that she’d formed between Drekvic and myself was in jeopardy. Without a strong soul mate bond, Drekvic and I couldn’t reset the balance. If we didn’t figure out another way, everything was all over.

“Let’s try again,” he said with a false brightness.

 

Drekvic stood in my kitchen, going through the damaged cupboards and pulling down one of the plastic cups that had survived the shade’s destruction. It was weird to see him acting domestic, but he was getting really good at it. He still used magic in whatever he did, whisking the eggs with energy rather than standing there and doing it himself, but at least nothing tasted bad. He was trying to cheer me up by baking a cake, but that had required we go shopping to get groceries and a new cake pan as mine had been dented beyond repair.

The store was in chaos, people buying supplies as quickly as they could, not understanding the strange surges in magic and the ominous holes in reality that hung in the sky. The collectors were closing them up as quickly as they could, but it seemed like there was always another one just waiting to rip open. Lives had been lost in the month since the first tear in the sky appeared, and I couldn’t help but feel the weight of each one of those souls heavy on my conscience.

“Stop thinking about it,” Drekvic called as he folded the whisked eggs into the batter. It surprised me that he was using his hands to stir, until I realized the cup holding the eggs was floating midair and pouring itself.

“I feel like using magic to bake is cheating,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood. I leaned on the counter and adjusted my stool so my knees didn’t hit the wood.

“How so?” he countered, sounding irritated that I was critiquing him even as he was making me a peace offering.

“Well, most people only get to use two hands to bake.”

“I only have two hands.”

“Magic is like an extra hand. Possibly more than one.”

“Really?” he asked dryly. “You’re going to nitpick the way I use magic to make this easier?”

“Hard-earned skills are more worthy than cheap tricks. I recall you telling me that just an hour ago,” I chided back, but I could feel my spirits lifting.

“You are impossible,” he sniffed. “I’m not handicapping myself to make you feel better.”

I laughed at that, thinking that’s exactly what he’d done since we first met. He’d been more powerful than anyone I’d ever known but because of his affection for me, I’d been able to trick him and steal his magic. He’d stolen my sister’s soul and was using her, and others, as fuel for his power. That was the reason I’d tricked him. Saving his soul and helping Fate with her problem had been secondary, although if I thought about Fate’s interference, I’d just get angry, so I pushed her memories away from me and tried to think of the strangeness of the moment. 

Someone that had stolen my sister’s soul was now my best friend, and I would do almost anything to keep him safe. And that was not an artificial bond that had been forced upon me.

Drekvic was pouring the cake into the pan, concentrating on not spilling. I noticed he wasn’t using magic to smooth out the top, but a spatula, and I counted that as a victory.

“Ellie.” The voice tickled my ear and I found myself smiling at the thrill of hearing him say my name. Chester was speaking to me through the pearl earring I wore, allowing him to communicate with me through the gates. I looked behind me to see Chester standing just behind the first gate, waiting for me to let him through.

Conjuring a key was harder for me now, without Joy to make my magic solid. The thought of her still hurt, a lump in my throat that I could never fully swallow. Instead, I used the trick Rakshina taught me, sidestepping reality and twisting it every so slightly with my magic. I reached through the small tear and grabbed Chester’s arm, pulling him through and twisting the veil back into place. He shook his head, not approving of me taking tricks from a siekewa, but he stepped into my arms to give me a hug.

The scent of him calmed my nerves and settled my mood faster than any drug. I leaned into him, knowing that he wouldn’t let me fall onto the floor. He kissed the top of my head, and ran his fingers through my now silver hair. He didn’t seem to mind that I looked nothing like myself, but was just happy to be with me. I looked up, smiling.

“Bad day?” he asked, tilting his head toward Drekvic.

“He made me run off a cliff five times,” I moaned.

“You’re supposed to jump off the cliff,” Drekvic growled. “I can’t help it that you panic every time before you’re then supposed to land.”

“I wouldn’t want to jump off a cliff either,” Chester replied, leaning forward and kissing my lips. 

I kissed him back, feeling the heat rising between us before Drekvic cleared his throat, irritated at our display of affection. I blushed slightly before dropping my arms from Chester’s waist. He released me as well, sitting down on the stool next to me, his arm still touching mine. Even after spending almost every moment together, I felt myself wanting to touch him whenever I saw him. I wanted reassurance that my choice was the right one.

You promised you wouldn’t make impulsive decisions anymore, a small voice whispered in the back of my mind. I perked up, searching.

Joy? I asked, wildly searching the back of my mind for my friend that had been ripped so violently from me.

Chester and Drekvic, both of them observing me closely, noticed the difference in my body language. I felt Drekvic reach for his side of the balance, his presence dark in the corner of my mind.

Joy! I shouted, trying harder. I closed my eyes and dived into the balance, searching for any sign of her, but there was nothing. Not even a whisper of her presence in my memories. I sighed, disappointed. I rubbed my eyes and shook my head, letting go of the balance and trying not to let the emotions show too badly on my face.

I looked up at Drekvic, then glanced over at Chester.

“I thought I heard Joy,” I explained, “but I couldn’t find her.”

“I’m sorry, Ellie,” Chester said, reaching out and putting his hand on my arm. His heat was a gentle brush against my skin, and I smiled at him.

Chester started eyeballing Drekvic’s cake with distrust while the former-siekewa ignored his glances. If it was Joy’s voice in my mind, she was right. I had decided not to make impulsive decisions anymore when I’d chosen Jana’s soul over the rest of humanity. I’d managed to fix my mistake, but I wondered if choosing Chester meant I was being impulsive again, even though the love I felt didn’t seem like a choice. I couldn’t force myself to love Drekvic, and I was still dedicated to finding a way to reset the balance. It couldn’t be the same thing. Right?

“He also hit me,” I quipped, sticking my tongue out at Drekvic and turning the subject back to our training.

“You hit me first,” he replied, scowling.

“You told me to.”

“I beat you, too.”

“I can’t help it that your side of the balance is stronger. Your dad didn’t give me much to work with.”

“Don’t bring Hope into it,” Chester chided. “We like him.”

“Teaming up against me now?” I asked, pretending to be horrified.

He laughed at my expression and I heard Drekvic make a noise of disgust as he threw his cake into the oven. The banging of the door made chuckle. Grateful for the two of them, I leaned into Chester’s chest and closed my eyes, content.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Chester’s face fell when I told him of my plan. His dark brows wrinkled in on themselves and his mouth was a thin line. I knew he wouldn’t like it, but I felt that the information that I could gain would be worth the risk. Besides, I’d have two people there to back me up if my plan went wrong and the soul escaped from the cairn. Lakvas had been the one that had made Joy disappear. If I could bring her back, then it would be worth it.

Lakvas had worked with Lokina to create the shades, and that insurgence of dark energy had thrown the already delicate balance into chaos, causing earthquakes, tsunamis, and other magical mishaps that had caused so many deaths. He’d be able to tell me where he learned how to do it, and how he managed to destroy souls while creating a monster that didn’t turn into a siekewa, but an assassin ghost. 

If I could make ghosts of light that healed instead of destroyed, it might be enough to push back the darkness. Even if it was only a small amount, the threat against my reality wouldn’t be so dire. The storms would calm down and I’d have more time to learn how to be a goddess, rather than scrambling to stop the dam from breaking and destroying everything.

“I think he’ll try to kill you,” Chester finally said, crossing his arms.

I put my hands on my work table, leaning forward and trying to put authority in my voice.

“He won’t be able to kill me. He couldn’t do it last time, and he won’t be able to this time either.”

“He was trying to kill you when we arrived and he broke your arm,” he said flatly.

“It’s fine now, and I stopped him.” I waved the said broken arm in a flourish, demonstrating the masterful healing job that the balance had done. 

“You and Drekvic stopped him.”

“And he’ll come with me this time,” I insisted, as though I’d already gone over this plan with my partner in crime.

“You haven’t even talked to him.”

“How—?” I winced, my cheeks flushing as I was caught in the lie.

“If you had, I’d be hearing about what you’d already done, instead of what you want to do,” Chester sighed, looking away. His frustration was obvious, but I waited for him to finish his thoughts.

“I love you,” he said.

I straightened in surprise, raising an eyebrow.

“I’m tired of you getting hurt. I don’t want to put you in danger anymore. Can you just stay safe for once?”

He walked around the table and took my hands in his. He leaned forward to put his head against my forehead, breathing deeply. I wondered if he was smelling me, the way his scent calmed my nerves and banished my fears. I squeezed his fingers, trying to convey that everything would be all right.

“I love you more.”

He chuckled at that, pushing against my forehead to tilt my face as he captured my lips in his. His warmth filled me, and he drew me in, his arm wrapping around the small of my back and pulling me into him. I pushed back, a growl from deep in my throat unfurling as I wrapped my arms around his neck. My nails dug into his skin as I tried to get closer to him.

I didn’t remember moving until my back hit one of my bookcases with enough force to hurt. The pain barely registered as I took what I wanted, magic flowing between the two of us as his power tried to subdue mine. It wouldn’t work, as the power of gods flowed through my veins and curled around us. I used the leverage of the shelf to wrap my leg around one of his, trying to make him stumble.

My effort made him laugh, deep in his chest, and the feeling sent shivers down my spine. In one swift movement, he stepped back from me, making me fall forward. As I stumbled, he scooped me up and threw me over his shoulder.

“Hey!” I shouted, unable to stop myself. “This is hardly fair.”

“You just tried to trip me,” he laughed, spinning me around and knocking my ankles on the bookshelf.

“You’re going to break my books!”

“Break your books?”

“My bookshelf,” I corrected, trying to push myself up and over his shoulder. He let me, and I slid down into his arms until he caught me by my hips. I steadied myself by putting my hands on his shoulders and looked down at me, glad my ceilings were so high.

“Don’t do it, Ellie. You don’t need him.”

My smile faltered, and he set me all the way down on the floor, but move his hands from my waist.

“I have to do something. What Drekvic and I are trying isn’t working.”

He closed his eyes, looking pained. “Please?”

“Okay,” I replied with a sigh. I didn’t want to do anything that would hurt him. I would let him keep me safe. So far, the collectors were keeping up with the tears. They could keep things under control and buy me time while I trained. Drekvic and I would figure it out.

“Good.” His shoulders relaxed, and I kissed him gently. I could feel his smile against my lips, the sensation making me smile as well. 

“Happy birthday, by the way,” he said, pulling me away from the shelf.

“My mom wants to see me. She worries I’ve been abducted.” I scowled, still not sure what I should do. It was obvious that I was changed, and I didn’t know what to tell her.

“You should tell her the truth.”

“What?” I asked, unable to hide my squeak of surprise. “I can’t tell her what’s happened to me.”

“You’re going to have to tell her something. If you intend to stay in this reality, you’re going to have to come clean or go back and get a job. I think you should tell her the truth and come live with me.”

“That was subtle,” Drekvic said dryly from the doorway to the foyer.

I looked at him from around Chester, glaring.

“What do you want?” I demanded.

“I heard a car. I’m pretty sure your mother is outside and is about to barge in here like she owns the place. I wanted to make sure you two were decent.”

I felt the blood drain from my face and my stomach lurched. I hadn’t told my mother anything, trying to protect her from the knowledge that Jana had given her soul to a siekewa and I was now living in the same house as that same siekewa. That he was no longer a threat probably didn’t matter to my mother.

Her steps were loud on the wooden porch as she strode to the door, and as Drekvic had anticipated, she used her personal key to unlock and throw it open. I couldn’t see her, but I imagined she did a double-take when she saw Drekvic standing to the door of my office, raising an eyebrow at her.

She’d known I had a male roommate, but she’d never met him before, despite her numerous requests to have us both over for dinner. I told her that Drekvic was always busy and had gone over there by myself. He was just a roommate, not my boyfriend. I could sense her looking him up and down, noticing his lean muscles and probably wondering why he was just my roommate and not my boyfriend.

“You must be Ellie’s mom,” Drekvic said, smiling and extending his hand. I pulled away from Chester and tried to compose myself. Would she even recognize me?

“Yes, I’m Kathy,” she said, and I saw her shake his hand. “Here, could you put this in the fridge? Ellie loves cheesecake.”

She shoved a large round container into Drekvic’s hands and moved past him, peaking into my office and spotting me standing next to Chester. Her pale gray eyes narrowed for a moment, and she seemed taken aback, but she barely glanced at Chester before focusing in on me.

“You were experimenting again, weren’t you?” she asked me, walking into the room and putting her hands on her hips.

Relief flooded through me as I realized I still had time to tell her. She thought a spell back-fired.

“Yeah, it was kind of a nasty one,” I said, walking around the table and giving her a hug. 

She was wiry and strong, and I was so relieved that she was surviving after Jana’s death. She’d been going to therapy and taking yoga classes. She’d also joined a community garden and kept asking me to join her to “play in the dirt” as she called it.

“Well, I’m glad you’re okay. Now, tell me who this handsome man is.” She gestured to Chester and, for a moment, I didn’t have words.

The obvious choice would be to say he was my boyfriend, but he meant so much more than that word implied. He was my steady heartbeat when I needed comfort, and the face I looked for whenever I felt alone or when I wanted to share something good. He was my other half, my soul-mate.

Seeing me floundering, Kathy raised an eyebrow at me. “It’s complicated?” she guessed.

“No,” I replied, sighing. “I just don’t think we ever made anything official.”

“Ah, so not-boyfriend, got it. Hello, Mr. Not-Boyfriend!” She waved at him as she made her way around the table and into the kitchen.

I grimaced at Chester, not sure what else to say when I heard her gasp.

“What happened to all of your dishes?” she demanded, and I groaned, hurrying over to her. All of the delicate items had been destroyed when Lakvas’s shade had tried killing Drekvic and Chester. I’d managed to put all the cabinet doors back together, but a couple of them were still cracked.

She turned to me, her blond hair falling over her shoulder. “I brought cheesecake. How are we supposed to eat it?”

I realized that Drekvic hadn’t moved past us to put the cake away, and was standing just behind Chester staring at my mom in wonder. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing that she was sometimes a force to be reckoned with. No one knew how to react, and it was like walking on eggshells, and I had no idea what I was going to tell her.

“Maybe… we should head out,” Drekvic suggested, “so you can talk to your mom.”

“Good idea!” Kathy called, giving him a bright smile. My heart sank. She was going to lecture me, and I’d really have to tell her everything. She’d been trying to make sure neither of us were alone since Jana’s death, and I’d done nothing but run off for weeks and slowly disappeared from her day-to-day life.

“Here’s your cheesecake, Ellie. Talk to you later!” Drekvic said, shoving the container at me and dragging Chester behind him as they went out the door. I heard the key turn in the deadbolt after it slammed. Knowing both of them, they’d probably teleport up into Drekvic’s bedroom to make sure nothing attacked us while they were gone. I almost wished something would.

Kathy strode over to the kitchen table, sitting down and waiting for me expectantly. I steadied myself and put the cheesecake in the fridge before joining her. I stared at my hands, folded on the table, for awhile and realized that this might be the last time I could talk to my mother. If she rejected me, she’d probably try to get me committed. If she believed me, it might be best for me to keep my distance. She didn’t have anyone to protect her from Lokina or anything else that might appear because of my inability to keep reality safe.

“There are some… things I didn’t tell you about Jana’s death, and the reason I was gone the weeks following.” I looked up at her then, feeling unsure of the words that hung between us.

“Considering you’ve told me nothing since she died, that’s a fair statement.” She sounded angry, and her brow was crinkled. “I talked to my therapist, and she said sometimes families grow apart after a loss like that. I don’t want to lose you, too.”

“It—it’s complicated,” I stuttered. “I didn’t know how to tell you, and then—I was hoping that you’d be safer if you didn’t know.”

“Well, tell me now,” she demanded. “The world seems to be ending, with these strange portals that keep showing up and the west coast being underwater. I don’t want to lose you, too.”

“It might hurt.”

“Nothing hurts more than you ignoring me for five months.”

“Fair,” I replied, laughing nervously.

“So, start at the beginning.” She leaned back and crossed her arms.

I stood up, knowing that I wasn’t good at thinking while sitting. To buy myself time, I poured water into plastic cups. I gave her the orange one, and took a sip from the lime green cup.

“Jana made a deal with a siekewa,” I started, then cleared my throat, another thought occurring to me. I walked into my office and grabbed the box of tissues, and plopped them in the middle of the table.

“Always prepared, yeah?” Kathy asked, her voice trembling a little. She knew what a siekewa was as well as I did, and she didn’t like the idea any more than I had.

“I came home as he was collecting her soul. She didn’t complete her bargain, and for good reason. I—I tried to fight him, but I couldn’t because he showed me her contract. She did that to herself.” My voice broke on the last word, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. Even knowing Jana’s soul was safe in the Beyond, it hurt to remember how she’d left me.

“I’m sorry, Ellie. I’m so sorry you had to see that.” She stood up and came to me, her arms wrapping around me tightly.

I hugged her back, trying not to picture the way I’d found Jana’s body only a couple feet from where we currently stood. I didn’t want to cry. I’d faced my demons regarding Jana’s death and, while the pain would never fully fade, I wasn’t ready to relive it at the moment. I had to concentrate on telling my mom everything else.

“I made a deal with him too,” I said, my voice quiet but next to her ear so she could hear.

She pulled away, horror showing on her face. 

“It’s okay. I fulfilled my bargain and my soul was never on the table, but I was playing with fire. I didn’t understand all the consequences of my actions, and things happened that were not what I intended.” I directed her back to the table and we sat down, and I told her about my deal with Drekvic. I never mentioned his name, and I refused to tell her that the man living with me was the same person that had killed her daughter. It was hard enough for me to live with, and I knew what Drekvic had gone through. I didn’t think I’d be able to convey all of the emotions and feelings correctly for her to forgive.

I told her about meeting Chester and Fate in the spirit world, and how I’d managed to steal a cairn and give it to the siekewa. I told her that siekewa liked me, but didn’t give the details of how Drekvic liked to show up naked in my room at Chester’s house.

I’d managed to stop Drekvic because of his affection for me, but in the process had changed myself forever. I explained the deal that I’d made with Fate, and how I was going to replace her as a goddess in order for the chance to stop Drekvic and take him to the Beyond. From there, he was Fate’s problem, but I also had a lot more responsibility than I’d intended, and eventually, I’d been able to come home.

I hesitated, wondering how I was supposed to tell her the next part, realizing how crazy I sounded already, but she hadn’t interrupted me other than to clarify a couple words that she hadn’t heard before. I stopped my meandering back and forth around the kitchen table to look at her.

She didn’t look like the pale creature that I’d seen at Jana’s funeral. Her eyes were unfocused, as though she were remembering another time.

“Apparently, before I was reborn into this life, I volunteered, to take over for Fate…”

“I guess that explains a lot of things,” my mom said, her voice shaking slightly.

“What do you mean?” I sat back down next to her, waiting.

“When you were little, you never fussed. You were always so calm and collected, even when we got into a car accident and I was terrified something had happened to you, you only scrunched up your nose like you were offended, and then started laughing when you saw my face.” She rubbed the back of her neck, concentrating on what she was going to say next.

“It was more obvious when you got older that you were not a new soul. You started talking about your son, and how you’d lost him in an accident, and your husband had disappeared. You kept asking if your daughter was okay. That’s when you truly started crying. You’d cry for hours. I was so worried that I took you to a mental health specialist, but she just said that you would grow out of it.”

“I don’t remember,” I said, wondering how I’d managed to hold onto my life with Chester, even though I never should have been able to.

“Well, that was important. We were told not to correct you when you said those things, but to ask you about your current life and eventually you’d forget. You did, but your magic developed so much more quickly than it did with other children. I had to teach you safety before you learned how to read and write… It all makes sense now, if you were supposed to be this way.”

I frowned, suddenly uncertain with our relationship. She sounded resigned and not like herself. My heart thudded loudly in my ears as I wondered if she would to walk out the door and disown me.

“There’s more, but I’d—I’d understand, if you…”

“If I what?”

“If you don’t want to hear anymore; if you want to leave.” I couldn’t look at her when I said it, but my senses were on high alert.

She reached across the table and grab my hand. Her dry skin was warm and firm against mine as she squeezed my fingers tightly. Her nails were painted pink, which made me smile.

“Ellie, I just told you that I wasn’t willing to lose you. I know you don’t make up stories, so I don’t have any reason not to believe you.”

“I could take you there, to the spirit world, so you could see it,” I suggested hesitantly.

“Finish telling me your story first,” she insisted, “then we can go on a field trip.”

I nodded and did my best to explain the rest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

By the time I’d finished explaining everything that had happened since Jana’s death, the sun was setting and I’d had to refill my water cup several more times. My throat was scratchy, but my heart was lighter. My mom didn’t seem to believe everything, but I could tell she believed enough. She understood that I’d been going through some things since Jana’s death that couldn’t be explained away by grief. It was a relief to tell her everything, and not worry about hiding parts of my life. I only hoped she wouldn’t call my doctor and try to get me committed.

“I’m not sure what to make of all this,” she admitted. “You’re telling me that you found your soul mate, but the reason the world is falling apart is because he’s not the right one? That earthquake out west, and the storms here, the weird portals, those are all your fault?”

“Partially,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t have been able to stop them even if I’d known they were going to happen, but the balance not being equal is what’s causing the chaos. It’s my job to fix it, but I can’t quite seem to figure out how.”

She was thoughtful for a moment and took a drink of her water. I wondered if she thought I was a monster, but I couldn’t believe she’d think so badly of me. She was my mom, after all.

“And you’re getting enough sleep? I know you quit your job at the University. You’re not taking drugs and making all of this up?”

“I kind of wish I was,” I replied, trying not to let the hysterical laugh that was bubbling in my throat out. “Everything would be easier to solve if it was a medical problem.”

“Well, I’m having a hard time with it, but I believe you,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. She looked haunted, and I was sure more questions would be coming, but knowing that she believed me at all was a relief.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I replied softly.

My mom stood up slowly, looking a hundred years older. “What do you have to do now? Will you be safe?”

Her words reminded me of Chester’s only a couple hours ago. He hadn’t wanted me to talk to Lakvas because he was worried I would get hurt. I knew they both loved me and just wanted me to be careful, but it was frustrating. I could take care of myself, regardless of what others thought. At least Drekvic had a sense of adventure and would usually get into trouble with me.

“I’ll be fine,” I replied, smiling at her. “I have friends looking out for me. Not to mention the power of creation.”

She shuddered a bit at that.

“I have little confidence in a motley crew of strangers. Bring them by for dinner on Friday. I’ll make pasta,” she commanded, not giving me the option of saying no. She pulled me to her in a tight hug and then headed toward the door.

“Do you need me to drive you home?” I called out, worried that with so much new information she’d be distracted behind the wheel.

“I’ll be fine. A little alone time will be good for me.”

“Mom?” I called out, following her through the kitchen and then my office to the front door. She turned to look at me, and I saw the expression on her face. She was worried about me, and I was fairly certain she didn’t believe me. I touched the balance, hoping it would give me comfort. I felt was Drekvic’s attention turning toward me. For once, I didn’t immediately let go when I sensed him.

“Yes?” she asked cautiously.

“I’m not into drugs. I’m not crazy.”

“That’s why I’m so afraid,” she whispered and walked out the door. It fell shut with a small click, and I stood alone in my office, sick to my stomach.

Footsteps echoed on the stairs, and I looked up as Drekvic came down them. His face was expressionless, but I could feel his empathy through the balance.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said, stopping in front of me. He didn’t try to reach out and comfort me, which I appreciated.

“What if she calls the police?”

“They won’t find anything illegal, will they?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Just two men that aren’t supposed to exist,” I countered.

“You know we can’t leave you alone.”

Sensing my annoyance through the balance, he scowled at me.

“You know we can’t. Don’t give me that nonsense. It sucks. I’d like to figure out how to live my life too. You’re not the only one stuck here.”

That drew me up short. I’d been so focused on my own fire that I hadn’t thought about Drekvic or Chester. While they were tied to me and our collective drama, their lives were frozen too. Drekvic loved me. I knew that beyond a doubt, and he had to stick with me while I reconnected with Chester. It had to be infuriating, but he never let me know how much it bothered him. Even halfway in his mind like I was, all I sensed was gentleness and, underneath that, his overall personality. As long as Chester decided to love me, we’d never be able to move forward and fix the balance. We’d never be able to build a normal life together if this was hanging over all of us.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” he said, recognizing where my mind went. “It’s not your fault. It’s Fate’s. We’ll figure it out, Ellie.”

I nodded, letting the balance drop. Drekvic’s frustration would only make my own stronger.

“Are you two done arguing?” Chester called down, his voice easing the tension between my eyes. My reactions to him were starting to get out of hand. Our relationship was still new, but I didn’t want to keep swooning whenever he walked in the room. Damn hormones.

“We’re not arguing,” I called back, but Drekvic’s raised eyebrow made me wonder if we were. It was sometimes hard to tell when he was truly upset or if he was being overly dramatic.

Chester came down the stairs, his bare feet making no sound on the steps. It was one of the uncanny things about him, his graceful and silent movement. It was a trick that I still hadn’t mastered, even though I practiced. At least I could teleport myself now, instead of always relying on someone else to take me where I needed to go. 

“What is our next step?” Drekvic asked, crossing his arms and making sure my work table was between him and Chester.

“If I knew that, we’d be a bit better off,” I said. “I haven’t been able to find Hope since before we fought Lakvas. Fate is still missing as well. We haven’t found any information about breaking a soul mate bond, or how Fate made…wait a minute…”

I hurried over to my desk at the window and opened a drawer, looking through my stacks of notes. I’d taken a lot when Fate and I had initially started working together. She didn’t like me taking them, so once she had started teaching me practical magic I had stopped. Somewhere in the pile there were notes on the balance and the scribbled history that she had explained to me.

Finally, I found the notebook I was looking for and flipped to the correct page. I held it up, scanning for the sentence I was certain I’d written down.

“Fate couldn’t create a bond between souls…” I muttered, reading my notes.

“What?” Drekvic demanded, sounding annoyed.

“Fate’s power was the dark side of the balance. Her side is the same as yours, Drekvic,” I insisted, holding up the paper as though my chicken scratch would make any sense to him. “She told me that her power was the dark side, which meant that she could destroy things, not create them. I can use the power of the balance to bolster my own magic to hurt things, but I could never have torn Lakvas’s soul apart like you did, just like you had no chance of putting it back together like I did.”

“So you’re saying my mother didn’t create this bond between us?” he asked, doubtful. “If she didn’t do it then who did?”

“That seems to be a very pertinent question,” Chester said, crossing his arms. “Also, if you have the power to destroy, Drekvic, how come you can’t break it?”

“I can’t break the bond itself. I’ve tried. I’d have to—I’d have to break the person.”

I shook my head immediately. “For the sake of argument, let’s say that we don’t break either of us, as I’m pretty sure we need both of us in order to not destroy the world.”

“You could break me,” Chester interjected.

“Absolutely not,” I said at the same time Drekvic spoke.

“I could.”

I turned to glare at him, pulling on the balance so he could see how close I was to hitting him.

“I’m not going to,” Drekvic snarled, curling his lip at me.

“What if you did to me what you did to Lakvas? But you could put me together again without our soul mate bond. You’d be able to fix the balance then, wouldn’t you?” Chester asked, his voice strained.

I faltered a moment, self-doubt eating at me. Did Chester really want to be with me? Being soul mates meant that our souls complemented each other, not that we’d be happy forever. 

“Don’t be stupid, Ellie,” Drekvic snapped. “He doesn’t want to see you suffering if he can do something about it.”

I frowned at him, releasing the balance so he couldn’t read my emotions so strongly. As it was, his frustration had bled through the bond and fed my anxiety.

“I’d rather be with you than anyone else,” Chester assured me, reaching out and grabbing my hand. He linked his fingers in mine and stood close, forcing me to look up at him. “If this is the only way, then I volunteer. I love you, but neither of us can be happy knowing what this would cost us.”

“Let’s save it as a last resort,” I muttered, unable to meet his eyes. The idea of losing Chester made my chest tighten.

“Why couldn’t you break the bond itself?” I asked, wondering what it was that was blocking Drekvic’s magic.

“I’m not even sure how it was created, to be honest, but it seems like it is not part of the balance.”

“Everything is apart of the balance,” I replied, wrinkling my nose.

“Have you tried looking at it?” he asked, sounding offended.

“No. I—I don’t know how,” I replied sheepishly.

“Then don’t try to tell me what is part of the balance and what is not.” He held out his hand, and I sensed him drawing on the dark.

I pulled away from Chester and put my hand in Drekvic’s, pulling on the light at the same time, knowing from experience that he could overwhelm me with his power if I didn’t have some of my own in reserve. His control of the balance always impressed me, but it was only natural as he’d been in control of his side for much longer.

I felt him touch me with tendrils of power, shifting to my eyes, and showing me what I needed to do in order to use a different type of sight. The world around me shifted as the physical world was overlapped with energy. I could see Drekvic’s form, but I could also see the dark swirling around inside him. I could follow the path of his blood in his veins, sparkling with life, and the way his hazel eyes pierced through both worlds, all-knowing.

Because we were connected, I could see how he saw me as well. My silver eyes were blazing beacons of light and darkness swirled around me, most of it all my own. It disturbed me to see so much darkness in my aura, especially since I was supposed to be the goddess of light. If the dark took over my aura, would I lose the power to create? Would the world fall apart?

Drekvic pulled his hand away from me and I felt a strange tugging sensation from the palm of my hand. He drew his palm to the side of his face, and I could see the link between us, pulling from my palm to his. Looking at it twisted something inside me, and I clenched my teeth to prevent myself from becoming sick.

Like Drekvic said, the magic was neither light nor dark. It was somehow complete all in itself, and stronger than anything I imagined when I thought of our artificial bond. I closed my fingers around it, wondering if I could change it somehow. Gently, I probed the link with some of the light.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

With each beat of my heart, blood pounded in my ears, making my head feel like it was going to explode. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but my mouth was as dry as sandpaper. I groaned involuntarily as I was lifted from the hard wood floor onto the couch. Chester’s arms were warm and I wanted to curl into him, but could barely open my eyes.

“I think she’s waking up.” Drekvic’s voice sounded like he was far away in a tunnel.

“What did you do to her?” Chester demanded, adjusting the pillows around me. I tried to open my mouth to explain that it wasn’t Drekvic’s fault, but I couldn’t. My head rolled forward onto my chest until Chester pressed against my forehead to push it back against the propped-up pillows.

“I didn’t think she’d try to use her magic.” Drekvic was defensive, and I felt him tucking my feet under a blanket. I wanted to tell him to stop because I was so warm.

“She’s impulsive!”

“But not stupid,” Drekvic snarled.

“Not stupid,” I managed to slur. It sounded more like spitting.

“Ellie?” Chester asked, brushing my hair away from my face.

I was starting to recover movement in my body. I was finally able to open my eyes and focus them on Chester’s face. He looked worried and I wanted to tell him it was okay, but my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth and all I needed a drink.

“When I did it, my mouth was like sandpaper,” Drekvic muttered. “I’ll get you some water.”

I must have looked grateful because he gave me a smile that was too kind for his angled face.

“Are you okay?” Chester asked, looking into my eyes. He was frowning, and I wanted to rub the crease between his eyebrows to make it smooth.

I tried to swallow, making no progress with the scratching of my throat because my mouth was so dry. Instead, I just nodded, which was a bad decision. Pain lanced through my skull, feeling like someone had stabbed me with a red hot poker. Lights danced in my vision, making my stomach lurch. A cry escaped me before I could stop it and Chester’s warm fingers pushed my hair out of my face as he tried to soothe me.

“Don’t move, Ellie,” Drekvic said. He was close, and I squinted my eyes open to see him offering water. Chester took it from him and put it to my lips. Ire flashed across Drekvic’s face, but he hid it quickly.

The cool liquid was like a balm on my parched tongue. I’d never tasted anything quite so refreshing.

“What happened?” Chester asked, looking over his shoulder at Drekvic.

“She tried to change the tether. Anything we do to it backlashes, gives a killer headache. When I woke up, I thought I was dying.”

“I’m not dying?” I asked, my voice sounding like an old chain-smoker, but at least the words were no longer slurring together. 

“Not today,” Drekvic replied, his gentle smile returning. “You need to stop touching things.”

“Don’t want to,” I muttered, closing my eyes and turning my face to the couch cushions. The lights were still dancing in my vision, and I didn’t want to keep seeing them.

“Should we call Rakshina?” Chester asked, worry in his beautiful, deep voice. I wanted to tell him not to be afraid, but the effort to talk seemed too much.

“Just keep giving her water when she wakes up,” Drekvic replied. He made a soft noise as he dropped into the single-seater armchair beside the couch. I could picture him: his head leaning back and his eyes closed, ankle crossed over his knee and his arm on his forehead.

“You’re not worried?”

“It’s just a headache. I recovered in a couple hours and I didn’t have anyone to get me water.”

“You’ve been doing this a lot longer than she has,” Chester protested.

I wanted to tell them that I wasn’t sleeping and could hear them, but when I opened my mouth, a pathetic groan came through and I closed my lips again immediately. Chester was running his fingers through my hair, trying to comfort me. It felt nice. I wondered if I would actually fall asleep. 

Consciousness floated away for a moment. When understanding returned, Chester was still stroking my hair, but he was talking to Drekvic. My brain told me that they’d been talking for awhile, but their low voices had just been soothing, rather than something I should be listening to.

“—don’t want her to be hurting,” Chester was saying, and I tried to go back to the in-between sleep and awake to see if I could remember more of their conversation.

“She will hurt regardless,” Drekvic replied.

“Then what’s the point?”

“Maybe not destroying the balance? That has to be worth something.”

Chester’s fingers paused and I felt him turn, leaning his back against the couch.

“Our wants and needs seem to matter little to the whim of fate, huh?”

“Ellie?” Drekvic asked, his voice gentle.

I just groaned in response, not willing to roll over or adjust since Chester was leaning on me.

“I know you’re awake. Do you want more water?”

“Okay,” I mumbled, opening my eyes. Chester sat back up, holding the cup out to me.

Feeling slightly better, I managed to take it from him without wanting to scream. The headache was fading and I felt more like myself, although still tired.

I tried not to gulp the liquid, but it was so soothing on my throat I finished the cup and looked at it pathetically.

“No need for that face,” Drekvic said smiling, standing up and taking the cup from me. He walked back into the kitchen and I heard him open the fridge.

“How do you feel?” Chester asked. “You scared me.”

“I’m okay.” I pushed myself up into a sitting position, glad when the world only tilted slightly. I paused, allowing it to fall back completely into place before adjusting my legs to be more comfortable. I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves.

As Drekvic walked back into the room, I pulled up the light again, bringing the magic to my eyes and looking for the tether between us. When I wasn’t looking directly for my link to Drekvic, I could also see the connection between Chester and myself as well. It looked different, more like I was expecting, an intricate chain of light and dark mixing into a golden glow of magic. Drekvic handed me the cup, and I absently took a drink while studying my soul mate bond with Chester.

It shimmered with light and warmth, similar to how Chester made me feel. I reached out to touch it, and I heard Drekvic make a small noise in his throat, but he didn’t stop me as I filled Chester’s and my bond with light.

Warmth flared inside my chest and Chester unexpectedly smiled.

“I feel that,” he said, wonder in his voice. “What are you doing?”

“The same thing I tried to do with Drekvic’s bond,” I explained.

The smile fell from his face and he looked annoyed. “You mean the same thing that dropped you less than thirty minutes ago?”

“She’s fine,” Drekvic snarled. “Stop acting like she doesn’t know what she’s doing. She’s lived her entire life without frying her brain.”

“It looks different,” I explained to Chester. “Our bond is part of the balance. Drekvic was right, earlier. The tether between us is…” I faltered, unable to describe it.

The crease between his eyebrows didn’t fade and he sighed, leaning back with his feet underneath him. He wanted me to be safe, but I couldn’t just sit and do nothing. Some risks had to be taken if I was going to be able to fix everything that was broken, and I wasn’t willing to put someone else in the line of fire. I knew what Drekvic meant now. To destroy this bond between the two of us was next to impossible.

“Well, can we think of anything else that’s not of this world?” Drekvic asked, reminding me of one of my students, asking questions that I wouldn’t have thought of, opening up a new realm of possibility.

I wanted to start pacing, but even trying to set the cup down on the side-table was too much and I sank back into the couch.

“There are places… in the between,” Chester started, but then let his voice trail off. I waited for him to continue, but he didn’t seem like he was going to.

“I’ve never seen them, but I haven’t had to spend as much time in the between as you,” Drekvic replied, staring thoughtfully out the back door’s window.

“Seen what?” I asked, blushing when my voice squeaked at the end. I reached for the water again, spilling some drops on my hands. Why was I trembling?

“They are few and far between,” Chester started, still sounding unsure he wanted to continue. “They can be dangerous.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t want you to go there.”

“That’s enough,” I snarled, surprised at how annoyed I suddenly was. “You can’t protect me from everything.”

“I can try,” he replied, looking just as frustrated with me. “You always rush into danger!”

“I’m not rushing anywhere. If you haven’t noticed, I can’t get up.”

“If you’re not going to contribute anything useful, get out,” Drekvic said, still looking out the window. His voice was still even, but I could sense him gathering the dark.

“I’m not leaving,” Chester replied, standing up and turning to face Drekvic’s back.

“All you’re doing is making Ellie mad,” Drekvic said, turning around. “You’re hindering our progress by shooting down every idea that we bring up. You won’t let her talk to Lakvas and now you want to keep information from her. With allies like you, it’s no wonder we’re failing.”

“Hey!” I started, but Chester interrupted me.

“You’re the one that stole her sister’s soul and started this whole mess! Her and Jana would be living a normal life if it wasn’t for you.” His voice growled in his chest and, for the first time, I was afraid of what Chester would do.

“I think about that every day,” Drekvic replied, no fight at all in his voice as he turned around, but it was me his haunted eyes rested on, not Chester. “If I’d never—I wish—I’d never seen her. I wish I’d never met her.”

I felt the moment he drew on the dark to slip from reality into the spirit world, leaving us alone in the living room. I didn’t drop my connection to the light, pulling on it even more to get a better sense of what Drekvic was feeling. His emotions were dark and angry. He was grieving, and his pain hurt me more than his words had.

Chester turned towards me, all the fight having left him. He looked like he wanted to say something, but I shook my head, causing my headache to flare again. 

I looked down at the water cup, still in my hands. I drank the last of it and set it down, tucking my fingers into my sides to hide the tremors. My breath was starting to come in short gasps and sounds seemed distant. From far away, my rational brain told me I was having a panic attack, but the knowledge didn’t seem to be stopping it. I tried taking deeper breaths, but all I wanted to do was scream. My chest was tight and I put a hand over my heart as I curled into a ball on myself.

“Ellie?” Chester moved forward, putting his hand gently on my back.

I flinched away from him, hitting my head on the hard edge of the couch. I whimpered in pain as the hit doubled the pain in my brain from the headache.

“What the hell? Can’t I leave you for a minute?” Drekvic snarled as he popped back into this reality. 

I still had the balance. He’d felt my distress and he’d come back. He didn’t look happy about it, but he pushed Chester out of the way and grabbed my wrists, pulling me to my feet. 

“Look at me,” he snapped, and I did, unable to resist his forceful command. “Deep breaths. You’re fine. I’m not leaving.”

He exaggerated his inhales as I matched them, and then his exhales, until we were breathing normally again. The tightness in my chest eased as the dizziness faded, leaving only the pounding headache. He let go of my wrists, and I swayed lightly on my feet until I found my footing. Drekvic turned back to look out the window, his lean form a silhouette in the afternoon light.

I waited until the world stopped swaying before looking up at Chester.

“Maybe you can come back tomorrow? I think I need to lie down.”

He didn’t look pleased to be asked to leave, and part of me felt like a terrible person for asking him to. He was worried, which was his right as my partner.

“I’m sorry.” His voice was low as he stepped close to me, holding his hand out. 

I took it without hesitating and stood up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “I just need sleep.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He kissed me again, his lips warm against mine.

“I’ll take him through to the spirit world and come back,” Drekvic volunteered. “You shouldn’t be opening gates with that headache.”

I nodded, agreeing with that statement, although it was a moot point anyway. Without Joy, I couldn’t open a gate even if I wanted to.

“I’ll be fine.” I answered Chester’s unasked question with a small smile. He kissed me one more time, before releasing my hand and letting Drekvic whisk him into the spirit world. I sat back down on the couch, looking into the fading light that was the backyard while I waited. I had some questions for Drekvic when he returned.

I didn’t have long to wait. The sun was finishing it’s descent, reminding me of the first time I’d met Drekvic. It was in this very room, the world dark outside and my sister dead on the floor. It felt like a long time ago, and I couldn’t get the image of her bloody curls out of my mind. I hadn’t dropped the light, so Drekvic could still sense exactly how I felt when he reappeared. My melancholy permeated our bond, and he didn’t say anything as he appeared quietly in the center of the floor.

I stared at him, my head pounding against the backs of my eyes. He didn’t move for a long time, our eyes locked together, searching. I waited, still trying to formulate what I wanted to say to him, to ask questions that I had.

“Those places in the in between are dangerous,” he said, his voice low and quiet.

“I have no doubt of that,” I replied, pulling my feet up onto the couch and tucking the blanket around me.

“You’d be fine, though.”

“I wouldn’t go alone.”

“What were you thinking about? When I came back?”

“The first time I met you. I remember you kissing me and feeling drunk on your power. It was wrong, to kiss my sister’s murderer.” The words spilled out, and I surprised myself for being so candid about my feelings. I’d never told anyone about that moment, and how I’d felt. He’d been so much stronger than me, and it had truly been intoxicating.

“I remember kissing you too. It didn’t feel wrong to me.” His eyes seemed dark as he walked over to me, kneeling down in front of me and reaching out to take my hand. His skin was warm; not the fiery inferno of Chester’s skin, but still nice. “Meeting you was probably the best day of my long existence,” he continued, not breaking eye contact.

“And the worst of mine,” I whispered. “I don’t know if I care about saving the world anymore.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s too complicated. Maybe it’s best for it to be one reality. Who are we to argue with the natural order of things?”

“Maybe two gods that are charged with protecting it?” He squeezed my fingers and I smiled slightly at his crooked grin.

“Your mother lied,” I said, barely blinking. Our connection felt so strong that I didn’t want to break it. I could feel his sincerity, and then his trepidation at my words through the balance. It reminded me of feeling Joy’s emotions, and my melancholy deepened. I still couldn’t find her. I was afraid she was lost forever.

“She didn’t create the bond between us. There’s no way that she could have.”

“Yeah, I agree.”

“I also don’t think—I have a feeling that she didn’t create me, either. If I were her replacement…wouldn’t I be a goddess of dark?”

He was absently rubbing the back of my hand and I wanted to pull my fingers away, but I didn’t want to interrupt his chain of thought. It was too much of a gesture that Chester would do and it didn’t feel right when it was Drekvic’s musician fingers. Sensing my unease, he dropped his hand without comment, still looking thoughtful as he pondered over my words.

“There’s also the matter of the worlds being broken,” I explained. “How did Hope’s power do it? We’ve seen what the balance does. Hope’s and my power creates. You broke the world into three concrete realities. How did you do that with the creation magic?”

“Created new realities?” he suggested, brow furrowing.

“You didn’t though,” I insisted. “You broke the world into different parts. There’s my reality, which has some semblance of magic, but nothing like the magic of the spirit world, and then the beyond, where souls reside. You broke what was already in the world into different sections so each could live separately. That is not what my magic could do.”

“So, you’re saying, that I stole my mother’s power? And not my father’s?”

I nodded. “Fate also said that Hope was trapped in the Beyond because of the light, but I’m not trapped in the Beyond, and I am the light. There has to be something to that, something that we don’t understand. Something forced Hope to the Beyond, and something allowed Fate to be free.”

“Maybe we should try talking to my father?”

I nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The classroom was strangely quiet. Fate was missing, Joy was no longer with me, and Drekvic and Chester stood on either side of me like guardian angels. Fate’s desk was neater than I’d ever seen it. Her books were piled on top of each other and her computer shut off. Everything was covered in a very fine layer of dust, undisturbed for a couple days. I’d never realized that the Beyond would collect dust like everything else.

Hope was usually in a quiet office across the hall, but I’d wanted to see this room first. I’d wanted to see if Fate had left any clues behind. I walked over to the desk and looked at the books. They were human fiction, old classics from centuries ago. I ignored them and turned on the computer. While it booted up, I wondered if Fate was too old-fashioned for a password.

I sat down in her chair, the cold leather seeping through my clothes and giving me the chills. One of her long hairs was on the arm rest, and I picked it off gingerly. It was lifeless in my fingers, reminding me that even an ex-goddess was, in some ways, normal. I opened the top drawer, surprised that it wasn’t locked, and looked at the assortment of pens and new notebooks. None of them looked like they’d been used, but I picked up the top one anyway, flipping through the pages.

“This feels weird,” Rakshina said as she walked into the door. I looked up at her, feeling glad that she’d agreed to come with us. Something about having her around made me less nervous. Her abrasiveness helped me get to the truth.

“How so?” I asked, noticing a scribble on a page and trying to flip back to find it.

“I mean, I’ve never come to this part of the Beyond before, but isn’t this place supposed to have souls? It seems like there are none in this area.”

She walked between Drekvic and Chester and joined me on the slightly raised dais. She leaned over my shoulder, directing my attention to the computer. Her black hair fell over her shoulder and I had to lean away slightly to keep it from hitting me in the face. Her ashy scent tickled my nose, reminding me that all siekewa were molded from the fire of self-loathing.

The computer was on, and I frowned at the password screen. I had no idea what Fate would choose for a password. I didn’t even like the goddess, much less know what she would use to guard her secrets.

“I didn’t think she even knew what a password was,” Rakshina muttered, hitting the enter key without typing anything in.

To our surprise, the computer chirped happily, greeting us as the desktop screen opened. Remembering the times I would arrive early and Fate would ignore me until our appointed time by typing furiously on her keyboard, I was immediately curious to see what she was working on and if it would give us any clues.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

The voice coming from the door was so familiar my heart twisted in my chest and I bolted up out of the chair, hitting Rakshina’s cheek with my elbow. I didn’t hesitate as I tore out from behind the desk, practically sprinting down the aisle and into Joy’s arms.

She was more solid than I’d ever felt her, but her chill reached all the way to my bones, making my body ache almost immediately. She pulled away first, turning her white face away and looking at the ground. Her violet eyes were sad, and she could barely look at me. She wore an unfamiliar white dress that reminded me of what a child might wear in the spring. Her arms had goosebumps, and her silvery hair was loose around her shoulders.

“You’re okay?” I asked, my voice wavering as tears of relief welled up in my eyes. I reached up and touched her shoulder, wishing I knew what she was thinking again.

“No,” Joy replied in a long sighing voice.

“What happened?” I demanded, pulling her against me again, despite the chill.

“I’m not really here,” she replied. “Hope—asked me to wait as long as I could for you to arrive.”

“What do you mean?”

“I learned a lot of things, Ellie. Don’t interrupt. I don’t have much time left.”

“I won’t say anything,” I promised, my heart beating too loudly in my chest. It threatened to overwhelm my senses, so I took a deep breath and concentrated on Joy’s urgent words.

“I’m not a piece of Fate like we thought, but rather was connected to Hope. When we tethered together, I gave what power I had to you. Hope is dead and has been dead for a long time. You are his replacement, and that is why the balance is so messed up. Drekvic had free reign for a long time.”

“Drekvic?” I asked, confused.

“He’s been the god of the dark since he took the power from Fate and broke up the realities. He never gave it back, and she’s been fuming ever since. She’s still a goddess, but she can’t connect to the balance. She’s connected to something much more dangerous now. Hope didn’t realize her plans, not until it was too late to stop them. He loves her, but he didn’t want her to kill his son so he convinced her to save him, to make him mortal again. Now he fears she had something else planned. Once—once I was hit by Lakvas, it was the final straw for Hope’s spirit. He’s dead and his soul was scattered into the light, never to be reborn.”

My heart skipped a beat, and I felt all the air being sucked out of the room. Hope was gone, and if he was gone, did that mean Joy was gone too? 

“Can you go back into the cairn?” I demanded, holding up my right hand. I still wore the empty cairn ring along with my sapphire stone. 

“It’s okay, Ellie,” she said, touching my face and wiping away tears that I hadn’t realized I’d been crying. “I need to tell you a little more while my strength is here.”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat with difficulty.

“You are not Fate’s puppet. You’ve surprised her before. You can find out what her plans are. Hope didn’t have enough strength to tell me what they were, if he even knew, but you’re a part of it. Be careful. She’s not who you think she is.”

She closed her eyes, and her arm under my hand started to feel insubstantial.

“Don’t leave,” I whispered, afraid. I wanted her back in her cairn where she belonged, with me. My eyes were cloudy with tears and I was mad that they would cause me to miss the last time I’d see Joy’s face.

“Ellie.” Her voice was barely a rush of sound over her lips. “The time I spent with you was the best I’ve ever lived. I’m not afraid of oblivion, but don’t you dare follow me. The Beyond is unstable, and you can’t stay here. You must find out what Fate is doing. You must stop her… Good-bye.”

With her final words, she started to fall backwards, all the energy that was holding her together fading. I tried reaching for her but caught only empty air.

My heart was barren. I’d lost my siste, and now I was also losing another loved one, one that had shared my mind and emotions for months. I hadn’t even been able to tell her that all my personal drama about Chester had been resolved. We were together, and now she would never know. She’d never know that Drekvic and I were finally friends, even if we were tethered together in a way that was strange to us. I wanted to tell her so much.

I swayed slightly, but stopped myself from falling apart. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath through my nose and exhaling through my lips. Joy was gone, but I was not. I couldn’t grieve yet. I couldn’t allow myself to experience the depth of my pain because Joy had given me a mission. I would fulfill her wish, and find out what Fate was up to.

I turned around to see Drekvic, Rakshina, and Chester standing a couple feet away from me. Chester and I still hadn’t really spoken about our argument the night before, and he seemed hesitant to reach out to me now. I was glad because, if someone tried to comfort me, I’d break into a thousand pieces. I had to be strong for Joy.

I started walking forward, pushing between Rakshina and Chester, and headed back to Fate’s empty desk. Joy had said we shouldn’t be in the Beyond, but if that was the case, then I’d take everything with me and buy myself time to look it all over. While the computer shut down, I started pulling the notebooks out of the top drawer, placing them neatly in a pile. I thought about taking Fate’s books, but decided not to. It was doubtful she’d write herself a note inside Pride & Prejudice.

“What do you need?” Rakshina asked, her voice coming from across the desk.

“Joy said the Beyond was unstable. I want to take all of this stuff home,” I replied, gesturing to the desk.

Nodding, Rakshina started to unplug the computer, pulling out cords and wrapping them neatly. I continued to riffle through the desk. The second drawer was full of pens and sticky notes. I glanced over at the desk to see that she hadn’t used any sticky notes anywhere. I wondered why she had so many.

The final drawer stopped me in my tracks. Inside was a picture of my face, before I’d changed. My brown hair was short, sheared off by Joy’s magic when Lakvas had tried to capture me. I frowned, looking at the determination in my gray eyes. When had Fate managed to take this picture and why would she keep it in her drawer?

I picked it up and set it on the top of the desk, and realized that the drawer was full of pictures, all printed neatly on five by seven photo sheets. The second picture was of my mother, leaning on my shoulder and crying. I had an arm around her, and I looked as pale as ivory. It was at Jana’s funeral. I frowned, not liking that Fate knew what my mother looked like.

I picked up the pile, placing it on top of the desk, deciding to go through it later. Underneath was a shoe-sized box. It was hard to maneuver out of the drawer, but I did. I tried opening it and found it locked. Frowning, I put it underneath the pile of photos.

Rakshina was finishing up wrapping the computer cords in a neat loop, and Drekvic was putting the notebooks in a bag. I wondered where it had come from, but realized the Beyond would probably give me whatever I needed if I asked for it. Chester was holding out a bag for the photos and, together, we put them all inside. The box went on top, making the shape awkward. I passed it to Chester to carry and picked up the computer. I’d plug it into my own monitor so I told Rakshina to leave that.

I wanted to check out Hope’s room so we left the items in the hallway and walked across into Hope’s office. The warm brown and tan shades were familiar and comforting. The last time I’d been inside was when I’d been sitting with Hope, having tea and cookies. I’d been mad at Fate for putting this burden on me and annoyed that I couldn’t find the balance. He’d told me that he would try to help teach me. I wondered if he knew, even then, that he was going to fade away. I wondered why he’d never told me to be wary of his wife. Had he only realized everything when Joy returned to him, a shadow of the power that he had given up? Or, maybe, it had been taken from him.

“Chester?” I asked, turning to look for a desk or table where Hope might have left notes.

“Yeah?” he replied, turning to look at me.

“Who told you that all cairns are volunteers?” 

“Samuel told us,” Rakshina answered before Chester could speak. “Fate told him. I asked how he knew that.”

“So, we have no idea whether or not it’s true?” I turned to look at the two of them, standing together with Drekvic moving past us to go to the window.

“Why would she lie to us?” Chester shrugged.

I nodded, not really believing it. I desperately wanted to know the truth, but even if I discovered that they were all slaves, did it matter? The Beyond was unstable and might be more dangerous than staying as a cairn.

I found what I was looking for, hiding in the corner of the room behind a screen. I could just make out the legs of the desk underneath the screen. I walked over, finding the small writing table tucked underneath a large window and a lamp. This desk was messy, with pens and loose paper scattered all over the place. Hope’s scrawling handwriting was hard to read and his notes were in no particular order. With a twinge of guilt, I stacked them all together and looked in the one drawer attached to the table.

There was a journal, bound in brown leather that was very worn. I pulled it out and checked the edges of the drawer, finding only writing utensils. Satisfied that I wasn’t missing anything, I turned back to the others and almost dropped what was in my hands.

For a brief moment, I saw Fate in the doorway, her silver-blonde hair falling in a cascade around her shoulders. When I blinked, she was gone, making me wonder if I’d seen her at all. 

Feeling uneasy, I motioned that we should leave. When we were in the hallway, gathering the items from Fate’s room that we’d left there, I noticed that the box was tilted strangely in the bag and the first picture of me looking at the camera was gone. I reasoned that it had just shifted inside, telling myself that I hadn’t seen Fate because it was ridiculous to think that she had shown up, taken one photo of me, then left without saying a word.

“Let’s get out of here,” I muttered, lifting the computer in my arms and waiting for Chester to grab my shoulder before stepping sideways into my reality.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The box sat on the center of my work table, looking innocuous. While glaring, I considered throwing it across the room and whether that would actually make me feel better or just annoy me further when it dented my hardwood floors. It had resisted every form of magic I had tried to unlock it, and even using the balance had done nothing but give me a headache, similar to the one that I’d gotten from messing with Drekvic’s and my soul-mate bond.

I’d taken a break from the box to flip through Fate’s pictures. I started organizing them in piles of subjects. It was unnerving to see my face so often, especially when I realized that there were pictures of me from other lifetimes. I always looked similar, but sometimes I had different marks on my face or slightly different body shapes. I counted seven different reincarnations, and I separated those too. Most of the pictures from my past lives were with Chester. I could tell the life where he’d become a collector. He looked exactly the same, except that he was smiling widely in several pictures, which he rarely did now.

There were also snapshots of Drekvic’s early life before he became a siekewa. Those were some of my favorites, seeing him as a little child. One photo gave me pause, as it was Drekvic holding up a toy train to another boy, a face I recognized immediately as Samuel, the oldest collector. Even in the photo I could see the cairn against his throat, making me frown. When Drekvic was a child, there shouldn’t have been a need for collectors. They wouldn’t have had a place to carry souls, and why would anyone volunteer to power a cairn when their soul could just roam the world freely?

There weren’t any pictures of Hope, which surprised me because in all of the flashbacks Fate had forced upon me, they had centered on Hope and her love. If her motivations were about being with Hope, then why wouldn’t she want memories of the two of them together? Why would she focus so much on me?

There were images of Fate, though, scattered throughout the pile. She was standing in front of the library as it was being constructed, a smile on her face. In another, she stood in front of a lake, one that was familiar to me, talking to a large sea monster. Tabitha’s large teeth made me shudder, remembering my first and only encounter with her when she tried to eat me. Chester had saved me. Even then, he had known that I was his other half, and it had probably hurt him to see me, having no idea who he was.

I looked over toward the living room where he was napping on the couch. He hadn’t slept after our argument, just waiting for me to call him through the earring we both wore. I felt a twinge of guilt for disappointing him, but not the need to apologize. I didn’t blame Chester for wanting to keep me safe, but I wasn’t sorry for the things I’d said; I could take care of myself. Chester was disagreeing with my plans based on the amount of danger I was in, not on their chances of success, and it was something he’d have to get over.

Taking a deep breath, I stretched by linking my arms above my head. It felt nice to uncurl my back, and I stayed spread out longer than necessary.

I picked up the last picture and saw Fate and myself in the Beyond. I was a soul, not yet reborn into a body. I didn’t look different than my current reincarnation, at least before my hair turned silver and my eyes became violet instead of gray. I wondered if this was when she approached me and asked me if I would become a goddess and take her place. I frowned at my past self, wondering why I’d ever trust someone like Fate.

Taking a moment to flip back through the pictures of my current reincarnation, I realized that the picture I’d seen that was at the top of the pile really was missing. Frowning, I checked the other piles, making sure I hadn’t misplaced it. I hadn’t, which meant that I really had seen Fate standing in the doorway. She knew, then, that I didn’t trust her and that Joy had been able to speak to me.

Unnerved, I sent out a tendril of power to the wards around my house, making sure that they were all in place and activating the one that would notify me if someone teleported or moved through a gate within the immediate area. It had taken me a couple days to perfect that particular spell, but it was worth it, especially considering my current life.

My phone announced that I had a text with a particularly shrill whistle. Frowning, I reached for it. I always had it on vibrate. I wondered why anyone had been looking through my phone as I activated the screen to read my mom’s text message. It was a reminder that Drekvic, Chester, and I were expected for dinner in an hour’s time, and I’d better not forget. I grimaced. With traffic, it would take us almost thirty minutes to get there, and I was wearing what my mom liked to call kindly my house clothes, baggy sweatpants and an old t-shirt. Both had seen better days, and I wouldn’t be able to show up to a dinner invitation dressed like this.

I went to the living room to wake Chester up and make sure he was dressed appropriately. Rakshina had been picking out clothes for him, trying to update his wardrobe, and I was pleased to see that he was wearing dark jeans that fit him nicely, not too tight or too loose, and a long-sleeved shirt with a design on the left shoulder. He looked up at me sleepily so I reminded him of the dinner and went upstairs to change.

I could hear Drekvic in his room as I climbed the stairs, listening to loud music. I stuck my head in his open door before going across the hallway. He was lying on the bed, holding a book above his head. It was an extremely uncomfortable position, with one leg hanging off the bed, but he looked content. Unlike Chester, his black leather pants and thin tank top were not going to pass with my mother.

“We’re going to dinner at my mom’s. Make sure you wear something—not you,” I told him, grimacing.

He sat up, looking up at me and then at his clothes.

“She doesn’t like bad boys?” he retorted, and I frowned at him.

“She’s going to know that you’re trouble, regardless of how you dress. Just be presentable.” I shut his door as I walked out, giving him privacy. Despite the months of living together, he still acted like a five year old sometimes and it rankled me. He knew how important my mother was to me and how horrible the weeks had been when I’d first gone to the spirit world and realized that I had no way to get home. Being able to spend time with her was a true second chance, one I didn’t want to mess up.

My room was mercifully quiet with the door closed, the old thick walls kept Drekvic’s music in his room, and with my windows closed, the quiet street outside was inaudible. I released a long breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, tension easing from my shoulders. Despite everything going on, I was going to be excited about this evening. I hadn’t been to my mother’s house for dinner since the awkward and painful exchanges with my cousins after Jana’s death. The wake had been traumatizing, and I hoped I wouldn’t feel too upset going back into the house where Jana and I had grown up.

My sister’s memory lingered as I walked into the closet and picked out a dress that she had helped me choose. The dark gray fabric was comforting as I pulled it on over my head and straightened the skirt. It fell to my knees, loose and flowing, the way I liked my dresses. The top still accented my curves, but I frowned when I turned to look in the mirror. My silver hair was unruly, falling down my shoulders in a way that reminded me of Fate.

I hated it, and I spent the next ten minutes braiding it tightly away from my face and angled so it fell in one loop over my right shoulder. I didn’t want to look like Fate. I didn’t want my face to resemble the traitor’s at all, and I took even more time to put dark make-up around my eyes, turning my violet eyes dangerous with black wings accenting my face. I didn’t have any dark lipstick, so I only put on a light gloss and examined myself in the mirror.

I looked angry, which made me feel better. It was better to be angry than show how lost and afraid I really was.

“You look like you’re ready for war,” a voice said behind me, and I looked over my shoulder in the mirror to see Fate, standing by my bed.

I whirled around, touching the balance and drawing the light into me, as though it would protect me from Fate’s influence. Fate was stronger than I could ever be. Even though I would fight no matter what she threw at me, my chances of winning were below dismal.

“I am,” I replied. My voice didn’t tremble or waver and I lifted my chin, unwilling to be cowed by this immortal creature.

“You don’t have to fight me,” she replied, her golden hair falling gently around her as she settled to sit on my bed.

My face curled into a grimace. I didn’t want her touching my things. I didn’t want her in my room at all.

“You haven’t given me a reason to trust you.” My snarl sounded dangerous even to my ears. My bravado made me feel better, even if I couldn’t back it up.

The door to my bedroom burst open, slamming against the wall, as Drekvic entered the room, his hazel eyes blazing with fury. He found me immediately and I felt his connection to the balance deepen as he reached out to me through it. I remembered how it had felt to work with him before and I reached back, pressing the warm light against his cool darkness.

Fate watched the interaction between us with interest and knowing she could see us working in the balance made me angrier. I didn’t understand what she wanted from me. She obviously didn’t care about Hope, and she’d abandoned me once she realized that Chester was my soul mate and I’d never fix the balance with Drekvic.

“It’s amazing to see how close you two have become, even if you’re not lovers,” she said, curling her lips into a coy smile.

Drekvic moved to my side, not saying a word, his presence a deadly force that I felt myself leaning into. No matter our past or differences, I knew I could trust him to have my back. We were partners, despite whatever Fate was trying to do.

“This will make my life easier,” she said, folding her leg over the other as she leaned back on the bed. Her white dress was cut extremely low, exposing the center of her chest and too much skin. I frowned, wondering what she was trying to do.

“I’m not a piece in your game. Get out of my house.”

“You have always been my pawn,” Fate replied, shooting up to her feet in one swift motion.

“You couldn’t have created me.” My soft voice seemed to echo in the small room. “Drekvic took your power, a long time ago, the power of destruction.”

She smiled then, a wide grin that split her pale face with the red of her gums.

“You figured it out, didn’t you? Did that shade help?”

“Leave Joy out of this.”

“She was my pet for so long. Oh, how she hated me,” Fate laughed, then brushed her mane of blonde curls over her shoulder. The small cairns threaded through the strands made a small tinkling noise.

She met my gaze, then looked at her wayward son. Her smile faded as she looked at him, blinking slowly and sighing deeply.

“Your father was a good man. If only he hadn’t gotten in the way. I wanted to keep him. However, this whole plot will only work with willing participants, so, Ellie, you listen to me.”

Her voice had taken on an intensity that made my stomach churn and I clenched my teeth. Drekvic’s hand found mine, gripping my fingers tightly as I did the same to him.

“I will kill him. He’s a collector. His soul is forfeit and will fade into nothing. Break your bond, or he’s dead. I need you and Drekvic to be more than just partners. You have a week.”

With a pop, she vanished, and with her, all my composure.

She’d just threatened Chester, and I had no doubts that she’d be able to make good on her promise. He’d disappear because he made the choice to take his soul out of circulation. I turned to Drekvic, the panic clear on my face.

He made a soothing noise and pulled me against him, his lips touching my hair. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “We’ll figure it out. We can protect him. It’s okay.”

I heard Chester coming up the stairs, and I pulled away from Drekvic, trying to compose myself, but I had to tuck my hands under my arms to hide my trembling.

His dark head leaned into the room, his face turning into a frown when he saw the expression on my face.

“I heard the door slam,” he said, walking into the bedroom and coming to my side. His hand reached out to touch my shoulder, and I leaned into his touch, unable to explain how his presence made my heart seem lighter, even if he was the reason I was so scared.

“Fate came to pay us a visit,” Drekvic said, crossing his arms and looking at Chester with disapproval. “You’re supposed to be her guardian, but she could have been killed just now and you were none the wiser.”

“Stop,” I admonished, putting an arm around Chester’s waist and breathing in his scent. “No one can protect me from Fate, not even you.”

His frown was enough of an answer, and I focused on Chester’s breathing. His body had tensed when Drekvic had mentioned Fate, but his touch was still gentle as he ran a hand along my arm, as though he were reassuring himself that I wasn’t hurt.

“What did she want?” he asked, his voice terse.

I looked at Drekvic, not sure of how to say it without bursting into tears.

“We’re running late,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine. “We should get in the car or your mom is going to be angry.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat.

“We can talk about it later,” I told Chester, looking up into his brown eyes and fighting back the emotions. If I only had a little bit of time left with him, I wanted to enjoy what hours I could steal.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

My mother’s dining room wasn’t large, but it held all four of us comfortably. The beige walls were decorated with family pictures, myself and Jana at all ages and in all different situations. The earlier pictures showed my father, smiling and happy, before his addiction took him from us. My mother was rarely in pictures, having usually been the one taking them. 

The side table had one selfie-style picture that Jana had taken of the three of us only a couple weeks before her death. We were in the backyard, our hair wild from the wind and dirt smudges from the garden on our cheeks. It was my favorite one, and I was glad that she had it displayed. I’d taken all of Jana’s pictures down, unable to handle staring at them for too long. Her memory was still hard, even knowing she was content where she was at.

Not for too much longer, I realized, not if I couldn’t get the balance restored. Whatever Drekvic and I were doing wasn’t enough. A chill went through me as I realized what Fate wanted us to do and whether it was something I could go through with, even to save the world.

Kathy walked in, carrying a large tray of salad. Chester followed behind her, holding a pot roast on a fancy serving platter. I was surprised that my mom had used something usually reserved for holiday parties. Drekvic trailed behind with mashed potatoes and garlic green beans, giving me an appraising look.

That’s when I realized that my mom was telling a story of when I was little, and I grimaced.

“You should have seen those boys.” Kathy was laughing. “They had no idea what had hit them, or why only their socks were soaking wet.”

“Oh, Mom,” I groaned, “why did you have to tell them that? Now Drekvic is going to put water in my sock drawer.”

“It’s a funny story,” Drekvic purred, winking at me. “I never knew your biggest fear as a child was wet socks.”

“Isn’t that everyone’s worst fear?” Chester teased. I frowned at them.

“Don’t get any ideas.”

“Oh, Honey, they’re just teasing. You have to admit it was a pretty good revenge, and it didn’t get you detention like all the other times,” Kathy said, grinning at me as she set the salad down. 

“I didn’t get detention a lot of times. They couldn’t always prove it was me.” I crossed my arms and leaned back in the chair, giving her a grin of my own.

“You were a trouble-maker in school?” Chester asked, his voice genuinely curious as he sat down.

“Oh no,” Kathy replied for me, sitting down lightly at the head of the table. “Ellie was a model student, until someone messed with Jana or insulted her father. She has always been protective of people that can’t defend themselves.”

“I’ve noticed that about her. She hasn’t changed much.” Chester’s smile at me was enough to make me blush and look away. Shame made me want to melt into a puddle on the floor. Maybe I did everything to save Jana, but so many people had already died because of the weather and magical fluctuations from the balance and I wasn’t willing to do what I needed to do to save them. Their blood would always be on my hands.

“Oh, I forgot salad dressing.” My mom jumped up from the table and hurried back into the kitchen.

“I like your mom,” Chester said, and I looked up at him. “I can see why she means so much to you.”

“She’s a positive person,” I replied, looking past Chester into the kitchen to see her open the fridge and grab two containers of dressing. She was humming as she did so, and I couldn’t help but smile at her. I was lucky to have a mom like her.

“I hope you boys like ranch or Italian,” Kathy said as she strutted back into the room, leaning over Chester’s shoulder to drop the bottles in the middle of the table before sitting back down.

We dug into the food, small-talk flowing gently through the room. My mom told stories about Jana and me growing up. I pitched in when she got a detail wrong or to explain some of my more bizarre actions. Chester laughed in all the right places, and seeing the two of them interact with each other made my heart ache. He’d fit in my family, right here, the three of us sharing many moments. And if we ever decided to have children, my mother would have loved them as her own. We could have been a family.

In contrast, Drekvic was more reserved. He didn’t ask questions but listened and answered statements that were directed at him. His hazel eyes were more green than tan tonight, and they seemed to pierce into my brain whenever he looked at me.

Underneath it all was the sense that it would never last. This moment was short, and soon, I’d have to grow up. I looked at my mom’s smiling face and listened to her giggle as she sipped her wine, and I knew that her story earlier in the evening was true. I needed to protect all the innocent people that were dying, were going to die, because of the balance.

I looked up at Chester. His face was gentle and attentive as he focused on my mother. It was how he looked at me. I’d have to say good bye.

I stood up somewhat abruptly. 

“Going to the bathroom,” I said and fled the room.

The bathroom on the first floor was small, little more than a washroom with a stand-alone shower that was hidden by a sliding door. I leaned over the pink coral sink, looking at myself in the mirror. 

My violet eyes were starting to feel familiar, and I recognized the curve of my cheek and the slope of my nose on the stranger’s face. My make-up was slightly smudged under my eyes from wiping away panicked tears, but nothing very noticeable. I still looked fierce, but I didn’t feel it anymore. I felt hollow and broken. I wasn’t sure how I was going to go back into the dining room and pretend everything was okay.

It was getting late. I could rush us out of the house, but I didn’t want to hurt my mom’s feelings. She was happy having us in the house. I’d never brought a friend home before, and she was probably over the moon that I had two now. I thought of Rakshina and wondered if I should have invited her to come with us, but she’d been so busy looking for Lokina that getting hold of her was difficult.

I took another deep breath. I just had to get through the next couple hours, then I’d take Chester into my room and we’d talk about everything. I wasn’t willing to risk his life for anything, and I had to stop being so selfish. My mother’s life was in danger too, along with countless others.

I remembered a month ago when I’d first learned that I’d have to let go of all of my feelings for Chester and my life because I had to find my soul mate. I’d managed to close myself off then too, and I could do it again. If my goal was to seduce Drekvic and fix the balance so my mother and Chester could live, then that was what I would do and I would do it with a single-minded determination that was characteristic of my entire life.

I walked out of the bathroom, only feeling better because I’d shoved all emotions down to the sealed safe inside of me that held all of the broken and shattered pieces I didn’t have time for.

I stopped just outside the dining room when I heard my mom’s gentle voice.

“She said you weren’t her boyfriend, but I think you care about her very much.”

“Ellie is a very special person,” Chester replied.

“And you, you care about her too, even though you don’t say much. I can tell.” 

“We have been through a lot together,” Drekvic said, his melodic voice carrying through into the hallway. “I’d do anything for her.”

“We both would,” Chester echoed.

“Well, I’m glad she has friends like you to look after her.” Her voice held a hint of finality that made my heart twitch.

“What does that mean?” I asked, coming back into the room. My mom looked embarrassed, but neither Chester or Drekvic seemed shocked. Both of them had probably been tracking our bonds, always looking out for me and knowing where I was.

I sat back down, no longer hungry for the cheesecake she’d brought out for dessert.

“Part of the reason I wanted to see you was because I’ve decided to move to Oregon.”

“Oregon?” I demanded. “That’s where the earthquake was. There’s nothing there.”

The crime rate had also gone through the roof, and it was where the worst of the magical tremors were. My mother was a witch. Those tremors would affect her and could possibly kill her if she was using her powers when they happened.

“That’s why I’m going,” she replied. “I volunteered with a relief agency called Green Leaf. We are going to help rebuild and make sure that people are taken care of. I volunteered for a year of service. They will pay my expenses and I’ll get paid for the time worked.”

“It’s dangerous.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t stay here anymore.” Her voice broke at the end and I frowned, really looking at the dark circles under my mother’s eyes that she’d tried to hide with make-up, and the way her clothes hung on her frame. She’d lost weight and sleep since Jana died.

“It was bad enough when Andreas died,” she said, speaking of the terrible night we’d found my father’s body. “Then Jana was killed… and now you’re telling me about your life and how you might not be able to stay here much longer either. I know you will always visit me, but I’m done living in a house with dead memories.”

She looked up at the walls, and I blinked away moisture from my eyes.

“I’m sorry. I haven’t—I haven’t been a good daughter lately.”

“You’re always a good daughter, but you’re growing up. We both have to go on with our lives. I feel confident that you have two good gentlemen watching your back.”

I glanced over at Drekvic and Chester, both uncharacteristically quiet as they chewed their dessert.

“We’ll talk more about it later. I don’t leave until next month,” my mom said, reaching out to cut another piece of cheesecake. “Does anyone want seconds?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Chester’s arm was draped over me as we laid in my bed. His hand was tangled in my hair and I felt myself relax despite the conversation we would have to have. I was tired and I didn’t want to talk to him tonight, but with Fate’s deadline only a week away, I was afraid of waiting. If it wasn’t an easy fix, and it probably wouldn’t be, it could take longer than the time we had. I couldn’t risk Chester’s life. I refused.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, leaning forward and pressing his forehead against mine. I closed my eyes, breathing in his scent, leather and magic.

“About what Fate said today,” I replied, blinking and looking into his trusting brown eyes, eyes that always regarded me with love.

“She didn’t hurt you?”

“Not yet.” I stroked his chin, feeling a faint prickle of a beard.

“I won’t let her touch you,” he promised, kissing my lips softly.

I didn’t pull away immediately. His touch was soothing, and knowing that our time was limited made me want to procrastinate. When we parted, my arm was tangled around his neck, our ankles looped together. It was awkward, but I had no intention of untangling myself yet.

“I love you,” I whispered. “Please, don’t ever, ever doubt that.” My eyes felt damp, and I tried to shake away the emotions that were threatening to overwhelm me.

“I won’t.” His voice was equally soft. “This is the last night I’m going to spend with you, isn’t it?”

“I wish—” my voice broke and I had to swallow the lump in my throat.

“Me too.”

He was crying. The glistening tears that fell silently across his face broke my heart and before I knew it I was trying to kiss them away, wishing with all my heart that I didn’t have to do what I did. He was kissing me back, his touch desperate. I tangled my hands in his hair, pulling him closer to me as though I could hold onto him forever.

Chester’s hands curled around my back, and something seemed to break inside of me. All I wanted was him, all of him. I pushed him onto his back, and knew he was letting me when I climbed on his stomach and leaned over to kiss him. The buttons on his shirt were easy to undo, and I ran my fingers across his chest, reveling in the sensation of his heartbeat beneath the skin.

His tears were salty and damp underneath my lips. He held me tightly, his fingers digging into my skin. I didn’t care and moved to unbutton his jeans. His hands caught mine, and he drew back slightly.

He linked his fingers in mine, holding me fast. Heat flooded my cheeks, and I couldn’t look at his face. 

“Ellie,” he whispered, pulling my left hand to his lips and kissing it gently. “You know we shouldn’t do that, not—not because of this.”

“She threatened to kill you,” I blurted out, my voice sounding hysterical. “As a collector—your soul…” I couldn’t finish, a wild sobbing noise coming from my throat as I shut down.

He released my hands and sat up on the bed, pulling me into his chest and stroking my hair. I could feel his heart against my cheek as I cried, trying to find comfort in the fact that it was still beating, would continue beating. I would never let anything happen to him.

“I would have no regrets.” His chin pressed gently against the top of my head and his breath tickled my hair.

“I won’t—I won’t let it happen.” The sobs were making it hard to speak.

He made soothing noises as he held me, his hands stroking my back, playing with my hair, rubbing my shoulders and arms. He didn’t let me go and he comforted me the only way he could, with love.

When I’d finally managed to control the crying, I pulled back and looked at him. 

“You have to break our soul mate bond,” he said simply, wiping away the dampness from my cheeks.

I nodded, feeling sick to my stomach. I’d vowed to not do that. In this very house, I’d made the decision to choose Chester over all else, and I was already going back on my promise at the first sign of trouble.

“I don’t want you to.”

“What?” I asked, panic threatening to clamp down on my throat.

“I’d rather die knowing who I am and what I want in my life than live a thousand more years watching you love someone else.”

This made the tears start again and I shook my head vehemently.

“I won’t let you die. This is the only way to save you.”

“I want to spend whatever time I have left with you. Maybe it’s selfish of me, but I don’t want to live without you. I don’t want to see you with anyone else.”

“Chester… don’t do this to me,” I whispered.

“Ellie.” He leaned forward, his lips brushing mine. “Stay with me? Marry me?”

I jerked back as though he’d slapped me, my eyes widening while blood roared in my ears. He grabbed my hands, not letting me run away. My heart felt like it would explode in my chest. This should have been the happiest moment in my life but, with a guillotine hanging over Chester’s head, it just made me want to be sick.

“You bastard,” I hissed. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Because we made the decision to love each other.” His eyes never left mine and I’d never seen such conviction in his gaze. “When Drekvic was talking about the bonds, I thought I was ready. I thought I’d be able to give you up, if it meant saving the world and saving you, but—I’d rather die than lose you. The thought of you with someone else… I can’t do it. I’m too selfish.”

“And the thought of letting you die isn’t happening!” Hysteria was edging into my voice again. I didn’t know how to make him understand. My words were failing me. “How would you feel if the decision was reversed?”

He chuckled, releasing one of my hands to cup my chin.

“Probably exactly the way you feel right now.”

“This is the only way,” I insisted, leaning forward.

“I’m not going to spend the rest of my life watching you fall in love with Drekvic.” He shook his head, blinking slowly as though he wanted to burn the thought from his brain. “I wouldn’t survive that.”

“Then what can I do?” I demanded, shoving his chest. He didn’t budge, and I just fell into him.

“Love me,” he replied, using both hands now to cup my face. “Marry me. Enjoy what time we have left.”

“I already love you. I won’t give up trying to save you.”

“I know. I wouldn’t have you any other way.” He kissed me then, a gentle kiss that he broke to ask again. “Ellie, will you marry me?”

“No,” I said, tears streaming down my face. “I can’t.”

“Then let me stay for tonight,” he whispered, kissing me gently between words.

“Okay,” I replied into his lips.

His delighted grin made me smile through my tears and, when he kissed me again, he pulled me to closer. I went, trying not to think about the moment I’d betray him. He was a fool to think that I’d just watch him die.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Chester’s annoyance was so strong, it permeated through my office. I’d asked Rakshina to join us and she was looking at him with confusion, not understanding why he was so upset. Drekvic sat in my computer chair, clicking away on the keys, reminding me of the first time he’d come into my office and shown me websites regarding his history.

I met Chester’s anger with a cool and calculated gaze. The memory of his skin against mine was fresh, and it was hard not to cave into his desire, but he’d made it very clear that he wasn’t going to work with me to save his life, so I’d do it without his input. I had to find out more about the bond between Drekvic and myself. 

Visiting the Beyond had provided no clues. The spaces in between that Chester mentioned would hopefully shed some light on what was happening.

“You don’t get to dictate what I’m going to do,” I told him, my voice full of authority. “This is the only lead that we have.”

“It’s dangerous,” Chester growled, his frustration showing in every line of his body, the slightly spread stance and crossed arms. Even the set of his jaw and straight back spoke of aggression.

“You have a death sentence over your head,” I replied, a snarl coming into my own voice. “I’m not going to do nothing. This is the best lead,” I repeated. “I’m going, and I’m ordering you to show me where it is.”

“I won’t.” He lifted his chin in defiance.

Frowning, I turned to Rakshina.

“You know I’ll take you,” she replied, tossing her black mane over her shoulder. It was in a stylish braid today with a red ribbon threaded through the strands. As usual, she was impeccable in a white and black mini-dress and thigh-high boots. Her leather mini jacket was tight and accented the curve of her body, partially obscuring a matching red scarf around her neck.

“You’re coming too, right?” I asked Drekvic and he waved his hand in acknowledgment, not bothering to look over his shoulder.

I turned back to Chester, crossing my arms and matching his posture.

“I am going, with or without you. I’d rather have you there to help watch our backs, but I’m not going to force you.”

He sulked, his lip curling slightly.

“I don’t like it. We have no idea what to expect in there.”

“This is not up for discussion. You’re either coming or not.”

“He’s coming too,” Drekvic called, still not looking at us. “He’s just posturing.”

I turned to look at the former-siekewa, and he was pressing print on some document. He got up to go to the printer, a couple feet away, and pulled the paper off the tray as soon as it appeared. Coming over to the large work-table, he pushed my spellwork to the side and placed the paper where we could see it.

“I’m not going,” Chester protested, but Drekvic ignored him.

“This is an approximate guide to what’s behind the first gate. This is the realm where people like you can see all of us,” Drekvic explained, pointing at the map. “Because it is so close to your reality, it is round and each place in the world has a corresponding place in the first between.” 

I studied the map, recognizing continents and shapes from the maps I’d studied in school. Drekvic’s paper had two-sides and he turned it over.

“Now, this is the second in between. This one is different. This one is a thin sheet that matches more closely with the spirit world. There are certain points that correspond in each reality, and you will always get a general coordination to where you were in our current plane, but it won’t match up perfectly. You may enter the planes at the same place each time, but when you get to this between, it will not always be the same exact spot, but a general area or quadrant.”

I nodded, noticing that this between was not represented by a sphere, but by a square. It had been sliced off in different sections, four total. Drekvic pointed to the northwest quadrant and used one of my red pens to circle a small section at the very northern portion of the box.

“This is our destination. Rakshina knows this one well so we won’t have to worry about getting lost.”

“We’re not going,” Chester growled again, but we all ignored him

I looked up at Rakshina.

“Why do you know this one?” I asked.

“I think Lokina is hiding there,” she replied, pointing at a particular area, her painted-white nails looking bright against the dark ink. “I think that’s why I haven’t been able to find her.”

“Lokina?” Chester snapped.

At the same time, I asked, “Why is she there?”

The memories of my battle with Lokina and Rakshina’s former lover, Lakvas, still starred in my nightmares. Lokina had managed to escape, but Lakvas was trapped in a cairn, and there wasn’t a day that went by that the decision didn’t haunt me.

“Feeding,” Rakshina replied. “The energy there is… different. It doesn’t follow normal rules. She goes there to get stronger.”

“Do you?” Drekvic asked, his eyes boring into her.

She blushed slightly, the color spreading across her pale face.

“Yes. Fighting with gods makes me realize how inadequate my own magic is. I’ve done what I can to rectify that.”

“It’s foolish.”

“I am what I am,” she replied, shrugging.

“What does that mean?” I said, frowning.

“Siekewa are made to absorb energy from souls,” Drekvic explained. “When that isn’t possible, I made it so they can go to places where the energy is dense and use that to feed their magic. I didn’t want us to be one-dimensional with no other source of life. Souls are just concentrated energy with emotions.”

“Don’t say that,” I told him, grimacing.

“You’re my favorite concentrated energy with emotions,” he replied, a grin teasing the edge of his lips.

I couldn’t stop the snort of laughter, but I pretended to give him a disapproving look.

“If Lokina is there, it’s even more dangerous than we thought,” Chester said, his voice loud. “It’s not safe to go.”

My vision turned red, and I stood up from leaning over the map, regarding Chester coldly, trying not to lose my temper. I walked to the door and gestured for him to follow me into the living room. There were hardly any doors on the bottom floor, so I kept my voice low when I turned to address him.

“Do you have a death wish?” I asked, still trying to keep the rage from flooding into my voice. 

“Do you?” he replied, his voice holding incredulity.

“I told you last night that I will do anything to save you. I meant that, Chester. I don’t care if I make you hate me, or you decide to I’m not the one for you, but I refuse to stand by and let Fate kill you in six days.”

“This is the wrong path.”

“How do you know?” I snarled. “All you’ve done is disagree, with no other solutions.”

“Because if you go, you won’t come back.”

“Then I don’t; at least I won’t see you throw your life away.” I stalked toward him, putting my face in his, lifting my chin and squaring my jaw. “You don’t get a say in what I do to save your life. If you don’t like that, there’s the door.”

He suddenly looked very sad, and I wanted to take my words back, but I didn’t back down. “You know I’m not leaving,” he whispered.

“I’m doing what I have to,” I replied, and brushed past him to go back into my office. He stayed in the living room, sitting down on the sofa. I heard the whooshing noise of the cushion sinking, but didn’t look back.

“Lover’s quarrel?” Drekvic asked, his voice bland.

“It’s over now,” I replied. “What’s the plan?”

Rakshina studied me a minute before answering. She pointed at the marks that she had made on Drekvic’s map, explaining where she through Lokina was hiding.

“These spaces are very dark. You can’t see what’s coming,” she explained. “It’s impossible to get to by traversing the gates because there is no corresponding area in any realm. We have to walk in.”

“You think it will be an issue?” Drekvic asked, frowning. He was looking at the spots she’d indicated, worrying about what looked like a dark maze and a closed area with a wall.

“What are these structures? I didn’t think anyone lived in the in betweens,” I asked, pointing at the maze.

“No one sane does,” Drekvic corrected. “These are the last dregs of civilizations that were stranded there when I broke the world. My father took anyone that was willing to go back to reality so they didn’t starve or waste away, but some refused. Some managed to survive for a long time, and their families after them, but by now, all of them should be dead.”

“Ghosts?”

“Most definitely. No collector would be called to these places. They’re not part of the normal cycle.”

I frowned too, not liking the idea of going to a place where there would be so many ghosts. I didn’t have time to save them. There was only one soul I could truly focus on saving, and he was sulking in the living room.

“There’s something else,” Rakshina said, her voice taking on an eerie quality.

“And that is?” I asked, biting my lip.

“The ghosts are violent. They don’t like people going there, and they will attack us. We will have to do things to keep you safe, things you are not going to like.”

“What kind of things?”

“Banishing them from the area, or sending them to the spirit world. Either way, they can get lost.”

“There’s not a way to subdue them?”

“Not that I have discovered,” Rakshina replied. “Mostly, I try to avoid detection, but it’s not always possible. This is the other reason I think Lokina is hiding there. She can work on her projects and no one will notice these souls going missing.”

I didn’t like it at all. Those souls, despite having chosen to stay in a place that could be dangerous to them, shouldn’t be punished eternally for their mistakes. I wanted to save them all.

“How many ghosts are we talking about?”

“It’s hard to say,” Rakshina hedged, “but judging by the energy signature of the area, about a thousand?”

That was too many. I’d never be able to get them all out of the area, explore, find the solution, and save Chester in six days. I simply did not have time.

“The other option is still open,” Drekvic said, his voice soft in my ear. I turned to face him, and I could see sadness in his eyes. “We can contain him, and do what we need to do against his wishes.”

“Against mine too,” I replied, feeling sick. Would I ever stop choosing the needs of one over the needs of many? Had I not learned my lesson?

“How many more will die, Ellie? We can stop this.”

“My love for him isn’t going to fade because the bond is broken. I love my sister and my mother and they aren’t my soul mates. My emotions have nothing to do with chains.”

“I’m not saying you would.”

“Ellie, it would buy him time. Isn’t that what you need? Time to figure out what Fate is up to, time to stop her?” Rakshina insisted, her voice low. I frowned at her, wondering when she’d decided to take Drekvic’s side. She’d always been staunchly against him, but for some reason they were united in this.

“He doesn’t want it, and neither do I.”

“We don’t always get to do what we want.” Drekvic’s voice was full of barely contained emotion. “You think I want this? You think I want to be in love with someone that loves someone else? Life isn’t always about wants. There are millions of souls out there that don’t want to die because we are too afraid to do what we need to do in order to save them. Our lives no longer matter, Ellie. What matters is doing what is right.”

I was speechless for a moment. Our positions seemed reversed, and suddenly I felt on uneven footing. Drekvic was supposed to be the trouble-maker, the one that always did whatever he wanted and never thought for a second about what the rest of the world needed. He’d tried to destroy all the realities himself, thinking it would bring his family back together. He hadn’t even known that his mother was planning something bigger than all of us.

“It’s a lot of people,” Rakshina said softly, her voice cutting into my heart and making me sick.

“Let’s save it as a last resort. We can look into this place first,” I whispered, feeling guilt settle on my shoulders. I was putting off the decision, but I couldn’t help but feel that it was inevitable.

Drekvic shook his head, disgusted with me.

“We will have to hide our presence as much as possible then.” He didn’t bother to hide the disdain in his voice. “We’ll have to banish any that we find. Rakshina can teach you the spell, just in case we get separated. We will leave in a couple hours. Make sure you’re prepared.”

He stood up and stalked out of the office, taking the stairs two at a time with his graceful legs. I heard his door slam shortly after, and I sighed. I was upsetting all my friends today.

“Such babies,” Rakshina muttered, as she folded the map and put it in her jacket pocket.

“Think so?” I asked, feeling that their criticism was on the mark. 

“If Chester was in your shoes, he would be fighting to save your life. If Drekvic thought you could die, he’d give up everything to keep you alive. They act like your choice should be easy, that you should be selfless. Chester thinks you should let him die and Drekvic thinks you should choose him. It’s dumb, and neither are thinking compassionately.”

“Millions of people could die because I’m stubborn.”

“And millions will die if you choose incorrectly. You can’t make yourself love Drekvic, just like breaking the bond with Chester will not make you love him any less. Just focus on what you can do, like learning this banishing spell. It’s easy.”

She was right and, for the next thirty minutes, I practiced a short incantation and a movement of energy that would possibly save my life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

With my silent companions beside me, we stared at the quiet ruins in front of us. No wind or hum of electronics made the already gloomy ruins appear desolate. Nothing was left alive in this abandoned space, and there was a heaviness in the air that pressed against my skin, pushing me away.

Gray clouds swirled around us, moving as though pushed by a wind that we couldn’t feel. Below us stretched out the maze-like ruins we’d studied on the map. Rakshina had made a copy for each of us, and had instructed us to leave this section of the in-between if we were separated. We would meet back at my house as soon as possible, and a search or rescue party would be organized as a team.

I glanced at Rakshina, her unfailing blue gaze pierced the black ruins. She would be our guide, the only one that had ventured inside, looking for Lokina. She’d said there were a couple spots that matched what Drekvic and I had described. She’d marked them on the map, and then had adjusted some of the walls. Some had crumbled and blocked different passageways, and some were so overgrown with ivy that it was impossible to get through.

When I’d asked how plants had survived, she said it was feeding off the energies of the dead. The thought made me ill, and I wondered how many ghosts we would encounter.

“Once we’re down there, we can’t talk,” Drekvic said. “Our energy will draw the ghosts to us regardless, but as long as we don’t make too much noise, we should only have to banish those that get too close to our magic. The rest shouldn’t know we’re here.”

I nodded at him, glad that his voice was audible. I’d wondered if this in-between muffled sound, and was relieved to know that my ears still worked in this dark place.

Chester stood on my other side, unwilling to look at any of us. He was stoic, and angry, but he’d followed us when we’d left. I was glad he came to watch my back, but I was also leery of letting him get to close to me. I was afraid he’d try to pull me through a portal or teleport outside of the ruins at the first sign of danger. I consciously placed myself between Rakshina and Drekvic as we started down the hill in single file.

I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, trying to match Rakshina’s long, silent strides. My soft footsteps were all I heard and I was annoyed by how gracefully and silently my companions moved. If I hadn’t known better, I’d wonder if they were floating and not touching the ground.

Even so, my steps were quiet, the soft leather soles of my hiking boots making almost no noise in this desolate place.

As we got closer, I could smell ash lingering in the air, clinging to my face and penetrating my lungs. I stifled a cough, knowing that any loud noises could bring ghosts upon us.

Rakshina paused in front of me and I stopped, placing my foot down quietly. She pulled the scarf from around her neck and handed it to me, miming placing it over my nose.

The scarf smelled like her, darkness and smoke. It was comforting and tying it around my face helped with the dryness of the air. Nodding, she moved forward again, stalking like a tiger into the first archway of the maze.

I hesitated only a moment at the roman-style pillars and moved forward. Inside the walls, the world seemed darker, more sinister. The stone was black, and I couldn’t tell what type of rock it was, but it loomed twenty feet above our heads, opening to the gray clouds and sky of the in-between.

I could hear noises now too, the moans and cries of the damned. My heart constricted at the thought of how many ghosts were around us, suffering. I hated that I would be abandoning them even further with each banishing spell that I allowed to be cast.

One glance over my shoulder at Chester’s gloomy face bolstered my resolve. This was to save his life. These ghosts were already lost. Losing them wouldn’t change their fate, especially if I died while trying to accomplish my current mission. If I survived, if the Beyond survived, I’d do whatever it took to find each of them.

Rakshina paused at the first cross roads, an opening to our left or continuing straight. She thought for a moment, eyes narrowed and lips pursed as she contemplated. She turned into the left, and I saw her brush her hand against the edge of the door. A dark burst of energy lingered there, and I frowned. I understood wanting to mark our trail to have an easy escape route, but wouldn’t her magic draw ghosts to this spot?

I saw Drekvic frown at it as well, but he did nothing, just continued following in silence. I didn’t look to see what Chester thought. As long as he was still with us and safe, I wasn’t going to rock that boat any further.

The moaning seemed silent for a moment, and I heard something swirl over us. I looked up to see a shadowy wraith floating above. My heart skipped a beat in my chest and lunged up into my throat. Rakshina paused, looking up without concern. The wraith passed over us, instead focusing on a spot behind us. 

I realized, then, what Rakshina’s magic was meant to do. It was a marker, but it would also draw the wraiths to where we had been instead of where we were. There was more than one exit, and I could only assume she’d lead us to one of those when it was time to leave. Feeling chilled, I shuddered, imagining ghosts swirling around us, heading towards Rakshina’s magic beacon.

The ground was starting to become dangerous, and I had to focus more and more on my feet. Loose rocks and vines were creeping into the path, ready to snag an unwary shoe. Rakshina seemed impervious in her heeled boots, stepping easily around loose debris and tangled roots. I had to be more careful, and more than once I worried about kicking an errant rock and sending it skidding into the silence.

Our path dead ended into a T intersection, and Rakshina chose right, turning away from an open and still well-paved path into a small opening that was almost choked off by ivy. She left another marker here, this one slightly brighter than the one before.

We all had to duck to get into the entrance, and visibility dimmed as the ivy canopied the surviving stone arches. It dangled down, tickling my face and shoulders, making my stomach churn as I imagined monsters reaching for me.  Even as tall as I was, everyone else was taller, and I wondered if they felt just as trapped as I did, hunched over as we moved forward in the semi-darkness.

I couldn’t see very well, and when my foot snagged on a vine, I fell forward, hard. The impact knocked the breath out of my lungs and a sharp rock scraped my elbow as I tried to catch myself. My heavy backpack hit the back of my head pushing my face into the dirt and only Rakshina’s scarf saved me from getting dirt in my mouth. The thud of my body seemed so loud, and I froze for a moment, unwilling to assess my hurts and afraid that I’d managed to draw something to us.

Drekvic was by my side in an instant, picking me up and helping me get back onto my feet. Blood dripped down my right leg and left arm, ruining my new jeans and sweater. Chester was close behind me too, and Rakshina stepped in front. They were forming a circle around me, protective while we waited to see if my tumble would bring any ghosts.

Rakshina scented the air, and like a shark, grabbed my wounded arm, turning it to look at the cut. I couldn’t connect to the balance without attracting all the ghosts nearby, but Rakshina, using her stored energy, closed the skin. There would still be dried blood on my arm, but it was a manageable annoyance. She knelt down to check my knee while Drekvic and Chester stood guard. Thankfully, my clumsiness didn’t attract any unwanted guests.

Once she was confident that I could continue walking without leaving a trail of blood, she held out her hand to me. As a siekewa, she was more used to darkness and gloom than I was, so I took it and let her lead me quietly through the maze.

Chester pushed past Drekvic to walk directly behind me and his closeness was stifling. I could feel the heat of him on my back, ready to catch me if I fell, or perhaps snatch me out of this reality at the first sign of trouble. I was ready to drop him if he tried.

Rakshina left a couple more energy signatures at different points. There was one opening that we had to squeeze through, and we all thought Chester wouldn’t make it, but he managed, despite being larger than the rest of us. That was the last change of direction before Rakshina stopped in front of a stairwell. She pulled out her map and motioned to one of the “unnatural” spaces. This was one of them.

I looked down into the darkness, frowning. I couldn’t see anything. Trying to make as little sound as possible I unzipped my backpack and unwrapped my flashlight. I’d wrapped everything in towels to keep them from clinking together, but even so, the click of the flashlight turning on was so loud I stopped to look around, expecting to see a ghoulish form appear in my view.

That was when I noticed the carving above the stairwell, and it sent chills down my spine.

Journey to Below at Your Own Risk, I read and swallowed the lump in my throat. Rakshina motioned for me to step aside so she could go first but I shook my head. She hadn’t explored here. There was no reason for her to risk herself exploring this dark area when I had the light.

I moved to take the lead, swiftly side-stepping Chester’s hand as he tried to grab me, and started heading down the stairs. The flashlight barely pierced the darkness, but it illuminated the steps enough to find my way. 

Rakshina stepped in behind me, effectively blocking Chester from a second attempt at trying to stop me. He’d be fuming, but if this was the only way for us to figure out how to keep him alive, then he’d have to deal with it.

The stairwell curved slightly as we descended, and I put a hand out to touch the wall. The stone was warm and dry underneath my fingertips, feeling like it’d been left to bake in the sun for an afternoon. There was no guard rail, but both sides of the stairwell had thick stone walls and only a few of the steps were broken. I skipped those, my hand braced on the wall as I did so, making sure I didn’t break my neck in a tumble. I had no idea how far down the hole went, and the idea of finding out by falling wasn’t appealing.

The others were silent behind me, and only a quick glance back every now and then assured me that we were all together.

I was ready to call for a rest when we came out onto a balcony of some sorts. My legs were trembling as I walked to the delicately carved railing. I didn’t trust my weight to it, but I wanted to look over.

What I saw stole the heat from my blood and the color from my cheeks. The magic boiling at the bottom of the pit was familiar for only one reason. I looked over at Drekvic, and he nodded. He could see the similarities too, but here was a well that was thirty or more times what was contained within our bond. Touching this magic just might kill us.

I backed away from the edge of the balcony, looking for an alternate path down, hoping I could get closer to find answers. I didn’t see anything at first glance, so I went back to the stairwell to start a methodical search. The faint glow of the magic was too far below to light up the space.

It was Drekvic that found the dumb waiter. The small pulley elevator would hold only one of us at a time, and we had no idea if the ropes were still in working condition. I shook my head at him, but he climbed on top of it anyways and jumped. The soft thud of his feet hitting the wood made me look around nervously.

When the thing didn’t come crashing down, he hopped out and motioned that he was going to go to the bottom. I shook my head vehemently, grabbing his arm and pointing at myself.

He gave me a look that asked if I was kidding, and I realized the battle was already lost. Chester wouldn’t let me go down first, and neither would Drekvic. Rakshina would also protest so I squeezed his arm, hoping he’d be careful. Knowing him, it was unlikely.

He climbed inside and motioned for us to lower him down. Chester stepped forward, his muscles working to send Drekvic into the darkness. The wheels squeaked, and I cringed, unable to calm my nerves. I scanned the area, searching for any hint of a shade. Rakshina did the same, two sentinels guarding Chester’s back.

It felt like ages before Chester stopped lowering the elevator. He motioned that it was stuck and he frowned. Unsure as to whether or not Drekvic had reached the bottom, I leaned over the edge, feeling Chester grab my backpack to hold me steady.

When the wheels started squeaking the other way, Chester let go of the pulley. The whirring noise of an engine was quiet, but persistent. There must have been a way to turn it on at the bottom. It was only a few minutes before an empty elevator reappeared. Rakshina motioned for me to go inside, and I did. It didn’t seem safe, with two empty walls and only one guardrail on the inside. I crouched down, feeling nervous as it started swaying as it lowered me down.

Chester leaned over the edge, watching me descend into the faint light of the strange magic. I looked at my feet, focusing on not becoming car-sick with the gently swaying box.

When I reached the bottom, I climbed out quickly, legs trembling from nerves and previous exertion. I was never a fan of stairs and, after what we’d gone through, I didn’t want to see one again. Drekvic reached out to touch my arm, reassuring himself that I was there, before turning to a dimly lit control panel. The elevator started up again.

While we waited, I looked around at the room. We were at the same level as the magic now, but I didn’t approach it yet. I wanted to wait until the others were here before we explored. From what I could see, there was the faint outline of the balcony far above, and the magic seemed to be resting in a pool, protected by a thick stone wall that was about three feet high. I wondered how deep it went and how far it was recessed into the floor.

When Rakshina and Chester joined us, we stepped forward together, the four of us moving as a unified front. We scanned the area as we walked, looking for any other recesses or anything that might attack us. There was nothing aside from another engraving on the edge of the pool. When we reached it, I knelt down, trying to make out the words with my flashlight.

 

Annwn, Realm of Gods & Monsters

 

I frowned at the words, not understanding. Was there another place in the between?

“What does it say?” Rakshina asked. She didn’t look at me, but was watching the elevator as though someone else would come down.

“Ann wen? Realm of Gods and Monsters.” I wasn’t sure if I was pronouncing it right and bit my lip, feeling inadequate.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Drekvic said, kneeling down next to me. His shoulder brushed mine as he reached to touch the words.

When he did, the explosion rocked us backward, and my mind went blank. Reality seemed to stretch and then bounce as I flew backwards, or was I flying forwards? I couldn’t tell as the world spun and then mercifully went black.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Slowly, the world came back into focus. The moss beneath me was soft and warm, making me want to sink into the green smelling pillow and forget everything. There were birds chirping, a beautiful melody against the backdrop of the wind. I stretched out, enjoying the gentle sun on my face, and Drekvic’s arm fell across me.  I rolled over into his chest, smelling ash and darkness.

His hazel eyes met mine, and I saw the same sleepiness and relaxation in his countenance that I felt. Peace permeated my limbs, and I felt my eyelids going heavy again. I heard Drekvic sigh, a soft, contented noise, and that’s when my brain started to ask questions.

My eyes snapped open, and I sat up abruptly. He flinched when I pulled away, blinking rapidly. The forest around us was beautiful, trees in full bloom and a brilliantly blue sky overhead. The smell of pine and dogwood tickled my nose, and I stood up quickly, turning in a circle, finding a small winding path heading off into the woods.

“Where are we?” I asked, looking around the small clearing again, not seeing Chester or Rakshina.

Slightly panicked, I pulled on the light to find my soul mate bond with Chester and found nothing.

“It’s gone,” I squeaked, my voice rising in pitch as I searched frantically for the golden tether that bound Chester to me. I only saw the connection between Drekvic and myself, and I froze, realizing that it was different now.

Gone were the dark bands and strange silvery light that had made me sick before. In it’s place was a beautiful string of energy, delicate, yet unbreakable. It was pure white, with a hint of violet around the edges of the chain, swirling in an intricate knot pattern. There were flowers woven into the… it’s a vine, I thought. It was alive, growing stronger with each passing moment. The flowers were not quite full-bloom, but waiting to blossom.

“It’s… beautiful,” Drekvic said, awed.

“Yeah,” I replied faintly.

He stood up, brushing moss out of his hair and off his dark clothes.

“Where are we?”

“Annwn, Realm of Gods and Monsters.”

I jumped at the sound of a stranger’s voice, turning to the forested path and finding a man standing there. He was unlike any person I’d ever seen before, wearing a long white robe that was perfectly pressed in sharp angles. He was tall, at least seven feet, with long white hair that fell straight down his back in a loose ponytail. His skin was pale, almost colorless, and his knowing blue eyes looked washed out. His long fingers were folded in front of him, blocking the insignia on his sash. The way he said Annwn sounded like ah-new, and I tried to remember why it sounded familiar.

I tried to take it all in, his long face with the heavy creases around his mouth, the way he stood in the sun but cast no shadow. The birds sounded like a full orchestra now, breathtakingly beautiful, and beside me, the tether between Drekvic and me sang with magic that was making it hard to concentrate on anything else.

“Wh—who are you?” I managed to stutter, dropping the balance in hopes that the singing tether would stop distracting me, but I couldn’t let go of the magic. I couldn’t drop it any more than I could disconnect my head from my body, and I took a shaky breath, wondering if I’d ever be alone in my head again.

This must be what it’s always like for Drekvic, I realized. He was always connected, and the dark power ran through his veins because it was a part of him. I truly was the outsider, the broken link in our chain.

The stranger smiled then, and it transformed his entire face. Even though he stayed the same, I had a vision of flowers blooming in his hair, and the smell of damp soil and fresh growth tickled my nostrils. In an instant, the sensation was gone, although his smile remained.

“I think in your world, I am known as Spring,” he replied, his melodious voice sounding exactly like that.

I felt Drekvic’s unease through the balance, and he took a step closer to me. “Why are we here?”

“Mother needed you,” he replied. “If you follow me, I can take you to her.”

“Mother?” My voice was tentative, although I didn’t share Drekvic’s misgivings. I’d never felt so comfortable around a stranger.

He paused for a moment, thinking. “Your world would call her Gaia, but here, she is just the Mother.”

I blinked at that, unsure.

“If you stay here, the monsters of Annwn might come after you. I’ve held them back for awhile now. If you do not follow, they will not hesitate to come test you.”

He turned and started walking down the path.

Drekvic pulled me close to him so he could whisper, “Can you open a gate?”

I concentrated on pulling back the veil the way Rakshina had shown me, the way to side-step into a different reality. I hadn’t been able to open a true gate since Joy had disappeared.

“No,” I said, finding no veil to draw back.

“Then we should follow him for now. Let’s learn what we can and then get back to the others.”

I nodded, and we hurried after the stranger with no shadow.

The path wasn’t paved, but the dirt was worn, with only small sprouts of grass growing in places. Spring walked at an unhurried pace, and we were able to keep up with him without struggle. His back was perfectly straight as he walked, his robes barely shuffling as he moved.

We traveled through another meadow, this one full of tall grass that I thought might be wheat. It certainly smelled like it, but it looked different than the varieties I was used to.

The ground turned rockier as we traveled along a small stream, the sound a perfect counterpoint to the birds. The water was so clear I could see the fish swimming against the current and the sparkling river-stones at the bottom. I’d never seen anything quite like it, and my awe only grew when Spring led us back into the forest.

The trees were getting larger and larger, with roots taller than my head and trunks so wide I couldn’t see around them. I noticed an archway up ahead, made of wood with cloth dangling from the top in artful flutters. The wind was picking up, and the rustling of the leaves soothed the tension between my eyes. Everything about this realm seemed to be made for peace.

We passed through the curtains and entered into a clearing that was set up for a gathering. There was a fire pit in the center, and although not lit, the air had a hint of woodsmoke flavoring it. There were logs dragged around the fire, places where people could sit, and a couple stools and blankets were thrown around the area. Behind it all, stood the largest tree I’d ever seen. Looking up, I could barely see the pattern of the leaves, blocking almost all the light. The world down here was very dim and very green.

An image flashed through my mind, a memory of that Fate had once shared with me. It had been fast, a flicker of a thought as she flipped through her life to only show me what she wanted me to see, but I was certain that she’d stood here before, in front of this tree, and her mood had been raging.

Spring gestured to the trunk, and only then did I see the door recessed there. It was made of the same wood as the tree, a pale gray bark with mottling. I wondered if it hurt the tree to have a home carved into it, but noticing my frown, Spring explained.

“Mother just asked the tree for a home, and it gave it to her. This tree is called Moerna, and she was honored that Mother chose her. Please, go inside. Mother is waiting for you.

“Only one way in,” Drekvic said, standing close enough to brush my arm. His unease became my own, but his was because his experiences with a mother were almost all bad. He couldn’t trust Fate, but when I thought of my mom, all I knew was love and generosity.

I took his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Together, we walked past the fire pit and seating area and up to the door in the tree. Knocking felt disrespectful, so I reached out and gently touched Moerna’s bark.

“It is nice to meet you, Great One. Could you please tell the mother that we have arrived?”

I felt a warmth flood through my fingertips, gentle and delicate, as Moerna acknowledged my request. We waited only a moment before the door swung open.

Light from inside fell on our feet and the scent of baking flooded into my nostrils. The melted butter and sugar were enough to make my mouth water, but I still paused before going inside. I had no thought that this was a trap. The only uncertainty I felt was from Drekvic.

We stepped inside, and instantly I felt like I was in a 1950’s farmhouse. The wooden floors led us right into the kitchen. The white and red plaid tablecloth was so familiar against the white cupboards and old-fashioned stove.

The only surprise was the woman herself. She didn’t look old, but the power radiating off of her was stronger than anything I’d ever felt. It made Fate’s magic look like a raindrop in an ocean, but unlike Fate’s overwhelming presence, this woman’s magic was subdued, kind, and full of creation.

She hadn’t turned to look at us yet, but I had stopped, almost mid-step, to stare at her in amazement. She had a crown of flowers resting gently in her dark green hair. It was cut in a short bob, accenting the graceful curve of her neck, which was the color of spring grass. Her flowered vine tattoo curled up the back of her neck and all along her right shoulder.

Her dress seemed to be made out of clouds, and it moved and swirled around her body as though there was wind rippling the fabric. It was strapless and tight around the bodice, but loose and rippling around her legs, ending around her knees with wisps of cloud fading into nothing. I couldn’t stop staring at the dress that was now exposing patches of blue sky among the clouds.

The Mother turned to face us, holding up a wooden spoon with batter on it. Her face was beatific, with a wide, open smile and a wide, flat nose. Her eyes were the dark brown of freshly turned soil. Her lashes were green and pink, complementing the freckles and flour smeared across her nose. Her slightly crooked teeth stood out with how brilliantly white they were.

I’d never loved someone more instantly than I loved this woman. When she opened her arms to me, I went without hesitation, and when she held me, I felt like I was coming home.

“Oh, my dear Ellie,” she whispered, her breath tickling the back of my neck. “How I’ve missed you.” I pulled away, confused. “I’ll tell you everything. Sit down.”

I sat at the kitchen table while she turned to Drekvic. I could sense his unease fading away, but he still didn’t understand. This woman seemed familiar to him, but also alien.

“It’s been so long since I was able to speak with you,” she said, her voice sounding extremely sad. “That woman has had you for too long. Come here, dear boy.”

He hesitated only a moment before allowing her to hug him. I saw the moment he relaxed, the tension in his lithe frame leaking out of him, and hope budding inside our bond. He believed in the answers this woman would give us, and I could only pray that we were able to use whatever she shared.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“Sit down, I’m just putting the pie in the oven,” Gaia said, a smile in her voice. Drekvic sat down next to me, looking a little shell-shocked. I could sense his turmoil and I reached out to squeeze his hand. No matter what happened, we were stronger together.

Gaia was humming a tune that seemed to lurk just below my subconscious. Her kitchen window overlooked a small meadow, covered in miniature flowers and brilliantly green grass. The sunlight filtered gently through the leaves, a green canopy of light.

After Gaia put the pie in the oven, she joined us at the little farm table, propping her elbows on the surface and smiling at us. She seemed to be happy, her eyes twinkling with unrestrained emotion.

“It’s so good to see you two finally together.” There was laughter in her voice. “But you must be so confused.”

“I know you?” I leaned forward, my heart pounding so loud I was certain she’d be able to hear it.

“Oh, yes, we know each other very well.” She beamed at me and I tried to control the bubbling confusion inside of me.

“How?” Drekvic asked, leaning back into his chair. It creaked slightly, but he didn’t readjust his position.

“All souls are born here and all gods are born here. The souls are created by Moerna and her sisters. Her roots run deep, and she tries to place these children where they will thrive best.” She nodded, gently tapping the table, as though petting it.

Moerna creaked around us, a gentle and calming sound. The noise touched a memory so far away that all that was left was a gentle warmth that cocooned my soul. I relaxed unconsciously.

“Fate and Hope were created by Moerna, and she decided that they were strong enough to rule your world. She felt their balance of order and chaos was matched, and that they would be able to share responsibilities. I warned her that having a world with duality at its core would be dangerous, but she liked the idea. Thus, your world was created, a strange place where the balance of order and chaos keeps everything in place. No side is too strong, or the world will tip on its end and the entire thing will come crashing down.”

“That’s what’s happening now,” I insisted. “I’m not strong enough.”

“We’ll get to that, my dear,” Gaia replied, smiling warmly at me.

I nodded and tried to be patient and allow her to finish her story, or was it our history? I glanced at Drekvic, watching him narrow his eyes and bite the inside of his lip.

“When Fate became pregnant, she came to visit me, requesting a blessing for her developing child, and also with a concern. Her magic was weakening. Hope’s light was getting too strong, and her own power seemed to be diminishing. She was confused and afraid, but also…”

“Furious,” Drekvic supplied. “She’d have been angry to see her power shrinking.”

Gaia nodded, her face growing serious.

“Fate wanted her powers back, and she didn’t want the child inside of her to take what was rightfully hers. She was still your mother, though, and the thought of anything happening to her baby boy was a frightening prospect.

“So, I took a look at the child and found something quite surprising. Moerna had placed a trouble-maker soul with Fate. As the goddess of Chaos, having a child that caused as much trouble as her meant that he could take her powers from inside the womb, which is exactly what you did.” She grinned at Drekvic. “You became the God of Chaos before you were even born, but because you were also your father’s son, there was still light inside of you. You balanced yourself in a way that made you a better candidate than your mother for ruling over the dark.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t kill me,” Drekvic muttered, frowning. He had leaned forward during Gaia’s story and his hands rested on the table. His emotions were scattered as he tried to come to grips with what he’d been told his entire life versus what was true.

“She was so mad,” Gaia said, a sad smile on her face. “Your mother said I had to take the child from her before she killed him. You were born too early. Moerna took you into her bark, giving you the nourishment and love that your mother should have.”

“But—I grew up with her. I remember them…” His voice trailed off, desperate. His desire for something in his memories to be real was a burning ache that trailed inside the balance between us. 

“Hope came for you. Once it was safe for you to leave Moerna’s nurturing, he took you back with him. I don’t know what made Fate accept it, but the three of you grew together and lived as a loving family. Fate felt like an outcast. She was still immortal, and technically, still a goddess, but over nothing. She could use the balance, but it was not hers to control anymore. She could only borrow, and in that time, Hope’s magic became stronger and stronger, forcing order into everything, regardless of whether or not he wanted it.”

I frowned, trying to remember back to Fate’s visions of the past that she had shown me. She never hinted at anything being amiss before the world broke into separate realities, and I clenched my hands into fists at the thought of her playing me the whole time. What did a world forced into order even look like?

“It robbed people of their free will,” Gaia replied, seeming to know my question before I could ask it. “Humans could not choose to be chaotic. They could not choose to put a toe out of place. Creativity was diminished, because everyone had to follow set guidelines. No one could think outside the box and create inventions to make life easier. They were forced into stagnation and were dying off.”

“That’s horrible.” Disgusted, I crossed my arms. It wasn’t hard to imagine Fate laying her plans for thousands of years, manipulating those closest to her to get the power she wanted.

“Yes, that’s why when new worlds are created, Moerna and I always make sure the balance is within the people now, a structure of gray. It’s too dangerous to have one overpower the other.”

I nodded, realizing that I must have a mix of the balance inside myself, or my years of research and studying, trying to find a cure for addiction, would have never been possible.

“You understood that the world was falling apart, Drekvic. Even as a child, you were aware that something wasn’t right, that order and light was not the natural way of all things. So, you did what you could, you broke the world, sucking all the excess light into the Beyond where souls, with no needs other than what they made for themselves, could live everlasting. Order was acceptable there, because no one could die. The spirit world was an accident. You tried breaking off the excess light, but it didn’t want to go into the spirit world, so you instead created a second world. It was good though, because the collectors were able to have a home there, and your own people, the siekewa, were also able to live there, along with any spirits that wanted to hide away from the din of technology.

“And the original reality, it balanced itself. Chaos and Order mingled together, the way they are supposed to. New ideas and creativity fell in together as though they’d never been separated. Now, if you notice, the most creative and chaotic ideas are born from a set structure, like a scientist discovering how to use electricity. Science is based on set rules, but look at what it can create, and with magic intertwined, it all fits.”

“But Hope was trapped in the Beyond,” I interrupted, not wanting to get sidetracked by my natural curiosity of how the balance played a role in scientific discovery. “How could he help balance Drekvic if all his light was trapped in one place?”

“Because Hope was only light. He could exist in other places, but why would he want to? The Beyond was everything he wanted out of his life.”

“Even that was a lie?” Drekvic asked, his childhood pain reaching through the balance and threatening to choke us both. I reached out and took his hand, squeezing his fingers tightly. He held me back, taking comfort in my touch.

“I’m sorry to say, but yes, although, I don’t think he understood the ramifications of his actions until much later. He wasn’t able to leave, like Fate was. Once he was in the Beyond, his magic kept him there. He couldn’t be reborn like the souls he tended, and he didn’t have the chaotic nature to break open the gates. Hope was stuck where he was.”

“My mother abandoned me too,” Drekvic said, his voice steady. “I remember that. She dropped me off in the spirit world and told me to figure it out.”

“She was bitter,” Gaia replied, shrugging. “Her perfect world was shattering. Her son had stolen her magic and she no longer had any purpose. So, she did what she always did. She fought back.” Gaia sighed, looking up at me with sad eyes.

“So, I made you, Ellie.”

“What?”

“I made you with the intention of gifting the light side of the balance to you. I made sure that you were full of curiosities, though, perfectly balanced at birth, although with room to grow whichever direction you chose. I knew that you would be connected to Drekvic naturally, a perfect match to what made him tick, as Moerna and I had discussed it.

“I never realized how much I would come to love your brilliant soul. The way you asked millions of questions, and as you grew into a beautiful young woman, my heart was so full and so happy that I didn’t know how to tell you your purpose. When I finally sat down and told you why we created you, you told me you already knew.” Gaia laughed. “I’ll never forget the huff of Moerna’s reaction and my jaw must have dropped a hundred feet.”

“I don’t remember any of this,” I said, frowning. It would explain why this place felt like home. My soul had lived here for a lifetime. “What happened? Why don’t I remember?”

“Fate,” Gaia said simply, her eyes moist with unshed tears. “She caught you in the meadow, and stole you away.”

“She—took me? Why?”

“Greed. She knew what you were going to be, and she saw a way to use you and her son to take the entire balance for herself. So she took you, went to your current world, and murdered you.”

I flinched, feeling horrified.

“I was—devastated. Stolen right from under my nose and murdered, and I couldn’t do anything to save you.” Her tone turned bitter. “The curse and the blessing of this place, we can’t travel to the worlds we create and watch over. We can only indirectly influence, and Fate took your soul to the Beyond, well, her collector did. You’ve met him before, I think,” she said, nodding sagely.

“Samuel?” I guessed, knowing that he was the oldest collector that was currently serving.

She nodded, and a bitter taste coated my tongue. He’d known me all along, had known that Fate had killed me and sent me to the Beyond to be reborn. How many times had Fate destroyed me?

“You were reborn seven times,” Gaia explained, seeming to read my thoughts. “She made sure to place you somewhere that Drekvic wouldn’t find you so your bond would grow weak and warped. She forced you with someone else, someone you now love very much.”

“Chester?” 

Everything I’d believed in seemed to be crumbling around my feet. Fate had not made me, Joy had not given me powers, and my love for Chester, and his for me, was fabricated by Fate. I stood up, feeling like I was going to be sick. Drekvic was right behind me as I lunged for the stainless-steel sink, gagging on what breakfast I’d eaten that day.

“Take your time. It’s a lot,” Gaia said, standing up and grabbing cold water from the fridge. She placed the glass at my place at the table. I used tap water to rinse my mouth and get the mess out of the sink before sitting back down. I felt shaken, like a single gust of wind could blow me over.

Drekvic didn’t take his seat again, but stood behind me with his hands on my shoulders. His touch was comforting.

“Six times you were born and fell in love with him. Six lifetimes of love and tenderness, but then, something happened that Fate didn’t plan. Her chaos killed your son. Chester, determined to save him, left to become a collector. The bond she’d so carefully crafted was broken.”

“But why?” I cried, unable to help myself. “Why would she foster a soul mate bond between Chester and myself and now try to destroy us?”

“The seventh time you were born, you are as you are now. You could see the collectors and siekewa, a gift she crafted especially for you. For you see, Fate was cunning, and since she was no longer the Goddess of Chaos, she was able to use both sides of the balance. She strengthened the soul mate bond between you and Chester, filling it with golden light that would make your connection more obvious, more immediate. Before you were reborn, she visited Hope in the Beyond.”

“But I thought she was trapped in the spirit world,” Drekvic interjected, his voice hard. “She lied to all of us.”

Gaia nodded. “She lied to your father as well, introducing him to Ellie while she was a soul in the Beyond. They became friends. Hope recognized what Ellie was supposed to be, his replacement, and so he gave her his power. There was no struggle with Hope, no sadness at the loss of his power. He recognized what Ellie needed, and what her arriving meant, but he also knew that she needed to be reborn in order to become what she needed to be. He found a loving family for her and sent her on her way, never knowing what his mate intended.”

“Why didn’t Hope tell me this when I met him?” I demanded, not understanding why he’d have kept it all a secret.

“Fate told him it would hurt you,” Gaia said, frowning. “Just like he wasn’t supposed to tell you who your soul mate was supposed to be. It was all a part of her plan to keep you in the dark.”

“She made my father become addicted to magic. She led Drekvic to my sister and to me,” I said, my voice flat. Drekvic’s hand on my shoulders tightened slightly, and I sensed his shame in our connection. I reached up to put a hand on his, twining my fingers across my shoulder.

Gaia nodded. “She needed to get you and Chester together again. She didn’t feel threatened by your bond with Drekvic. It was so frail and weak by that point, she wasn’t even sure it was still there. Your connection with Chester was so strong, but it would grow weaker the longer you two stayed apart.”

“So she made him watch me in the spirit world. She did all of this so Chester and I would be back together… What about Joy? She was the reason I was able to become so strong.”

“She was lost to me,” Gaia said forlornly. “She was one of Moerna’s children, living here when Fate took her as well. She was young, barely a twig of a thing, destined for another world. When Fate took her, made her into a cairn, Joy lost her memories, lost any idea of who she was. All she had was the hatred and disgust for Fate, since she stole Joy from her home.”

“She wasn’t Fate or Hope’s power,” I whispered.

“No, she was meant to keep you stunted. As long as you had Joy connected to you, you’d never be able to reach the balance. Fate created her to block you, and it worked.”

“Until she—died, protecting me,” I whispered, tears welling up in my eyes.

Gaia nodded. “She didn’t know what she was doing, of course. She had no idea how Fate had changed her soul.”

I felt sick all over again, still not understanding why Fate had done all of these things.

“How does she intend to use us?” I asked.

Gaia studied me for a long moment, her colorful lashes falling slowly as she pondered the best way to tell me.

“Fate’s plans aren’t all that clear to me, even though I’ve been watching her since she started hatching them,” Gaia said carefully. “What I can tell you is that when she made the collectors, she never intended for them to be able to survive once their body died, and so, Chester becoming a collector actually solved a problem for her.”

“What problem?” I demanded, the idea of Chester being apart of Fate’s twisted plans making my heart ache.

“She needed to break you, otherwise she’d never be able to kill you and take your powers.”

“She’s killed me six times!” I shouted, unable to help myself.

Gaia shook her head. “She’d killed you before, but you weren’t a goddess yet, were you? You didn’t have the balance, so killing your flesh didn’t help her at all.”

“I don’t see how this is connected to Chester being a collector.”

“If we broke him to remake the bond,” Drekvic said, his voice breaking slightly, “his body would have died. His soul would have been lost.”

I stood up abruptly, turning to face Drekvic with wide eyes. He looked pale, his skin almost waxy.

“We would have killed him,” I whispered.

“It would have destroyed you. You’d never trust me again, and Fate would use the opportunity to kill you.”

I swayed on my feet, all the air draining from my lungs. I felt like I’d been kicked in the gut, and I wasn’t sure if I was going to start screaming or pass out.

Drekvic moved to stand in front of me, his hands rubbing against my arms. The way he looked down at me reminded me of my panic attack in my living room. We’d been so close to killing Chester, and Fate was right; it would have broken me beyond repair.

“We didn’t do it,” Drekvic said, his words finally coming into focus. “We didn’t touch him, Ellie. He’s fine.”

“You knew it would have killed him?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“No, not until Gaia just told us that his soul would have disappeared.” He bit his lip, looking away for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “If something happened to you… it’d break me, too. We’d be easy for my mother to take out. I—I can’t believe we ever trusted her.”

His eyes glistened with tears, and he closed them, pursing his lips together and looking down. I tucked myself under his shoulder, wrapping my arm around his waist and turning to Gaia.

“I can’t find Chester’s bond anymore,” I said. “You broke it?”

“No. The two of you broke it when you touched the engraving. Annwn saw that you had a connection that was unnatural, and it freed you.”

“I didn’t touch the engraving. Drekvic did,” I cried, feeling ill. Did Chester and Rakshina think we were dead, now that Chester could no longer feel me?

“I hit your shoulder,” he said, sniffling and opening his eyes. “When I reached out to touch it, I—I brushed you…”

His unspoken comment was that it had been on purpose. He’d wanted to be close to me, because despite my relationship with Chester, Drekvic loved me since the moment we met.

“We have to go back,” I insisted, wondering how long we’d been gone already.

“And you will,” Gaia said, standing up as the timer on the stove beeped, “after you’ve had some pie.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Gaia led us through the peaceful forest. Dusk was approaching and the birds had fallen silent. The light was dim, but Gaia created a brilliant light that reminded me of a floating sun, just over her right shoulder, lighting our path. 

As we picked our way through an overgrown trail, sprinkled with fallen logs and branches, I thought of the conversation with Gaia over pie. She’d made us each a plate of apple pie with a scoop of ice cream. As unsettled as I’d been, I’d eaten my entire portion, and wished I’d had seconds.

She then told us what we already knew. That in order to save our world, we would need to reset the balance, but not in the way we’d originally thought. Order was reasserting itself. The reason the realities were reverting into one world was because the light was too strong. Neither of us had control of it, and so it was running wild. With the world unbalanced, once Fate took our powers, she could do anything she wanted and there would be no one left to stop her.

I’d always imagined it was the chaos that was causing havoc, but knowing it was the other way around concerned me even more. According to Gaia, Drekvic and I could both use the light, but I was the one that controlled it within myself. It was my job to make it behave, only I didn’t know how to do that.

I imagined her, sitting in her chair, stabbing the last bite of her pie with a fork.

“Your problem right now, Ellie,” she said, her mouth half-full, “is that you are only looking at the balance inside yourself. You are using only a fraction of what is your right. If you stop focusing on yourself, you will be able to fix it.”

I wasn’t sure when I was going to find time to figure it out. There was still a noose hanging around Chester’s neck, and even if our bond was broken, I still loved him. I still wanted to save him.

I glanced over at Drekvic, worry pinching my brow. He was walking behind me, his emotions calm as we walked. I could feel him in the balance, always lurking just below the surface of the darkness.

My feet stumbled to a halt as I realized I could never be with Chester again. Drekvic’s step stuttered as well, and he turned to look at me, sensing the dark turn of my emotions. Drekvic would always be there, a part of me as much as the balance was a part of me. If I was with Chester, Drekvic’s hurt and jealousy would always be a wall between us. I felt completely lost, as the tentative future I’d built for myself crumbled to dust.

“Pain is natural, Ellie,” Gaia called back to me, and I looked up at her back. Her flowing dress served as a beacon, reflecting the light of her miniature sun.

“So are good-byes,” I replied, and I saw her turn and smile at me.

“You’ve grown so much.”

“I want to come back, sometime.”

“We will,” Drekvic said, clambering up onto a fallen log and then reaching out to help me up.

We paused, looking out onto a small pond. There were crickets here, and frogs, breaking the silence of the night. The sky was clear, with millions of stars that reflected on the pond. It was a scene from a children’s book and I wanted to stay, with no worries or cares. If there was ever a time to abandon my duties as a goddess, this is the place I’d want to stay.

But I couldn’t. Chester, Rakshina, my mother, all of them relied on me. Drekvic hopped down and held his hands out to me. I leaned forward and took them, jumping down with him balancing me. We would figure it out.

Gaia pointed out a small wooden dock that extended into the pond, and I was reminded of my first encounter with Chester. It felt like a lifetime ago.

“If you jump from there, it will take you back to your own reality,” she explained.

I hesitated, not ready to leave.

Drekvic moved first, hugging Gaia warmly. “Tell Spring and Moerna thank you for us,” he said. “We will be back when everything is settled.”

Gaia nodded, hugging him back tightly. She was short compared to him, but she carried her authority like a queen. I stepped forward tentatively to hug her as well, realizing again that this was the mother of my soul. There was a love inside that was reserved for this woman alone, and I didn’t even remember her.

“I will see you soon, my daughter,” she whispered, kissing my hair and smiling at me. She pulled away slightly, then leaned forward. Her lips brushed my forehead when she spoke. “May you be free of all doubts and fears. May the light walk in your shadow, always. You will be free from the curse holding you back. So I speak, so it is.” She kissed my forehead, and it was like water rushing from the top of my head to my toes. I felt her magic rush over me, her blessing lifting a weight off my shoulders that I didn’t realize I was carrying.

Drekvic’s surprised gasp was echoed in the emotion that flitted through us. The strands of hair that had come free from my braid were auburn, like it had been before Joy and I had been become partners. My skin had color, a soft pink that was so familiar. 

“My eyes?” I asked, turning to Drekvic with hope and fear catching in my throat.

He smiled, his grin transforming his entire face. “You’re beautiful, Ellie.”

I blushed, and rolled my eyes, trying to push away the compliment. “Are my eyes still violet?”

He shook his head. “Gray as a winter storm,” he replied, the smile never leaving his face. Warmth filtered through us and I tried to drop the balance, embarrassed. I couldn’t let it go, but I was able to step slightly away from Drekvic’s emotions, moving farther into the light. It helped, but I could still feel him there.

“And you always will,” Gaia said, reaching up to touch my face. 

I nodded, giving her another hug.

“Thank you, Mother,” I whispered.

When I pulled away, I didn’t look back. I walked towards the edge of the dock, my feet echoing on the planks. Drekvic joined me, his hand finding mine as we stood over the edge of the water. I could see our reflection in the moonlight, feeling a surge of relief that I recognized my face again. 

Not knowing what to expect, we jumped into the pool.

We passed through the surface, hurtling through the reflection of the stars and the moon, flying through space at breakneck speeds. The only solid thing was Drekvic’s hand and the connection between us.

Suddenly we were shooting upwards out of a strange pool of magic and hurtling through the air. Drekvic recovered faster than me, pulling me to him and orienting us so we’d land on our feet in the semi-darkness.

We were back at the strange pool that had dragged us into Annwn, but Rakshina and Chester were nowhere to be found. I pulled away from Drekvic and started looking around. I found my backpack, lying where we’d disappeared, my flashlight on the floor, burnt out. I picked it up, not understanding.

“They would have taken my things,” I said, “if they thought we were dead.”

Drekvic nodded, frowning as he walked around the space. There were no other entrances aside from the elevator, but something had managed to draw our friends away from this spot, and the elevator seemed to be untouched from when Rakshina had climbed down.

I tried reaching out for Chester, looking for the tethers that connected us, his pledge to always protect me, and our once strong bond. Neither were there, just an empty void.

“Do you have another light?” Drekvic asked, looking at something on the wall. It looked like writing, but it was too dim to make out what it said. I rummaged through the bag for my extra set of batteries and, leaning close to the pool’s glow, I changed them out.

The light hurt my eyes and I had to squint as I turned the beam to the wall. I almost dropped the flashlight when I saw the words written in red. The writing glistened, as though it was still fresh, and it dripped lightly in some places.

“This is blood,” Drekvic whispered. “This is a lot of blood.”

 

It’s time to even the score.

-Lokina

 

“She has them then? Or did she kill them?” I whispered, my stomach churning.

“She wouldn’t kill them…yet,” Drekvic replied, his voice as quiet as mine. “She still wants something from us.”

“She does?” I asked, my stomach flipping inside. The apple pie was threatening to come up.

“She wants our heads.”

“Then let’s give her more than she can handle!” I snarled. “We know she was here. Rakshina thinks she’s been hiding here. Let’s find her and take care of her.”

“She won’t hold people here. There’s too many variables in a place like this for her to hold hostages.” He reached out and touched the wall, his fingers turning red. “She can’t have gotten far though… not with two of them. This is still fresh.”

He frowned, looking around at the room. We split up, each going one direction, feeling the walls for any sort of opening. I felt nothing but solid stone around my fingertips, as though the place was carved of the same giant rock. We met on the other side, neither having found anything.

“She must have opened a portal,” I said. “But where did she go? The human world or the spirit world?”

“She’d be comfortable in either,” Drekvic replied, frowning. “She has her haunts in both, but I think if I were trying to hide two magically strong people, I’d take them to a place where I had help.”

“Who would help her?”

He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Unfortunately, all my siekewa hate me at the moment. I was taken from them, and haven’t gone back, even though I’ve had the opportunity. Lokina and Lakvas moved into my home, so they may have taken over my role as well. Neither can turn another siekewa alone, but as a community?”

“They hate Rakshina too,” I whispered, fear coloring my voice. “What will they do to her?”

“Do you need to rest?” he asked, his hazel eyes piercing.

“I wouldn’t be able to, not knowing…”

“Ellie, you’re not going to like what I’m about to say, but I’d be remiss not to mention it.”

I frowned at him, already not liking his ominous words.

“What?”

“Lokina is not our goal.”

“I can’t abandon them,” I interrupted, but he continued talking as though I’d said nothing, his voice still even and calm.

“We need to stop my mother. We don’t know what she’ll do once she realizes your bond with Chester is broken. We need to be prepared.”

“The best way to be prepared is with someone to watch our backs! We have to save them,” I insisted, balling my hands into fists.

He nodded. “We’ll discuss it more then, once we’ve found Chester and Rakshina.”

“Thank you,” I whispered, anxious to start moving.

Drekvic put an arm across my shoulders, pulling me sideways through the veils of the in-between and the spirit world to search for our friends.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The siekewa home was abandoned. The flora of the spirit world was already reclaiming the roads and front walks. Some of the houses were starting to fall apart, and I frowned, not understanding how it had started to decay so quickly. I stepped gingerly over roots and thick patches of weeds as we made our way to the large alcove at the base of a looming cliff-face.

“Everyone left.” Drekvic stopped in front of a house that had moss covering the entire face. “All the magic is taking over.” I felt his melancholy, and moved to stand close to him, offering support.

“I was driven, trying so hard…to save my family.”

“I know,” I said, taking his hand.

His fingers curled around my palm and he leaned slightly into my shoulder. 

“It was all for nothing. All the lives I decided weren’t worthy of saving. The siekewa, they were the closest thing I’d ever known as friends. Some of them were good people. I wasn’t.”

Self-loathing penetrated through our connection and he dropped my fingers, trying to pull away. I didn’t let go of his hand. We were matching monsters and if he knew all of my demons, I was willing to face his.

“I gave you a cairn,” I said, my voice rising in pitch slightly at the end. I moved to stand in front of him, adjusting my grip on his hand, but not letting go, even if he didn’t return my hold.

“You didn’t understand what it meant.”

“Yes, I did,” I cried. “I understood that giving you a cairn meant that many others would be hurt because of my drive to save Jana. I did it anyway. All those souls, their blood is on my hands too.”

“You’ve only ever acted out of love,” he replied, smiling sadly at me.

“Why does my love count more than yours?” I shot back, needing him to see his own worth, or I’d never be able to pick up my own.

“I made the decision to love Chester instead of you, knowing full well that you would be the better choice for all the millions of souls in all our realities. I was selfish. Love is nothing but a stupid chemical imbalance that makes no sense! It’s hormones and choices that don’t follow logic.”

“And magic,” Drekvic said, shrugging. “I wonder if we’d have a chance if I didn’t take Jana from you.”

“If Fate hadn’t destroyed us, I think we’d have had every chance,” I replied, the words coming out of me before I could stop them.

His smile was tentative, and I felt the guilt and dread receding, replaced by something that I couldn’t quite define.

“Thank you.” He pulled his hand away and started forward again, moving with purpose to the back of the village.

I followed him, refocusing on finding Chester and Rakshina. Drekvic was probably right that Lokina didn’t bring them here. It felt completely empty, but maybe, when she was leaving, she’d left a clue that could lead us to where she was now.

“Why would everyone abandon this place?” I asked, pausing a moment to look up at a tree that had sprung up in the middle of the road. The atmosphere and magic in this area must agree with the plants, because they seemed to be thriving.

“No reason to stay,” Drekvic replied, shrugging. He hadn’t stopped walking, so I jogged a little to catch up with him.

“It was their home,” I protested. I couldn’t imagine moving out of my house, and Jana had died in the living room. Every time I walked in there, I was reminded of why it no longer had carpets and all the furniture was new, but it was home. We’d lived there together, pooling our money for the down payment.

“My siekewa hated it here. I’m surprised they stayed as long as they did,” Drekvic said, sadly.

“Why did they hate it?”

“Rakshina told you, didn’t she? This is where I changed them.” His laugh was bitter as he gestured to the large spiral area. The dark magic still lingered, leaving a barren space in the lush new foliage.

“Their self-loathing is what allowed them to be changed.”

“Exactly. Bad memories, bad feelings. None of them deserved it.”

I didn’t want to make excuses for him. He was right; what he’d done was beyond reprehensible. Still, he’d believed it was justified, and now, he was trying to make amends.

“You’re trying to make it better now,” I supplied, tentatively. “What you did was wrong, but you’re trying to atone.”

He smiled sadly at me over his shoulder. “It’ll never be enough, but since I’m still here, yeah, that’s what I’m doing.”

He didn’t slow down as he entered the shadow of the mountain, slipping into the large alcove with the familiarity of someone that had done it a million times before. I entered a bit more furtively, looking around and over my shoulders at the ghost town, uncomfortable in the space.

The front door was open and Drekvic walked up the steps and right into his old home. I paused at the spot where Lokina had almost killed Chester. He’d been bleeding so badly, all his magic drained from her knives. We’d barely escaped, and I had been afraid I’d lose him. The fear was still there, unrelenting. Even if we weren’t soul mates, losing him still had the potential to cripple me. The thought alone almost brought me to my knees.

Drekvic stuck his head out the door and called my name, waving his hand in the universal gesture to hurry up.

I nodded, jogging lightly to the door and skipping up the steps. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it wasn’t what we found, gutted rooms with no furniture or pictures on the wall. I thought of Drekvic’s messy room at home and found no sense of him at all in this barren space.

He looked slightly deflated, staring at the empty living room. He walked into the next room. I felt the dread drop into Drekvic’s stomach and I hurried after him.

I froze at the low hum of electronics and I turned to where he was looking in the corner. The fridge was still in the room, plugged in, and the source of the noise.

“M—maybe they just forgot it,” I whispered.

“I’d feel better if those weren’t bloodstains,” Drekvic replied, pointing at the streaks on the white handle.

Steeling myself, I stepped forward, hand hovering over the door. With as much courage as I could muster, I opened the freezer first, the cold air blowing on my face and filling my nose with a scent of meat.

The frost on the bottom of the freezer was dyed red with blood and I had to turn away, gagging from the sight. I fell to my knees, bracing myself with my hands and trying not to choke on my horror.

Drekvic knelt down, pulling me into a tight embrace, although I could feel him trembling as well. He couldn’t seem to look away from the image of Chester’s left-hand, leaning on the back wall of the freezer.

“I’m here,” Drekvic whispered, rocking me gently as I screamed into his shoulder.

I couldn’t stop the shrieks, rising wildly from my chest and bursting from my lips as my lungs begged for air. I didn’t know how to process the thought that if Chester wasn’t dead, he was maimed forever. Even in such a strange place, without the rest of him, I’d recognize the shape of his knuckles and the length of his fingers anywhere. So often they’d held me, comforted me, and loved me.

“What if he’s dead?” I cried, my tears blinding me from all else.

“What if he’s alive?” Drekvic countered. “We have to keep looking, Ellie. We have to help him.”

“Y—yes,” I stuttered, trying to push the hysterical woman back inside of myself. 

“You’re not alone,” Drekvic reassured me, pulling away and cupping my chin with both hands, forcing me to look at him. His hazel eyes revealed the horror he felt, but there was no panic inside of him. His breathing was even and calm, and I tried to match it as my lips trembled.

“Don’t move, okay?” He released me and stood up. “I’m going to look in the fridge. Don’t look, please.”

I nodded, not sure I could force myself to turn in that direction even if I wanted to. Chester’s hand was burned into my memory, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to close my eyes again without seeing it.

I heard Drekvic open the fridge, but it seemed uneventful. There was no surge in his emotions indicating there was any other unpleasant surprises inside. He shut the fridge and the freezer and came back to where I was still kneeling on the floor.

“Empty,” he confirmed, holding a hand out to me.

I looked at it, my brain still not processing anything correctly. If Lokina had wanted to unhinge me, she’d chosen correctly. Aside from Chester’s head, I’m not sure anything else could have shaken me so completely.

“Come on, Ellie, up you go.” Drekvic knelt down and grabbed both of my hands where I’d let them fall and pulled on my arms. I let him help me up, and accepted when he pulled me to him, not sure I could walk on my own.

He didn’t let go of me as we checked the other rooms for anything that Lokina wanted us to find. The first floor was otherwise empty, with no other signs or furniture. It was as though she had scrubbed the rest of the house to make the horror of the freezer that much worse.

In the back of the house was a single door. Drekvic seemed to be avoiding it, but finally, it was the last one.

“This goes downstairs?” I asked, my voice sounding pale and afraid. I hated how weak I felt and tried to rally my confidence.

“Yeah,” he replied, staring at it. 

It was plain, only a wooden finish smoothing the wood. It was just like all the other doors in the house, but neither of us wanted to go down there. I’d lost Joy down there; Lakvas had killed her, and I couldn’t even imagine what memories the dungeon held for Drekvic, but his dread permeated the air around us. I glanced over at him, my hip still pressed against his for support. He hadn’t released me, and I was grateful. Without him, I wasn’t sure I’d have managed to pick myself up off the kitchen floor, much less make it through the entire dreadful house.

It was my turn though, to reach out and open the door, pulling him behind me down the stairs. It was my turn to be strong and guide him through this dark place that seemed to be crippling him with indecision and memories.

“I wasn’t sure—we weren’t certain you were alive,” Drekvic said. “You were taken on my watch… I was so afraid coming down here I’d find your dead body.”

I gave his waist a tight squeeze, pulling away slightly to navigate the stairs. His hand found mine, and we didn’t let go of each other. I remembered that day all too well. All those lives lost on the west coast, the dead and dying surround us along with the rubble of a once great city. It had been depressing, and I’d let my guard down.

Lakvas, having seen Drekvic and Rakshina with me, had decided I was going to be the bait in order for him to capture and torture them. He hadn’t counted on Joy, and we had managed to get free of our cage… only for him to find us and a battle to ensue. Joy had died. I’d connected to the balance, coming into my own as a goddess, and learning how to use my powers with Drekvic.

The tunnel down here was a large circle, with rooms on either side, either leading into a research area or small holding cells. We checked each room in the dimly lit space, the faint overhead lights and my flashlight illuminating the spaces. Nothing but old blood and memories haunted this place. Rakshina and Chester were nowhere to be found. Part of me was glad because, if we’d found them in this hole, then they would have been dead.

When we got to the largest research room, I paused, remembering the way the shades had stuck to the walls and the place where we’d put Lakvas into a cairn. The memory of that still haunted me, but at least I could finally say it was the right decision. If I got the chance to do it to Lokina, she would be lucky I didn’t destroy her first.

“Ellie?” Drekvic asked, his voice sounding far away.

He stopped walking, the tug of his hand pulling from mine as I continued moving into the room, causing me to halt as well, turning back to face him. He stood at the entrance, staring at me with an intensity that was unnerving.

“I know time is short, but I need to say this.”

“We have to find them. Can it wait?” I asked, incredulous.

“I don’t think it should,” he replied. “You know my feelings for you.”

“Really?” I asked, unable to believe he’d bring up our relationship when we were trying to save our friends lives.

“Let me finish,” he snapped. “Just listen.”

I pursed my lips, but did as he asked. Drekvic wasn’t one for flowery speeches or confessions, so I’d trust him when he said he needed to say something.

“I’m too vulnerable because of them. If anything were to happen to you, I’d be beyond useless.” He ran an agitated hand through his hair. “I will do anything in my power to protect you, but I’d feel better if you were strong enough to protect yourself, even from my mother.”

“You know she’s a million times more experienced and more powerful than me, right? I have no chance.”

“I want to give you the dark.” He said it quickly, cutting off the last of my words, as though it would make his statement better.

At first, I didn’t understand what he was saying. I shook my head to clear it, pondering his meaning until it clicked into place. He wanted me to have control over the entire balance, both light and dark, chaos and order. Having both sides of the reservoir of all magic in the world would put me on par with Fate, but I still wasn’t sure I knew enough about my powers to defeat her.

“If anything I should give you the light.” My voice was stilted.

“No.” He shook his head. “We’ve already learned that I’m not good with so much power.” He gestured toward the room and the place we were in. “I use it to harm others. All you’ve done is try to do the right thing, to help others.”

“Even with all of the magic in the world, Fate still has thousands of years on me. She would crush me like a bug.”

“It’s not like I still wouldn’t be there, trying to protect you,” Drekvic insisted, moving closer to me. “I need you to do this, Ellie. I need you to be strong enough to be safe.”

“We can talk about it after we save Chester and Rakshina,” I snapped, wanting time to figure out a better argument. All I had was that I simply didn’t want that much magic. I didn’t want to be a goddess at all, and having sole control over the world seemed like too much to contemplate.

“What if Lokina is working with my mother?” he demanded, his voice sounding more agitated.

“Why would she be?”

“Think about it. Do you honestly think that Lokina would have been able to subdue Chester and Rakshina? Maybe one, but not both. She had help, and who else would want to help her separate the four of us but my mother? Who would help Lokina with revenge?”

“Your siekewa would help.”

“No, they wouldn’t. They’re cowards, Ellie. Opportunists. They wouldn’t seek this kind of trouble out. No, someone helped her, and I can’t think of a more perfect chance for my mother to get her hands on the two people that mean the most to you.”

“She said we had a week. It’s been two days.” My voice was quivering, but I could see the sense in his words. Chester and Rakshina would be able to overpower a single siekewa, even one as strong as Lokina. Rakshina had been practicing and gaining power in the in between, and Chester was one of the most battle experienced collectors.

“What if it was Samuel?” I asked, frowning. “Gaia said that he was involved.”

Drekvic nodded. “They’d trust him.” The eldest collector was a well-known figure and leader in Babylon. Any collector would believe him if he said he was helping them.

“I don’t want it, Drekvic. I don’t want the dark. I don’t even want the light. I just want to go back to being normal.”

“You were never normal, babe,” he said, laughing. His endearment made me grimace, but he was right. I covered my face, rubbing my eyes and trying to make myself think.

Drekvic’s hands grabbed my wrists and I froze.

He was pulling heavily on the balance and I could feel the power of it bubbling through our connection. His skin was cold as ice, sending spikes of pain through my nerves as the magic leaked into me. His touch was gentle as he pulled my hands away from my face.

He was so close I could feel his breath on my skin as I looked up into his hazel eyes.

“It’s not going to work if you don’t accept it,” he whispered, his voice so low that I could barely hear him.

“You’re wrong,” I replied, my heart doing flips in my chest. “This won’t make me stronger.”

I pulled on the balance, burning the ice from his fingers and lighting up the room as our skin glowed from the connection. He frowned at me, the confusion evident in his tilted eyebrows.

“Taking power from you won’t make me safer, because I can’t lose you, either.”

Something seemed to twist inside the balance and I felt it shift, moving between us like a gentle wave before flowing around and swirling together. The solid line that had always separated the order and chaos seemed to blur until our places were reversed. I saw myself, looking up at Drekvic, tears sliding down my cheeks and fear in my eyes.

I could feel Drekvic’s pain and terror at the thought of losing me, his gentleness when it came to my well-being, and his acceptance that I wasn’t ever going to be his in the way he wanted. He’d given up being with me and was resigned to wait in the wings, making sure my happiness was taken care of.

With a jolt, I was back in my own body, shocked at what had just happened and the difference in the balance. What before was a confusing pool of darkness that I couldn’t penetrate, now had pockets of light that mingled with the chaos, blending into patterns and shades of gray that seemed to be spreading throughout the world. Drekvic was with me, his hands now loose on my wrists as the magic readjusted itself, patching the holes that had been there previously, the chaos forcing order to close the portals and magical rifts that had been present before.

“Did we just—fix the balance?” I asked, confused. 

His laugh was breathless and full of wonder. “I think we did,” he replied, pulling me into a tight hug. “I didn’t—think we—I didn’t think we could.”

I hugged him back, leaning into his shoulder and burying my face. I hadn’t thought we could either, and after seeing Drekvic through his own eyes, the strength of his feelings, I was suddenly grateful for whatever power brought us together, no matter how badly the journey had hurt.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Moving with a balance that was no longer at war with itself was like stretching a muscle that had been bent out of shape for too long. Drekvic’s worries that Samuel and Fate were behind Chester and Rakshina’s abduction still hung over our heads, but with the new power at our disposal, we were confident that we’d be able to stop them.

When we exited Drekvic’s old home, we stopped in shock. The entire city was grown over, the magic so thick in the air I could taste it on my tongue. The vines around the dilapidated houses moved and curled before my very eyes and I worried that they would somehow attack us, even if their movements were lethargic and slow.

“No vegetation can pass over the circle,” Drekvic said, reassuring me. He gestured to the dark space that had been the area where new siekewa were created. It was barren, with no hint of green, although the magic seemed strongest there.

“This area is still full of darkness,” I whispered, feeling sad. Drekvic’s old home would always have negativity swirling around it. I wanted to do something positive to make it better.

“It’s better,” Drekvic said, looking over at me with a serious expression. “This place will be a reminder to us, should we become obsessed again. Besides, something good happened just behind us.” I met his hazel eyes, and his lips twitched into a grin.

“You admitted you like me.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “I don’t anymore. Return your friend card,” I laughed despite myself.

He frowned and pretended to pass me a fake card. I took it and blandly tore it in half, my lips twitching as I threatened to smile again.

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to refocus on what was important.

“Rakshina and Chester are still out there, so let’s go to the second place you thought of,” I said, unable to burn the memory of Chester’s disembodied hand from my mind.

The mirth fell from his eyes and he held out his hand. “It’s not a nice place,” he warned.

“Nowhere is anymore,” I replied. “We’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, we will.” I took his hand, the unpleasant sensation as Drekvic teleported us elsewhere prickling across my skin. 

We landed in a forest, with no clear path and large trees pressing in on all sides. The arid air tickled the back of my throat and I pulled Rakshina’s scarf up over my nose, hoping to ease the sensation.

“We have a little bit of a walk ahead of us.” Drekvic gathered his bearings, looking around at the trees. “I didn’t want to us too close, just in case.”

He knelt down and touched the roots of a nearby tree. I saw a small carving in the roots, a simple compass that pointed north. It must have been how he’d known it was safe to take us here, since he’d done it before. 

“Where are we?” I asked, thinking it would be prudent to learn more about this new place instead of walking in blindly.

“It’s where vampires originated from,” he explained. “A long time ago, some of my followers wanted to play with humans, their actual bodies instead of just their souls. Experimenting wasted power, so I told them no. They left to create their own clan and started testing on humans. They built a village, and then a castle here in the woods. I kept an eye on them, and when they created a new species, albeit one that is significantly flawed, I made them put their toys back.”

“What did you do with them?” I asked, already guessing the answer as he stood up from kneeling and turned east.

“I killed them.”

I nodded, wondering how long it had taken him to come to peace with that decision. By the sadness I felt emanating off of him, I wondered if he ever had.

“The castle is still here,” he explained, stepping lightly over the roots and making his way through the underbrush. I followed, ducking down low under the branches. “They called it Night City, even though it’s not really a city at all.” He shrugged, stopping to check another marker.

“Maybe they were hoping it would be one day,” I suggested, kneeling as he checked our path to tie the laces of my boots. The left one had become loose and was catching on the roots. Drekvic waited patiently for me, his gaze alert and his head turning every now and then, listening to the noises around us.

We walked in silence for a while, concentrating on our footing. The trees were younger, their branches lower to the ground, causing us to have to turn around them. Drekvic continued to stop often, looking around until he found one of his other marks. It took me awhile, but I realized he was counting. Every fifty paces, there was another carving in a tree, pointing us along our path.

As we walked, I continued to delve into the balance, noticing all the things that weren’t there before. Having control over both sides, and seeing order and chaos as one entity, made me notice the other things inside the balance that were neither. When I reached out to Drekvic, I could see the swirl of the balance inside of him, more dark than light, but still a mix of both as he struggled to come to terms with the type of man he used to be and who he wanted to be now.

I wondered what I looked like, but I couldn’t see myself. I tried pulling away from my body to get a better view and violently flailed into the magic as my body picked its careful way through the forest. The duality of the experience made me nauseous at first, but once I got used to it, it felt natural.

Only once my stomach settled did I see what I’d been missing, stuck inside my own body. Drekvic wasn’t the only other soul using the balance. I could see all of them, like pinpricks of stars in the night sky, each one a whirlwind of colored auras. For a moment, I stared in awe of the magic and how it connected each and every soul together. 

Drekvic’s soul was the easiest to reach out to, as it was nearest to my physical body. I flew towards him, examining the glowing shape of his form as he moved through the spirit world. It looked nothing like I remembered, no more jagged and broken pieces of a man at war with himself and the world, but a cohesive glowing force. The edges were still tinged in darkness, like soot on broken glass, but at the core there was light. 

Knowing that my direct touch could be painful, I positioned myself near him and blew on his ear, wondering if I could interact with him in this plane as well as the physical.

Walking in front of me in the forest, Drekvic flinched, reaching up and rubbing his left ear. He frowned, glancing back to make sure I was still behind and then over my shoulder, but when he found nothing he shrugged and looked ahead again.

Realizing the mischief I could cause, I used the balance to send my soul to his other side and blew into his right ear.

He stopped immediately and I felt him pull on his magic. His soul lit up like a beacon in the balance, and I watched in amazement as black patterns ran up his right hand, his spell gathering in his soul as his body prepared it.

My physical self stopped, but when I didn’t ask what was going on with him, he turned to me and frowned.

“What are you doing?” he demanded, the spell vanishing from his fingers as he realized that there wasn’t an external threat.

I pulled out of the balance, falling fully back into my body. It was a bit of a rough landing and I staggered a little bit, reaching out to grab his arm to steady myself.

“Experimenting,” I explained, grinning.

“With?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

“The balance.” I paused, not sure how to explain what I’d just done to him. I wasn’t even sure I could do it again.

“And?” he encouraged.

“I pulled away from my body and my soul went into the balance while my body stayed here…I think?” 

He frowned, his eyebrows furrowing together.

“I mean, I was still here. I could be in both places at once. On one side, I was concentrating on not falling, but I was trying to see what my soul looked like, and I—got distracted…” I frowned, realizing that I hadn’t even looked at myself, too interested in the other lights. 

“It was like looking up at the night sky.” My voice trailed off as I thought about what I’d seen. “So many souls connect to the balance. You were the closest, and I might have used you to experiment…with.”

“You wanted to make me think I was hearing things?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Just to see if I could interact. I didn’t want to hurt you by touching you directly,” I explained.

“Well, thanks,” he sighed. He started to walk again, but then hesitated before turning back to me. “Don’t do it again. We’re getting closer and we need to pay attention.”

“Wait,” I cautioned. “What if I can find Rakshina or Chester? What if they aren’t anywhere near here and we’re wasting our time?”

“Do you think you can?” he asked, tilting his head.

“Maybe?” I said, shrugging. “It’s worth a try.”

“Okay. This way,” he said, pausing for a moment before turning south and disappearing into the trees. I hurried to follow, glad that he wasn’t mad that I’d played with his soul for curiosity’s sake.

After walking for only a couple minutes, we emerged from the trees onto a wide riverbed. I’d been too distracted with my experimenting to hear the water. Drekvic was right to scold me about being distracted, especially since we were planning on sneaking into a castle to save our friends.

He led me down by the water where there were several large rocks that seemed to tower over us. It wasn’t exactly a defensible position, but someone would have to walk on top of us to see us from the tree line on either side. When he reached down into the mud to pull open a door with a large iron ring, I was impressed. I hadn’t been able to tell the trapdoor was there.

I climbed down the ladder rungs, hesitating only slightly when the wood creaked from my weight. The descent was not very long and I dropped lightly to the floor, looking around the small space.

Drekvic dropped down beside me, the hatch squeaking closed and trapping us in the darkness. I waited, listening to Drekvic move across the room and open a drawer. A flame brightened the darkness, and I could see Drekvic reaching above our head to light a lamp hanging from above. The little gas lamp was not very bright, but it illuminated the small space enough for me to see the single cabinet behind Drekvic and a twin-sized cot tucked in the corner. There was no water, but the slight hum of magic in the air told me the space was warded against the river above.

The walls, floor, and ceiling were all packed earth. It was, truly, just a hole in the ground, reinforced with wooden beams along the walls and ceilings. The gas lamp hung from one of those beams.

I wondered how Drekvic had known it was here but decided not to ask. I didn’t want to hear more about his assault on the other siekewa clan that had chosen to go against his wishes. He probably didn’t want to talk about it anyways, as it would only bring up bad memories.

“We can try here,” he said, motioning to the cot for me to sit down.

I did, sinking slightly into the center of the thing as it adjusted to my weight. Drekvic sat next to me, tucking his legs underneath him on the mattress and turning to face me. I tried not to look at him, knowing his inquisitive gaze would only make me nervous.

Once I felt felt settled, I dove into the balance once more. It was easy now, like picking up a pen rather than the colossal struggle it had been when I fought Lakvas. I hadn’t had to use my own power reservoir in so long. I only wore my sapphire ring because putting it on in the morning was as natural as breathing.

Drekvic’s soul lit up next to me, even though I couldn’t physically see him with my eyes closed. With the dim edges and brilliant core, I used his soul as my anchor as I pulled away from my physical body. I glanced back at myself but didn’t see a soul, just a faint blue outline of my aura. That would make sense, since it was my soul that was exploring the depths of the balance. I forced my body to open my eyes, just to make sure I could still be in both places. The last thing I wanted was to lose my way back.

Suddenly, Drekvic’s soul shifted away from his body, his silver-black aura outlining his body while his soul settled in next to me.

“This is weird,” he said, his voice reaching me, even though his physical lips didn’t move. I wasn’t even sure my soul had ears.

“Yeah,” I agreed, the thought floating from me and going directly to him. It was a weird way of communicating, but at least it would be inaudible to anyone else.

“How do we find Rakshina and Chester?”

“I know what Chester’s soul looks like. I was going to look for that.” 

He turned around, looking at the world around us, all the brilliant lights in the darkness.

“There’s too many. I can see you, but anywhere else…”

“If he’s in Night City, he’ll be close, right?”

“Yeah, if he’s there.” His words were laced with uncertainty, and I started to doubt my abilities.

I steadied myself and started flying forward, trying to keep myself oriented to my body as I moved within the balance. After going what felt like only thirty feet I started to feel sick, and I paused. I was losing my way, not quite able to remember which direction my body was in.

“I—I think I need to go back.”

Drekvic was right beside me and he sent a wordless agreement. We turned around and went back, diving away from the balance and back into the world that I was more comfortable with.

“Can’t get that far away from myself,” I said, my voice somewhat breathless.

“It’s a bit disorienting,” he agreed. “Well, we’ll search the old-fashioned way. Let’s rest a little bit, make sure we’re ready to face Lokina.”

I didn’t want to rest, but now that I was sitting, I realized just how tired my body was. We hadn’t slept since before attempting the strange maze, and it was hard to tell how long ago that was.

“Will they be okay?” I asked, worried about my friends.

“Lokina has kept them for this long,” Drekvic replied, shrugging. “If she was going to hurt them, she’d have done it already.”

“She already hurt Chester,” I whispered so my voice wouldn’t break.

“It could have been a ruse,” he replied, reaching out and putting a hand on mine. “Until we find them, we won’t know. For now, let’s hope for the best, okay?”

I nodded, watching him as he slid off the cot and onto the floor, sitting down and leaning against the wooden frame.

“You sleep first. I’ll keep watch and wake you up, okay?”

“Okay,” I agreed, laying down and stretching out. I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep but as soon as my head touched the threadbare pillow, I was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

I felt better after resting, and after letting Drekvic sleep for a couple hours, we moved on, climbing out of his hidey-hole and moving back towards Night City. We didn’t speak as we walked, saving our energy for the trek through the woods. There was still no path, but I was starting to notice the subtle signs that Drekvic had been there before. There were small clearings where the ground was covered with old leaves but no new growth. Those were the places his markers were, and he kept checking to make sure we were going in the correct direction.

“We’re almost there,” he said, his voice low. “We might start hitting alarms or sentries. We’ll have to be careful.”

“I’ll step where you do,” I assured him, having no idea how to sneak into anything, much less a fortified castle.

“Good idea,” he said. “Let me know if you see something.” His eyes focused on my face, and I felt his indecision through the balance.

“What?” I asked, tilting my head.

“I want to tell you to put your safety first, but I know it won’t happen, so just be careful.”

I nodded and smiled at him, my heart starting to beat faster in my chest from nerves. I didn’t know what we’d find in Night City, and the thought that Rakshina and Chester might not be inside ate away at my confidence. I just needed to find them safe and I pushed away the uncertainty, trying to stay optimistic.

We moved forward, able to walk more easily as the trees thinned out. Despite the open space, I stepped where Drekvic did, not willing to walk beside him and risk triggering a trap that could hurt us.

We came upon the road abruptly, the paved cobblestones cracked with age but still serviceable. Drekvic paused, looking in both directions to be sure that no one was in sight. The sun was starting to set, casting long shadows through the trees. I wondered if the darkness would help us or just make it harder to see what was coming.

Drekvic waited, his breathing steady as he turned right. He still hadn’t stepped onto the stones, tilting his head to catch any sounds in his ears. I held my breath, trying to hear what he heard. There was the faint sound of voices, but they were getting farther away, not closer.

Drekvic moved quickly, putting his foot firmly on the path but staying near the tree-line. I followed, careful to not stray too far from him. It was much easier to walk with even stone underfoot than through scraggly trees. The voices got louder as we walked, our pace catching up to them.

It was two voices I didn’t recognize, but Drekvic didn’t seem concerned. I still couldn’t make out how many there were, at least two, but possibly more. Their conversation was unhurried, almost lethargic in their urgency.

Drekvic stepped back into the darkness the moment we saw a flickering light ahead. Three, unhurried silhouettes loomed in the darkness, their lamp just barely illuminating their forms. I assumed they were siekewa, as I didn’t see any cairn light, and their lamp was fueled by oil instead of magic. If I reached out with the balance, I’d be able to tell for sure, but I worried they’d sense me if I tried.

We were close enough to hear their unhurried conversation and Drekvic stayed in the trees, ducking behind trunks but keeping pace with them in order to eavesdrop.

“Did you see him?” a male voice asked, his voice full of incredulity.

“Yeah, of course I saw him. You think I’d lie?” another male voice responded, this one sounding younger than the first.

“Maybe you heard it second-hand.” The final voice was a female, her voice sounding the most animated of the bunch, a southern drawl punctuating her words.

“I’m telling you, the dude looks ancient, like he’s going to croak any moment,” the young male voice said. We were close enough that I could see his face now, his pale skin and brilliant blue eyes confirming what I suspected. The three were siekewa, none I’d seen before but Drekvic probably knew all three of them by name.

“That’s a pity,” the woman said, running a hand through her short pixie cut. “I always thought the lead collector dude was hot.”

“Their cairns are dead,” the older male voice said. “They are all aging now. No longer needed, it seems.”

I frowned at his words, wondering what they could possibly mean. Samuel looked young, almost like a fourteen-year-old boy. These siekewa must be mistaken.

“We’re going to be ancient soon too,” the girl said, her voice sounding sad. “All my contracts froze.”

Drekvic stopped mid-step when he heard that, his eyes going wide in surprise. I almost ran into him as he put his hand out to stop me from moving forward.

It took an eternity for the siekewa to get out of sight, and even longer for their voices to fade. When they did, Drekvic opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, his shoulders deflating.

“Rakshina might be fine, but—Ellie, I think you need to come to terms with the fact that Chester might be gone by the time we get there,” he whispered, grief lacing his words.

“What do you mean?” I demanded, trying to keep my voice low, but unable to hide the anxiety in it.

“There’s only one reason the contracts would freeze,” he said, running a hand through his hair. The black strands were wild around his face, falling into his eyes.

“And that is?”

“When we reset the balance, souls can no longer be bartered or traded. They cannot be held as a cairn, and collectors are no longer needed.”

“How could that be?”

“Because we reset the balance to the way it was originally meant to be. Souls will go to the Beyond without any outside assistance.”

“But why would that affect the collectors?”

“Their souls are living in bodies that were changed to collect souls. Without that need, their purpose is gone. They will age, and… I think their souls will go to the Beyond as well. There’s no reason for them not to anymore.”

“You’re not sure about that?” I asked, my throat threatening to close.

“No. How could I be?”

“Then we have to hurry,” I said. “If he can’t go there on his own, we have to take him.”

Drekvic nodded, but he didn’t look hopeful as he stepped back out onto the path, moving quickly.

We caught up with the trio again just as they were walking through a large gate. We watched an iron grate slide down between us and them, effectively trapping us outside. 

Drekvic waited, looking up at the walls, following the moving lights that indicated there was someone patrolling the walls. We ducked into the trees, watching as a light circled by.

Once it was turned away from us, Drekvic motioned me to move forward and we scuttled across the road, dipping into the trees on the other side and lining up against the fortress.

We were so close to it that unless they looked straight down, they wouldn’t be able to see us. Drekvic paused after twenty feet, pushing his hand against the solid stone, his fingers sinking into it like memory foam. I stared in amazement as he kept pushing, his arm sinking into the wall.

He grabbed my wrist with his free hand and jerked me to him. I leaned into his shoulder as the wall swallowed us whole.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

I held my breath as the sensation of cool stone pressed against me. There wasn’t any pain but, with no sense of place, it was disconcerting. Drekvic’s shoulder, pressed against me was solid and reassuring, and before I knew it, we were coming out the other side. I shuddered, glad to be free of the strange sensation.

“Sorry, I know it can feel gross,” Drekvic said, rubbing my back as I composed myself. 

“I noticed,” I muttered, pulling away from him and straightening Rakshina’s scarf around my neck.

He gave me a crooked grin before moving down the short hallway. It ended in a small flight of stairs. The dampness tickled my nose, and I ran my fingers lightly along the wall to descend, the stone a comforting anchor as we went into the darkness. I bumped into Drekvic’s back, putting my hand on his shoulders as he reached out to touch the wall in front of us.

A hidden door slung open as he pressed a small stone near the corner. The basement hallway was long and desolate. The dust and dirt caked on the stone floor was at least an inch thick, and slimy as we walked on it. I kept my hand on Drekvic’s back, afraid I’d slip and fall. To the left were more rooms and a stairwell. To the right was a storage closet with another false wall.

The small room beyond the closet revealed an aging ladder. I grimaced as Drekvic started climbing, his hands becoming black with dirt as he gripped each rung. I pulled the scarf across my face as he dislodged dirt and dust.

I tried swallowing. My tongue felt like sandpaper, the last thing I’d had to drink was in Gaia’s kitchen. It felt like ages ago. Drekvic’s expert dive into the balance distracted me from my thirst as he slid his soul from his body to look above the trapdoor. He stayed submerged as he opened the door from below, tangling his legs in the ladder as he shoved with his shoulder.

Once his legs were dangling from the hole in the ceiling, he leaned over the ledge and gestured for me to come up. As I reached for the first rung, he pulled out of the balance, coming fully back to himself, and his legs vanished through the hole. I tried to touch where he had on the ladder, but my hands still felt grimy and disgusting. Thankfully, the wood had been smooth and I didn’t get to the top with any new splinters or cuts in my hands.

The room above was a plain bedroom with a large dresser, an antique vanity table, and a small bed tucked in the corner. It was simple, but tastefully decorated in gold and red patterns. I stopped my wandering fingers as I started to reach out to the elegant bedspread.

There was an opening hiding behind the dresser, and Drekvic pointed me to a bathroom where I could wash my hands. I did so, grateful to get the thick grime out from under my fingernails. We dried our hands on our pants, and Drekvic hid the trapdoor with a thick and tasteful rug.

He kept his voice low as he spoke, staring intently at the closed exit. “I think I know where Lokina would keep Rakshina and Chester. It’s through the main hall and not far from here, but there’s not a lot of places to hide.”

I nodded, taking a deep breath to steady my nerves.

“We can’t teleport inside the castle,” he continued, his voice a low hum. “If we get separated, either get back to this room or aim for the roof or a window. We’ll regroup in Babylon, okay?” 

I nodded again and reached out to wipe away the smear of dirt on his cheek. He rolled his eyes at me, and opened the wooden door. We slipped through into another hallway, our feet silent on the threadbare runner. There was minimal dust here, only in the corners and on the tops of the picture frames. The paintings were brilliantly done, classic landscapes and bowls of fruit, but the colors were dingy underneath the brown glass.

We passed a large nook with a huge statue of a satyr inside. I tried not to look at the grotesque face, contorted as it drank from a goblet. We were almost to the end of the hallway when we heard the voices. Drekvic whirled around, gesturing for me to go back to the nook with the satyr. I did, jogging as quietly as I could.

It was a rough squeeze, but we both managed to get into the dark recess. Drekvic wrapped an arm around my shoulders so I could lean forward and see through the small crack between the satyr’s hip and the wall.

It was two of the same siekewa as before. I didn’t quite catch what they were saying, but I saw the younger one grab the other siekewa’s hand. They paused a moment and I looked down, not wanting to witness their moment of intimacy.

The female walked by, holding the lamp in front of her, ignoring the other two.

“I’m starving,” she complained impatiently.

“Yeah, me too,” the older-sounding siekewa replied, and he pulled his partner along after him.

They’d sounded unsure and their uncertainty settled into the space they left behind. Drekvic and I waited. I glanced over at his face. His hazel eyes were intense and slightly narrowed as he listened for any other sounds. With a serious look on his face, teeth clenched together, Drekvic looked like he’d grown up.

He caught me staring and he gave me his characteristic crooked grin. It didn’t reach his eyes. I reached up and squeezed his hand before sliding out of our hiding place. Our clothes were covered with dust, and I tried to brush it off quietly as we moved forward.

The hallway ended in a large arched doorway, and Drekvic paused only a moment before slipping through it and into the large space beyond.

When I followed him into the great hall, I lost momentum as I looked around in wonder. The ceilings were at least fifty feet above, arched with delicate carvings that reminded me of the crystal buildings in Babylon. The walls were painted with brilliant frescoes, only slightly faded by time. The marble floor still gleamed, even with dusty footprints leading back and forth across the large space. I was overwhelmed by the majesty of what the siekewa had managed to build.

There were also statues lining the center rug. They didn’t match the magnificence of the room. The spirits and creatures depicted were in agony, some carved in perfect details, and others worn with age. I hated them, my stomach churning at the sight of them. The reckless desire to destroy them brought a surge of power to my fingers before I clenched my hands into fists.

Drekvic stopped halfway through the room and turned to me, frowning. He gestured sharply for me to follow and I hurried after, ducking between the statues and looking at my feet so I didn’t have to see them anymore. I took Drekvic’s outstretched hand, and he laced his fingers in mine, pulling me along through the room until we reached the matching hallway on the other side.

We waited in the darkness for a moment, making sure no one was following us. When we were confident we were still alone, Drekvic pulled me along after him.  His pace was quick, but not rushed as we kept to the shadows. We arrived at a circular stairwell and I frowned, not liking how dark it was inside. At least in the hallways, there were sconces evenly spaced to light the way. Inside the stairwell, there was nothing.

Drekvic pulled on the balance, and a small glowing ball of magic appeared in his free hand. It was still dim, almost like a light bulb had been painted black. He led me up the stairs.

After what felt like forever, we made it to another hallway. My legs were burning and I pulled my hand away to lean over my knees and catch my breath. Drekvic waited, having the good grace not to comment on how out of shape I was. Despite trying to exercise, I felt like a weakling when I wasn’t using the balance to bolster my physical body.

After I was able to catch my breath, I realized that the hallway was clean. There was a sweet peppermint scent and the floors and paintings were free of grime. I pulled Rakshina’s scarf away from my mouth, catching a whiff of vinegar underneath the mint.

Drekvic went to the third door on the left, touching the heavy padlock that kept it shut. It pulled on the balance to unlock it, fumbling slightly as it fell off the hook with a loud thunk. He caught it and the door swung inward.

I didn’t hesitate, slipping past him and hurrying into the room.

I felt Rakshina drawing on her magic before I saw her. She was standing near a wooden chair, a large bruise on her cheek. Her hair was an uncharacteristically tangled mass of curls but, other than looking unkempt, she didn’t appear badly hurt.

Tears filled her eyes when she saw me, and she flew forward, throwing her arms around my neck and hugging me tightly.

“You’re alive,” she said, her voice breaking into a sob at the end. I hugged her back, breathing in her ashy magic. I was so relieved to see her that my vision blurred with my own tears.

Looking over her shoulder was when I saw Chester, and all the happiness at finding Rakshina melted away in an instant. My skin felt wrong, cold and slimy as I broke out into a sweat. Sensing the change, Rakshina pulled away and looked over at Chester, lying on a cot in the corner of the room. She had stood up when we entered, blocking his body with hers, trying to protect him from a threat that wasn’t there.

I understood why, looking at his frail form and bandaged wrist.

He had aged a thousand years in the time we’d been away. I heard Drekvic shut the door behind us, but I didn’t look back at him, moving forward to Chester’s side and sitting on the edge of the cot. His skin was so pale, nothing like his normal dusky tone. His breathing was shallow as he slept, his dark hair streaked brilliantly with white. His face was sagging, wrinkles in the corners of his eyes and mouth. Age had not diminished his strong nose or square jaw, but it had softened his cheekbones and made his arms seem frail and wrinkled.

His choker hung loosely on his neck. I reached out to touch it, tilting the leather strap so I could see the cairn. It was dark. I looked over at Rakshina, and she held her own cairn out as well. There was no soul in either cairn, and I felt sick to my stomach. Drekvic had been right. Chester was dying, and there was nothing I could do to save him.

I was like a drop of rain in a thunderstorm. Breathing was hard, grief a heavy weight pressing against my chest. My hands shook as I stroked Chester’s face. His breathing changed, a deep and heavy groan as he opened his eyes. The familiar brown eyes looked at me. His dark lashes had gone white but I’d recognize his face anywhere, no matter how much it had changed.

“Sorry I’m late,” I whispered, trying to muster a smile, but I was already crying, tears streaming down my cheeks.

His return smile was weak, but he reached up with his one good hand and squeezed my wrist. I grabbed his fingers with my left hand, pulling his fingers to my lips and kissing them. 

“It’s okay, Ellie,” he said, his voice weak but still the voice I loved.

“You were right. We should have never gone to that place.” My voice hiccuped as I tried to swallow my hysteria. Chester wasn’t dead yet. I couldn’t waste the last of our time crying like a lunatic.

“No, I wasn’t. You reset the balance,” he said, smiling. “You did what you set out to do.”

“I had no idea it would do this to you.” I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood, but I didn’t release it. I would not start sobbing, not with Chester so calm and gentle, like he always was.

He shrugged slightly. “It’s for the best.”

“You’re not supposed to leave me,” I argued, tangling my free hand in his hair and leaning down to put my ear against his chest, listening to his heartbeat.

“My soul is no longer in limbo,” he said, his voice vibrating against my cheek. “I’m going to go to the Beyond. When I’m reborn, Ellie, I’ll come find you.”

“You’ll forget me,” I replied, knowing it was true. The soul mate bond that Fate had formed between us was gone. With nothing tying us together, he would forget and move on. He was free now, to find his true soul mate, the one that would truly complete him.

“Never,” he promised.

Slowly, and with effort, he pulled off his bracelet. It was the one I’d given him when we’d gone to confront Lakvas, what felt like ages ago. It was splattered with blood, and the shield spell that had been etched into the leather was gone. I took it from his trembling hands, closing my fingers tightly around it.

I sat up to look into his eyes, leaning close.

“You deserve better,” I whispered, kissing his forehead.

“I promised.” His voice was raspy and frail.

“I love you, Chester.”

“This is good-bye then?” he asked, a tear sliding out of his eye. 

“Yeah,” I replied, and even though I knew it was for the best, my heart was breaking into thousands of pieces. 

Chester was too special of a soul to be stuck with someone that would always be drawn to someone else, and someone that would never grow old, or be able to give him all the attention he deserved. As much as I wanted to be with him, my duties would always take me elsewhere and I couldn’t do that to him over and over again.

“I love you, Ellie,” he said, and his voice hitched, a cough bubbling out of his throat.

“I love you too, Chester,” I repeated, my voice wet with tears. 

I held his hand until his breath stopped coming. There was a flash of gold as his soul left his body. I reached out to it, feeling his warmth and kindness before it pulled away. There was an opening in the ceiling, a portal of light that showed the night sky of the Beyond. The portal closed behind Chester’s soul, and he was gone. I put my head against his chest, hearing no heartbeat, and when his fire-warm skin started to cool, I couldn’t hold back the flood of agony any longer.

A high-pitched wail escaped my lips as I buried my face in his chest, gripping his shirt tightly and sobbing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

It was like walking over an open flame, burnt skin and blistering flesh. Nothing was right, nothing was real but the fire in my chest. Chester was gone. Even though it was the right decision, the idea of never seeing him again, of never hearing his voice, watching him laugh at my stories, it all made me want to stop existing too. I wanted to follow him, wherever he’d gone.

Rakshina wrapped her arms around me as I wailed into her shoulder. I tried to stop, but the ugly sounds kept coming from my chest, tortured and pitiful. Helpless in the face of the giant emptiness inside of me, I wasn’t sure I was going to ever stop crying.

We were in a situation where I needed to pull myself together. Lokina could walk in at any moment to kill us, and there was nothing I would be able to do to stop her. I was broken, my reason and sanity scattered across the floor in a million pieces. I wasn’t sure I knew how to pick them up again and every time I thought about it, it meant that I’d have to face the fact that Chester was dead all over again.

“Give her to me,” I heard Drekvic say, but his voice seemed far away. Nothing was clear except for the pain.

Drekvic pulled me away from Rakshina, picking me up and cradling me.

“We have to get out of here. She needs time to rest.”

“We can’t leave him,” I warbled, reaching back out to Chester’s body as Drekvic pulled me away.

“Ellie,” he whispered, pressing his forehead against mine. I forced my watery eyes open to look into his hazel gaze and saw immense sadness reflected back at me. “He kept himself together to see you again. His body’s already turning to dust, just like it was supposed to be a long time ago. There’s nothing left.”

I blinked in confusion, turning back to the cot in the corner, and realizing he was right. The only thing left was Chester’s clothes. Rakshina reached down and grabbed Chester’s cairn and his remaining silver ring. She put them in her pocket and followed Drekvic out of the room.

“I can walk,” I whispered, even though it probably wasn’t true. Being carried was worse. It meant all I had to do was focus on Chester being gone. If I walked, I’d have to think of putting a foot in front of the other. I’d have to worry about moving.

Looking doubtful, Drekvic put me down. He kept his arm locked around mine and motioned for Rakshina to bring up the rear in case I fell behind. I swallowed the lump in my throat and wiped my tears away with the back of my hand. Feeling rude, I used Rakshina’s scarf to wipe my nose, knowing I’d need to wash it really well before giving it back to her, if she even wanted it.

The stairs seemed more exhausting this time. Going down made my thighs burn and my knees tremble, but I barely noticed it. The gaping hole in my chest was too hard to ignore and I gave up on wiping the tears off my face. They dripped down my chin, making my neck damp underneath the scarf and my shirt.

The statue room seemed larger this time, more distance to cross without being seen, but Drekvic didn’t move from the doorway of the stairwell. I almost ran into him, only half able to pay attention. I peered around his shoulder, seeing why he had stopped so suddenly.

Lokina stood in the center of the room, her delicate form a sharp contrast to the hulking statues. I’d forgotten how small she was, child-like in her flowing pink dress and braided hair. She didn’t look threatening, but I remembered how powerful she’d been, and my heart started beating frantically. I wanted Drekvic behind me, out of the line of fire.

With Chester’s death so raw in my emotions, I’d probably die of grief if something happened to Rakshina or Drekvic. My instincts were to throw myself into danger to keep both of them safe.

I pulled on his arm, dragging him back from the edge of the stairwell and slipping in front of him. He didn’t like it, and grabbed my shoulder but I jerked away, walking into the room, drawing on the balance. It burned away the exhaustion from my body, and even dulled the ache in my chest.

I focused on Lokina. She’d been watching us from the moment we walked down the stairs, her pale blue eyes following me as I moved towards her. Her eyes flickered to my left shoulder, and I knew Drekvic had followed me into the the great hall.

I couldn’t spare a glance back to see how close he was, but I knew that if she threw something, I’d have to make a shield big enough to protect us both. Something about the girl was different than before. Lokina didn’t have an army of siekewa. Even the three we saw earlier hadn’t seemed very threatening.

“I wanted to kill all of you,” Lokina said, her girlish voice twirling around the words in a high-pitched melody.

“You’re not going to hurt anyone,” I growled.

“Not anymore,” she agreed. “I’m guessing it was you that managed to set all of my souls free. Hundreds of years of effort down the drain.” She sighed, throwing a diamond ring at my feet. It made a sharp noise as it hit the stone, but the light that would appear if there were souls trapped inside was missing.

“Yeah, that was us,” I replied, realizing that by resetting the balance we’d crippled all the siekewa that had relied on their souls for power. They couldn’t imprison them anymore. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“You don’t have to fight us, Kina,” Drekvic said, his voice gentle. “You can live here, make a home for yourself.”

“I’m going to, if you don’t kill me.” She shrugged. “With the souls gone, Lakvas is free. I saw all the cairns go dark.”

“All of them?” I asked, remembering all the small cairns Fate had braided into her hair and clothes.

“Yeah; that’s why I came down here when I realized you’d gotten into the castle. I wanted to tell you that Fate is mad. A lot of her power is gone and she said something about the balance being fixed. Apparently, it messed up a lot of her plans. Wherever you guys go, you’re going to be in danger. The sneaking thing you have going on might be best for now.”

“Why are you helping us?” I asked, suspicious of this information.

Lokina just shrugged.

“Kina, why?” Drekvic repeated my question, his voice insistent.

“I tried to kill all of you.” Her voice was so soft it was hard to hear. “I was so intent on taking revenge,” she looked at Drekvic, “for turning me into this monster. But then…I was becoming a monster again, especially when Lakvas was taken from me. All those souls I gathered, when they left me, showed me what I’d become, I didn’t like her. If Lakvas is free, then there’s nothing I need or want from any of you and I’d rather Fate not destroy the world in her mad grab for power.”

Rakshina had slipped from the stairwell and managed to sneak up behind Lokina. My first thought was that she was going to harm the girl, but when her face came into the light, it was full of compassion. She ran her fingers across Lokina’s shoulder as she walked past her.

Lokina started but grabbed Rakshina’s hand, making her stop.

“I’m sorry for what I did to you and your friend. Please, forgive me.”

“I remember what it was like to act in hatred,” Rakshina replied, sadly. “The guilt doesn’t go away; you just have to become a person worthy of carrying it.”

Lokina nodded, releasing the older siekewa. Rakshina gestured for us to turn and leave.

“We need to get out of here. If Fate was here, she might return, and we should be gone when she does,” Rakshina said, gesturing for Drekvic to lead the way out.

I nodded in agreement, letting Drekvic pull me away from the great hall and back into the hidden passages. Without the fear of Drekvic or Rakshina being harmed, the pain started to edge back into focus. I did my best to keep it back, knowing that we weren’t safe until we were out of Night City altogether. Even then, if Fate was searching for us, no where would be safe.

I stopped abruptly, my heart racing and the rushing sound of my own blood assaulting my ears. Rakshina ran into me and Drekvic was pulled back, his arm looped in mind.

“My mom,” I whispered. “Fate knows where to find her.”

Drekvic exchanged a look with Rakshina over my shoulder, frowning. His calm demeanor didn’t change and I was irrationally angry at him. I wanted to attack him, claw at his face and tackle him to the ground. If my family was in danger, then I would stop at nothing to protect them, and he wasn’t taking the situation seriously.

“Front door?” Rakshina asked, her voice grounding me in reality. Of course, Drekvic was taking this seriously. He could sense how unhinged I was and his concern for my well-being was suffocating me.

“We’ll get out faster that way, but if Fate comes, that is exactly where she’ll be waiting for us,” Drekvic said.

“If Fate is here, then she’s not hurting my mother,” I insisted, trying to quell the panic. 

“And if she doesn’t know where your mother lives, going to her will lead her right to Kathy,” Rakshina reasoned. “She’s not looking for me. I can go get your mother to safety, while you two come up with a plan.”

“Hell is abandoned,” Drekvic said to her. “Meet us there. If you run into trouble, don’t try to fight. Just get out of there.”

Rakshina nodded, then looked down at me. She wrapped her arms around me, her warmth giving me strength.

“I’ll keep Kathy safe,” she promised. “Don’t be afraid, okay?”

“Please don’t get hurt,” I replied, hugging her back tightly. Her familiar ash scent, along with her loose black hair tickling my neck, as she rested her head on my shoulder, was reassuring. 

“I won’t be taken unaware again,” she said, her voice full of conviction. She pulled away and wiped away from of my tears. I hadn’t been able to stop them, and Rakshina’s tenderness made me sniffle all over again.

“Don’t let her do anything stupid,” she commanded to Drekvic, and then turned around in the hallway, jogging out into the main hall.

I heard her shout something to Lokina, who must have still been standing there. Her footsteps faded away, two sets pattering over each other. I hoped that Rakshina was making the right decision, trusting Lokina to go with her, but I believed she knew what she was doing.

Drekvic took my hand, pulling me along in the back passages behind him. It felt wrong to split up with Rakshina after just finding her, but their logic was sound. Drekvic and I were the two that Fate wanted. She couldn’t use our souls as cairns anymore, now that the balance was restored, but she could still kill us. If she did, would the balance eventually die again, giving her another chance to take over?

I didn’t know. It was so hard to stay aware and conscious of my surroundings. My brain felt like it was starting to shut down and I stumbled along after Drekvic, grateful for his guiding hand.

I didn’t remember climbing down the ladder and going through the basement and the hidden passageways, but we were suddenly outside, and my knees buckled. I fell down into the dirt, Drekvic turning to stop me falling on my face. I looked up at him, taking in the new dirt smudges on his cheek and the haunted look of his hazel eyes. I wasn’t sure I looked any better, but I knew that I’d reached my limit.

My brain wasn’t working right, and any minute I was certain that I would fall into a million pieces and cease to exist.

Drekvic didn’t try to pull me forward, but instead knelt down in front of me. He put his hand on the back of my neck, lowering his head and closing his eyes.

“I’m so sorry, Ellie,” he said, his voice cracking when he said my name. “I had no idea…”

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. I didn’t know what words to say, because if he wanted to, Drekvic could feel everything I was feeling, and words were unnecessary.

“I know it’s hard,” he whispered, keeping his voice low so it wouldn’t break again. “We have to keep moving. Our battle isn’t over yet.”

“I’m so tired,” I finally said, swallowing the lump in my throat.

He looked up at me, and I noticed the dark circles under his eyes and the waxy texture of his pale skin. We were both past our limit, but we still had to stop Fate from trying again. Somehow, we had to defeat a goddess.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Hell was so overgrown that we’d been unable to walk through the streets. We went to the one place where the twisting vines hadn’t managed to reach, which was Drekvic’s previous home. I didn’t want to go inside, so he’d gone to the basement and pulled out a heavy bench.

We sat, waiting for Rakshina. I stared into space, trying to ignore the gnawing inside of me and the words that seemed to repeat over and over again. Chester is gone. Chester is gone. Chester is gone. Chester…

It was pointless to try and think of anything else, but I couldn’t afford to break down again. I needed to be strong, for my mom, Rakshina, and Drekvic. Jana would tell me that I needed to be strong for myself too, but I would have told her she was lying.

Grief needed air. I wasn’t weak because I expressed it, and I’d never be strong enough to bear it if I just ignored that it was now a part of me. Still, there would be time for me to mourn Chester when my very existence and those that I loved weren’t in danger. Eventually, I’d be able to rest and process everything that happened to me, as long as we survived long enough to do it.

I stood up, sniffling to clear my nose and stretching. It felt like a callous gesture, but I pushed away the grief and the pain until I could function. I had to focus and figure out what Fate would be trying to do now that her original plan was in shambles.

I started pacing, piecing together what I knew. Drekvic leaned back, crossing his legs and staring at me.

“Fate’s end goal,” I said, using words to focus my thoughts, “is to take the balance for herself, to be a complete goddess. What is the downside of letting her do this?”

“We’re dead,” Drekvic said, shrugging.

“Is that the only thing? Would it be better to just let her kill us and take the magic?” I reasoned, wondering if all of the heartache could have been avoided to begin with.

“I don’t think it’s that simple. Remember what Gaia said? She killed you a lot. Why didn’t she take the power from you then? What stopped her?”

“I didn’t have it then. Hope still did,” I replied, remembering that Gaia had said Hope only gave me his power before my seventh rebirth.

“Why hasn’t she killed you now? She had so many opportunities. She could have hurt you when you were a child. It can’t be that simple if it was just that,” he insisted, scratching the back of his neck and messing up his hair in the process.

“My soul was pretty vulnerable when Jana died,” I said. “She probably could have taken me out any time during that time and I wouldn’t have put up much of a resistance, but she didn’t. She manipulated me into loving Chester.” I had to swallow the lump in my throat after saying his name so casually, but only allowed myself that one choked moment.

“It wouldn’t have affected me,” Drekvic said, frowning. “I only realized how much I cared about you when we were living together. She can’t take her power back from me without breaking me first.”

“So, it was all about you then.” I stopped pacing, turning to look at him with my hands on my hips. “The only thing you cared about was her and Hope. She couldn’t kill Hope yet, because he still held the light and he was powerful. You had no weaknesses, but she could make me weak.” I frowned, not liking how her plan was falling into place.

“I’m pretty broken right now. Her plan seems to have worked.” My voice was a pathetic whine, and I hated myself for it.

“But you’re still safe,” Drekvic insisted, standing up and walking over to me. He grabbed my hands from my hips and held them tightly. “We are stronger than she anticipated. We managed to reset the balance.”

“That’s the other part then,” I said, pulling away from him. I knew he just needed to be reassured that I was whole, but the contact made my skin burn.

I started pacing again, my thoughts turning in circles.

“She needed the balance to be broken to take our souls, because we can’t be turned into a cairn or into a shade because souls go straight to the Beyond now. That’s why the collectors are dying, and why the siekewa are weak.”

I turned to him abruptly, pointing towards his face but not so close it was threatening.

“You tried to give me your side the balance. How did you learn how to do that?”

“You don’t?” he asked, surprised. “It’s just—it’s like second nature, but I’ve always been able to pick up and set down the balance. I just assumed I’d be able to pass it to you, instead of putting it aside.”

“Can you do that now? I can’t disconnect from it now, not since we left Annwn.”

“Me neither, although I was hoping I could manage to give it to you, if you were willing to take it.”

I groaned, grabbing my head and turning away. I didn’t know what Fate’s plan would be now. I wasn’t even sure either of us could die, because if we were using the balance, our bodies would heal immediately, like it set my broken wrist when I fought Lakvas.

“I don’t know what her plan B would be, but I know her personality. She’s going to be angry,” Drekvic said, sighing. “She’s going to try to kill us and hurt us, whatever way she thinks she can do that.”

“You’re her son.” I wanted it to matter. Family was supposed to matter.

“I think she’ll be madder at you,” Drekvic said, looking off toward the overgrown village. “You’re the one that has messed up her plans. You figured out how to reset the balance. You allowed yourself to care enough about me to fix everything.”

“You found the way into Annwn that allowed us to break my bond with Chester…” I took a deep breath, forcing myself to continue. “Without killing him ourselves.”

“But the only way to hurt me is through you,” Drekvic insisted.

“I’m the one with weaknesses,” I laughed bitterly. “She’s going to come after me and everything I love, isn’t she?”

“We’ll stop her.” His face was so earnest that I almost believed him.

“If she’s not here soon, I’m going after them,” I said, chilled. “The two people that she could hurt are supposed to be together right now: Rakshina and my mom.”

“I’ll go look for them.”

“Yes, then all three of the people that I would die for will be together. That sounds like a perfectly idiotic idea,” I snapped, unable to help my sarcasm bleeding through.

“I won’t let you go alone,” Drekvic growled, his eyes turning dark.

“We’re going together,” I hissed back at him, annoyed that he would think anything else. “We are a team.”

“No one will be here, if they show up.” 

His point was a valid one, and I looked around for some way to send a message. I saw several broken branches at the edge of the forest, and walked the distance to retrieve one.

I didn’t need something to write with to do what I wanted to do, but it made concentrating the magic easier if I had something to push it into. Drawing on my magic, I used the tree branch to scratch a message into the stone floor of the cave. It said simply, We’ll be back. Wait for us.

Feeling satisfied, Drekvic and I twisted the balance, using the magic to help us side-step the in betweens and return back to my reality. We made sure no one was nearby before showing up in a small wooded area. I wasn’t sure exactly where we were at, but Drekvic had done this many times before, and took my hand before teleporting us to my house.

I had been planning on changing out of my filthy clothes, but upon arriving on my doorstep, we were met with the charred smell of smoke and the acrid scent of burnt electronics. The house was no longer actively on fire, but the ashes were still smoldering in some places, and the beautiful home that Jana and I had bought three years ago was completely gone.

I whimpered quietly, trying to swallow the noise. It was only a house, no matter how much I loved it. Jana’s memories were inside of me, not the wooden walls. Chester’s memories were inside me as well, as I realized the first time I’d told him I loved him was in Jana’s bedroom. It was obvious in the way the rubble had been shifted that the fire department had been through it already, and I wondered how long it had been since the house had burnt to the ground. 

Was my mother worried about me? Did she think I’d died in the fire? The lack of a body would just make her think I was missing.

Instead of letting the loss cripple me, I popped the festering blister of rage. My skin felt like it was on fire and my vision narrowed to the crumpled front porch, imagining Fate’s gleeful laughter as she blew up my home. I was going to make her pay.

I turned away from the house, taking a deep breath. It wasn’t smart to teleport in the middle of the street, but I grabbed Drekvic’s hand tightly and he teleported us to the sidewalk in front of my mother’s house.

I dropped Drekvic’s hand, marching up the front steps towards my childhood home. The house was really too big for my mom to live alone, but having grown up in the same place she still lived helped me feel like it was a second home, rather than a place where I was a guest.

I didn’t bother knocking, just walked right inside the unlocked door. Drekvic trailed behind, gathering the balance to him, ready to protect us from anything. My fury was too hot and blistering for me to care much about running into anything dangerous. If Fate was in my mother’s house, I’d destroy her.

I heard voices in the living room and turned in that direction. The beige walls were decorated with impressionist paintings, all copies from the local thrift store, but the colors were beautiful. The floor in this room was carpeted with a squishy blue fabric that normally I’d feel bad tracking my shoes across.

Rakshina was standing across from my mother, a frown on her face. When she saw Drekvic and me enter the doorway, she sighed in relief as Kathy turned towards me. Her face was wrinkled with her brows drawn tight and a deep frown on her lips.

“You should have sent Drekvic,” Rakshina muttered. “She doesn’t believe me.”

“Ellie!” Kathy admonished. “Do you know this lady? She barged in here and is insisting I go with her for my own safety. She said she knew where you’ve been these past few days. I’ve been so worried.”

She had her mom voice turned on and she crossed her arms. I was a child again, and the fuse of anger fizzed out before I could use it. I hadn’t been a very good daughter lately and I was surprised she still put up with me.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” I said, moving forward and giving her a hug. She hugged me back tightly, despite my dirty clothes and crazy-lady hair.

“I know you’ve been out doing what you have to do to save the world, but when your house gets blown up, your old mother files a missing persons report and worries about you.”

“Mom, this is Rakshina. She’s a good friend of mine and she wasn’t kidding about taking you somewhere safe. There’s…” My voice trailed off as the doorbell rang and I looked back down the hallway, only seeing a silhouette of a person through the stained glass.

“Who could that be?” Kathy asked, ignoring my warning and hurrying to the door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

With two gods and a siekewa full on her heels, my mother went to answer the door. Before she could turn the handle, I managed to get a glimpse of the person beyond the door. In one patch of faded glass, I saw a strand of golden, curly hair. I grabbed my mom’s shoulders and pulled her away, making her cry out in surprise.

“Shit,” I whispered, pulling her away from the door and the creature I suspected was behind it.

“Watch your language,” Kathy muttered, but let me pull her away.

The door handle turned and Fate poked her head into my mother’s house.

“Kathy?” she called, her voice sounding surprisingly innocent. I worked my way in front of my mom, knowing that Drekvic and Rakshina would help me shield her as well.

“It’s just my neighbor, Julie, you crazy girl,” my mom said, trying to push back to greet Fate. It sounded like they knew each other and my stomach churned at the idea that Fate had spent enough time with my mother to become her friend.

When Fate saw me, her pretense of being a friend vanished as her smile faded from her lips. The glare she gave me could have curdled milk. The look on my own face wasn’t much nicer. She was dressed simply enough, in a plaid button-up shirt that was rolled at the sleeves. It was unbuttoned halfway, revealing a white under-shirt and was tucked into jeans. Her hair had no cairns, and she was not wearing a single piece of jewelry. Even without the added boost of magic, I could feel her power from several feet away.

My palms were sweating, but I held my ground, despite my mom’s nervous questions from behind us. I ignored her, concentrating instead on Fate’s perfect face. Her angled jaw tightened as she clenched her teeth and her manicured nails dug into her palm as she closed her hands into fists. 

I didn’t move, just kept taking in deep breaths. This was the creature that had manipulated my current life and past lives to suit her needs. This was the thing that had killed my sister and had set me up for heartbreak with Chester. She’d wanted me to kill Chester by trying to save him. She had done everything she could to break me, and yet, I was still standing.

I felt her pull on the balance an instant before her attack came. My shield was a fraction of a second too slow, but it protected the intended target. I was thrown back into Drekvic and Rakshina, but the magic rebounded off my shield before the spell could hit my mother. The three of us were a bit sturdier, but my mother was just a witch. Anything Fate hit her with would kill her.

Apparently, it would also destroy the house. The wall to my right started creaking ominously as a large crack appeared in the plaster.

“Go!” I shouted, turning my back to Fate and pushing Rakshina towards my mom. I saw her grab Kathy, using her magic to lift the smaller woman over her shoulder and sprint towards the back door. Drekvic and I followed, heading to the back yard and relative safety as the house was collapsing around us. I used the balance to hold up the ceiling and walls in front of us, but it was hard to concentrate while running.

I knew Fate was still behind us and would probably circle around to pounce on us as soon as we were clear of the house, but I couldn’t get around the others to protect Rakshina and Kathy as they exited from the house. I was there only seconds later, pushing Drekvic in front of me.

Fate was already in the yard, a visible spell crackling around her hands. Rakshina had set my mom down, moving between her and Fate. 

“Julie!” my mom cried, her voice high-pitched and terrified. “What are you doing?”

The spell arched like lightning, skipping past Rakshina, and would have struck my mom in the torso if Drekvic hadn’t responded first. He threw himself between the spell and my mom, using the balance to jump above her and catch the arc. It hit him squarely in the chest and he flew backwards, hitting the ground by my mom with a loud thud, expelling the air from his lungs in a loud huff.

“Rakshina, get her out of here,” I hissed, running forward and lunging at Fate.

I couldn’t let her keep getting spells off, throwing them at the most vulnerable member of our group, and if Rakshina took my mom away, then I didn’t need to worry about her getting hurt. I didn’t wait to see if the siekewa listened to my order, but pulled on the balance, lunging at Fate, fingers out-stretched to claw at her.

She jumped away, light on her feet and moving more quickly than anyone should be able to. I pulled on the balance and followed after her, remembering Drekvic’s training. The balance spread to my limbs, making me stronger and faster than I had any right to be.

Fate tried to circle around me and get back to where Drekvic was picking himself up off the ground, wheezing slightly, but I didn’t let her. Every lunge she made, I matched it, not letting her get past me. 

Finally, she paused, studying me. “You ruined all my plans, you little vixen, but can you dance?”

I frowned at her, not understanding what she meant, when she turned and leapt over the rubble of the house in one huge jump and sprinted down the street, a blur of movement that I could barely keep up with. I heard her taunting laugh as she caused a car to run into a telephone pole to avoid her.

“I’ll catch up,” Drekvic coughed. Nodding at him, I ran after her. I wasn’t sure what Fate was planning, but I was sure that mayhem was number one and I should probably try to stop her.

Training with Drekvic before, I’d lacked confidence in my abilities, as I’d been unable to consistently hold onto the balance. Since visiting Annwn, that wasn’t an issue anymore, I could use it as easily as breathing and, while Fate had more practice than I did, she wasn’t stronger anymore.

Despite that, I didn’t have any reason to assume success. Drekvic had been much more powerful than me when I’d taken his powers and defeated him. Cunning was important, and I wasn’t sure I had anything on Fate in that regard.

“Oh, so you can run, huh?” Fate asked, her voice suddenly right in my left ear.

I hadn’t seen her approach and I skidded to a stop in front of a coffee house, letting her run past me before stopping a couple feet away.

“Yeah, I can,” I replied, not even out of breath.

“You probably don’t want to see this entire city burn to the ground, do you?” Fate asked, her voice quizzical as she tilted her head.

“You don’t need to do that. I’m right here.”

“Oh, but there’s this thing,” Fate said sarcastically, “where your body heals immediately. You might feel pain, but… am I really doing anything if it doesn’t kill you? Hmmm…” She tapped her cheek with a finger, considering it.

“Just give it up. The balance is reset. You can’t take it from us anymore,” I growled, pulling magic to my palms.

“Maybe not the way I planned, but there are other ways, Ellie, to control a person.”

I felt her tug on the balance, but misjudged her intentions. The shield I put up to protect myself went unused as her magic exploded into coffee house next to me, blowing the roof off the foundations. I could do nothing but watch in horror as it fell back down, the crashing sound drowning out the screams of those left inside.

The moment I moved forward to help them, my shield dropping, was when Fate slammed into me. She hit me in the back, sending me skidding forward into the pavement. Gravel and dirt dug into my skin and tore my clothes. I bit my tongue, tasting blood only for an instant before the balance healed the wound, protecting my physical form the best it was able to.

Fate was on me before I could recover, sending a blast of magic through me. My hair frizzed immediately, falling into my eyes as I tried to defend myself. Her hands found my throat and she cut off my air and dug her nails into my skin.

“This is how I killed you the first time,” she hissed, pressing her knees into my chest as she pinned me down while I tried to push her off.

Drekvic’s leg sent her flying as he kicked her in the head. He hopped over me, his hands in fists as he stood between Fate and me. I took in deep breaths, waiting for the balance to fix my larynx as I wheezed behind him. I rolled over onto my knees, my hands digging into the broken concrete from where she’d thrown me. I felt something in my back click into place in my shoulder and wondered if she’d broken something else when she’d thrown me into the ground.

The coffee shop was smoldering, the walls crumbling as I watched. No one was moving inside or around it, and I choked back a sob as I saw souls floating up into their own portals, heading to the Beyond. I counted seven before the flow stopped. Seven dead, and this was my seventh life. I wondered if Fate had done it on purpose.

I turned back to her and Drekvic in time to see her lunge at him, and him dodge, grabbing her long hair and twisting reality, and dragging the two of them into the spirit world. I was relieved at his foresight as random people started to poke their heads out of their shops and cars, wondering what was happening.

There were sirens in the distance, and I needed to get away from them before they showed up. I had to help Drekvic before anyone could approach me so I slipped to the first in between, effectively vanishing from view of everyone in the street. I paused there in the biting wind, allowing myself one moment to put aside my guilt for those seven souls and seven families that would now have to deal with the same loss gnawing in my own chest.

I couldn’t let Fate hurt anyone else. I was going to make her pay for her actions, even if it killed me. With one large twist, I was in the spirit world where I found a flattened crater, humming with magic.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Debris was still falling from the blast, the normally perfect blue sky scattered with dirt. I squinted, trying to keep the dust from my eyes, although a thick coat of it already felt like it was caking my face.

I heard Fate scream, a high-pitched shriek of rage. I turned in time to see a second explosion dig into the earth, just missing Drekvic by an inch as he jumped away from her strike. The shock-wave of her magic made the ground underneath my feet dip and buckle, and I lost my balance, falling to my knees and trying to hold onto my equilibrium.

Chunks of grass and dirt hit my shoulders, and I covered my face the best I could. Drekvic pulled on the balance, the giant tug of power like a wave further unbalancing me. I wondered how he stood that much magic flowing through him at once. I finally managed to stand up, looking towards the source of the magic.

He was using the power as a shield as Fate pummeled him with spell after spell, her small sips of the balance allowing her a rapid fire of magic. He was pushing towards her, sparks flying as her energy hit his shield and fizzled out into the earth, but she was becoming more desperate.

Without warning, she disappeared, and we both stood up straighter, trying to see where she could have gone. It was a simple teleport, not a twist of realities. She was running away?

Fate’s fingers tangled in my braid, pulling me backwards. I yelped, trying to catch myself but unable to pull away. Her nails clawed at my neck as she pulled, trying to get a stronger hold on me.

“Ellie!” I heard Drekvic’s voice from far away as I twisted, raising my hands to try to push Fate away.

Her fingers found my throat and a flash of magic appeared in her free hand, flashing in my eyes and making me freeze. Whatever she held, I really didn’t want it touching me, and her blue eyes were as wild as the grimace on her face.

“Don’t come any closer, Son!” she spat out, her spittle hitting my face. I swallowed my gag reflex and tried to stay still.

“Leave Ellie out of this.” Drekvic’s growl was low, dangerous, making me shiver.

“Leave her out of this,” Fate laughed, spinning me around so I was facing Drekvic, her hand still wrapped tightly around my throat. The spell still clung to her other hand, close to my face. “This is all about the two of you! She doesn’t get to be left out any more than I did when you stole my power from me.”

“You dragged her into this!” Drekvic’s cheek was smudged with dirt, and his hazel eyes were so dark they looked black. He stalked forward, the darkness of chaos clinging to him like smoke rising from a fire.

“Because she is the only way to make you suffer like I did!” Fate screamed, and I flinched at the sound so close to my ear. She tightened her grip, her arm hooking around my throat and almost completely choking me.

“I never hurt my father. You killed him.” Drekvic’s voice broke, his shoulders stiffening.

“You stole the only thing that mattered to me before you were even born!” 

“I am your son.”

“And a thief. Being the Goddess of Chaos was all I was. It was what made me special, made me powerful. And then I was a second fiddle to my supposed lover and my child. It was humiliating. Killing Ellie, it’s the only way to make you feel the same pain. It’s the only way you’ll feel the same loss as me.”

“Kill me, then,” Drekvic hissed, moving forward. “Take your revenge on me.”

“This will hurt more,” she said, her voice suddenly sounding like herself, and I knew that whatever she was going to do would hurt like hell.

She slapped the spell in her hand over my mouth, shoving it inside of me. The magic felt like a wad of cotton catching in my throat. I tried coughing, but I couldn’t breathe and my equilibrium tilted as Fate released my hair, shoving my shoulders as hard as she could, her magic still pinging against my skin. 

“No!” Drekvic roared, lunging forward, but Fate intercepted him, blocking him from my view as I fell.

I tried to gasp for air, a strangled grunt escaping my throat before my airway closed off completely. I reached for the balance, trying to burn her magic away from me, but it felt slippery, like melting ice cubes that fell out of the fridge. I couldn’t reach it, but I didn’t understand why. I was always connected now, but I couldn’t pull on the magic, and without it, I was probably going to choke to death on Fate’s spell.

Instead of the balance, I pulled on the magic within myself, the sapphire light burning through my aura and making my skin glow. Fate was not going to do this to me. She was not going to win because there was still so many things she had to pay for. The cotton caught on fire in my throat, burning spell-ash into my lungs, but I was able to breathe.

“Not this time,” I hissed, looking up at Fate fighting with Drekvic. Their movements were so fast that it was hard to keep up, small explosions pushing them apart as their magic collided, only for Fate or Drekvic to leap back at the other. Drekvic was trying to circle around her, to get to me, but Fate was blocking him, probably waiting for me to suffocate on her spell.

I dipped into the balance, the cool magic soothing the burn in my throat. I let it trickle down my limbs, soaking all the way to the soles of my feet, trying to remember Drekvic’s coaching. To move with the balance, I needed to let it become apart of me, to make my witch’s body stronger, to become a true goddess, rather than pretending to be one.

My jump took me to Fate, and in one swift motion, I kicked her in the back with both feet, sending her flying past Drekvic and into the ruined field. Drekvic came to me then, his hands tangling in my hair as he tilted my face to examine my throat.

“Ellie,” he breathed, his sigh of relief sweet.

“Keep her off me,” I replied, turning my magic into a Celtic knot in front of me. The spell was simple, easy to manipulate, and I started twisting the knots, grimacing.

“You honestly think your little witch’s spell can defeat a goddess?” Fate shrieked, her once beautiful voice reminding me of a harpy.

“A little baby stole your power,” Drekvic mocked. His shield surrounded us, the delicate pattern almost blocking out whatever Fate was up to, but her pride wouldn’t let her run away.

“My baby,” she hissed, and the shield dented in front of us as Fate attacked it. “My own child stole my power while he was inside of me. Do you have any idea how it feels to lose what makes you special?”

Drekvic shook his head, chuckling.

“I lost my parents before I was born. Both of you abandoned me, and you’re asking me if I know what it’s like to lose?” The shield dented in another spot, this one closer to my face.

I concentrated, turning the knot into a three-dimensional object, twisting until it resembled a highly decorated ball. That was when I started weaving in the balance, or the lack thereof. Fate was as strong as she was because she was using the balance. I could feel every attack as she drew on it. It was healing every injury that Drekvic had managed to inflict, and while she was connected to it, we would never be able to defeat her, just like she wouldn’t be able to defeat us. It was why she’d used something that disconnected me enough to stop the balance from destroying her spell and allowing me to breathe. I’d see how she liked it.

Fate circled around behind us, attacking the shield with a vengeance. Drekvic dropped it suddenly, leaping past me to meet her. He hit her in the face, sending her flying backwards. She recovered quickly, twisting to meet his next attack.

Their grunts as hits landed meant nothing to me as I focused on the spell in front of me. Fate couldn’t kill Drekvic unless she cut him off from the balance, and considering he was an even match for her magic, she probably wouldn’t be able to, which was why she’d tried to kill me. I was the weak link in our relationship, and if she wanted to destroy us, then I was the obvious target.

The knot was starting to take the shape I wanted and was even starting to glow the right color. It was painful to see it, but I knew it would do what I wanted it to do. With each twist of the spell, Chester’s sword was taking shape, it’s long handle shortened to fit my hand. I pulled the bracelet he’d given me out of my pocket, slipping it on my right hand and tethering the sword to the bracelet. Whenever I needed it, I’d be able to call upon it immediately, just by feeding the required energy into the band.

I let the spell drop and then dove further into the balance. I had to time my strike perfectly and, even though patience was not one of my strengths, I waited.

Once again in that place where I could see each soul using the balance, I was disgusted by what I saw of Fate. The emptiness of her soul was a blemish on the surface of the power, tainting everything it touched. When order tried to flow to her call, it turned a sickly black color before being absorbed by her touch. Despite not being the goddess of chaos anymore, she was still changing the balance just by her very presence.

I saw my chance when she managed to knock Drekvic to the ground. She jumped on top of him, raising interlocked fists up and starting to bring them down on his chest, a spell meant to paralyze him swirling around her hands.

Without warning, I cut her off from the balance by slicing through the whirlwind of power that flowed to her as easily as I would tear through paper with a sharp knife.

Fate’s strangled scream stabbed into my ears as she bolted away from Drekvic, looking around frantically for me. She turned towards me and I struck when I saw her face.

At that moment, I was the balance and Ellie all at once. I was the light, the dark, and every =thing in between as I called Chester’s sword to my hand and plunged it through the left side of Fate’s chest.

There was a spot of dried blood on her porcelain face, tucked into the corner of her pink lips. Her nostrils were flaring in disbelief, my sword of light, digging into her chest. She tried reaching for the balance, desperate to heal herself, but the balance was mine, and I would never let her touch it again.

I jerked the sword out of her, the squelching sound turning my stomach as I let it vanish. Blood soaked her white shirt, a gaping hole where her heart was supposed to be. She fell first to her knees, choking on air as her damaged lungs tried to keep her alive. Her beating heart pumped her life out into the mud, and she fell forward, making me side-step so she didn’t touch me.

I let go of the balance, watching the woman that had manipulated my entire life die. My skin was cold and the weight of my body was too much as I swayed on my feet.

Drekvic came to my side, his arm looping around me and pulling me into him. I fell into his chest, my knees buckling as he caught me. He pulled me back to my feet, but I leaned heavily into him.

“It’s over,” I said, my voice flat.

“Yeah,” he echoed, his breath moving my hair. “It’s done.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Nothing but the wind rustling in the trees and the distance sounds of cars broke the silence of the cemetery. It was warm, summer finally showing up after months of rain and storms. The smell of damp earth was comforting as I knelt down in front of Jana’s grave, looking at the simple headstone we’d gotten her.

I’d come here for a reason, but it was nice to just hang out with her. I sat down on my knees, the damp soil seeping through my jeans. I didn’t let it bother me, just took in deep breaths, scenting the heat rising up from the grass.

Finally, when the world felt too heavy, I started talking.

“I did it, Jana,” I said, glad that the news I came to tell her was good. “Drekvic and I fixed the balance. Can you believe it?”

Birds chirped, but Jana didn’t reply. She wasn’t here and it was stupid to be sitting at her grave like it would bring me some closure. Tears stung my eyes, and for once, I didn’t fight them.

“I miss you,” I choked. “I don’t know how I managed this entire journey without you. I wish you’d been able to meet Chester for real. He’d have loved you.”

I covered my mouth, a gasping sob escaping my lips. With my other arm, I hugged myself tightly, hunching over the grave and letting my grief finally escape me. I’d cried when Jana died, but I’d been too focused on saving her. I’d grieved since then, in quieter moments, but it was hard to cry when I needed to be strong and do what needed to be done.

And Chester… I didn’t know how to tackle those feelings. I started gasping for air, hiccups ripping through my chest, painful and suffocating. There was a giant piece of my heart missing, and the gaping hole threatened the entire structure of my being. Cracks ran through my life. I was barely holding on to sanity and I screamed into my trembling hands.

Rakshina had wanted to come with me and I was glad that I’d told her not to. I was a complete mess, tears and snot streaming down my face as I cried.

I wanted so badly for Chester’s arms to wrap around me, for his gentle voice to tell me that everything was going to be okay, but he was gone. His soul was free to be reborn, free to forget. I wanted him to forget, because it hurt too much to remember.

“I loved him so much, Jana.” I hiccuped through the words and choking on tears. “Our bond was fabricated by Fate, but it was still real. It was still real…”

A hand touched my shoulder, gentle and feather-light. I spun around, not surprised I hadn’t heard her coming. Rakshina moved with a quiet, predator’s gait.

She didn’t comment on my tears, just knelt down next to me and put an arm around my shoulders. I leaned into her, biting down on the wailing noise that wanted to escape from my chest.

“This is your sister?” she asked, her voice high-pitched and thin.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded.

Rakshina started stroking my hair, her touch gentle and comforting.

“What would she think of me?”

“She’d have loved you,” I replied, without hesitation. “She had so many friends, but only a few people she truly loved. She’d have liked your tenacity.”

“Tenacity, huh?” Rakshina asked, laughing.

I nodded, wiping away some of the damp from my face. It didn’t matter, as I was still crying, but the tears were slower, ones that might eventually stop falling.

“Tell me about your sister.” Rakshina reached with reverent fingers to trace Jana’s name in the stone.

“She made me run with her,” I said, my voice cracking and breaking, but I cleared my throat and continued. “When I was fighting Drekvic for the first time, it was her voice that kept me moving forward.”

“Yeah?” Rakshina chuckled at that. “You hate running.”

I grimaced. “She told me I’d get fat because I ate too many cookies.”

“I’ve never seen you eat cookies,” Rakshina protested.

“Jana would make them for me!” I cried, laughing a little at the memory. My sweet sister, always baking, then telling me I needed to stop eating the fruits of her labor.

“M—my mom used to bake.” Rakshina’s voice became lower, as though she were fighting her own demons.

I didn’t ask Rakshina about her past, knowing how painful it was. I just waited until she composed herself, just as she didn’t comment on the dried tear tracks on my face and chin.

She stood up, stretching. I followed suit, brushing dirt and grass off my shins.

“I’m going to help Kina with the siekewa.”

“Really?” I asked, unable to hide my surprise. I thought Rakshina hated Lokina for what she’d done and how she’d taken Lakvas away.

She shrugged her elegant shoulders, not looking at me. “I’m not a collector anymore. I’m the only one that didn’t wither away, and it—it’s because of what Drekvic made me. I’m tired of running from my past. Maybe, by trying to make amends, and heal what he did to all of us, we can fade away too.”

“I’ll do whatever I can to help,” I said, touching her arm. She smiled at me, then turned and hugged me. Her arms were straight and powerful, but always gentle with me. Rakshina might not be related to me by blood, but she was my sister all the same and, with everything that had happened, I was glad Chester had trusted her enough to let us be friends.

Rakshina pulled away, looking over my shoulder. I turned, seeing Drekvic walking toward us slowly.

“I know I said I hated him,” Rakshina said, dropping her arm over my shoulder, “but he turned out okay.”

I nodded, understanding what she meant.

“I thought I’d find you here,” he called out when he was close enough to us. His steps were unsure, hesitant, as though he was afraid of how I’d react to him.

Rakshina stepped away from me, turning back to Jana’s grave one more time. “I’m going to head out, Ellie. Kina is waiting for me.”

“You know how to reach me if you ever need to,” I said, tapping the pearl in my earlobe. Rakshina reached up and touched her own, the same one that Chester had worn. My chest tightened at the sight of it, surprised how quickly my composure started to crumble at the thought of him.

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

“Not sure yet. Maybe I’ll come help you,” I teased, knowing that Lokina would rather slit her wrists than spend time with me. She’d let go of her grudge, but it didn’t mean she liked me.

“At least come visit,” Rakshina confirmed, giving me one more hug before turning and twisting realities to head to Night City.

I watched the space where she’d vanished, my heart feeling like it was breaking all over again. I hated goodbyes.

Drekvic didn’t speak as he stood behind me. His breathing was elevated and the connection from him through the balance was all nerves and frustration. I heard him sigh and I turned around.

He wasn’t looking at me, rubbing the back of his neck while he gazed off in the distance. I saw where he was looking, a beautiful oak tree nearby. I started walking, my feet taking me to the shade and the spot where Drekvic had watched me during Jana’s funeral. I hadn’t liked him then. I didn’t know what I felt now.

Chester’s loss was still a raging inferno inside of me, and while the connection with Drekvic was stronger than ever, I also knew that I wasn’t ready to let him love me the way he wanted to.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted, unable to stop myself.

“For what?” he asked incredulously. I turned around to look at him, his quizzical face almost comical.

“I’m broken. And—I’m sorry about your parents.”

I chewed on the inside of my lip, rubbing my sweaty hands on my jeans. He didn’t say anything, and I couldn’t tell what he was feeling. The seconds dragged on, his eyes searching mine, his mouth a pursed line across his face.

I sniffled, looking down and rubbing my left eye. I was going to cry again, and I hated it. I was tired of being sad. I missed how I felt before Drekvic walked into my life and took Jana from me.

He stepped forward, slowly. Each movement was a test, to see if I’d recoil from him. His hand found my shoulder, his skin warm from the sun. He moved in closer, pulling me into his chest and wrapping his arms around me.

I fit there, my head resting just below his chin, and it felt natural to put my arms around his waist. I buried my face into his chest, grief choking me and pushing its way up my throat in strangled gasps.

Drekvic stroked my head, not letting me go as I shook apart. His voice was soothing, unhurried.

“I don’t care if you’re broken.” 

“You can’t just fix it,” I hiccuped, pulling back to look up at him.

The tender look on his face surprised me, the small smile on his lips not what I expected to see.

“Why on earth would you think I need to fix you?”

At those words, a fresh wave of tears started and I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. My heart was racing so loudly that I was certain anyone nearby would be able to hear it.

“Ellie, look at me, please.”

I couldn’t. I stared at the damp spot on his black shirt, feeling stupid that I’d cried so much I’d messed up his clothes. I was a pathetic mess of a goddess that didn’t know how to do anything right.

“Okay then,” he whispered and started rocking back and forth with me in his arms. I didn’t know what he was doing, but the gentle movement was comforting, and I leaned my head on his shoulder.

“I don’t know what to do now.” My voice was so weak and pathetic, but pain was exhausting and I wasn’t sure how to make myself sound normal again.

“You can do anything.”

“Maybe help my mom rebuild her house.”

“We can do that,” he said, pressing against the top of my head. Was he kissing my hair? I couldn’t tell.

“Or maybe I should visit Gaia, learn more about where I was born.”

“We can do that too.”

I swayed in his arms, closing my eyes and letting his movement lull me into peace.

“You’re planning on staying?”

“Ellie, please look at me.”

Finally, I did, lifting my head. I still had tears gumming up my eyelashes and I was certain my eyes were swollen, but the gentle look in Drekvic’s face never changed.

He reached up with both hands and wiped away my tears, his pianist fingers firm against my skin. His hazel eyes were so green, only a slight rim of gold at the edges. I felt myself still, my breath slowing to almost a crawl.

“You are the most beautiful broken thing I’ve ever held in my hands,” he whispered. “I won’t try to fix you, because you can do it yourself. I’m just here, no matter what.”

I took a shaky breath.

“I’m not done,” he said, tilting his head slightly. He’d thought I was going to say something, but I couldn’t speak if I wanted to.

“Broken, unbroken, sad, happy, anything, I’ll be with you. I’m not asking for anything from you. I don’t care if you hate me, or if you go on to find someone else to love. Hell, I don’t care if you go find Chester once he’s reborn.” He paused, wrinkling his nose. “Okay, I do care, but that’s beside the point.”

I laughed through my tears, and he smiled at me, wiping them away again.

“We’re partners, Ellie. I’ve told you that time and time again, and that hasn’t changed.”

“Even if I’m a bad one? I left you behind a lot,” I said, remembering how many times I’d told him to stay at home, thinking that I’d be stronger if he were away. Did I realize, even then, that keeping him safe was the most important thing?

“Even if you are the worst partner in the history of cowboys.”

I giggled at his reference and before I could stop myself, I stood on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

We both froze, shocked at what I’d done. It had felt so natural that I hadn’t even thought about what I was doing.

His smile was crooked, but he didn’t try to push me further, just relaxed his arms, letting me pull away if I wanted to.

I didn’t, resting my head back on his damp shoulder, breathing in the scent around us, the rich earth and freshly cut grass. Drekvic started swaying lightly again.

I wasn’t crying, and even though my heart felt heavy, there was hope in me too.

“Drekvic?” I asked, his name sounding strange on my lips.

“Yeah?”

“I don’t want a partner.” His muscles clenched and I heard his heart accelerate.

“Really?” His voice was a child’s, lost and afraid.

I pulled away, looking up at him.

“I want a family. We both do, right?”

He nodded, resting his forehead against mine.

“Family, then,” he said, smiling.

I blinked slowly and took a deep breath before responding. “The best kind.” I smiled.
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