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To the real Ellie. Love you, Momma.

Wayward Hope

Book Two in the Wayward Gods Trilogy

Written by L.D. Greenwood

 

Even gods make mistakes.

 

I managed to stop Drekvic and keep the realities safe, but unless I figure out how to actually be a goddess, they won’t stay that way. The realities are blending together and if Fate can’t show me how to connect to the balance, it’s only going to get worse. 

 

It doesn’t help that Rakshina’s past love is on a hunt for revenge against my new roommate, and has somehow managed to turn ghosts into powerful shades that can affect the first reality. As the world falls apart around me, do I really have time to be entertaining these feelings for Chester? Love has no place in my life while I’m trying to save the world.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Hot air tickled my nose and I stifled a sneeze. Spring was around the corner, but it was still chilly outside, and the residents of the city had their heaters turned up too high. I ran a hand over my damp forehead. It was too hot to be wearing a sweater, but I wanted protection from the splintering wood in the attic I was asked to visit. I’d already cut my finger climbing the ladder, and I didn’t want to worry about any other minor injuries.

The space was larger than I had imagined, overcrowded with large boxes draped in sheets. The smell of mold and damp was overpowering, and I stepped carefully through the maze of items, worried about falling through the floor. Newspapers were stacked in damp piles by the wall, tied together with string; I pretended not to notice the mouse that was chewing its way through the daily mail section.

The antiques dealer always sent her son up when she needed things, afraid to climb the ladder herself; she claimed there was a ghost. I wondered if she’d opened the antique shop as an excuse to hoard things, as the attic was so full I was worried that the piles would fall over if I brushed against them. 

Learning that I was interested in paranormal activity, the woman’s son had written to tell me about a violent ghost. Ghosts couldn’t harm anyone physically, but their energy could make magic backfire, and if it was agitated or emotional, plants and animals would feel it, too. The owner’s cat wouldn’t leave the first floor.

“This place is a dump,” my partner said, his voice far away.

I turned to see his black hair disappear under a dusty sheet as he looked around the room. I sighed, wondering if I’d ever be rid of him.

“It’s an attic in an old antique shop. What did you expect?” I asked, grabbing the back of his jacket to pull him away before he stole something.

I didn’t trust Drekvic. I’d begrudgingly allowed him to become my partner after Fate, his mother and a former goddess, had cursed him to follow me. He couldn’t go more than a mile away from me without feeling extreme pain, and it was easier to keep the retired siekewa around than to let him roam free.  Besides—and I wouldn’t admit it—he had a knack for sensing distorted energy, a talent he had acquired in his soul bargaining days.

Sadly, Drekvic wasn’t my only shadow. I also had to deal with Chester, the soul collector I had stupidly developed feelings for after stopping Drekvic from destroying the world. Things were a bit… complicated at the moment. Chester was looking out the slanted window, absently playing with the shell earring I’d given him. After two straight weeks of practice, I’d managed to make a communication device that would allow me to hear him through the first gate, even if I couldn’t interact with him. I reached up to touch my matching earring and looked away, blushing.

Chester lived in the spirit world. He was assigned to watch me four months ago when I went to save my sister. Fate had never reassigned him, so he continued to follow me, even in my own reality. Talking to him required me to open one of the gates between reality and the first in-between plane, which was exhausting. The shell acted like a miniature gate, but just for sound.

It had been Joy’s idea. She was my third shadow, a soul converted into a powerful energy source called a cairn. She lived in an opal-like stone on my right hand. She was part of me, the only reason I could continue to do what I did: free ghosts from their prisons to move on to the Beyond.

It wasn’t a glamorous job, and it certainly didn’t pay the bills, but I dedicated all my free time to making sure no souls would spend an eternity lost.

I put my hands on my hips, looking around. Our path from the trapdoor was marked with footprints in dust an inch thick. It was too dingy, the windows fogged with age, and I couldn’t sense any spirits, much less the young boy allegedly tormenting the shop owner. Most ghosts didn’t travel from their place of death, and my research hadn’t turned up any obituaries or news articles from the area. That didn’t really mean anything though; the boy could have died before the area was developed. Ghosts didn’t have expiration dates.

“I don’t see him,” I said to Drekvic, and he stopped snooping to look at me.

“He’s a ghost. You’re not supposed to see him,” he scoffed.

I glared at him and he raised his hands to placate me.

“What’s going on?” Chester asked in my ear. I sent a hint of Joy’s power to the shell.

“We can’t find the ghost,” I replied. Chester moved from the window, sinking through the floor to check other rooms of the shop. It was unnerving to see, and I had to remind myself that he technically existed elsewhere.

“I hate when he does that,” Drekvic muttered. We followed our tracks back toward the ladder when a large stack of old radios fell into the space where Chester had been standing. The crash was loud and sent electronic pieces scattering across the floor.

My heartbeat banged against my eardrums, and I swallowed the tightness in my throat. Ghosts couldn’t interact with reality, shouldn’t be able to make a mess. I still couldn’t see anything, but Joy tapped on my thoughts to get my attention.

There’s a dark shadow in the corner. It’s not a ghost.

I turned, an ominous presence making itself known.

“Get back,” Drekvic said when he came to join me. His hand reached out and he placed himself between the shadow and me. “It’s a cast off.”

An old lamp, solid silver and at least thirty pounds, flew from a nearby pile, hitting Drekvic’s shoulder with a loud thud. He grunted as it fell to the floor, the bulb shattering and the clank drawing Chester back upstairs.

“Get out of there, Ellie,” he said, and I could almost feel the heat of him next to me. I could tell he wanted to grab me, but he’d just pass through me, no more solid than the ghost I was chasing.

“What’s a cast off?” I demanded, my voice rising in pitch as I pulled power from the sapphire ring on my right hand.

There was a loud scraping noise and a sofa tucked behind some boxes dragged itself from the wall and started flying toward us. I threw up my power, staggering with the effort it took to block its progress.

The darkness in the corner flickered as it slowly took shape. The boy was so small, with dark hair and sinister red eyes that seemed to glow in the shadows around him. His mouth was open in a snarl, his sharp teeth a startling white. The sweltering heat drained from the attic as he raised his hands.

The shock of cold air forced a choked cough out of me. Drekvic stepped backwards, running into me as the sofa lurched forward again. I threw up my hand, but it was too late. We fell forward onto the cushions as it knocked into us, my elbow digging into his stomach as we landed.

He grunted, but we had little chance to react before the sofa hurtled toward the wall with us still on it. The thing was going to throw us right through.

“No!” I shouted, throwing my magic into it. “That’s enough.”

My concentration stayed steady as the sofa hurtled to a stop, launching us ungracefully onto the dusty wood of the attic floor. Drekvic landed on top of me, knocking the wind out of me. His face was pressed against my thigh, and I kicked him as I scrambled to my feet, untangling our limbs.

Cursing, he rolled away, but I’d already stood up to face the snarling shade. My hands glowed with sapphire light, illuminating the musty space.

“Ellie!” Chester shouted, clearly agitated.

I ignored him, focusing all my energy on the boy. I reached out with my magic, trying to sense what he was, and felt the swirling power inside of him. It was all shards of broken glass, rubbing together painfully.

“He’s a siekewa’s cast off,” Chester said, clearly not liking being ignored. “It’s too strong for you to collect right now. Come back later.”

“I can’t,” I replied, taking a step forward.

The boy growled and turned toward the wall as though he was going to disappear through it.

Joy! I shouted to her, and she threw out her cage. The boy ran into it and fell backwards. He could no longer leave the attic—and neither could we.

I can hold him, she told me, the silvery glow of her power lighting up the boy’s thin form.

He was so skinny that I could clearly see the outline of his bones under his skin. Would my sister have been like this boy, if I hadn’t saved her? I took another step forward, trying to fill myself with as much compassion and understanding as I could.

The boy’s eyes were sparking with anger. He tried to throw me backward with a rush of oily energy, but I deflected it easily. Now that I could see him, he wouldn’t catch me off guard again. He got more desperate with every step I took, throwing pieces of furniture and various knick-knacks at me again.

I deflected those as well, not worrying about the damage. The woman downstairs had already lost enough to this shade; I wasn’t going to worry about the last pieces of junk that she had left up here with it. I could see him starting to panic, his eyes getting wider as he scrambled backwards.

As I moved, Joy’s cage became smaller and smaller, until I was close enough to touch him and her magic circled us like a cocoon.

I knelt down and put a hand on his shoulder. He was glacial, making my hand seize up, but I didn’t let go.

Infusing my voice with power, I spoke the only words that I thought would reach him with as much compassion and empathy as I could.

“No one is going to hurt you ever again.”

I looked into his eyes, watching the red fade into a luscious ebony. His skin was the color of volcanic soil, shining in the light of Joy’s magic. His lower lip started to tremble as tears trickled from the corner of his eyes.

I pulled more magic from my sapphire ring, creating heat to warm the poor child. It sank deep into his soul, melting the shards of ice that had torn him to pieces for so long. His skin started to heat up, his cheeks taking on a hint of rouge. He started sobbing, burying his face in his hands as he cried.

I wrapped an arm around his waist, pulling him until he was sitting in my lap, warming him further. He was so light, all skin and bones. I stroked his unruly hair and rocked him until all the darkness was gone. He didn’t hug me like a normal child would, so used to not having someone to count on. I kissed his forehead, wishing I could take away his pain.

I sensed the moment he moved away from me, accepting his death. His body became faint in my arms, only a gentle warmth remaining from his touch.

Joy dropped her shields and Chester moved forward. In moments, he had pulled the boy from me, fading slowly as he ferried him to the Beyond.

I remained sitting and sniffed. I’d never dealt with a broken soul before. I never wanted to do it again.

Drekvic dropped down next to me. Despite being free of his dark powers, I still smelled a hint of ash clinging to his skin. He looked thoughtful, his hazel eyes catching the light from the window. He had a faint bruise on his jaw, probably from where I’d kicked him, or, maybe the lamp.

“Are you okay?” I asked, feeling that I should.

“I don’t like this.” His brow furrowed while I waited for him to elaborate.

“The soul had too much energy left. I don’t understand why a siekewa would have let it go.” He leaned back on his hands, and I turned so I could see him better.

“What does that mean? Should we be worried?” I asked, noticing he had taken extra care to lightly gel his hair into a simple, casual style that accented his angular face.

“I don’t know yet.”

He stood up and wiped his grimy hands on his black jeans, frowning at the smears. I paused, gathering my emotions before standing myself. I didn’t like the idea of a siekewa getting involved in my work, but considering they bartered souls for power, it was likely that I would have to deal with more in the future.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, kicking a loose battery on my way back toward the ladder. I was eager to get home and wash away the muck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The scratch of my pen was the only sound as I stood at the table making notes. The Victorian-style house I called home was built in the 1990s and had an old, cozy feel to it. My office was on the first floor, books lining the walls around the main feature, my raised table that took up most of the room. I did most of my work there, and it was the only place in the house I’d managed to ban Drekvic from entering.

I drew another interlace pattern, this time in a dark teal color. I’d been working on them for months, so the design came easily: a star with five-points, looping in and around itself. It was simple, often used in Celtic magic. For a believer, the symbol had power, but for me, it was a form that worked well for the magic I was trying to perform.

Each pointed end represented one of the primary colors, with the fifth point representing the absence of color. The thought was that depending on the person, their addiction patterns would follow a certain color, and by bonding their color with my interlace, I could unravel it, thus unraveling their compulsive tendencies.

I had originally tried using just one color, but quickly found that it didn’t work--souls were more complicated than a color wheel. By changing the colors to match the soul, I was better able to adjust to their needs. The outline needed to be in a color opposite to their needs and the test rat I was working with in the lab had a very tan soul. Thus, the teal pen.

I saw a shadow in the doorway and looked up, frowning. I really didn’t want any visitors, but it was just Joy, her silvery form insubstantial.

I watched her, still getting used to the fact that I could sometimes see her now. I set the pen down and absently twisted her opal ring around on my finger. It glowed faintly as she used her magic to take form outside the cairn.

“I wanted to talk to you,” she said, her silver lashes low on her cheeks as she looked at the patterns on the rug. She rarely met my eyes, and I wondered if it was because she knew it bothered me.

In this form, her eyes were pale white with no pupils. It made me flinch the first time we had tried this, and even though I told her it was only surprise, she tried to make me more comfortable having another soul inside my skull.

“What about?” I asked, looking back down at my pattern. It was smudged. I grimaced, making a large mark across it, knowing I’d need to start again.

“The soul we met today,” Joy said, leaning to look at what I was working on. She saw the smear and my new mark and frowned. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I replied, sighing. “It’s probably another dead end anyway.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“What about the soul?” I asked, setting the pen down again as I leaned my hip on the table and tried to not pick at the bandage covering my splinter.

“Drekvic said it was a cast off, but I think he was wrong.”

“Oh?”

“The soul was very strong, and very angry. Ghosts shouldn’t be able to interact with this world physically, even if they are cast offs.” She tapped her cheek, looking thoughtful. While she spoke, she forgot to hide her face, and I smiled at the look of consternation that made her brows furrow. Joy had the most expressive face.

“You think he was something else?”

“I think he was a calling card,” Joy said, biting her lip. “I think a siekewa left him there for you, so you would find him.”

“What?” I asked, jerking my head up as my stomach flipped over.

“Drekvic is vulnerable now,” she said, biting her lip. “If one of them comes looking for him, the only thing keeping him from being killed is you.”

I thought of Rakshina’s hatred for him and wondered what they would do if they found him. His energy signature was so different; he even looked different. I would recognize him, had recognized him, the moment Fate had brought him to me. Someone nursing a grudge far older than mine would recognize him too.

I sighed, shoulders slumping. I didn’t want to worry about Drekvic being safe. It was hard enough to keep him out of trouble. He still had a blurred line about what was acceptable and what was not. 

“I wish she’d kept him in the Beyond,” I muttered, closing the journal. I was too tired to work. Couldn’t I just lie down on the couch and take a nap?

Joy followed me to the living room, her footsteps silent on the wood.

“Maybe you need a hobby,” she suggested, sitting on the colorful rug in the center of the room. 

I flopped down on the couch and stared at the ceiling. 

“Jana always made me run, but I hated it,” I replied, realizing that I hadn’t gone out since she died.

“Maybe you should start again. Just take some music and focus on your body for a bit instead of always being inside your head,” Joy suggested. 

I laughed, “Imagine Drekvic being dragged along behind me.” I couldn’t see him running for pleasure.

“And Chester running beside you,” she chuckled.

My smile stilled at that. My feelings for Chester were so jumbled, made more confusing by Drekvic living in my house. Drekvic’s feelings were clear; he wanted me to love him, especially since I’d managed to reunite his parents. Chester was more withdrawn, but I often saw him watching me when he thought I wasn’t looking.

I wondered if he’d mind a visit. I tried to go into the spirit world often to see Rakshina and Chester. The other collectors always seemed to have more questions for me, even though I didn’t really lead them. I left that up to Samuel, their elder.

“What are you thinking, Ellie?” Joy asked, adjusting her long robe to wrap around her knees.

“I haven’t visited Chester or Rakshina for awhile,” I replied honestly, unconsciously playing with my auburn hair.

“Visiting them is more like work for you, not a hobby,” Joy admonished, then made a little gasping noise. I looked over to see her fading away.

In Joy’s place, I could see Rakshina taking shape in the middle of my living room, looking like a fashion model. Her long black hair was styled in elegant waves and was in sharp contrast to her lily white skin. Her pale lips were set in a determined line, and her stylish white pants showed off the annoyed cock of her hip. Her ice blue eyes told another story. She looked haunted.

I stood up and asked Joy for the key to the first gate. She hesitated only a moment before dropping the glowing house key into my hand. I knew she was worried about Rakshina attacking Drekvic, but since he’d moved in with me, she hadn’t so much as looked at him. I conjured a door in my mind, my familiar green front door appearing easily. When I opened it, I gestured Rakshina through.

She smelled faintly of burning underbrush and wild things, although I couldn’t picture her ever being anywhere her spotless clothes could get dirty. When we had first met she had always intimidated me. Now, though, I trusted her as I would trust myself or Joy, and considered her a friend. I never let her teach me magic anymore, though. Saying her teaching style was harsh was an understatement.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as soon as I had shut the door and closed off the flow of magic that pulled on me whenever one was open.

She crossed into my kitchen without a word. Her red heels clicked loudly on the hardwood floors as she opened my fridge and pulled out Drekvic’s bottle of red wine. She moved as though she had been in my kitchen hundreds of times, going directly to where I kept the glasses to pour herself a large serving. She downed it like it was nothing and poured herself another glass. She never spilled anything despite her shaking hands.

“Rakshina?” I asked again, stepping closer to her.

She turned to me, her shoulders rising as though she expected a confrontation. 

“Chester and Drekvic are idiots. They shouldn’t have let you anywhere near that soul today with the energy signature it was putting off,” she snapped, slamming the bottle down on the counter. I was glad it didn’t break, but the noise made me flinch.

“We couldn’t sense any signature until it started attacking us,” I said, touched that she was concerned about me.

“There is no way that soul was hidden in that shop, not with that much energy. Chester is more sensitive to their energy than you. He should have seen it,” she insisted, taking another deep drink of wine. It stained her lips a dark pink.

Her distress was too much. Something wasn’t quite adding up. I wanted to ask her what was really bothering her, but I didn’t want to pry. When she wanted me to know, she would tell me.

“It’s okay, Rakshina,” I said, my voice soothing. This time, I reached out to rub her arm. Her skin was ice cold.

Her gaze fell to the band-aid on my finger where the ladder had cut it. I was glad I had a sweater on so she couldn’t see my arms, or the spectacular bruise on my right shoulder that looked like someone hit me with a baseball bat.

“I just—if it is true, and you didn’t sense anything until it attacked you, then the soul wasn’t introduced to the environment until you arrived. That means someone was there with you and wanted to harm you.” Her eyebrows furrowed and she bit her lip.

“We didn’t sense anyone there, Rakshina. It was a weird situation, but until we can get more facts about the soul it’s not going to help with anything. We’re going to ask Hope and Fate. They should be able to tell us more.”

She nodded, suddenly looking a little sick.

“Do you want to sit down?” I asked, worried.

“No, I need to get back home. I just wanted to check on you and make sure those idiots didn’t get you killed.”

“I’m fine,” I replied, forcing a smile.

Her mouth opened slightly as she looked down and met my gaze. I almost asked her what was really wrong, but I didn’t want to break my own rule. No prying into Rakshina’s past. Her life was messed up enough without me making her dredge through it all over again.

Instead, I hugged her.

“Thank you. Do you want to go back home now?”

She hugged me back and nodded. I let her go, and then turned to make the door again.

Before she stepped through she stopped to look at me.

“Call me if you find anything like that again, okay?”

“I will.”

She nodded and left through the gate. I shut the door and Joy reclaimed the key.

I absently washed the wine glass Rakshina had used, puzzling over her strange mood.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

From the spirit world, the Beyond looked like brilliant stars that could mesmerize a person until all they could think about was reaching them. In reality, the Beyond was so many different things that made it difficult to grasp. Each person has a vision of life after death, regardless of whether or not they acknowledge it. For some it is peace and quiet in darkness. For others it is a wild river ride, exciting and fun, but never painful. For me, it was a huge grassy meadow with manicured trees in the distance that promised a hint of darkness.

When the time came, I’d be drawn to souls that craved my version of the Beyond, and I’d be able to take them there. Regardless of how well I pictured a different scene, I arrived at that meadow every time upon opening the seventh gate.

I found Fate in her usual place in the Beyond. The classroom was long and well-lit, with rows of desks on either side. There was an aisle in the center, leading up to Fate’s podium. There was a high-tech touch screen on the far wall. She had written two large words in her scrawling print: Don’t panic!

I sighed, hating her cryptic message, almost as much as I hated the fact that she’d conjured up an entire classroom when the only student here was me. I could see her in the corner, typing furiously at her desk. Her computer was huge, and always seemed out of place to me in the Beyond. I had never realized that someone would want the internet when they were no longer living. Then again, Fate was an unusual soul.

The ex-goddess was still beautiful, with long golden hair that she wore pulled back in a clip. She looked very human at the moment, with her plastic glasses perched on her nose and her full lower lip pinched between her teeth. She didn’t glance up when we entered, but her magic acknowledged us with a brief rush of cold air that seemed to pass through my skin.

Chester shuddered, and I glanced over at him, glad that he had come with me. Drekvic, of course, was forced to come as well, but I’d made him wait across the hall with his father, Hope.

Fate and I met monthly, usually as an excuse for her to check in on me and make sure I was focused on my training. She was still running a lot of things, but she wanted me to take on more responsibility, to stop worrying about my “human needs,” as she liked to call them. The collectors required a leader, and the light and dark energies in the world needed to be balanced. Both of those things were impossible for me to do if I lived in the human world, but I refused to leave permanently. There was still too much I needed to do.

“You’re early!” Fate shouted at me without looking up. I knew she was doing it to annoy me—we were almost to her desk—so I decided to ignore her tone.

I sat down in the first row and waited. Chester, always wary of Fate, didn’t sit. He was close enough behind my shoulder that I could feel the heat radiating off of him. All collectors seemed to have a higher temperature than mortals. Chester said it was because collectors needed to burn brightly for souls to trust them. It was comforting for me too, and I had to fold my hands in my lap to stop myself from reaching out to him.

Fate finally looked up. Ten minutes had passed, our scheduled time had come and gone, and a scowl marred her pretty face.

“I know it’s why I chose you, but your extreme patience is irritating,” she said, standing up and stretching. “You’re supposed to be more assertive now that you’re a goddess.”

“Someone likes to remind me that I’m not a goddess yet,” I retorted, standing as well. “That I’m still in training.” I brushed Chester’s arm with my own before he could step aside as I moved to the front of the classroom.

Fate rolled her eyes and took off her glasses. “Something is bothering you.”

“I want Drekvic untethered from me,” I said, surprising even myself. I hadn’t really thought about it much, but it was annoying having him follow me around everywhere, and I wanted some sort of concession from her. “I can still summon him if I think he’s misbehaving.”

Fate studied me for a long moment, so I stared back, unwilling to drop my eyes. Drekvic was not a child. She needed to stop seeing him as her baby in need of a sitter.

“Fine,” she said, and snapped her fingers. There was an audible pop, and I felt something unravel from my magic. The tether had been so subtle that I hadn’t realized it was there until it was gone.

There was a knock on the classroom door, and we turned to see Drekvic’s dark head leaning in through the gap, confusion and a hint of relief on his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it again, frowning.

“You still have to listen to her,” Fate called to him as she put on her Mom face. “If I hear that you’ve been causing trouble I’ll tether you again and make it even shorter this time.”

Drekvic rolled his eyes, ever the petulant teenager, and closed the door again. I heard him shout something to his father, but I couldn’t hear what it was.

I turned back to Fate, the image of the emaciated ghost flashing before my eyes. I wanted to ask her about it, but considering how she had manipulated me into doing her bidding previously, I never quite felt that I could trust her to be honest with me.

Hope is the truthful one, Joy confirmed in my mind, and I had to school my face into a neutral expression to keep from smiling. 

Fate turned back to our lesson, coming to face me until she was close enough to reach out and grab my hand. Her magic washed over me, a chilly sensation that clung to the back of my neck and tickled the sensitive skin on my wrist.

“Your lesson for today is about balance,” she said, her voice suddenly seeming to come from far away, like hidden speakers in a museum.

Logically, I knew my body was still in that classroom, my feet on solid ground and my hand still gripped in Fate’s, but my heart always panicked as my soul was sent spiraling away into Fate’s magic.

It was always easier for her to show me rather than tell me, so she took me to a place inside of herself, where I could see through her eyes. This was different from other times. All I could see was blackness. I could feel Fate’s presence, but my visual cues were missing. It made me nervous, and I felt my body, so far away, roll my shoulders.

Where are we? I asked, and Fate’s magic trembled as my thought echoed through the space. Ripples of light radiated away from me, leaving me in darkness once more.

Do you see the balance? Fate replied, her voice still somewhere distant.

I concentrated, trying to see anything in the darkness. Joy shook her head, as blind as I was. I took a deep breath and tried to sense the magic in the space. There was a dark, inkly feeling that seemed to lap against my ankles, almost as though I was in water. The cold seeped into my bones and I shivered.

The water? I asked, not liking that the sensation seemed to be rising.

I could sense Fate’s frustration building around me like a heat wave, and I wanted to leave.

The balance, Ellie. Find the balance.

I sighed, frustrated. Tell me how to find it! There’s nothing but darkness here!

A rush of cold broke over my head, and I felt stripped bare. Even though it was just my soul in this place, it felt like my hair was pressed against my neck, like my clothes were drenched. I couldn’t breathe, and I panicked.

I tried to pull back, to fall back into my body that was standing there in Fate’s grip, but I couldn’t. It wasn’t just the surrounding darkness that stopped me, but a heavy pressure against my chest.

I was floating, drowning, and even though I struggled, I couldn’t make my lungs work. I felt my body reacting, falling to the floor as Chester scrambled to catch it. His arms were around me, but it was too far. I wasn’t breathing, and my heart pounded too erratically in my ears. Joy was shouting, but I couldn’t respond, my mind forgetting how to form words.

I dove into my magic, pulling heavily on the energy until my body burned, banishing the cold. With effort, I released the magic and exploded into the world around me, blindingly white in the dark space. Air rushed into my lungs as I tried to make my limbs obey and get my feet underneath me. Chester pulled on me, his grip around my waist helping me to stay upright.

Fate stood in front of me, a look of consternation on her face.

That’s enough. Wake up, Ellie.

“I am awake,” I snarled. “I had to wake myself up!”

Ellie! Joy screamed, blocking out everyone else. Are you okay? The worry was so strong in her voice that I almost started crying at the press of her emotions against me.

“I’m fine,” I rasped, pulling away from Chester to find my equilibrium.

“Take it easy,” Chester said softly. “You turned a little blue. Just… calm down.” He looked like he wanted to reach out to me, but I was too angry.

Fate pulled her chair closer, once again sitting with her legs crossed. She slumped into the soft cushion wearing a deep frown. I glared up at her, waiting for an explanation. She had almost killed me, and we both knew it.

“I tried to force the Balance on you,” she replied, her voice soft. She paused reaching up to tug on her ear absently. 

“I noticed,” I rasped, venomously.

“I never realized how little darkness you have in your soul. In this generation, it seems the balance has been reversed. I cannot teach you how to be a goddess.” She bit her lip, still pulling on her ear. I’d never seen Fate fidget before, and it made my stomach tighten.

“What do you mean?” Chester asked. “This was all your idea and now you can’t even train her?”

I put a hand on his arm and squeezed reassuringly, although I felt unsettled myself. “Why can’t you teach me?”

“My energy is the chaotic dark, and while my intentions are good, the way I go about achieving my goals is… manipulative and generally frowned upon.” She stood up, crossing her arms, and walked to the white screen.

She started drawing on the electronic board with her finger: a simple yin and yang. “I am the Yin,” she said, pointing to the dark side of the circle. “Hope is the Yang. Your pairing is reversed, and your Hope will be full of chaotic energy.”

Fate stared at the symbol for a moment, her blue eyes growing dark and cloudy as she turned inward.

“My pairing?” I asked, not liking the sound of that.

“It’s not important yet,” she replied. “I’d like you to leave now. I need time to think of how best to proceed.”

“What do you mean? You don’t know what’s happening?” I demanded, my voice just barely cracking. I really needed a drink. My throat was on fire. Even as I thought it, the Beyond responded, and I turned my head at the soft clink to see a glass of cold water sitting on a nearby desk. I didn’t reach for it, turning my attention back to Fate.

“No, I don’t,” she replied, looking frustrated as she turned to face me again. “I was born a goddess. I never had to learn to be what I am, nor how to transition from mortal to immortal. I’ve never given anyone power before either, nor taught them to rule. How would I know what to do?”

I wanted to strike Fate, to yell at her for putting me on this path without knowing what she was doing, what I should do. Instead I gave her a hard stare. She looked at me without seeing me, and it just frustrated me even more.

“Fine. Call me when you know what’s going on,” I replied, swiping at the glass and spilling water on the tiled floor. I downed the contents in one long swig, and turned to leave.

Chester reached for me when I stomped away, probably afraid that I’d fall on my face. I was glad that I managed to keep my composure until I made it through the classroom door. I was tired from my ordeal and wanted nothing more than to sleep.

Drekvic was in a smaller room across the hall, sitting with an older man.

Hope looked up and smiled when he saw us, his gentle face as perfect as ever. He had slight wrinkles around his eyes, and laugh lines, but they only accented his strong cheekbones and long lashes. His dark hair turned silvery at the temples and it swept back from his face to hide the tops of his ears. I could see Drekvic in the straight lines of his nose and the plumpness of his cheeks. If Drekvic ever aged, he would age well.

“Done already? You look terrible,” he said. He stood and walked over to me, his gait rolling and unhurried. 

“I feel kind of terrible,” I replied, unable to stop my smile.

Hope had a way of making everything seem less important. He put an arm around my shoulder and led me into the room where Drekvic still sat on the floor, pointedly not looking at me. He looked a little green himself, and I wondered what Hope had done to work him up so much.

Hope’s arm was warm, but not blindingly hot like Chester’s. His energy settled into mine, and by the time he got me into the small library, I felt a thousand times better. Chester trailed behind in silence. His shoulders had relaxed. I think we both liked Hope.

All of us do, Joy reminded me, sounding slightly annoyed that I had excluded her from my thoughts.

Sorry, I said. I forget, sometimes, that I’m not alone in my head.

I felt her settle back into the opal on my hand. She liked to give me privacy, although there was no fooling either of us. Joy was always in my head, and while I cared for her, it wasn’t always ideal. I glanced over at Chester and almost blushed, wondering how many fantasies she had put up with since joining me.

“I was just talking to Drekvic about his future. I didn’t expect Fate to be done so soon,” Hope said, dropping me off on a low stool with a large cushion. I sank into it, watching him move to the corner between shelves. I heard a faint clinking and wondered if he was making tea.

I told him what had just happened, not really thinking to censor anything. When I got to the point where I hadn’t been able to breathe and disconnected from my body, he came back over with a small cup filled with a citrus-smelling tea. The liquid was clear with orange peels floating in it. I finished my story before taking a sip.

Drekvic had lost some of his pallor and was looking at me with a strange intensity in his hazel eyes that made me blush. I looked away and cupped my tea tightly in both hands.

“Fate and I were born gods,” Hope said, his melodic voice soothing the last of my nerves. “We’re still learning how to step aside and pass the power along. No one gave us an instruction manual. Maybe… next week, come see me. My love’s darkness wasn’t able to reach you, but I have nothing but light,” he smiled beatifically.

“Okay,” I replied, willing to try anything at this point.

“Now, drink your tea and take these boys home. You need some rest.” He gave me a fatherly look before brushing his hands on his khakis and turning towards Fate’s classroom.

I raised the ceramic cup to my lips, trying not to shudder at the memory of drowning in Fate’s magic. Anything Hope could give me would be better than that experience.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

My lungs burned in the cold as I gasped for air. My feet pounding into the pavement and my labored breathing were the only sounds I could hear. There was no birdsong and the winter morning made other runners scarce. I knew it would pick up as the day went on and the sun rose higher on the horizon, but I hadn’t been able to sleep. 

I couldn’t help but think of Jana. I’d never run without her, and even with the passing of so many weeks, it still hurt to know that she’d never run with me again. My younger sister had been full of life, the only real friend I’d ever had. Running had been her thing, always leaving the house before the sun was even a hint in the sky to get in her miles before she had to start her day.

The fierce longing in my chest threatened to break my rhythm, so I pushed the feeling into the soles of my feet, shoving it into the ground with each step until I was no longer blinking back tears. I hadn’t been paying attention to the distance, so I was surprised to see the parking lot as I finished the two mile circuit. The trail went through a manicured wood that was meticulously maintained by a coven of nature witches. I had to pay to use the space, but it was close to home and I’d never minded the small fee for such a safe park.

I slowed to a walk, stretching my legs as I bounced along, wondering how sore I’d be later. As it was, I felt drained, and was happy to drop into my car and roll down the windows. I’d probably pushed myself too hard, but without Jana to do it for me, someone had to.

I felt Chester’s presence in the car before noticing him sitting next to me. He was scanning the woods, looking up at the still-barren branches. 

“Hi,” I said, still slightly out of breath. He had slept on the couch the night before, and I thought I’d left him still sleeping there this morning.

“You were gone when I woke up. I got worried,” he replied, shrugging, his eyes tightening slightly as he looked into the thick underbrush. “The energy here is strange.”

I followed his stare and tried to see the world like he did, as energy and magic. All I saw was twisting foliage and dead grass, but the intense scrutiny wasn’t entirely wasted, as I saw something shift in the undergrowth. It looked like a small bundle of clothing, arms waving in the frosty air.

I was out of the car before I had time to think, hearing the solid thunk of the passenger door as Chester followed close behind me. As always, his feet were silent while mine crunched on the uneven ground. What I had thought was a child seemed to vanish as I got closer, and I paused about halfway to where I’d seen the strange bundle, listening closely. I didn’t like the implication that I’d imagined something, so I moved forward again, this time looking at the surrounding area as well.

Chester followed, his lips making a hard line that matched his dark eyebrows. 

“Did you see something here?”I asked, knowing that he could sense things that I couldn’t.

“Nothing,” he replied, sounding worried.

I took one step into the darkness of the trees and knew something was wrong. A heavy presence settled onto my shoulders. It was all I could do not to jump back into the emerging sunlight. I looked up into the canopy of the trees, my muscles seizing in horror as I saw the webs.

They were thick and tangled, stretching from one tree to the next in wispy threads. The trees that surrounded me were different than the ones I’d just walked into. They were thicker, not fledgling creatures but ancient sentinels. The webs blocked out what little light there was, and I took an involuntary step backwards.

I ran into the cold shield and stumbled forward, catching myself before I fell onto a cluster of the roots. Chester was there to steady me, his eyes flashing with intensity as he pressed against the barrier with his other hand. His hand stopped exactly in the space where the shadow of the trees turned into rays of sunlight.

Joy was not afraid, her annoyance at being trapped hard to ignore. Her fire gave me confidence, but as I turned, I decided if I saw any type of spider I’d torch the place.

“I don’t think we can get through,” Chester said, his fingers glowing a brilliant green in the gloom as he tried to force his way through the barrier. “Something is blocking my teleport spell.”

I tested the barrier with my own magic, but it felt solid. I could probably use a magical hammer to break it, but depending on how strong it was, the backlash could kill us.

An eerie cry broke the silence, and we turned as one to look into the woods. It sounded like a child in pain, and I wondered if there was a ghost here.

“We need to get out,” Chester said immediately, his voice strained. I felt him draw on more magic, pulling it out of his cairn as he pushed it into the barrier, still trying to break it.

“Why? What if there’s a ghost?” I demanded, not wanting to turn away from the painful sound.

“It’s not a child,” Chester replied, “and there probably are ghosts, too many for us to deal with right now.”

I wanted to disregard his words and look for the child, but I knew Chester well enough to know that he wouldn’t turn away from ghosts without a good reason. I turned to put my hand over his, the warmth of his skin shocking as I pushed magic into his spell.

As I’d feared, the backfire of our combined power shoved me off my feet and through the air, too quickly to react. Chester faired a little better, his hand turning and gripping tightly onto my wrist to keep us from being separated. If he hadn’t acted so quickly, that was exactly what would have happened as the roots shifted into a gaping maw, ready to swallow us whole.

I slammed into the ground, the wind rushing out of my lungs. My wrist twisted painfully where Chester dragged me to his chest, but I was grateful he was there as the roots wrapped around us, closing off the twisted trees and webs above. Plunged into darkness, I gasped for air, trying to force my lungs to work again.

Chester released my wrist in favor of wrapping an arm around me, pulling me into his lap. He had managed a sitting position before the roots made it impossible to move, lighting a small green orb to hover in the air over his shoulder. I felt trapped and swallowed the lump in my throat even as my skin turned clammy. Joy fumed as she sent tendrils of magic to test the air. Something kept snapping the magic back. It stung like a heavy slap.

Stop it, I told her, wanting to rub my arms and shoulders from the sensation.

You are a goddess. Other things are not supposed to be stronger than us, she hissed back. I almost laughed out loud at her outrage.

Chester saw my smile and raised an eyebrow.

“Happy to be in my arms?” he asked, his voice teasing.

That, of course, wiped the smile completely off my face, and my skin burned with embarrassment. I was pressed against his chest, my butt on his leg and my own legs curled up against his side. His presence was overwhelming, and I was acutely aware that I had just run for two miles and probably smelled like sweat.

“Joy is annoyed,” I managed to stammer out, wanting to bury myself in the root cave and never come out.

“You’re really red. Are you okay?” he asked, his brown eyes full of concern as he put a hand against my forehead.

The rough texture of his skin tingles up my spine and I pulled away only to smack my head against a root.

I cried out in pain and reached up to cradle the injury, feeling a tender spot already forming. Chester reached up as well, and I wanted to melt into the ground. I couldn’t meet his gaze as he fretted over me.

You are an embarrassment, Joy moaned. I was such a bumbling idiot whenever it came to confronting my feelings about Chester, but she was also annoyed because I was still sitting in the semi-darkness instead of trying to escape.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, to her and to Chester.

“Nothing to be sorry about. Are you okay?” Chester asked again, and I made the mistake of looking up at him.

His face was so close to mine, and once I met his gaze I couldn’t quite look away. It’d been a long time since I’d had a boyfriend. Once I realized I wanted to pursue magical research, romance had taken a backseat, and I hadn’t considered it at all until Chester had entered my life. I wanted nothing more than to press my lips against his, wrap both arms around him and await death by whatever monster had trapped us.

My mouth opened slightly, a shaky breath escaping before I could stop it. Chester’s hand fell from the back of my head to rest on my collarbone, and I felt a faint tremble in his touch. I considered moving the couple inches toward him that would damn us to never going back when a loud crunch sounded from above.

We looked up, blinking as dirt fell through the cracks into our faces and hair. A heavy creature was snorting above us. The creature let out a low growl that faded into the din of a soft rustle as it moved away. We waited awhile longer, but no other sounds were forthcoming.

This has been nice, Joy snarled. Now stop thinking with your libido and get us out of here.

You are so bossy, I commented, but still did as she asked. I reached into the well of magic within me, finding what I needed. I expanded my awareness toward the roots around us, feeling the living pulse of the trees. With a gentle hand, I pushed the roots to release us.

What I had thought was earth holding us up vanished, and we fell into darkness.

The freezing water stole my breath completely, and I felt Chester slip away from me as I flailed frantically to keep from being submerged. I managed to get in a quick breath of air before I scraped a rock and was forced under the water by a strong current.

I couldn’t see anything, but when something soft and warm hit my hip, I lunged for it, recognizing the burning heat of Chester’s skin. I managed to grasp a handful of wet leather before something else slammed into me, scraping my skin like it was trying to tear my arm off. It was the current, trying to drag Chester away from me while I’d been wedged against a rock.

I pulled with all my might, my lungs burning, starving for air.

Me! Joy shouted, bursting through the panic in my mind.

I allowed her free reign, and immediately her magic formed a shield around us, forcefully draining the water as she cut her way to the surface for air. I gasped at the energy required to hold back the underground river, but I bolstered her shield with my own, pulling Chester’s face out of the water and into my bubble.

Water sputtered from his mouth as he coughed, leaning into me to keep us from being separated again. 

“You’re bleeding,” he said, his voice hoarse from coughing. With his free hand he reached out to wipe away blood from my forehead. I blinked at the sting of it in my eyes, but I wasn’t seeing double or fainting, I had to assume I was okay.

“Can you get us out of here?” I asked, gesturing to my leaking bubble.

I felt the press of his magic, but nothing happened and he shook his head.

“Something’s wrong. Can you open a portal to the next realm? Maybe we can get out that way,” he suggested.

Joy was already straining to keep us from drowning, but she did her best to produce the glowing house key I needed to open the first gate. I conjured the door from my mind, and inserted the key. I’d barely opened the door a crack before I realized something was extremely wrong.

Pain split down the center of my skull, my already weak knees folding me to the ground as I lost balance. Joy screamed in my head, and it was all I could do to slam the door shut before her bubble failed. Chester was still holding me, and when we were thrown back into the darkness of the freezing river together.

A second pain tore into my chest as water met my lungs and my entire body seized up, blackness threatening to overwhelm me. Joy was still screaming, trying frantically to put up the shield as my flesh failed me and I fell into a deep void.

I slammed into Chester’s chest and he hit my back frantically as water spewed from my mouth and nose. Cold fire licked up my throat as I tried to breathe. Chester had created a second bubble, and was shouting at me to not die. When I stopped vomiting water he knelt down in front of me on the uneven rocks. His hands touched my face and I managed to focus on his face, barely.

“We aren’t in my reality anymore,” I croaked, stunned at how horrendous my voice sounded.

“I know what happened,” he replied, kissing the top of my head and hugging me tightly. “Thank Fate you’re okay.”

I fell limply into his arms, frozen. I was trembling so badly I thought I’d shake myself apart.

“I’ve got you, Ellie,” Chester whispered, adjusting so he could pick me up under my knees. I leaned into him, shivering violently into the incredible heat of his skin. I blinked tears from the corners of my eyes and inwardly cursed my weakness.

Joy was silent, a gentle presence pressing against my soul, trying to comfort us both.

Chester’s magic enveloped me, and I felt the uncomfortable pull of teleportation before we were in the collector’s village, right outside his home. The change of scenery surprised me. I’d known that there was no way we were still in my reality. To jump through so many gates just by walking into a forest was terrifying.

With a trembling hand I grabbed a fistful of Chester’s leather vest as he jogged toward his building. The beautiful colors of the spirit world’s crystal structures normally soothed me, but the beating I’d taken was making me dizzy, and I was afraid I was going to be sick. Chester whispered soothing words to me, but none of them were making sense.

Instead, I focused on the tenor of his voice and the strength of his arms cradling me like a child. I focused on the curve of his jaw and the wet hair that stuck to the side of his neck. The edges of my vision were blacking out, and blood was still streaming from the wound on my head. My stomach was doing strange flips and I clenched my jaw.

Chester shoved his door open with a shoulder when we reached it, and I heard the knob snap, but didn’t worry. Chester could fix anything. The world spun when he settled me into a semi-sitting position on the couch. Without his warmth next to me, the cold and damp came rushing back. I was trembling so badly I started to pitch over onto the floor, but Chester was already back, a warm washcloth in his hands.

He braced me back up on the couch, kneeling and pressing the washcloth against the wound on my temple. The flash of pain brought back the nausea and I closed my eyes, trying to block out the world.

Closed eyes is good, Joy mumbled, and I could feel her own nausea as she saw the world through my unfocused gaze.

“It’s okay, Ellie,” Chester whispered, gently sliding onto the couch next to me. He kept the pressure on my wound as he pulled me closer to him, sharing his warmth.

It took awhile for me to realize he was using his magic to dry my clothes, sending tendrils of power along my skin to bring my temperature back up to normal. I had to open my eyes then, wanting to see what the magic looked like and if I could learn to do it myself. When I tried to turn my head to look at the hand he had on my leg, the world spun again.

Stay still, Joy hissed. She was fed up with the wild swing of my emotions and I couldn’t really blame her. Close your damn eyes and just stay still until he’s done.

Heavy with exhaustion and emotional whiplash, I forced myself to close my eyes and relax. I was asleep before I had another thought.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

I woke up slowly and tried to hide from awareness by snuggling into the warmth beside me. A sliver of light managed to tickle my eyelids, and I buried my face into the soft fabric of my pillow. I took a deep, contented breath, confused by the smell of leather and sage.

I opened my eyes, wondering why my pillow smelled like Chester instead of my fabric softener. The sunset streaming into the room from the wide window tinted Chester’s cream colored sheets and his tanned skin with a golden glow. He was fast asleep next to me. My head had been resting on his arm, and when I’d woken, I’d rolled into his chest. I was wrapped in his blanket while he was on top of the covers, probably thinking of my modesty like the gentleman he was.

I started to roll away, but his grip tightened and he moved in his sleep, one heavy arm falling over my side. I froze, my eyes resting on his slightly glowing cairn against his throat. I shifted my gaze upwards, drinking in the strong features of his face and the slight bump in the middle of his nose. He looked younger asleep, with his mouth open slightly as he breathed deeply. 

Like an idiot, I reached up to run a gentle hand through his hair, feeling the silky strands glide through my fingers. There was a slight hitch in his breathing and then a small grunt in the back of his throat as he came out of sleep. When his eyes opened, they were soft, and a smile tugged at the corner of his lips upon seeing my face.

And then he flinched, probably realizing I wasn’t his lost wife.

“Oh, Ellie, I’m sorry,” he said, scrambling away from me. Cold air rushed in where his warm skin had rested against mine. “You were still shivering when I put you to bed. I—I was worried about letting you sleep like that. I didn’t mean to fall asleep there. I’m so sorry.”

I sat up, turning away so he wouldn’t see the horror on my face. I wanted to cry as the warmth in my chest faded to a cold, empty misery. “It’s fine,” I replied. “Thanks for keeping me warm.”

I couldn’t turn around, but I heard him stand up.

“Um, I’m going to make us something to eat. Are you feeling up to food?” he asked, his voice sounding strangled.

“Sure,” I answered, still refusing to turn around. I listened until he left the room before flopping back down on the bed, rubbing my forehead with my fingers.

You’re not stupid, Joy whispered, trying to make me feel better. You just like him, that’s all.

No, it’s stupid to think he would ever care for me. You were there when he talked about his family. You saw the way he held his son. There’s no way he’d look at anyone after that, I grumbled. I knew my feelings were unrequited, but I couldn’t force myself to stop feeling them. Logic failed me when confronted with Chester’s crooked smile, the way his dark eyes lit up when he tackled a problem, or the gentle way he carried the souls I rescued from this world to the Beyond.

I should focus on the wild soul in that old woman’s attic, or how we ended up in the spirit world by walking into the shade of some trees. I wondered how many people had been trapped there and knew I needed to do something about it as quickly as possible. Still, my treacherous heart reminded me of how warm Chester had been curled up next to me, how soft his hair had been as I ran my fingers through it.

If you’re not going to make a move, maybe it’s better to unbind him from his duty and ask Rakshina to help you, Joy suggested, and I couldn’t stop the scowl from crossing my face.

When I had first stumbled into the spirit world, Fate had bound Chester to guard me and keep me safe, no matter the cost. It was the reason he shadowed me everywhere and did all he could to make sure no harm befell me. He had no other choice. The problem was, I didn’t know how to unbind him. In theory, as Fate’s replacement, I should have been able to give him an order, but my powers as a goddess rarely came when I wanted them to, usually when I was desperate.

I wondered if I should get Rakshina’s opinion. She had known Chester for much longer, but considering the cold way they treated each other, I probably knew him better. Frustrated, I stood up and untangled myself from the blanket. 

My clothes were dry, but filthy. The pink tank top and gray sweats were stained and torn from my adventure in the river. My shoes were gone, and I could see my toe poking out of my left sock. I made sure the door was closed and stripped down, deciding to take a quick shower before I went out for breakfast.

I’d never been in Chester’s bathroom before, and the spaciousness surprised me. The floor was a black marble that sucked the warmth from the soles of my feet and left me shivering. There was a large shower with two heads that sprang to life at my touch, filling the room with mist almost instantly. Realizing I didn’t have a towel or soap, I went back outside to ask the dresser to produce some.

When I walked back into the bathroom, I noticed a small red stone near the large mirror. It was just an ordinary rock, but it had been painted a bright red. There was a little smile on it in black paint. It reminded me of a child’s hand, and I had to swallow the lump in my throat.

I set it back down and climbed in the shower, resolving to figure out how to break Chester’s bond so he could get back to collecting souls instead of guarding me. I was a fool to think that our relationship would ever be more than what it was. Holding the chain with both hands was only making him uncomfortable—and hurting me as well.

By the time I was finished, I smelled bacon cooking. I toweled off, planning to ask the closet for some clothes that would fit, and heard muffled voices in the living room.  Chester rarely had company, preferring not to interact with the other collectors. He’d had to deal with more of them knocking on his door whenever I stayed with him. It just added another layer of motivation to free him from his obligation.

I dressed quickly, asking for a simple pair of jeans and a quarter-sleeve shirt. My shoes were gone, so I asked for some sneakers and socks. I was finishing up when there was a knock at the door.

“It’s open,”I called, realizing I hadn’t bothered to lock it.

Chester stuck his head in, annoyance written clearly in the slant of his eyes.

“Rakshina is here. She’s hysterical and wants to talk to you.”

Hopping forward with one shoe on, I hurried into the living room.

Chester had been right about Rakshina’s state. I’d never seen her lose her composure, but when I walked into the living room, I found her curled up on his couch, sobbing into her elbows. Her silky black hair was a tangled mess, dirt scuffed her normally pristine white pants, and her white leather jacket was torn and flecked with blood, revealing wounds that seriously needed to be cleaned and stitched.

“I tried to call a healer, but she refused,” Chester said, his voice heavy. 

I knew he didn’t like Rakshina, and here she was bleeding and crying all over his new couch. I touched his arm, thanking him without words as I moved to sit beside her. I put a gentle hand on her shoulder, Joy tense in my mind, ready to throw up a shield in case Rakshina attacked us.

“Hey,” I whispered, trying to get her to look at me. She just continued to sob, her entire body shaking.

Chester went into the kitchen and started moving around the cupboards. He was loud, and I wanted to scowl at how inconsiderate he was being, but I didn’t want to look away from Rakshina in case she decided to emerge from her slouch. I started to run my fingers through her hair, working out the tangles with my fingers as gently as I could.

She never uncovered her face, but her body slowly relaxed. Chester returned from the kitchen with a steaming mug of mint tea, and I felt guilty for thinking he was being rude. He pulled one of Rakshina’s arms away from her face and dropped the mug in her hand. She flinched a little, sloshing a small amount onto her skin. She looked up at him, her blue eyes lost as she blinked.

I took the moment to study her face. Her cheeks looked slightly sunken since I’d seen her last, just two days ago. There were bags under her eyes and a nasty gash behind her left ear that ran down the side of her neck. It was still bleeding, and I was relieved that it wasn’t deep enough to slice an artery.

I got up and grabbed a wash cloth from the cabinet in Chester’s room. He had heated extra water for the tea, so I took that and went back to Rakshina, wiping away the excess blood while she sipped from her mug. 

Tears still streamed down her face, and even though I was right in front of her, she wasn’t really looking at me. Her mind seemed thousands of miles away, seeing things I couldn’t begin to fathom. I asked to lift her arm, turn her head, and she did as I asked without protest. This meekness was out of character, and I was afraid something had broken her completely.

When the worst of the wounds were cleaned and Chester had bandaged them, we allowed her to lean back into the couch. I stood behind her with a brush and was taming her wild hair when she finally started speaking.

“My mate found me,” she whispered, her delicate voice breaking and trembling with each word.

I looked up at Chester, but he shrugged, not sure what she was talking about.

“Every siekewa, aside from the first, either has a mate or finds one within the first century,” she whispered. “It’s the only thing that keeps us from falling into despair. Taking a soul by trickery leaves a mark, and the only way to combat that mark is with light.”

I sat down on the coffee table in front of her, leaning forward to look at her face.

“So the light is love?” I asked.

“Yes. Love for power is too dark to create light, but love for another soul… that is what keeps us going, gives us a reason to continue. Drekvic promised we would live forever as long as we could stay sane, but we need to steal souls to keep our bodies strong enough.”

Her lips parted slightly, as though she realized she was saying something that she shouldn’t, and her free hand stroked the bandages hiding the wound on her neck.

“We’re not supposed to say anything. I guess now that he’s no longer our leader the oaths of secrecy we made no longer apply.” Her shoulders slumped as she spoke, and I realized how delicate she seemed without her confidence to hide behind.

“Did you know what Drekvic wanted to do? Did you know what the power was for?” I asked, unable to stop my curious nature from taking over.

“Yes, we all did,” Rakshina whispered distantly as her eyes seemed to glaze over. “One realm is the natural order of things. Some truly believed that and gave up everything to achieve that goal, choosing hatred for their past to create a better future. Some just wanted power. Some were afraid to die. I wasn’t given a choice…” her voice trailed off and she shook her head.

“We were warriors of darkness, trying to overthrow Fate’s collectors. We were taught they wanted to keep souls in the Beyond so that only they could access that power. By restoring the original reality, we would be saving humanity.”

She laughed, bitter and disgusted.

“Imagine finding out that Drekvic didn’t care what happened to humanity as long as his family was back together! He tortured us, destroyed our previous lives, fed us crap about the good we were doing, all to destroy the spirit world and the Beyond.”

She rubbed her forehead. “That’s not the reason I came here. I shouldn’t have told you all that.”

“You said you found your mate,” Chester said, his voice terse. He stared at Rakshina with an intense expression that disturbed me.

“He found me,” she corrected, her voice barely a wisp now. “I abandoned him to become a collector.” My eyes grew wide.

“He attacked you.” I said, reaching out to touch her knee gently.

She nodded, tears welling in her eyes.

“I loved him so much, but once I learned the truth… I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t keep stealing souls, but I’d be too weak to survive without them. When I killed the collector, I saw a way out. I didn’t want to die without atoning for my sins.”

“So you committed another sin for forgiveness?” Chester snapped. His hands were balled into fists and the energy in the room seemed to crackle around him.

“I didn’t want to kill the collector,” Rakshina replied, looking up and lowering her brow. A bit of her usual fire returned to her face, giving a slight blush to her pale cheeks. “I tried to talk to him, but he attacked me. I defended myself. It’s why Fate didn’t throw me out when I arrived with the cairn. I was going to give it back.”

Chester sneered, turning away and storming into the kitchen. He was loud as he started pulling down plates. We still hadn’t eaten, but I wasn’t hungry anymore.

I turned back to Rakshina, offering a small smile as I squeezed her knee.

“Did he say anything? Did you have to—have to hurt him?” I asked.

She angrily swiped at the tears threatening to spill from her eyes.

“I ran. I didn’t want to fight him. I—I think he’s gone insane,” she said, choking on the words. “He couldn’t say a full sentence and he was moving so strangely. He…couldn’t go on without me. I destroyed him, too.”

She forced the cup of now cold tea into my hands and curled her knees back up to her chest, sobbing. Unsure of what to do, I set the cup down and tucked in next to her, putting an arm around her frail form and pulling her into me. I stroked her now soft hair and rocked her slightly as I had done to my mother when Jana died.

I looked up at Chester and saw him leaning on the counter, his head hanging down as though he was sad, too. I wondered what he was thinking about, but looked away when he stood up straight, not wanting him to know I’d been watching.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Rakshina fell asleep with her head on my shoulder. I wanted to get up, but I didn’t want to disturb her after her ordeal. I thought about the choices she had made, and I couldn’t fault her for them. Chester was furiously washing dishes, scrubbing bacon bits from his frying pan and clanking the utensils against the sink with irritation. Rakshina didn’t flinch, and I risked slipping away, resting her head on the back of the couch.

I walked over to the stools across the high counter from Chester and sat down. Realizing he was emoting quite strongly, he paused to take a deep breath.

“She’s putting you in danger,” he whispered, turning off the water and dropping the pan in his dish rack. He turned around and grabbed a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast, setting it down in front of me.

I leaned forward and grabbed one of the forks he’d just washed from the dish rack and took a bite of the eggs, chewing thoughtfully. I wanted to ask what he meant, but I assumed it was because Rakshina had run from her mate rather than fight or kill him. If the situation was different, and I had to fight Chester, I wouldn’t have been able to hurt him either.

“You can’t expect her to hurt someone she loves,” I replied, with a shrug, hoping he’d just accept what it was.

“She loves herself more,” he grumbled, looking at his own plate with disgust before pushing it away and leaning on the counter.

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” I replied. “She’s not required to be selfless.”

He met my eyes and I saw his disagreement. “She knows how important you are, and should realize how vulnerable you are. You’re still learning to defend yourself, and she’s leading a mentally unstable siekewa to your doorstep. If she hadn’t just teleported inside, I’d have turned her away.”

I felt my skin grow warm, my heart beat getting louder in my ears. I still felt the sting of his rejection. To hear him talk about turning away someone I cared about when she clearly needed help was… infuriating. I dropped my fork onto the counter and glared when he looked at me again.

“You’re forgetting that I’m the new Fate,” I said, trying to keep my voice down despite the heat trying to break through my words. “It’s my duty to make sure the collectors are taken care of. A siekewa attacking my collectors is my problem, and I will treat it as such, regardless of my personal safety.”

He didn’t look chastised. If anything, I could sense his anger curling around me. 

Joy didn’t like it, and I felt her magic building like a static charge in my fingers.

“And my job is to keep you safe, regardless of my personal safety,” he replied. “I will always put you first, Ellie, no matter who comes knocking on my door.”

It hurt to hear him say those words, as though he was being forced into my company. Perhaps he was; he was supposed to be guiding souls, after all. The chance to save his son and the ability to protect others is what drove him to be a collector, and he was a good one.

Joy’s words came back to me, and I realized this was as good a time as any. With my emotions already riled up, I might be able to make my power work for me.

“Maybe I should release you from your oath to protect me,” I snarled, forgetting to keep my voice down.

“Why?” Chester shouted back. “That would be stupid. Who would take care of you?”

Affronted I slid off the stool and stood as tall as I could. “I fought Drekvic on my own. I didn’t need your help, and if I recall, you got injured!”

“Only because your idiot friend attacked him with a knife!” His cheeks were turning red, and I couldn’t remember a time he was so angry.

Despite the ache in my chest, I charged forward. I wasn’t a child, and I could protect myself without his interference.

“I don’t need you hovering around me. You’re free of your oath to protect me,” I snapped, feeling the power echo in my words. 

Chester’s face turned deathly pale and his eyes looked a thousand years older. His shoulders rose and fell with each deep breath. His expression made my anger vanish in a wash of shame.

And then, with a pop, he was gone. I let out a shaky breath and turned to find Rakshina staring at me with wide eyes.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” she whispered.

A quiet exhaustion settled into my stomach. I dragged myself back to the couch and sat down, resting my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands.

“I don’t know what to do,” I replied, glad I’d only had one bite of food. My stomach was rolling and I felt like I was going to be sick.

“You have to call him back,” Rakshina insisted, leaning forward to look at my face. I didn’t look up. “You’re not safe without him around. Who’s going to protect you?”

“I can protect myself,” I growled at her, the annoyance resurfacing.

“Against things you know about, but you don’t know half of anything yet.” She sounded flustered, and there was a faint blush to her cheeks.

“I have Joy,” I replied, standing up to pace the room.

I know more about being a goddess than Chester, she assured me, but I barely heard her.

Rakshina stood up, shaking her head and trying a new approach.

“But he cares about you. He’d protect you whether he was ordered to or not,” she insisted, waving her hand for emphasis. 

“He only cares about doing his duty,” I snapped back, remembering how quickly he pulled away from me that morning. Chester didn’t care about me anymore than he cared about any of the other collectors, or Fate. The thought brought tears to my eyes, which only made me angry.

“Don’t be stupid,” Rakshina chastised, waving a dismissive hand.

“If he cared, why did he leave?” I snapped.

“All collectors stay balanced by collecting an almost equal number of souls. He hasn’t been called to collect any since he’s been protecting you, so he probably got an overload of requests all at once,” she said, crossing her arms and giving me a particularly nasty glare. “Otherwise he’d be in extreme pain.”

“Well, that’s that then. Nothing I can do,” I replied, turning away so she wouldn’t see the lie written across my face.

My shoulders slumped as I looked down at my feet. I needed to go home. I’d missed three classes and probably didn’t have a job to go back to anymore.

“Do you need anything else?” I asked, defeated. “You’re going to be okay if I go home?”

“I’ll be fine,” she replied, her brow furrowed. “I’m more worried about you.”

I shrugged. “I’ll put up extra protections when I get home. I’ll figure it out, whatever,” I said, waving a hand.

Realizing I had no idea how to get close to home, I looked at Rakshina, an embarrassed blush on my cheeks.

“Could you take me home? I need to learn how to use teleportation magic.”

She rolled her eyes and held out her hand. “I’ll teach you when you come back. Just stay safe until then.”

“Thanks,” I replied, taking her cold hand in mine and wondering what on earth I had just done.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Drekvic was waiting for me on the porch when I got home. His face was pinched with worry that turned to anger when he saw me parking my car in the driveway. By the time I climbed the steps, he stood blocking my path into the house. The drive home from the park had been exhausting, and I’d made a couple notes in my phone to call the nature witches and let them know how dangerous their woods had become. I was glad the phone had been in the car instead of my pocket when I’d taken off after the mirage, and equally glad that no one had stolen it—or my car—while I was gone.

“Where were you?” Drekvic asked, hands on his hips.

“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I mumbled, squeezing past him to the front door. He didn’t take a hint, and followed me in.

“You went out running this morning and never came back. I couldn’t find you and neither could the school. They called more than once. What the hell happened?”

I dropped my keys by the door and tripped out of my shoes, making a beeline to my study. I needed something normal before I exploded. My interlace patterns were still waiting for me, and I had student papers to grade. I didn’t want to think about Chester, Rakshina, or the aggressive demi-god trailing behind me like a puppy. Especially, not that last one.

“Leave me alone,” I snapped, dropping my bag in the middle of the floor and stomping to my worktable.

Frustrated, I shoved a stack of student papers to the side, cursing myself for leaving them in the middle. The momentum pushed the top half of the stack off the table and they fluttered to the floor. I felt Joy think about saying something, but the raging inferno inside of me shushed her.

“What’s wrong?”

I turned toward Drekvic, all my irritation and hurt at Chester boiling up inside of me. I was annoyed that Drekvic wouldn’t let me relax, and I was sick of having Joy in my head all the time. I was worried about the portal in the park and the crazy ghost that attacked us. There was an insane siekewa on the loose who had attacked my friend. I couldn’t adjust the balance because Fate almost killed me when we tried. Everything was wrong and I wanted to take all of it out on the person standing next to me.

I opened my mouth to yell at him, but all that came out was a strangled sob. I turned away, wrapping my arms around my stomach to hug myself tightly. I tried to take deep breaths, but managed only short gasps. My legs were trembling, and I worried that I was going to fall. I squinted my eyes shut, refusing to cry.

Drekvic mumbled something behind me, and then I felt his arms closing around me, pulling into him as his chin found the spot over my shoulder as though it belonged there. I felt the tension ease from my chest, and I leaned back into him, accepting his comfort even though I knew I shouldn’t. If Chester came with baggage, Drekvic came with a whole caravan.

It’s nice to have someone that doesn’t pull away, Joy whispered softly, interrupting the moment. I shook my head and disentangled myself, turning to face him with uneven breaths.

I was surprised to see a softness in his gaze rather than his usual snark. He reached out and took my hands, holding them firmly.

“You’re not alone in all this,” he whispered.

“Thanks,” I said, looking down. His hazel eyes looked very green and very distracting. I wasn’t sure I was fully recovered from my fit, but I didn’t want to scream anymore.

“I don’t think you understand,” he said, stepping closer. He released my hands and ran a finger along the side of my arm, sending shivers down my spine.

I looked up at him, a familiar protest on my tongue. His eyes caught mine, and my words died on my lips. His expression was odd, almost unrecognizable without his familiar smirk.

“You don’t have to solve everything by yourself. I don’t know what happened to you today, but I’m here if you need someone to talk to.” His touch on my arm became more firm, and I took a deep breath, proud that it didn’t waiver.

I opened my mouth to tell him what happened to Rakshina, when he leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine.

It wasn’t the first time I’d kissed Drekvic, and his warm lips still felt familiar. There was no overwhelming press of power like there had been the first time, when his magic passed through me and gave me his name so I could summon him when I chose. I could sense his magic swirling around us, but it was like a comforting breeze rather than a raging storm. Our kiss was just us.

When I didn’t immediately pull away, he stepped closer, and wrapped an arm around my waist, deepening the kiss.

A desire that wasn’t my own surged within me, overwhelming my tentative curiosity. I lifted my arms to wrap around his neck before I could think about what I was doing. All thought flew from my mind as Drekvic’s lean form pressed against mine. One of his hands tangled in my hair and I pushed against him, throwing us both off balance and into the table.

More papers scattered to the floor, followed by the loud thud of one of my notebooks. The noise jarred me awake, and I shoved Joy’s thoughts away from me. I pulled back from Drekvic, my eyes widening in surprise at what I’d just done. I could still feel Joy’s need burning in the back of my mind, and the duality of our emotions made my hands shake.

Drekvic looked confused at my sudden change, but he didn’t pull away.

“I’m not going to pretend that didn’t happen,” he said, and I let out a slightly hysterical laugh.

I said nothing, untangling myself from him and moved around the table to pick up the scattered papers now littering the floor.

Drekvic came around to help, brushing his hands against mine as we worked. I tried not to flinch, even as Joy quivered with want. I needed to get away from him and talk to her, to find out what the hell her problem was, but he didn’t seem like he was leaving.

We finished putting all the papers back and I even managed to smooth most of them out so it didn’t look like they’d crinkled on the hardwood. Drekvic took my hand, lacing our fingers together and calling my attention back to him.

“Now that I’ve distracted you from your anger, tell me what happened today,” he said, his mischievous grin sparkling in the corners of his eyes.

I laughed louder than I should have, but he was right—I hadn’t thought of Rakshina or Chester since he’d kissed me. My heart started aching anew, but I nodded and walked around the table, pulling my hand back to put space between us. I told him about my adventure with Chester, although I left out waking up next to him in bed, and the subsequent visit with Rakshina. I also left out that I’d freed Chester from his oath and felt guilty all over again.

“Where is Chester then?” Drekvic demanded. “If Lakvas is out there going crazy, he should be here with you.”

“Lakvas?” I asked, confused and avoiding his question.

“He’s Rakshina’s mate. He was one of the most powerful siekewas I created. I didn’t think he was going to lose his mind so soon, or I’d have tried to find him someone else. I thought he’d last another couple years without her.” He crossed his arms, looking around the room before walking into the hallway.

When he didn’t find what he was looking for, he returned, looking annoyed.

“Where is Chester? He shouldn’t let you out of his sight.”

“I released him from his oath,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant but instead sounding like a petulant child.

Drekvic looked to the ceiling and sighed before setting his eyes on me and responding.

“You picked a bad time to tell him you had feelings for him. Did he reject you? You couldn’t handle the sting so you sent him away?”

“I didn’t tell him anything,” I snarled, anger brushing away the sadness. “He was interfering with my duties as the leader of the collectors. I can’t allow him to do that.”

I picked up a pencil and started practicing the interlace pattern. It felt like years, not just forty-eight hours, since I’d drawn it last. I wanted the drawing to settle my carousel of emotions, even as I lost control.

“That’s really what you’re going with?” he asked dryly.

“For someone so intent on getting me to open, up you’re really making me not want to tell you anything,” I warned flatly, and the amusement on his face quickly turned into a grin. I was glad there was a table between us as his eyes took on a seductive quality I didn’t want to deal with.

“I’m just looking out for your best interests. I don’t want you embarrassing yourself.”

I raised an eyebrow at him, and he shrugged.

“Really, though, you could not have chosen a worse time. You need his protection more than ever if Lakvas is running around.”

“Why does everyone think I can’t take care of myself?” I demanded, slapping my pencil down and glaring at him. “I stopped you, didn’t I?”

“Well, you technically had hundreds of collectors taking all of my accumulated power houses,” he replied dryly, “and I did almost get away.”

I wanted to argue that he never would have gotten away if I hadn’t had Rakshina’s help, but he wasn’t wrong about the first part, so I just sighed and picked up my pencil again.

“I’ll be fine. I’ll set up additional wards. I’ll be more careful.”

“I’m going out with you from now on,” he threw in, casually.

“You are not coming to school with me,” I replied, frowning.

“Until you get Chester back, you’re going to be with me or Rakshina at all times. You’re not going to be alone, not even for your runs in the park. It’s not that I don’t trust you to take care of yourself, but why take the risk? Okay?”

I ignored him, sulking down at my interlace.

“Ellie, don’t make me come kiss you again,” he teased, and I felt Joy’s lurch of anticipation. 

I squashed it down and snarled at him.

“Fine. I’ll inform you of my whereabouts.”

Nodding, he left my office and went into the living room. I heard him turn on the television and immediately turned inward.

What the hell was that? I demanded of Joy, clenching my hands into fists and trying not to feel betrayed.

I can’t control my emotions any better than you, she snapped back. But anytime you want to make out with Drekvic again, I’m all in.

Disgusted, I threw my pencil into the recessed cup on the table. I wasn’t going to be able to get anymore work done, so I walked to the front door to reinforce my spells, praying that the rest of the week would go by without incident.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

I took in a deep breath that did nothing to help my mood. It wasn’t this student’s fault that I wanted to scream in frustration at the world. She was young, with red hair and freckles, and would probably run crying if I raised my voice. It also wasn’t her fault that I’d missed my last two office hours, requiring her to schedule an actual appointment with me. Those things were all my fault, which made everything worse.

“What didn’t you understand?” I asked. She’d been talking for at least ten minutes, but I hadn’t heard a word.

“Your lecture last week was about spirals, and you said that most people didn’t use spirals for anything other than drawing bad substances from the body. Why don’t people use them to put good things in?” she asked, holding her notebook up to show me a simple spiral with notations about giving someone vitamins.

I thought for a moment, thinking of the best way to derail her line of thought. My class focused on practical uses of magic for research, and it was popular among students going into medical fields. I tried to remember where this girl was going, but came up empty. I hadn’t been focused when school started because of Jana’s death, and I hadn’t taken the time to get to know my students as well as I normally did.

“It’s been attempted, but following a spiral in the other direction can be tricky. You need total concentration and have to follow all the steps in the opposite direction. Also, you have to find the appropriate size for the spiral. What kinds of things would you want to put into someone?” I asked, wondering if I should just cut her off completely.

“Well, there are people with depression and other mental instabilities,” she said, leaning forward.

“What’s lacking from their minds that you can provide? There’s no way to bottle happiness. Even if you gave them some of yours, it would be fleeting. You should study magical ways to balance the brain’s hormones instead of trying to put something inside of them that doesn’t belong there.”

“What about people trying to get pregnant?”

“That might work, but you’d have to find a way to get a semen sample, and then worry about transporting something that has the potential to have magic of its own. Your spiral would have to be larger. Remember, just because you can do something, doesn’t mean it’s the most efficient way.”

She nodded, deflated.

“If you want to balance people with depression or mood swings, you could experiment with Libra, the Zodiac symbol for balance. Dr. Johnson has been working on that for a couple years now. Talk to him about an internship, if you’re interested,” I suggested, pulling out my business card and writing Dr. Johnson’s information on the back.

She looked up, hope returning to her face.

“Let him know I sent you, he should at least give you an interview,” I explained, handing her the card. She picked it up like it was gold and scurried from the room. I dropped my head in my hands and took another deep breath. 

“The scales work,” a voice said, making me flinch and lift my head.

Drekvic stood in the doorway, looking like a wicked god in the dingy light of my office. His dark hair and clothes reminded me of our first meeting. He leaned on the open door frame, and I felt something stir in my chest as I looked at the lean line of his body.

Stop it, I warned Joy, unable to hide my scowl. She felt suddenly sheepish and withdrew from my thoughts, trying to keep as much distance as possible while she drooled over Drekvic. If I could give him to her, I would, but considering her only physical body was mine, it wasn’t happening. It didn’t help that even without her appreciation, Drekvic was alluring. 

“You need to stop wearing that face. It’ll give you wrinkles,” he teased, dropping into the chair the student had just vacated.

“I have work to do,” I said, turning to my computer. I hadn’t finalized my lesson plan for the next week and I cursed myself for being so scatter-brained. I was normally a month ahead and only needed to make slight adjustments if my classes required a different approach to teaching.

“I’m just here to wait for you,” he replied, leaning his head on the desk and closing his eyes. “I won’t say a word.”

I fought the urge to smack him and tried to focus on my work. True to his word, he didn’t say anything, but Joy’s fascination was almost overwhelming. I wondered why she hadn’t been obsessed with him before. Maybe it wasn’t something she’d thought about until he kissed me, and like a girl with her first crush, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. I couldn’t help but glance at him every now and then, his breath rising and falling gently as he dozed in his chair.

I wanted to touch his dark hair, and wondered if it would be as soft as Chester’s.

The thought of Chester was like a blow to my chest, and my misery quickly pushed through our admiration. I turned back to my work, overtaken by a new desire to stay focused. I wanted to forget, and throwing myself into work was the easiest way to do that. I’d done it whenever anything bad happened to me, including my father’s death. No happiness? No problem—I could just work through it.

I’d finished three weeks of planning before Drekvic stirred, raising his head and turning toward the hallway.

I almost jumped at his sudden movement, forgetting he’d been in the room at all. He had a red mark on his cheek from resting on my desk, and I would have laughed if I hadn’t followed his gaze toward Rakshina. She was behind the first gate, so I couldn’t hear her, but she looked worried as she gestured to let her through.

Standing, I walked around the desk and closed the door. It wouldn’t affect Rakshina, but it would keep any students from barging in while I used high magic to open the gate. When she was through, she dropped into the chair beside Drekvic with more force than normal. The large bags under her eyes stood out like bruises on her alabaster skin. I wondered if she’d gone to sleep since the short nap on Chester’s couch.

“I did some research,” she said, carefully rubbing the back of her neck around the still-healing gash from her run-in with her mate.

“About?” I asked, confused.

“Lakvas,” she whispered his name painfully. “I wanted to know what he was doing, so I reached out to some of my old contacts.”

I sat back down in my chair and turned to face her, picking up a pen and twirling it unconsciously.

“Who?” Drekvic asked sharply.

“I won’t tell you,” she replied. “They’re afraid for their lives, and dragging you into it would scare them even more.”

He opened his mouth to protest but she lifted her hand to cut him off.

“You didn’t mean to, but you abandoned us. That’s how everyone sees it. You went and got yourself killed for being power-hungry. The few who know you’re alive want to kill you since you don’t have any of your old powers. Don’t make this more complicated,” she snarled, almost sounding like herself. Still, she couldn’t quite hide the weariness in her voice.

He leaned back in his chair, glowering.

“Lakvas is going crazy, but not in the way I thought. He somehow found out that Fate is no longer around, and with the dark goddess missing, there’s no one to reset the balance. He’s somehow been drawing power from the gates, stealing their innate magic for himself. That’s why there was an open portal in the woods. You’ve opened them enough times to know the veils that separate the worlds are powerful.”

“That’s not good,” I said, biting my lip. “If there’s no balance, Fate says the world could fall into chaos. Magic could backfire with unpredictable results.”

“I know,” Rakshina replied, sitting up straighter and trying not to look like she could collapse at any moment. “The two siekewa I talked to don’t want him to continue ruining the veils, but he’s too powerful now, and without Drekvic to put him in his place, they don’t think anyone can stop him.”

“I will,” I said, tapping the point of the pen on my desk. The noise startled me and I set the pen down, trying to stay composed.

“I thought you’d say that,” Rakshina mumbled. “I wasn’t sure I should even tell you.”

“You’re supposed to tell me these kinds of things,” I snapped, unable to help myself. “If I’m supposed to be the new Fate, then this is just apart of the job. Can you take me to where Lakvas is? I want to see what else we can learn.”

Spying on an insane siekewa was a bad idea, but I was sick of doing nothing, and I was certain Rakshina would be able to help me. She hadn’t undergone a second transformation like Drekvic had; her siekewa nature still shone through her pale blue eyes and jet black hair.

“I’m going with you,” Drekvic said immediately, his voice firm.

“No,” Rakshina and I said together. I looked over at her, surprised that she would agree with me, but her pale blue eyes glared scathingly at Drekvic.

“If I could, I would try to kill you even now. I will not go anywhere with you, and your mere existence puts Ellie in danger. Lakvas is targeting you. The farther away from her you are, the better,” she continued, her tone almost murderous.

“You’ll need back-up,” Drekvic growled. My palms grew sweaty as I felt his magic build in the small space of my office.

“Ellie and I will be fine. Joy is our back-up,” she snarled back, her hands swirling with the force of her own dark magic.

I stood up abruptly, knocking my chair to the floor behind me.

“Stop it! Drekvic, go back home and wait there for me. Rakshina and I will see what we can learn.” My voice echoed, both my words and the power bleeding into them resonating through the room. Inwardly, I sighed. I really needed to learn how to control it. Drekvic would be furious that I forced him to obey when all I’d wanted to do was make a point. 

Drekvic stood slowly, his hazel eyes hard with anger. “We’re supposed to be partners, Ellie. Remember that the next time you need my help after this and I tell you to go hide at home.”

He swept from the room, slamming the door behind him. I flinched and closed my eyes. The brief moment of comfort I’d taken from Drekvic was gone, and I felt the cold loss of what had been growing between us. I squashed the sorrow down before it could overwhelm me. I would deal with it later.

“Someone should watch him,” Rakshina said, her voice strained.

“My wards will warn me if anyone tries to enter the house with ill intent,” I replied. I’d set them up to warn me from anywhere when I started traversing realities often.

“Well, let’s get going then.”

I nodded, changing the sign on my door to read “Out for the Day” before I opened the first portal and we stepped through.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The siekewa village was dark, hidden in the shadow of a huge mountain and overrun with large trees. What little light managed to make it through was swallowed by black volcanic soil and ebony paving stones. Rakshina had changed into a black jumpsuit that accented her slim waist and covered the cairn on her necklace. Her pale skin seemed to glow in the dim surroundings, and I found myself drawing closer to her as we walked.

She had given me a disguise too, a black dress that fell to my knees. A combination of magic and make-up gave me the blue eyes and alabaster skin of the siekewa. She had used some sort of paste to turn my dark brown hair pitch black, and a liberal dose of perfume to cover up the foul smell of the dye. She made me take off Joy’s cairn and my sapphire ring.

“No siekewa wears jewelry except for Drekvic,” she had said. Thankfully the dress had deep pockets to hide both rings in. Joy was unhappy about it, but she didn’t really have a choice.

We stood on the edge of the forest for a long time before stepping out into the streets. Rakshina was nervous, afraid someone would recognize her. She hadn’t been well-known as a siekewa, and they mostly kept to themselves anyway, but once she had started collecting souls for Fate, news of her betrayal had been quick and widespread. She insisted we wait until evening, when most siekewa would be out courting souls, or too busy running errands to notice anything.

I kept my chin down, following her down the narrow streets. The buildings were all single-story and low to the ground, the wood of their exteriors dark and run-down. There were no windows, no landscaping, just the overgrown foliage threatening to swallow the village whole. I wanted to ask Rakshina about it, but didn’t want to talk out loud.

The silence was heavy, the pressure of it feeling like I was deep underweater. There were no birds, no vehicles, no laughter or voices like in Babylon, the collector’s city. Even Rakshina wore quiet, soft-soled boots that barely scuffed the walkway. I couldn’t stop the shudder that ran up my spine, and I moved as close as I could to her side without holding her arm.

We had reached the far side of the village, where the sheer rock face of the mountain loomed above us. There was a large open circle to our right that stank of blood and magic. Instinctively, I took a step back, my lip curling in disgust. Thankfully, Rakshina led me in the other direction, into a large, open cave cut into the rock.

I couldn’t tell if it was natural or made by the siekewa, but it seemed stable. Rakshina beckoned for me to slip into a small nook drenched in shadow. She rolled her eyes when I shook my head and steped in first, putting a firm hand around my arm to drag me in after her. She made a simple gesture with her hand, and I felt an invisible blanket drape over us, heavy and suffocating. After a moment, the uncomfortable sensation vanished, and Rakshina held up her palm to reveal a glowing sphere of magic that lit up the little nook.

It was empty except for a small bench carved into the stone wall. Rakshina threw the light up to hover in the air above us as she slumped down onto the bench, breathing heavily. I turned around to see the entire cave and the open circle beyond. It was very dark, so I couldn’t make out details in either place, but I thought I saw a door recessed in the back of the cave and wondered if that’s where Lakvas lived.

“I’m sure you have questions,” Rakshina said, her voice a small echo in the enclosed space. I looked back, alarmed at her volume, but she shook her head. “My barrier will keep anyone from hearing or seeing us as long as they don’t pass through it.”

I nodded, taking a seat next to her, trying to relax. I assumed we would be waiting until Lakvas emerged and we could learn more about what was happening. I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk at all, but I knew the silence would bother me.

“What is this place?” I asked, meaning the village but gesturing to the giant circle. It was the only place where I could see the sky, and the moon was casting silvery shadows on the symbols etched into the dirt.

“He called it Hell,” she replied, looking out over the buildings. “I lived on the far side. I didn’t like the smell of magic.” She pushed an imaginary strand of hair out of her face and crossed her arms.

“He?” I asked, wondering if she meant her mate or my partner.

“Drekvic,” she said. “He said that since humans thought we came from Hell, that’s what we’d call the village.”

“Sounds about right,” I mumbled, unfortunately reminded of Drekvic’s bad sense of humor. Joy disagreed, and her intrusion only forced me to remember the look on his face when I’d commanded him to stay home.

Joy’s thoughts were preoccupied with Drekvic, and it was starting to get on my nerves. She tried to hide it, but I knew she was pining for him. If that’s how I was with Chester, no wonder she was fed up with me.

“Does Lakvas live here?” I asked, wanting to turn my thoughts back toward Rakshina and our mission.

“He used to live with me,” she whispered, tensely. I looked over at her, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes. She just stared out at the pale moon, her profile quiet and forlorn. “He stayed in the house when I left, and when Drekvic disappeared, he came to this cave. There’s a door in the back, over there.” She gestured to the faint outline. “It’s where Drekvic used to live.”

“I’m sorry, Rakshina,” I said, wondering how hard it was to love someone who did such horrible things.

“I chose this life, however misguided,” she replied, looking down at her hands.

“Why?” I wanted to take the question back immediately, but I couldn’t bring myself to fill the silence once I’d asked.

“I wasn’t…I was mentally ill,” she started, slowly picking her way through her tangled past. “When I was human, I thought my family was trying to kill me. All the medicine to make me better was poison. The straps to keep me from attacking them were to keep me a prisoner. I wanted them to die. I hated them for torturing me with questions, trying to talk to me. I thought they wanted information they could use to torture me. I hated them, Ellie.”

Her vehemence surprised me, cutting the quiet night like a knife. She suddenly shuddered, wrapping her arms about herself before continuing.

“Drekvic found me in a mental hospital, and I loved him. He was so perfect, with all the answers to my questions. I trusted him without hesitation, told him how my family was trying to hurt me. They were keeping me prisoner. I told him they weren’t my real family, and that somewhere, there were people that loved me and wanted me home, but I couldn’t get to them. He understood. He would pet my hair and listen to me cry. He was so kind.”

Her eyes were hard when she finally looked at me.

“He said he would kill them for me. He said he would take care of my fake family, that he would rescue me from my prison and help me find my real family.”

The fire in Rakshina’s gaze both captivated and horrified me. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, thinking I knew what would happen next and wishing that it wasn’t true.

“My only payment would be to let him into my mind. He said he could look into my memories and bring images of my real family up to the front. Of course, I agreed. I was sick and he took advantage of me. The deal was made, and he murdered my mother and father and sisters. I had two, you know. One was my twin.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. What else could I possibly say? My mouth was dry. I wanted to hug her.

“When he came back, he had my twin’s blood on his hands. He didn’t try to talk to me, he just grabbed my face and dug into my brain. It hurt worse than anything I’ve ever felt in my life. He fixed the imbalances before he pulled up all the memories my sickness had hidden form me. All the memories of how much my family loved me.”

I saw a tear slide down her cheek before she looked away, angrily rubbing her face.

“I was uncontrollable. I attacked him, screaming and crying. He just laughed and dragged me through the first gate, pulling me all the way here.” Her gaze fixed on the circle. “I changed just there, all the goodness burning out of me as I turned into a monster. Just like him.

“He told me I was going to live forever, and that’s how long I had to gain enough power to kill him. He showed me how to collect souls. He showed me how to become stronger, and I vowed I would kill him one day. I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but I wanted to kill him for betraying my trust so completely.”

I reached out a hand and put it on her shoulder. She looked back at me, a new blank expression spreading across her face.

“That was how he changed us,” she said. “He’d manipulate our beliefs and gain our trust, and then use our hatred of ourselves and of him, to turn us into monsters.”

“You’re not a monster,” I told her firmly, pointing to the light she had made with her cairn’s magic. “Your light is bright as any, and your heart is good. Your past built you up to this moment, and your choices make you who you are. You’ve chosen good because of all the bad you’ve seen. There’s nothing monstrous about that.”

She gave me a small smile and turned away.

“I’ve never told anyone my story. I guess you’ve managed to get under my skin,” she said softly, linking her fingers together and stretching her long arms.

“Your secret is safe with me,” I replied, flashing a reassuring smile.

We fell into a comfortable silence. I didn’t want to ask anymore questions, and she didn’t offer anymore stories. I was left to ponder this new information about Rakshina and Drekvic as the night wore on. I didn’t realize sleep had claimed me until Rakshina patted my leg urgently, whispering for me to wake up and get ready to move.

I sat up, blinking, and saw a siekewa coming through the door we’d been watching.

“Is that him?” I asked, leaning forward and covering my yawn with my hand.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s my lover.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Lakvas radiated strength. Having only seen two siekewa in my entire life, I’d assumed they were all like Drekvic and Rakshina—slim and willowy, power hidden behind their lithe frames. Lakvas was all bulk and muscle and tight clothes. His rolling gait was deceptively quick, and as we slid from the nook, still hidden by Rakshina’s shield, we had to rush to keep up with him.

Rakshina refused to walk in the moonlight. Apparently, we would still cast a shadow, so we clung to darkness as Lakvas walked across the center of the clearing. He stopped on the far side to suddenly punch a large tree. I flinched at the sound of skin slamming into bark and couldn’t help my grimace.

Rakshina stopped herself from moving forward, her eyes squinting in pain. I took her hand in mine, squeezing it for support. She nodded and drew back from the edge of the shield, farther into the darkness. We watched and waited while Lakvas kept punching the tree, slowly making a dent in the bark as blood streamed down his knuckles.

I didn’t hear the other siekewa approaching, so when she came from the edge of my vision, I flinched. Rakshina’s fingers tightened against my hand, practically crushing the bones. I didn’t tell her to stop, and instead moved a little closer to her.

This new siekewa was a threat. I could feel her magic, dark and roiling, looming over her. I could almost hear the painful screams of the souls she kept. I wanted to save them, and for a moment it was all I could think about. Joy’s warning in my head stopped me from revealing myself, but I studied the creature, knowing I would somehow need to stop her in the future.

She was small, shorter than me by at least a foot, and looked like a true child next to Lakvas. Her long black hair was wavy and fluttered as she walked. Her dress was black with thin straps, made of a willowy fabric that accented the gentle curves of her body. She was barefoot, and if she felt any pain as she walked over the uneven dirt, she didn’t show it. The bright red scarf around her neck looked like a bloody gash across her throat.

I studied the petite features of her face, the upturned nose and full lips. Her pale blue eyes were large with long lashes, and her black eyebrows were perfectly sculpted. She had no wrinkles or lines marring her white skin. If it wasn’t for the vacant look of someone already dead inside, she would be the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

“Stop,” she commanded, her voice soft and gentle.

Even over the pounding of his fists, Lakvas heard her. He turned back to look at her with heavy, haunted eyes. I got a good look at his rugged face, and was reminded of a boulder in the bulging way his brow hooded his eyes.

“It hurts,” he said, his voice a rumbling base that seemed to shake my bones. I didn’t think he was talking about his bloody hands, but he held them out to her when she asked for them.

“It’ll be okay,” she replied, picking bits of bark from his destroyed skin.

Rakshina was trembling beside me, and I released her hand to loop an arm around her waist. I was worried she would start crying and give us away.

“The pains helps me remember…” His voice trailed off and he looked up at the moon while the girl worked.

“It’s okay to forget,” she replied simply. “I will remind you every time.”

“You promise?”

She nodded, and though I couldn’t see her face, it felt like she was smiling at him. Magic sparked to life in her hands, and the skin on his knuckles closed over. She pulled a handkerchief from the small bag on her shoulder and wiped the drying blood away to reveal faintly scarred skin.

I wondered what he wanted to remember so badly that he’d hurt himself. When Rakshina and Drekvic had initially spoken of Lakvas, I’d assumed he was the only problem that needed taking care of.

She’s pulling the strings, Joy confirmed, showing me the lines of magic connecting the girl’s aura to Lakvas.

“The deviants are starting to get out of control,” Lakvas said, looking away from the moon.

“We’ll have to look for more placid souls,” she suggested, using her magic to burn the soiled cloth in her palm. The flames didn’t seem to bother her, although the sight of her hand on fire made me shudder.

“I want him to suffer.”

“We all do.”

Their conversation confused me. Lakvas had attacked Rakshina, yet he seemed to be talking about someone else. Seeing my confusion, Rakshina drew a “D” in the air, and my heart stuttered. They were going after Drekvic? How did they even know where he was?

“Someone is protecting him or we’d have him already,” Lakvas continued, crossing his arms and standing up straight. “I thought it was—I went after her, but she got away.”

“I told you not to go alone. Your sentiments may have gotten in the way,” the girl chided, waving a disapproving finger at him.

“I needed to see her.”

I looked up at Rakshina, noticing the faint scar on her neck. She looked angry, probably remembering the incident.

“We should go inside. I’ll show you what I’ve prepared for the next step,” the girl said, taking his hand and leading him away from the tree.

Before they could get all the way out of the clearing he stopped her. They were out of our hearing range now, but I could see his lips moving. She smiled and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him. When their lips met, Rakshina flinched as though slapped, and she turned away, unable to look as they went back into the cave together.

I pulled her further into the trees, wanting distance between her and the other sikewas. It seemed her lover had someone new, and even though Rakshina had moved on with her life, the pain on her face looked fresh. When we were far enough into the trees, looking livid.

“I shouldn’t be mad,” she hissed, stamping her food and crossing her arms in a jerky motion.

“I’m sorry,” was all I could think to say.

“This is how he stays mostly sane,” she snarled. “He’s replaced me with someone else, but she’s not his mate. I’ve never seen her before. Drekvic must have turned her after I left.”

“She looked so young,” I said sadly.

Rakshina just shrugged. “I wish I hadn’t held back,” she said, hitting her right fist against her left palm. “I wish I’d killed him. Why didn’t I kill him?”

“You still care about him.”

“I could have taken him to the Beyond.” She was about to say more, but stopped when a sharp pain in my stomach forced me to double over, gasping for air.

“Ellie?” she asked, putting a hand on my back as I struggled to remember how to breathe. Warning bells clanged in my head, pushing away all other thoughts as I desperately tried to figure out why my magic would do this. 

Then I remembered the wards.

“We have to get back. Something is happening at my house,” I said, my chest growing tight. “Drekvic is there alone.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The front door was open, swinging loosely on its hinges in the cold wind. I ran up the porch steps, hardly pausing as I rushed inside the foyer. The shelf by the door was crushed, my books scattered across the floor, pages torn. From what I could see, the living room wasn’t much better. Thankfully, it looked like the wards for my office held.

“Drekvic?” I called, moving quickly into the house to get a better view of the living room.

“Ellie, stay back!” The voice that shouted out to me wasn’t Drekvic, but Chester, and I moved faster, rounding the corner to the open dining area.

Drekvic was under the table in a frightening pool of blood. His chest rose and fell, but his eyes were closed, and I couldn’t be certain the blood was his.

Chester stood by Drekvic’s feet, a shield at the read. Four red welts ran down his cheek, and his hair was wild around his face. His clothes were torn and bloody, his magic glowing a brilliant green.

Something hit the shield, crumpling it like a tin can. Chester fell to one knee, but didn’t break. The energy in the room crackled as I felt something grab my arm. Rakshina hauled me backwards, pulling me behind her. I wanted to protest, but it was all I could do to hold my footing as the room shook and a large blast of energy slammed into me.

Rakshina fell into me and I stumbled backwards, landing awkwardly on the two-seater . She was on top of me, crushing my leg, and I tried to shove her away. Panic began to settle in as I tried to push toward Chester. I couldn’t let anything happen to him.

“Stay down,” Rakshina hissed, moving in front of me again.

Any kind thoughts about her protecting me were drowned out by the glass sound of Chester’s shield shattering to the ground. His cry tore at my heart and I bolted around Rakshina, throwing my own magic out to protect them as I ran forward.

The force of the shade hitting my barrier knocked the wind out of me and I stumbled, hitting the edge of the dining table. I could see the attacker now—an older woman with wild silver hair and manic white eyes. She slammed into my barrier over and over again, her gaze locked on Drekvic.

“Get away from her!” Rakshina shouted, her voice echoing in the room like a Drill-Sargent’s command. The ghost paused, turning toward her with a wide-eyed gaze. She exposed her teeth in a smile that looked absolutely insane.

“He told me I could rest if I killed you,” it said with a voice like old sandpaper.

That was all the warning Rakshina got before the shade flew forward, slamming into Rakshina’s chest and vanishing. The siekewa collector dropped like a stone, her head making a dull thud against the wooden floor. 

Dropping my barrier, I hurried forward, frantically checking to make sure she was still breathing. Jerky, like a marionette, she sat up, her head flopping backwards. I winced, trying to understand what was happening as her hand reached out and grabbed the collar of my shirt. Her long nails scratched my skin, and when I saw her other arm reaching for my neck, I realized that she was trying to strangle me.

“Rakshina!” I shouted, grabbing her wrists to push her back. Her head lurched forward, smacking against my forehead before I could pull away.

For an instant I saw stars, and I dropped my hold on Rakshina in favor of putting distance between us. Before I could get far, she grabbed my ankle, her nails digging into my skin again, drawing blood. She pulled me closer, my clothes making it easy to drag me through the room.

I kicked out with my free leg, making contact with her jaw. She started screaming, an eerie sound that froze my core.

Stop being an idiot! Joy shouted at me. Get it out of her!

I reached out with my magic, recognizing Rakshina’s soul almost instantly thanks to our practice. The shade was suffocating Rakshina’s soul, breaking her light and trying to force her away from her own body.

“Get off of her,” I hissed, digging my power into the soul to forcefully pull it away. When it tried to latch on, I started cutting away at it, careful not to damage Rakshina’s soul any further. Eventually, I held the sobbing echo of a shade in my hands. I didn’t want to deal with her, but I couldn’t really leave her as she was. It was my job to make sure she got to the Beyond, and already I could feel her soul calling to me, begging to go where it was supposed to be.

“I just have to kill them,” she sobbed. “Lakvas will set me free if I kill them.”

“You don’t have to kill them,” I said softly, cradling her in my arms as I opened the first gate. The moment I tried to take her through, her mood changed again, and her furious energy pushed hard against my hold.

“I have to kill them!” she screamed, pounding against my barrier. I used Joy’s magic, just to enforce it, not wanting to over-exert her. We still had to get through six more gates.

“You can’t hurt them while I’m here,” I replied, my voice still calm.

My mind was anything but. I wanted to crush this soul like a bug on the sidewalk. She had tried to kill my friends, and if Chester was hurt I was already making plans to find her in the Beyond and wipe her out of existence. 

You can’t do that, Joy admonished.

The thought makes me feel better, I snarled back as I opened the next gate.

The closer we got to the Beyond, the more the soul swung wildly from wanting to kill Rakshina and Drekvic, to just plain crying in despair. When I finally got her to the Beyond, she seemed exhausted. Her physical form manifested itself, and the old woman just stood there, gaping out at the meadow.

I flinched when I suddenly saw the color of her aura—a burnt orange smoking with dark energy. The darkness puddled at her feet, evaporating as it hit the grass. Confused, I looked at her again, trying to see her like the other collectors did.

It’s Lakvas’ power, Joy explained, catching on faster than I did. It’s draining away because darkness cannot exist here.

“You’re safe here,” I told her, forcing her to look at me. Her eyes were no longer white, but a vibrant green.

“Thank you,” she said, tears sliding freely down her cheeks. “You saved me. I was trapped. I couldn’t stop.”

“I have to go back. You’ll be safe here. He can’t touch you again,” I replied, reaching out to stroke her hair once. She smiled and nodded, and I turned to go.

When I finally landed in my living room, I saw Rakshina kneeling next to Drekvic, Chester standing off to the side looking over my back porch. Without thinking, I threw myself at Chester, wrapping my arms around his neck and in a fierce hug.

“You’re okay,” I whispered, burying my face into his chest.

He hesitated only a moment before hugging me back.

“I was afraid when you left,” he replied, his words tickling my ear. I was able to breathe a sigh of relief.

Is Drekvic okay? Joy asked, tentatively. I knew she felt guilty for ruining my moment with Chester, but she was right. I should check on Drekvic, too.

I pulled away slowly, but Chester didn’t release his hold on me. He only allowed me to pull back enough to look me in the eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low and meant only for me. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you. I just want you to be safe.”

“Don’t apologize,” I replied, leaning in to give him another hug. He was so warm that I didn’t want to pull away. “I’m sorry, too. I was stupid to send you away.”

“Yeah, you really were,” he teased, but the gentleness of his tone just made me laugh. 

I pulled away again and turned toward Rakshina and Drekvic. I wondered at his choice to let her touch him, but I only had to look at the gentleness in her face as her hands glowed with power. She had healed Chester’s stab wound as well, and that could easily have been fatal. It was odd for someone with Rakshina’s history to have such strong healing skills, but I was grateful.

Drekvic’s head rested on her lap, his eyes still closed. His chest rose and fell while she rubbed his temples, her magic weaving across his body in a dark pattern. She looked up at me as I approached, but didn’t stop her work. Her smile was tired but sincere as I dropped down next to her. Joy wanted to touch Drekvic, to confirm for herself that he was okay, but I didn’t want to interfere with Rakshina’s spell.

“Thank you,” Rakshina said, serenity in her tone for the first time since Lakvas came back into her life.

“You’re okay?” I asked, remembering how her soul had seemed crushed.

“Once the shade was gone, I could put myself back together. It’s Drekvic we should be worried about,” she said. “The shade had him a lot longer. It’s because Chester came to see you that he survived at all.”

I looked over my shoulder, but Chester had stayed across the room, still staring out the window. My brow furrowed and I frowned.

“How did he get through the first gate?”

I saw Rakshina’s shoulders tense at my question and I looked back at her, suddenly annoyed that she had kept something from me.

“Siekewa go through the gates differently than collectors,” she said, biting her lip. Her hands continued their rhythmic tracing, even as she stumbled over her words. “We can drag people through the veils rather than having to open a gate, kind of like a secret entrance.”

“You could have taken me home in the beginning,” I said dumbly, feeling stupid for never having asked her to begin with. It made sense that siekewa could get through the gates differently. They didn’t have cairns to help create keys, so, of course, they’d have another way to make it through.

“Yes, but I didn’t know you were actually stuck until you could get home on your own. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

Is he okay? Joy asked, interrupting my thoughts. I echoed her question, gesturing to Drekvic.

“He’ll be fine, but I doubt he’s going to wake up until tomorrow. He hit his head on the corner of the table when he fell. He sensed the shade coming and dragged Chester through the veil, but then collapsed. It took Chester a little bit to understand what was happening, and even longer to figure out how to get the shade out of Drekvic. He was gentler than you were,” she said, grinning wryly at me.

I felt myself blush.

“She’s always been forceful,” Chester said, making me jump at his sudden closeness. He had moved beside me, his footsteps light and silent.

I reached up to him without thinking and he took my hand, giving my fingers a tight squeeze before releasing them. I wanted him to keep touching me, but the thoughts seemed guilty in my mind, as though I was being unfair to Drekvic.

You need to stop that, I snarled at Joy, annoyed that her emotions were becoming my own. It was confusing to feel so strongly about two people.

I can’t help it! I’ve never been in love before, she cried, sounding as upset as I was. It hurts, realizing that I can’t ever be with someone like you can. I guess that’s why I’m thinking about it so much.

I frowned at her words, staring out at the interlace patterns of Rakshina’s magic. I could see where the loops and curves pulled Drekvic’s soul, teasing it to fill out his entire body. Rakshina was also giving him magic, and I knew that she would be exhausted at the end of her casting. I vowed to wait with her and put her to bed in Jana’s old room. She would need somewhere safe to sleep.

Drekvic’s blood still pooled under the kitchen table, and the left side of his face was sticky with the stuff as it dried. With a sigh, I stood up to get some towels.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Rakshina passed out almost immediately after she finished rehabilitating Drekvic’s soul. Chester had scooped her up in his arms and taken her upstairs while I mopped the floor and cleaned up Drekvic’s wound. It was a small gash on his temple, but head wounds tended to bleed the most. Using my magic, I carried him upstairs. It took a lot of concentration, but I managed not to hit his head on the railing.

His door was shut, and I wanted to curse at him for making my life more difficult than it already was. I wasn’t sure I could concentrate on holding him up while also opening the door. Thankfully, Chester was just leaving Jana’s old room. He hurried over and pushed the door open, making room for me to pass through with Drekvic.

I dropped the man unceremoniously on his bed, and pushed his dangling arm back on the flat surface with my hands. The room was warm, so I didn’t bother making sure he was covered, but I did adjust his head to look more comfortable on the pillow. Joy was anxious that he hadn’t woken up yet, but Rakshina had claimed that he wouldn’t, and I forced her emotions as far away from mine as possible. I wanted to talk to Chester, and her constant thoughts of Drekvic didn’t mesh well with my feelings for the collector.

We went downstairs and sat in my office since the living room was in such bad shape. 

“I’m sorry,” Chester mumbled, dropping down into my chair as he rubbed the back of his neck. He had washed most of the blood from his skin, but his clothes were still torn and he looked tired. “Most of the damage was me fighting off that shade once I got it out of Drekvic. She threw pretty much every object in your house at me.”

“Thank you,” I said, walking over to put a hand on his shoulder. “I would have lost him without you here.”

I hadn’t wanted to say it like that. I didn’t want Drekvic to mean anything to me, but even without Joy’s feelings, I knew that I cared about him, and his loss would have been devastating. Life and love were too complicated with two souls in my head.

“I just came to see you,” he replied, looking up at me with a tired smile. “I had to apologize.”

“I’m the jerk, Chester, not you,” I said, dropping my hand and taking a step back. I’d tell him everything if I wasn’t careful, and I wasn’t willing to do that. No matter how much I loved Chester, I wouldn’t reveal my feelings. “I shouldn’t have sent you away like that. I appreciate you protecting me.”

He looked like he was going to say something, but instead he sighed and averted his gaze. An awkward silence stretched out between us, and I didn’t know how to cross it. Instead, I thought about the events of the evening as I walked into the kitchen. My plates and glasses were scattered across the ground and crunched underfoot. I almost laughed at the circle of clean floor around the table, where Chester had held his bubble.

Unable to find any undamaged glasses, I settled on a plastic measuring cup I found in a cupboard and poured myself some waster. Chester moved silently even across a minefield of glass and dishware, and he surveyed the destruction from the counter beside me.

“I’m not cleaning it right now,” I replied. My thoughts wandered to my mother and how I would have no explanation if she turned up unannounced.

“I’ll help you,” he said, his arm brushing mine as he readjusted his weight.

When my water was gone, I threw the cup onto the center island, watching it skid across the empty space. I frowned, remembering my brass bowl with fruit. It was probably somewhere in the debris.

“I’m really sorry about the mess.” Chester’s voice was sincere, almost pained.

“I’m not mad about that,” I assured him, crossing my arms. My elbow pushed against him, and I noticed he didn’t pull away. “Lakvas is sending things after Rakshina and Drekvic. That shade told me she was supposed to kill them. Who does he think he is? Does he think he can get away with hurting my friends?”

“No one has stopped him yet,” Chester replied with a shrug.

“He’s not getting away with this,” I said, curling my lip into a scowl. Drekvic and Rakshina were mine. He had no right to threaten their lives. I glanced over at Chester remembering the shade had threatened him, too, and my lip curled even more.

I shoved myself off the counter and back toward my office, striding to my desk. I pulled out the large drawer, revealing my protection spells. I took the ones for personal protection—those that I made after I became the new Fate were extra powerful thanks to Joy’s magic. After some searching, I produced a small, copper disk with an oak tree etched into it, dangling from a thin black band. 

“It’s designed to strengthen magical shields,” I said aloud as I lifted it from the drawer.

Chester had followed me into the room, and I turned to him, reaching out to take his left hand. He looked confused, but didn’t protest as I put the charm around his wrist, tightening it gently. Sensing the magic in it, he raised an eyebrow in question after giving the charm a once-over.

“I can’t lose you,” I said, unable to think of anything else. “I can’t lose anyone. This will help protect you.”

“You won’t lose me,” he promised, flicking the charm and grinning. I couldn’t help but smile back, happy that he liked the gift.

“I meant to give you something, too,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a hair-clip. It was beautiful, with sparkling black stones in the shape of a flower. I took it, smiling.

“Here,” he said, taking it back from me and clipping it into my hair. “I just…thought of you when I saw it. I meant to give it to you the day of your run, but with all the confusion, I didn’t get a chance.”

“I love it,” I replied, grinning like an idiot. It was the first gift Chester had given me, and it felt precious. It reinforced my determination to stop Lakvas. I couldn’t allow him to endanger my friends again. If he was responsible for the shade, maybe he was responsible for the open portal in the park, too. If not…well, I didn’t want to think about something else to deal with on top of a crazy siekewa.

“You look serious,” Chester commented, pushing a stray strand of hair out of my face before finally dropping his hands.

“I’m going to confront Lakvas,” I said, turning back to my drawer to look for my sneaking charm. I had bought it from Melo an eternity ago, knowing it would come in handy someday. 

“You’re what?” Chester asked, his voice spiking. 

“I just need to find a charm so I can get into the village,” I replied, ignoring his question. Why hadn’t I ever taken the time to organize my charm drawer? I didn’t use them very often, and it was tiresome to pause at each one before remembering what it was meant for. I vowed to put labels on them when everything calmed down.

I heard Chester take a deep breath to speak, but the words never came. I felt his magic build in response to his anger and I sighed, knowing I’d need to explain myself before he’d let me go. I refused to banish him from my side again—I’d missed having him there.

I turned around, bracing myself for an angry lecture, but he was turned away from me, his arms crossed tightly and his head lowered. It looked like he was taking deep breaths, trying to calm himself. It didn’t seem to be working—I could still sense the magic coiled around him like a snake waiting to lunge.

Magic had a powerful reaction to strong emotions, but I’d never known why. Surges of feeling caused magic to be stronger and kept it focused and sharp. I made a mental note to research it later, but for now, I forced myself to concentrate on Chester.

“I know you want me to sit and do nothing and stay out of danger,” I told him, trying to keep my voice reasonable. He turned back to look at me, his arms still crossed. His lips were a tight, straight line. He didn’t interrupt. “But that’s not possible anymore. I can’t just be a witch who only cleans up her own messes.”

I took a deep breath and plowed on. “As weird as it is to say, I’m a goddess now. My job is to protect the people under my charge, including you, Drekvic, Rakshina, and the other collectors. Lakvas, and the siekewa with him, are a danger everyone, and I can’t let them continue that way.”

“And what if that’s what he really wants?” Chester finally choked out. I heard the anger simmering in his voice, but he didn’t shout. “What if his end goal is actually you? You may be our new goddess, but you’re no where near as powerful as Fate yet.”

“That’s why I’m not going by myself,” I replied, poking him in the chest. “You are coming with me.”

“I don’t think it’s smart,” he insisted, relaxing when he realized I didn’t plan on being completely reckless.

“If you have a better plan, I’m willing to listen, but I don’t want to wait around while he creates another shade to send after those two. So, are you going to come with me or not?”

He looked at me for a moment, an odd expression on his face. His mouth curved into a small smile, and he looked at me like he’d never seen me before. The silence stretched too long, and I worried he’d say he wouldn’t come.

“You’re determined then?” he asked, still studying my face.

“Yes,” I said, trying not to break eye contact. I didn’t want to be the one to look away first, but I was certain he could hear how wildly my heart was beating.

When he spoke again, there was magic in his voice. “I vow to stand with you and protect you no matter what. I promise to do everything in my power to keep you safe and support you in all you do. No matter what happens, Ellie, I promise that you will never have to stand alone.”

The magic swirled around us, and I felt it press gently against me, binding me to Chester again. The oath surprised me, and my mouth dropped open. The last time Chester had been bound to me, Fate had forced it on him. If he chose to do it now, that had to mean he cared about me at least a little bit.

He said you wouldn’t be alone anymore, Joy whispered, her memory supplying me an image of Drekvic uttering a similar sentiment.

“Say you accept,” Chester said, stepping close enough to me that I could feel the heat from his skin, burning like a familiar sun.

“Thank you,” I whispered, smiling. I wouldn’t turn him away again. “I accept your oath, although I will force you to accept one concession.”

He raised an eyebrow at me as I allowed my own magic to seep into the binding chain, modifying it to my will.

“You will no longer be required to fulfill this oath if I am an unworthy goddess,” I said, feeling the bond change with my words.

Chester shook his head. “I accept your concession.”

Our magic surged for a moment, the power of it making me flinch. When it settled, I could feel Chester’s oath within my soul. If I concentrated, I could feel the magical chain stretched between us. I would always know where he was, and I’d be able to call him whenever I needed him. I wondered if it worked through the gates.

“You are a worthy goddess,” he said, poking my forehead and making me laugh.

“Just in case,” I replied, grinning.

I sobered quickly, knowing we were ready to go.

I won’t let you down, I promised silently, studying his face. The emotions rocking through me filled me with a quiet fear. I would give my life for Chester, and I didn’t know how to tell him that. Instead, I turned away to keep looking for that charm.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Chester’s brown eyes were thoughtful as he studied the siekewa village from the edge of the forest. His black leather jacket was new, taken from his closet while I washed the make-up and blood off my neck. The wound from Rakshina’s nails weren’t deep, but they stung.

“We should have taken some time to rest,” he said, turning to meet my gaze.

“The longer we’re away from Rakshina and Drekvic the more opportunities Lakvas has to get to them,” I replied, feeling the responsibility settle more firmly on my shoulders. What was the point of being a goddess if I couldn’t protect my friends?

His expression was hesitant, but he had no rebuttal to my claim. I turned back to the village, remembering the route Rakshina and I had taken, wondering if it would work a second time.

“Let’s get going then,” Chester said, putting his hands in front of him as he pooled magic into his palms. “The sooner I get you out of here, the better I’ll feel.”

I watched him work, curious. I noticed the charm on his wrist began to glow with an emerald light and I leaned forward, wondering what type of shield he was creating. It wasn’t the simple circle I favored. This seemed more complex, twisting in on itself.

His legs started to disappear into the night, and I started in amazement as he appeared to be floating in midair. More and more of his body disappeared, and by the time he’d completed casting the spell, all I could sense was the magic that bound us. The sneaking charm I’d bought from Melo wouldn’t be needed after at all.

I felt his warm hand close over my wrist as he pulled me into the space of his magic, and the world seemed to close off around us. I wanted to tell him how amazing his spell was, but my words caught in my throat at the look of concentration on his face. Apparently, the spell wasn’t finished, so I closed my mouth and watched him work.

He draped an arm over my shoulder, and I wrapped an arm around his waist, hoping to create some space inside his spell. I studied his face, noticing the faint scratch on his cheek. I felt guilty for not letting him rest. He was moving into another battle still wearing scars from his last one. The fear of Lakvas sending another shade was too strong, and I couldn’t risk endangering anyone else.

Chester flicked his wrist toward the shield, and with a flash of light I could see outside the weaves of his magic. Everything took on the emerald hue of his power, but nothing was hidden. I could even see a strange wave in the air, along with the veins of the trees. It took me a moment to realize that it was energy. The energy of the wind and the living trees.

I turned to Chester with a grin.

“I see the energy through your shield,” I said, happily.

Chester raised his eyebrows. “The second half of the spell is how I see things; it must be making it easier for you to see the energy, too.”

I beamed, glad that I could finally see what he did.

“I’m sorry you have to be so close. I’ve never done this for two people before. I can try again, if you’re uncomfortable,” he said, looking away from me. I couldn’t tell in the dim light, but his face looked red.

“I’m not uncomfortable,” I replied, suddenly feeling self-conscious about my arm around his waist. He’d pulled me to him, but I had made myself at home.

“Which way?” he asked, his arm still wrapped around me.

“There,” I said, pointing in the direction of the large cave. Chester and I moved forward, careful not to let anyone or anything inside the bubble. We’d be noticed for sure if we stepped too close to a tree and part of it vanished.

Thankfully, we didn’t have to worry too much about being noticed; the only siekewa we saw was entering his home with his head bowed, a hood hiding his face. He opened the door and I heard loud rock music, but the moment he closed the door we were plunged back into silence. I tried not to step on anything noisy, although I was certain that Chester probably had taken sound into account for his shield.

We made our way to the nook that Rakshina and I had hidden in, checking that it was empty before turning back to each other.

“What now?” he asked, gesturing to the closed door in the back of the cave.

I thought about it for a moment and balked when I realized I didn’t really have a plan. Should I threaten Lakvas? Should I try to take his soul to the Beyond like I had with Drekvic? What would happen to his souls once I took him? Would that other siekewa steal them? I sighed, cursing myself for rushing into things so quickly.

“I’m going to knock,” I replied, looking into my messenger back for the protection charms from my desk. One would block curses and the other would block raw magic from knocking me senseless. I activated each with a drop of power, shoving them into the pockets of my jeans.

“Really? That’s your plan?” he asked. “After our stealthy entrance, you just want to knock on his door?”

“How else do you propose we get in?” I retorted, grimacing. He was right, but I didn’t want to tell him that.

“I’ll follow your lead, but I think this is unnecessarily dangerous. Why don’t we wait for him to come out?” 

My brain didn’t provide me any useful alternative.

Well, answer him, Joy prompted when thirty seconds of silence passed between us. I felt my skin flush and I looked at the door, forcing my mind to focus on the task at hand.

“If Lakvas can create a shade inside that door, there’s no way for me to stop him. Drekvic and Rakshina won’t be safe until we take care of him.”

“You care for them a lot.” His voice went low and contemplative. “Do you…love him?”

“What?” I asked, certain I’d heard him wrong. Joy recoiled in my mind, trying to become as small as possible. I looked up at Chester, frowning.

“Bad timing,” he said, chuckling to himself. “Forget I asked.”

I didn’t know what to say. My heart was heavy in my chest and my throat tightened, making it difficult to breathe. He looked away, and I saw an unfamiliar emotion in his face.

“So you’re really just going to knock?” he asked, changing the subject.

“I’m not in love with him,” I said, wondering if my gaze revealed the unspoken truth of those words, feeling sick to think he understood. My face was hot and I looked away, trying to calm my jangling nerves. Jana was the one who knew how to handle men. I was the naive, innocent sister who watched her go out on dates and told her to call me if she needed a ride home. I’d never cared. Why hadn’t I asked her about her dates when she was alive?

The quiet buzz of Chester’s voice brought me back to reality, but I didn’t know what he’d just said.

“What?” I asked, shaking the fog away.

He gave me a wry smile and asked, “Are you really planning on just knocking?” 

I was sure that wasn’t the original question, but I didn’t want to melt into a puddle of embarrassment.

“Yes,” I replied. “Stay hidden and back me up.” He nodded and I stepped away from his heat, taking a moment to compose myself.

The air was cool on my skin and the cave was dark. I was still hidden in the tiny nook, but I needed to move. If I wanted to confront Lakvas, there was no room for hesitation.

With the single-minded intent that got me through most of my life, I stepped out of my hiding place and stalked forward. The door was taller than I thought, standing several feet above my head. There was a black mesh mat on the ground that was uneven as I walked across it. I hoped it wouldn’t be a problem if I had to make a hasty escape.

I raised a fist, hesitating only a moment before rapping my knuckles twice against the wood hard enough to sting.

The silence stretched on, pounding against my ears. I shivered, and the odd sensation made me turn around. Instinct took over as I ducked. There was an impressive thud as whatever flew over my head embedded itself in the door. I didn’t stop to see what it was as I tried to shrink back into the shadows of the cave, weaving to the side of the door.

The next knife buried itself in my arm. I saw red for a moment before a horrible sucking sensation gripped me as the knife tried to steal my power. Joy’s magic raged forward, throwing a shield up to protect me. When I looked up, I saw a third knife thud against the magic, stabbing through Joy’s shield uncomfortably close to my face.

Move! she shouted, and I rolled as another knife punched through Joy’s shield, this time near my heart. I still couldn’t see my attacker, annoyed at having been taking by surprise. I threw up a shield of my own, strengthening it with Joy’s magic as I stood up, scanning the area.

Chester had dropped his shield and drawn his glowing emerald sword. He stood between me and the young siekewa that was with Lakvas on my last visit to the village. I wanted to drag Chester back and pull him into my shield, but he was already moving to attack, his sword flashing in the dim light. The girl jumped away, almost floating as she sailed backwards out of his striking range. She threw another knife, and I shouted Chester’s name, moving forward.

He blocked it with a surge of magic, and charged ahead, his feet finding footholds as he danced back into her space. She threw again, her expression sour in the face of Chester’s persistence, and her knife clattered to the cave floor at my feet. A few seconds later, there was no knife at all, and the color drained from my face. She could do what the collectors did with their cairns—she could make her magic solid.

My blood ran cold. No matter how many she threw, she wouldn’t run out of knives until she exhausted herself. Considering the amount of magic I felt swirling around her, I doubted that would be anytime soon. I felt sick. I wanted to get her away from Chester, but I wasn’t sure how. They looked like they were dancing now, his blade flashing against the magic of her knives in the dim light of the cave. She seemed to be baiting him, but for what, I couldn’t quite tell. No matter which way she turned, though, he never let her get between us.

You are stronger than him, Joy hissed at me. You can protect him!

The siekewa raked across Chester’s chest with a knife. It wasn’t a deep blow, but blood spilled slowly from the wound as he jumped back defensively. I thought my heart would beat out of my chest as I instinctively moved forward. 

I saw movement to my left and turned to see Lakvas coming out of the door. He was intent on Chester and the girl, ignoring me. He raised his hand, black with magic, and threw a ball of power at Chester’s back.

“No!” I shouted, reaching out to the power with my own. It burned like a red poker, but I didn’t let go until I had the magic floating in my palm. I closed Joy’s power around it, and she absorbed it safely.

Ugh, this tastes nasty, she complained with a grimace.

Lakvas wasn’t ignoring me now, his blue eyes dark and murderous. I scrambled back out of his reach, knowing that he could crush me with a single blow. Chester was still fighting the girl and I couldn’t help him without putting us both in the past of Lakvas’ attacks. If we were lucky, the other siekewa would stay in their homes and avoid the fight.

“You are the one sending my deviants away,” he snarled, his voice like stone against stone.

I grimaced, still backing away from his careful advance.

“What’s it to you?” I replied, readying my power. The sapphire in my ring glinted in its setting, and Joy was coiled in the back of my mind, ready to strike if I couldn’t do it alone.

“You’re going to warm my bed tonight,” he said, his thick lips splitting into a grin. I found myself at the back of the cave with no way to go but through him.

I threw a chain of magic at him in answer, wrapping it around his neck and jerking him forward with Joy’s power as well as my own. Lakvas didn’t budge. Instead, he uttered a chilling, inhuman growl. It was all I could do to stand my ground and stay in the fight.

“I like my women with teeth,” he said, lunging forward to grab me.

I managed to step aside before he could get his big hands around my arm, but slipped on a loose rock. He caught my braid as I scrambled back to my feet, jerking me backwards. Without hesitation, Joy’s magic rippled through me, cutting my hair at the nape of my neck as the clip Chester had given me fell to the ground.

Caught off balance by the sudden change in momentum, Lakvas almost fell backward and used his free arm to steady himself against the cave wall. I scrambled forward, frantically glancing toward Chester as I ran.

My breath caught as I saw him, slick with blood and struggling to stand. The siekewa girl was standing over him with a raised knife ready to stab, sadistic glee shining in her wicked eyes. I wasn’t close enough, but I shoved with all my might and magic to push her off balance.

The force of the blow sent her flying, and she slammed into the corner of a hidden nook with enough force to break bones. Unfortunately, she leapt to her feet, bones intact and a snarl on her face. I skidded to a halt next to Chester, propping him up with my shoulder. His face was a terrifying scarlet, and his eyes were unfocused.

“Chester,” I hissed, hoping against hope that he was lucid enough to get us out of here.

“Hi,” he whispered, faintly.

I raised a shield in time for the girl’s knife to clatter against it, fear making my magic strong, but I didn’t know how to teleport us. I cursed myself for not learning how to do it sooner.

“Can you get us out of here?”

“Too weak,” he said. “Her knives…drained me of magic,” he whispered.

Joy, hold the shield, I commanded, feeling her power flood through mine. Her bubble was so white that I couldn’t see Lakvas or the girl on the other side. 

I took Chester’s face in my hands and pressed my forehead against his, his sweat and blood slick against my skin, but I didn’t care. I concentrated on pouring my magic into him, giving him enough strength to teleport us somewhere safe. The moment he had enough power, the world vanished with a sickening twist. Joy’s bubble faded as she clung to my soul, trying not to get lost in the spell’s power.

We landed hard, with none of Chester’s usual finesse. I hit the crystal-like cobblestones of Babylon, the collectors’ city with an ungraceful thud. My arm went numb where it hit the ground, but I managed to keep Chester relatively safe from further injury. I looked up to see several startled collectors moving toward us.

“Help him,” I begged, holding a now unconscious Chester in my arms.

“Let’s get him to the healer,” one said. He was a tall man, and he grabbed Chester under the arms. I moved to grab his feet, but another collector was already there, her golden hair falling around her face as she lifted. 

Chester moaned and reached out. Running alongside him with his burning fingers in mine, we made our way to the healer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Voices woke me from a deep sleep while fingers running through my hair left me too relaxed to immediately move.

Stay still, Joy whispered. They’re talking about you. I forced my breathing to slow. My head rested on Chester’s bed, my arm pressed against his hip. I took a deep breath in, Chester’s fingers still running through my hair, and smelled the sterile tang of hospital sheets.

My heart softened slightly at Chester’s gentle touch. I could have lost him to my stupidity, and the thought made my throat want to close up.

Rakshina’s voice cut through my emotions, her voice low but angry.

“You are both idiots.” Her heels clicked lightly on the wooden floor as she paced. “I can’t believe you allowed her to go into that viper pit without back-up.”

“I didn’t know how to talk her out of it! She’s not a child. She makes her own decisions,” Chester replied, low but adamant.

“You could have just told her how you feel. She’d have forgotten all about Lakvas.”

I forgot how to breathe. What did she mean by that? Joy scoffed at my unease with eavesdropping bleeding through our shared link.

Don’t move. This is educational for both of us.

It feels wrong, I whispered back.

Then they shouldn’t talk about you as though you’re not here.

“You know I can’t do that,” Chester replied, his hand twirling my hair around his fingers. It sent a wave of heat through my body, and I’d never been farther from sleep in my life.

“If you don’t do it soon, Drekvic is going to win,” Rakshina hissed, her pace slowing with a scuff as she turned to face him. “He loves her. You need to tell her before he does or he’s going to take her away.”

“If that’s what will make her happy, who am I to intrude?” Chester’s voice was gentle, holding none of the urgency or emotions that Rakshina’s did.

“It won’t be her choice,” she said, a hint of sadness in her tone.

The door slammed open, hitting the wall with enough force to jerk me out of my pretend sleep. I stood up, already pulling on the reserve power in my sapphire ring as I turned. I wasn’t going to let anything hurt Chester again.

Drekvic stalked into the room, his dark aura filling the small space with his fury. He didn’t say a word as he strode over and grabbed my wrist. The magic I’d been preparing fluttered away with his touch and he began dragging me out behind him.

“Hey!” Rakshina shouted, stuttering forward. Drekvic’s withering look stopped her in her tracks and she grimaced. I had one chance to catch the worry in Chester’s brown eyes Drekvic pulled me into the hallway. He didn’t stop pulling on my arm until we were secluded in the healer’s office. One look at Drekvic’s face and she had scurried out of the room, saying something about giving us some privacy.

Drekvic pushed me against the wall and put a hand on either side of my face, effectively trapping me in his gaze. His hazel eyes were piercing, his mouth set into a hard line.

My pulse escalated, my shallow gasps the only sound in the room as he glared at me. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, as I tried to ignore Joy’s desire to kiss him. I didn’t think it would help diffuse the situation.

“What part of partners is too difficult for you to understand?” His low voice was gravely, and he spat the words like he wanted to strangle me.

“I couldn’t wait for Lakvas to send something else,” I said, annoyed that my voice sounded like a whine even to my own ears.

“You stupid idiot,” he hissed, grabbing my face in his hands and leaning forward until his forehead touched mine. I closed my eyes, afraid to look at him for too long. Joy’s emotions bubbled inside my chest and I couldn’t stop myself from reaching up to grab his wrists with shaking hands.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my traitorous voice trembling. I kept my eyes closed, unable to meet his gaze.

“I want to lock you in a basement and hide the key,” he whispered, his breath touching my cheek. He smelled sweet, a hint of lilies mixed with ash.

His sniffle made me open my eyes,. Drekvic’s hands were trembling. Tears made slick tracks down his cheeks, and his mouth was open just a sliver as he took uneven breaths. I wanted to say something, but all my words fell before they could leave my lips.

“When Samuel and Rakshina dragged me through the gates, I had no idea what happened to you. I wanted to kill Chester with my bare hands when I found out what you two were doing,” he said, his words catching in the back of his throat. His hands moved slowly from my face to my shoulders as he pulled me into his chest.

“It’s not his fault,” I said, finding my voice at last, if only to defend Chester. “He said it was a bad idea.”

“That’s why he’s not dead,” Drekvic replied, choking out a wry laugh. He still hadn’t opened his eyes and his hands were still shaking. “I just had to know you were safe. Ellie…” his words trailed off as he took a deep breath, his face in the crook of my neck. His face was wet against my skin.

I wrapped my arms around Drekvic’s waist and buried my face in his shoulder, his arms enveloping me in a tight hug. I could feel his heartbeat against mine, and for a moment, something  familiar fluttered in my chest, but it was gone before I could decide if it was my own emotion or Joy’s.

“I don’t want to live without you,” he said, one hand drawing a circle against my shoulder blade.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I replied, hugging him tighter, hoping it would give him some sense of comfort.

“Is that you or Joy talking?” he asked, ruefully.

I flinched and pulled away, needing to see his face. His cheeks were still damp, but his expression was steady.

“How do you know about that?” I asked, confused.

He didn’t have a chance to answer as the door opened and Rakshina walked through, her hands on her hips. Drekvic drew away from me, closing himself off with crossed arms.

“Ellie, let’s go,” she said, gesturing toward the door. Her eyes never left Drekvic. Despite saving his life, it looked like she was back to mistrusting him.

Torn between grilling Drekvic about Joy and wanting to check on Chester, I hesitated. Drekvic had been hurting because of me. What kind of person did it make me if I left the room? I didn’t want him to be alone.

“Ellie,” Rakshina urged, finally looking at me, her perfect eyebrows raised. “Chester was asking for you. I’ll wait here.”

Chester’s name pulled me from the room despite my reservations. I’d have plenty of time to talk to Drekvic later.

I need to know how he knows my feelings, Joy said, her thoughts troubled.

Me too, I replied, twisting her cairn ring. I wondered if Drekvic had spoken his parents and vowed to find out what they might have told him.

Chester was sitting up in the hospital bed, looking out the window at the collector’s city. The sun lit up the room, making his ivory skin glow with a warm light. I shut the door when I entered, and the noise made him turn to face me.

His face lit up, and I couldn’t help the smile that echoed on my own. I moved quickly to the edge of the bed before he could get up and took the hand he held out to me. His aura was still dim, compacted tightly against him instead of filling the room.

“Are you okay?” he asked, pulling me toward him for a hug. He was warmer than before, easing some of my concern.

“I should be asking you that,” I laughed, breathing in his clean scent. The healer had done a good job patching him up. I could only see faint lines on his skin where he’d been cut.

I felt his laugh in the rumbling of his chest as he dropped his hands, releasing me from his embrace. I pulled away quickly, self-conscious but grateful. 

“You are okay, right?” I confirmed, sitting on the edge of the bed again.

“Just a little tired,” he replied, studying me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I replied, looking down at my rings. Joy was distracted, thinking of Drekvic, and her confusion didn’t help my mood.

“You can talk to me; I won’t interrupt.”

I laughed, closing my eyes and reaching up to touch my short hair. I still hadn’t seen it since Joy cut it to save me, but I hated having short hair, and hated not knowing what it looked like even more. When we arrived, I’d barely glanced at myself in the mirror as I washed the blood off.

My lips parted and I took a deep breath, planning to brush off his offer, but I really wanted to talk to someone. Jana had always been my confidant, and while Joy understood how I felt, her viewpoint matched my own. I looked up, hesitant. Chester’s steady gaze met mine, his calm energy giving me the strength I needed to speak.

“I was afraid you were going to die,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “I thought my decision might have killed you. I was so afraid for Rakshina and Drekvic that I didn’t keep things in perspective. I forgot that Lakvas had help when I made the decision to go to Hell. It was stupid and dangerous. I’m having a hard time handling everything running through my head at once.”

I stood up, my body feeling charged as I started to pace at the end of the bed. I found myself gesturing with my hands, something I rarely did, but I couldn’t stop myself. Joy was cringing away from me, hiding as far as she could from my emotions. It was a nice sentiment, but we both knew it wouldn’t make much of a difference, so I said what we’d both been wondering.

“Joy and I don’t always feel the same things. Is the goddess part of me supposed to feel that way? How would I even know? Fate can’t teach me how to balance the light and dark. Hope says he only might be able to. What if he can’t?”

I ran a hand through my hair, irritated when it ended sooner than I was used to.

“I stopped Drekvic, but what I’m worried about right now is so far beyond stopping one person. I thought I’d fixed it, but now everything seems even more messed up than before!” My chest tightened as my voice rose to almost hysterical levels, but I  couldn’t stop.

Chester didn’t interrupt. I couldn’t look at his face.

“I don’t know how to be a goddess! I feel like a total failure. All I wanted to do was fix the mess I made after saving my sister, but this…this is too much.” I looked down at my feet, one hand clamped over Joy’s cairn as I thought about throwing it at Hope’s face and running until I couldn’t run anymore.

Joy trembled on the edge of my thoughts, an uncomfortable ball of pain and understanding. Her feelings for Drekvic were causing problems, but I couldn’t keep blaming her for that. If Drekvic’s touch was repugnant to me, I’d have pushed him away. Instead, I’d thrown myself at him when he kissed me. If the past months had taught me anything, it was that I needed to take responsibility for my actions. I couldn’t let this get the better of me.

“Come here,” Chester said, softly, scooting to the edge of the bed to make room for me.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Ellie.” His voice was even, but I heard the stubbornness in it. “I said come here.”

I couldn’t help the smile that touched the corner of my lips as I conceded, curling up on the bed and leaning into his chest. He started stroking my hair, just like he did when I first woke up. 

“I feel safe with you,” I whispered, closing my eyes and forgetting for a moment about everything going on around me. 

He tightened his arms around me and kissed the top of my head.

“You are safe with me,” he replied. “I can’t understand what it’s like to have another voice in my head, but I’m here for you if you ever need to vent. I promise.”

“Thanks,” I whispered, closing my eyes.

We fell silent then and sat until the healer came to check on Chester, Drekvic and Rakshina following in her wake.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

I found Fate in the garden behind the library. I was surprised to see her in the spirit world and not with Hope, but she was a restless woman. She was elbow-deep in dirt, transferring a blooming rose bush from a large pot. She looked up at me, a grin transforming her dirt-smudged face into someone I almost felt like I could talk to. 

Joy’s sarcastic snort made me purse my lips to keep from laughing. 

“You found me,” she said. I nodded, moving to sit on a nearby bench where I could talk to her without hovering.

“I need to ask you some questions,” I said, lacing my hands together as I leaned on my knees.

“You never just come to visit,” she lamented, but the twinkle in her eyes contradicted her tone.

“We’re not friends, and I’m not very good at being godly,” I replied, shrugging my shoulders.

“Well, stop getting in your own way then.” She grabbed a large handful of dirt and dropped it into the earth, pressing it down to keep the rose bush from wobbling.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded, scowling. Fate didn’t speak without making it sound cryptic. I wanted to strangle her.

“You don’t think of yourself as a goddess. You are just you, a little witch with a lot of power. You can’t be anything if you can’t see yourself that way,” Fate replied, without looking up, picking at the thorn that snagged her sleeve.

My scowl deepened. She was right. Goddesses were perfect, beautiful, and mysterious to those around them. If I had any secrets, I knew them all, and though I had a lot of power, I wasn’t beautiful. I sighed, reaching up to play with my braid only to remember that it was gone.

“Drekvic could show you,” Fate said, and I curled my lip. “He’s been a god his entire life. I’m sure he knows how it feels.”

I almost laughed. Drekvic was the last person I would go to for advice.

“I feel sorry for anyone that would worship him,” I said, rubbing my forehead.

“The siekewa do,” she replied, looking up at me. My mood immediately sobered, and I felt a weight land on my shoulders.

“How do I save them?” I asked, leaning forward again, trying to focus on our conversation. The image of Drekvi’cs trembling hands pierced my thoughts, and my heart couldn’t help but feel heavy.

“Hope and I did it together. Turning a soul into a siekewa takes a lot of magic and self-loathing. Turning a siekewa back into a soul requires a lot of magic and a lot of self-love. It’s harder to build love than hate.”

She picked at a wilted rose on the bush. With a gentle touch, she massaged her magic into the flower, making it plump and full once more.

“You need to find your love.”

“My love?” I echoed, a sinking feeling making it difficult to breathe.

“For such a smart girl, sometimes you are really dense,” she muttered, drawing her hands away from the rose and reaching for the next one.

I didn’t rise to her bait, waiting for more.

“I’ve told you before that all life is balance. Each soul is equal parts light and dark. Sometimes an imbalance will occur and a soul will lean more toward one than the other. When those souls die, the collector drawn to them will balance their soul as they’re carried through the gates. By the time they reach the Beyond, they are in balance once more. The excess darkness and excess light will fade.”

I stared, wondering why she was giving me a lesson in something I already knew, but I didn’t interrupt, sensing she would eventually get to my questions.

“As a goddess, you don’t have that cleansing. Your soul will never stay in the Beyond or be taken through the gates, not until you give up your mantle. You need a different way to balance your soul to keep the world from going out of balance, too. How can you stop the darkness from seeping in if you are all dark? How can you push back the light if you cannot see the shadows?”

She continued working as she spoke, her long fingers caressing each rose. They were a beautiful shade of purple, rich and in sharp contrast to her fair skin. I tried to focus on her words, a bad feeling settling in my stomach.

“You must find your soul mate, the one strong enough to be your Hope. He will be your opposite, more dark than light. When you make love,” she paused, looking up at my strangled gasp. “Don’t give me that look,” she said, frowning. 

I stood up, feeling goosebumps run down my arms and legs.

“You’re saying that my soulmate has to be the new Hope,” I said, my voice breaking slightly. 

“Of course,” she answered, wrinkling her nose at my confusion. “That’s obvious. When you two are together, you’ll be able to see the world as it’s supposed to be. Until you find him, your power will only effectively be halved.”

“And what if I don’t love him?” I demanded. “What if I’m in love with someone else?”

“Then you better hope that someone is your soulmate,” Fate replied. “Otherwise, all the work you did to protect your sister and stop Drekvic from destroying the gates will have been for nothing. The gates will be unstable. There will be rifts and holes in the in-betweens.  It’s already happening. That’s how you ended up in the spirit world during your run in the park.”

“Thanks for not telling me any of this when I agreed to take your place,” I snarled. Balancing realities didn’t fall on my shoulders alone, but it meant forcing my soulmate to become a god. Even so, how could I do anything else but find him?

She looked up at me, annoyance marring her perfect face.

“You wanted to save your sister and stop Drekvic. You wanted to fix your mistake. I’m sorry you didn’t ask about the fine details of this arrangement.”

“I feel like this is important enough to say something without me asking!” My magic surged with my words, and it was everything I could do to keep it in check. I knew from experience that attacking Fate wouldn’t do me any good. 

“I don’t have any future except for one with this mysterious person. What I want won’t matter anymore, will it?”

Fate’s gaze softened, and she shrugged.

“Your Hope will be your soulmate, Ellie. It’s not like you’ll be unhappy with him.”

“I love Chester,” I said, my hands fluttering helplessly. It was strange to say it out loud, but it was the truth, and I couldn’t keep denying it, now that he had chosen to stay with me despite my failings.

“He’s not strong enough to be your counterpart,” she said calmly, her eyebrow twitching strangely. “I never would have partnered with him if I thought you might fall in love. I thought he was rude enough to keep you at arm’s length.”

“Did you even talk to him before you sent him to be with me? I can’t think of anyone more kind or more gentle than Chester. If you spent more than five minutes with him, you’d know that,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

“I guess to you he is,” she replied, looking worried. 

Without a word, Fate stood up and crossed the distance between us. She grabbed my wrist and jerked me to my feet, her eyes fixed on mine with a chilling intensity as her vice-like grip nearly crushed my bones. I tried to pull away, but it was like pulling against a mountain. She burrowed into my soul, and suddenly I was falling.

Cursing her power to pull me into her past, I saw Hope and Fate tangled together on a forest floor, the largest tree I’d ever seen looming above them. I’d never had time for romance, but even I could tell what they were doing, and I wanted to look away. I couldn’t, though, because I was in Fate’s mind as the two of them made love. The magic surrounding them was overpowering, and only my shallow gasps kept me connected to myself.

I saw the way the balance shifted between them, surprised I recognized it at all. Hope’s brilliant light warred with Fate’s shadows, a beautiful pattern meeting in hazy lines of gray. The scene rocked suddenly as the magic at work, their love for each other, the force of the balance being reset, abruptly brought me somewhere else.

A man looked over me, his body pressed against me as out lips met again and again. He smelled different, but his eyes were unmistakable. Chester’s face was different, younger, and his long hair fell sweetly around our faces. His body pressed against mine was all fire and need, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him down into me.

Fate shoved me away forcefully. I fell backwards over the bench and landed in a spiny bush that hurt my back.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded, trying to find my feet.

Her face was slack and drained of color. My mouth went dry as she swallowed, pressing her lips into a hard line.

“I made a mistake,” she whispered, vanishing with a pop.

I shuddered, the feeling of Chester’s naked body still lingering on my skin.

I’m afraid, Joy said, her voice faint in my mind. 

“Me too,” I said out loud, my stomach churning. “Why did she show me that?”

I sat on the bench I was thrown over, my body heavy. Joy didn’t try to comfort me, but instead curled up in a tight ball of misery that beat against the edges of my mind. I reached out to the reservoir of magic in my sapphire, trying to comfort myself, but the power only burned.

I stood up, restlessness seizing my body again as I got up to walk where my feet took me. I promised Chester I’d stay within Babylon and get off the streets before dark, but the sky was already turning crimson with the sunset, and the thought of being indoors made my throat want to close.

I loved Chester. It was impossible to deny after admitting it so defiantly to Fate, but I couldn’t be with him. I had to find my soulmate and put the world back together, happiness be damned. A cold wind blew through me at the thought of a future with someone I didn’t love.

I’d made this choice. When I first made the deal with Drekvic, I’d put myself on a path I couldn’t turn away from. Eventually, I found myself in a familiar part of the city, and I crossed the open walkway to a small gate that opened into a garden. Chester had taught me how to dance in the courtyard, and I’d left him to steal a cairn.

The fountain seemed less glamorous than I remembered it, lacking the comforting glow of Chester’s magic to light up the small space. I sat down on the edge of the fountain, curling my knees up to my chest, and let myself cry.

I let myself mourn the passing of what could have been. The vision Fate had shown me kept interrupting my thoughts, and the realization that I’d never be with Chester that way, in any way, made me cry even harder. Accepting myself as a goddess meant letting go of the person I was. I wouldn’t be the Ellie teaching my students and working to beat addiction. I didn’t know what I’d be, or if I’d become as cold and deceptive as Fate. There was still so much I wanted to do, and all of those wants, those hopes, were like butterflies scattered by a heavy wind.

I pulled on Joy’s magic to create illusions in the air of glowing creatures that vanished into the bushes. The work I did to stop someone from living with addiction disappeared in the tailwind of a small bird. A speedy fox skittered away in a brilliant flash of light, my love for Chester twisted in its teeth. Jana, the graceful doe I’d never see again leapt over the bushes and out of my view, nothing I could do to stop it. When the illusions faded and the garden was dark again, I sat on the edge of the fountain, breathing hard.

Slowly, I stood up. The tears were gone, my eyes burning. I pulled my hands into fists. Fate had passed on her mantle, but I had accepted it. I may not have realized that by doing so, my life was no longer my own, and I might never come to accept that, but there were entire realities at stake if I didn’t at least try. If I wanted to stop Lakvas, I had to find my soul mate.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Disaster wasn’t a strong enough word to describe what had become of my house. In all of the confusion I’d forgotten the entire first floor was destroyed. While I got to work to make it presentable again, I turned on the radio, singing along to all of the songs I recognized. It helped me to forget, for a little bit, why I had come home in the first place.

When night turned slowly into morning, I climbed upstairs and stripped out of my clothes, leaving them in an untidy pile on the floor. I climbed into bed, savoring the softness of my sheets, and was immediately asleep.

I woke up some time later to Rakshina softly calling my name from the doorway. I waved a lazy hand at her, and she gave me a dark look. She tripped on my shoes as she walked across the room and her scowl deepened.

“You can’t keep doing this,” she said, her voice sharp. “We couldn’t find you, and now Fate isn’t responding to our summons. I thought the worst.”

“You can come with me today,” I replied, sleepily. My bed was so warm, and I didn’t want to get out of it.

Sighing, Rakshina sat down and propped her legs up on my comforter, her thigh-high black leather boots brushing my clean sheets. She’d be furious if I pushed her to the floor, but it didn’t stop me from thinking about it. As it was, she seemed to relax as she settled in next to me.

“Your bed is so comfortable,” she mumbled, settling in.

I laughed and nodded, rolling over to face her. She smelled faintly of ash, but something else too, like buttery soap. I took a deep breath, sleep claiming me again.

Rakshina was still dozing beside me when I woke up. I’d curled up against her, my head pressed against her side. She had an arm over me, her breath coming slow and even. I smiled, glad that I could still be friends with her.

I did my best to pull my sheet around me as I stood, careful not to disturb Rakshina’s rest. I wondered how much sleep she’d gotten after healing Drekvic. Her magic still looked a little thin, but what I had in mind for us wasn’t dangerous. The clock read two in the afternoon, so I quickly showered and dressed, glad for my benign, non-magical shower and closet. Sometimes, being home was the only real remedy necessary.

Rakshina was still asleep when I emerged from the bathroom, so I shook her gently awake. She blinked lazily at me, her pale blue eyes unfocused for a moment before she was properly awake.

“Do you need to change or anything? I have some things I need to do today,” I told her. She stood up immediately, stretching her long form. I looked away as her white shirt rode sloly up her trim body.

“I didn’t think I’d fall asleep,” she said, adjusting her clothes. “I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

 

 

Melo’s shop was in a bad part of town. The streets were always dirty, the buildings were poorly maintained, and sex workers hung out on the corners, even in the early afternoon. I always felt self-conscious when I parked my electric car, but it was nothing compared to walking with Rakshina. Her long legs and slender form drew every eye on the street. Her skin-tight pants and high boots did nothing to downplay her good looks. It was a relief to get through the peeling red door of Melo’s shop, despite the moldy smell of dust and old artifacts that greeted us on the other side.

Melo stood behind the counter, skimming a book while she waited for the only other customer to finish his shopping. I didn’t want to talk if someone was around to eavesdrop and hoped we might make use of the shop’s back room, where Melo had sent me to the spirit world for the first time. Eavesdropping was how Jana had found out about Drekvic, and I tried not to think of how this place was a catalyst for both of us.

Melo’s golden-green eyes focused on Rakshina first, her bland expression turning into a grimace. It took me a moment to remember that Melo was like me, able to see the collectors and siekewa when no one else could. Being both, Rakshina probably seemed like more trouble than she was worth. Rakshina, on the other hand, was fascinated by the goods Melo had for sale.

Then Melo’s gaze fell to me, and her face relaxed. Melo was the only mortal who knew my story. I’d spent many nights in her shop, talking through dinner while Drekvic moped in the car. She had never met Rakshina before, but she knew of her. She also knew that I had the power to stop her if she decided to do something stupid.

Rakshina made a bee-line for the bookshelves, examining Melo’s many spell books. I tried not to pull a face at them—it was the one thing Melo and I completely disagreed on, but selling a Book of Shadows wasn’t illegal, just dangerous. I walked to the counter, greeting Melo with a friendly smile.

“I haven’t seen you in a couple weeks,” she practically purred. Melo was a shape-shifter, and although I’d never seen her other form, I knew it was some sort of large cat. My guess was a lioness, but it had been hard to tell through the visions of her past. Witches and shifters rarely got along, and I worried it would be rude to ask.

“I’ve been really busy,” I sighed, scratching the back of my neck.

The other customer waved at Melo and left the shop without purchasing anything. The brief silence was punctured by Rakshina’s small noises of approval whenever she saw a spell she liked.

“Does this have anything to do with the tremors out west?” she asked, looking troubled. “I heard they were magical, but no one can quite pinpoint what’s happening. People are getting scared and leaving the coastal cities.”

I remembered hearing something on the radio in the early hours in the morning about the earthquakes, but I shook my head, nervous that Melo thought I had enough power to control the movement of the earth.

“I’ve been dealing with some…other things,” I replied, feeling self-conscious with Rakshina in the room even though she wasn’t paying us any attention. “I know this is going to sound stupid, but it’s actually really important, and I wouldn’t be thinking about it if it wasn’t something I need to do.” I bit the side of my cheek, unable to stop the nerves. I felt like a young girl at a fortune-teller to learn who she was going to marry.

“I know you wouldn’t waste my time,” Melo replied, raising an eyebrow with impatience.

“I need to find my soul mate.” I said, trying to rush through the embarrassment.

Melo frowned and studied my face for a long time. I didn’t say anything as I turned my sapphire ring around my finger, waiting.

“That’s not information someone should have. It can influence your decisions,” Melo replied, crossing her arms and pulling away from me behind the counter. “Just because someone is your soulmate, doesn’t mean they’re the person you’re meant to be with for the rest of your life. Sometimes, soulmates are catalysts that change your outlook on life and make you a better person. Then you can find the love of your life.”

“I wish it were as simple as someone I wanted to love,” I replied, bitterness tainting every word. “Because of what I became to save Jana… it’s just something I have to do.”

I glanced over at Rakshina, who was no longer looking through spellbooks, but was standing still with her back to us. I knew she was listening, and I remembered her conversation with Chester in the healer’s room all too clearly. I didn’t know what she would make of my questions, if she would hear the worry in my voice. I was certain she wouldn’t like it, but I was doing this to keep the people I cared about safe, her included.

Melo sighed, running a hand through her silver curls. She looked worried, but she trusted me and gestured for me to lock the front door. In the time I’d spent with Melo, I’d learned that she didn’t like to do magic when her shop was open, preferring to seclude herself in the back room while practicing.

“Just keep in mind,” she said as she turned her sign over and locked the front door, “this type of magic is not my specialty. The results could be inconclusive.”

“If I learn anything at all it will be time well spent,” I replied, following her behind the counter and toward the back room.

Rakshina stopped me, her blue eyes accusing. “What is this about?” she demanded, keeping her voice low. “You love Chester. Why are you worried about finding your soulmate?’” She made air quotes around the term, grimacing.

The hollow space in my chest seemed to gap wider, but I ignored the sinking sensation and shook my head at her.

“My feelings for Chester are irrelevant,” I replied, proud that my voice didn’t waver. “As the goddess of light, my foremost duty is to balance and the rest of the world. To do that, I have to find my soulmate…no matter who it may be.”

“That’s not right,” Rakshina said, her shoulders slumping.

It seems wrong to me, too, Joy said, breaking her long silence.

“It is what is.” I shrugged, pulling away from Rakshina’s grip to join Melo.

The siekewa followed behind me, her unhappy glare burning into the back of my neck. I knew she was upset, but I couldn’t deal with it. Once again, I’d pushed away everything that wasn’t necessary to my mission. It was what I’d done with my father died, what I’d done when Jana was killed, and apparently, it was what I’d do when my own dreams withered. Rakshina’s ire wasn’t going to break my habit.

Melo’s back room hadn’t changed much since the first time I’d been there. The wooden floors were old, troughs in the planks from where thousands of footsteps had worn grooves in the wood. There were large shelves lining the walls, filled with spellbooks and dried herbs. The ominous cabinet that had once worried me was unlocked this time, and the dark presence I normally felt there was gone. I wondered what Melo had done with it, whatever it was.

Melo sat down on her rickety wooden chair and was pulling objects out of a large wicker basket. Rakshina moved again to the bookshelves, studying each spine with almost excruciating details. When she reached out to one, there was a massive spark that made the lights flicker.

“Don’t touch anything,” Melo snarled, her patience already wearing thin. “Siekewas, always so damn curious.”

I thought Rakshina would retort, but instead she dropped down in the leather chair I normally sat in. She crossed her arms and legs and leveled her gaze at Melo, expressionless. If I was Melo, I’d have been too nervous to work without mistakes.

The shape-shifter was above reproach as she steadily pulled item after item from her basket. When she found the large copper bowl at the bottom of the basket, she handed it to me. I took it without hesitation, feeling magic hum through the plain metal. I almost dropped it in surprise, but tightened my grip and cradled it in my arm.

“There is a waterfall downstairs,” Melo said, distracted by the items she was turning over in her hands. “Fill the bowl halfway from it. Do not use the water in the pool. It has to come directly from the falls.”

I nodded, heading toward the stairs at the back of the room. An eerie frost passed over me when I reached the turn in the stairs, and I paused, waiting to see if the magic would reject me. Instead, it fell behind me and obscured the upper stairs despite them being barely inches from where I stood.

When Melo said waterfall, I assumed she had a fountain the basement that looked like a waterfall. The remaining stairs led down into a forest and I stood there for a moment, my mouth hanging open. Melo’s shop seemed to be entirely gone, and I had no idea how she had achieved it. I turned sharply to my right, following the foamy roar that echoed through the trees. I picked my way across twisted roots, green with moss and leaves. The entire experience was so surreal that I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a dream.

A great torrent spilled from a natural outcropping of rock, and though loud, it wasn’t extremely large. The pool at the bottom was deep and clear.Small fish darted away from my shadow as I looked into the pool. The water started to glow slightly, bathing a small pocket of the forest with a dreamy azure light. I clenched my teeth to keep my mouth from hanging open again and hurried to the waterfall. The faster I finished, the faster I could deal with my soulmate problem. Besides, the forest was starting to creep me out.

As I stretched the bowl out to catch water, I heard a familiar voice behind me.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Drekvic leaned against a towering tree, a scowl on his face. His pale skin seemed to glow in the dim light, and I felt my breath catch in my throat at how other-worldly he looked. I had to remind myself that Drekvic was pure magic, the son of two gods, and had more power in a finger than I had in my entire being. He moved forward, seeming to float over the scattered leaves of the forest floor.

I saw the forest through him as he moved, ghost-like. Panic gripped me, and I reached for the chain that Fate had placed on us before remembering that I had asked her to remove it. Was Drekvic a ghost? Joy wailed at the thought.

“I’m not a ghost,” he said, seeming to sense our horror. “This place is magical, and it called me here,” he explained. His flickering form stopped beside me, becoming more solid the longer I looked at him.

His hand reached out to touch my face and my traitorous heart leaned into his touch. Drekvic grinned, moving forward to place his forehead against mine. He reached out with his other hand to grab mine, our fingers intertwining.

“You know what’s happening, don’t you?” he asked, practically singing.

“No,” I breathed, a chill rippling across my skin.

“Ellie!” Chester’s heart-achingly familiar voice made me flinch and I turned toward him without thought, already moving. He, like Drekvic, appeared insubstantial until I got close enough. He was next to the pool, his arms open. I walked into them without hesitation.

Drekvic was right behind me, his hand still locked in mine. Confusion filled me, and I realized that somewhere in the past couple minutes I’d lost Melo’s bowl.

“Don’t think,” Chester whispered softly as he cradled me in his arms. 

“I don’t understand,” I said, so quietly I could barely hear my own voice.

“You had a question,” Drekvic replied, his breath tickling my ear. I turned in Chester’s arms to look at him, and he pressed his lips against mine.

The dual sensation of wanting to recoil and the desire to lean into the kiss was dizzying, and I felt like I might be ripped in two. I fell backwards into Chester, and he pulled me away from Drekvic, frowning. That small gesture was enough to convince me that the men I stood between couldn’t possibly be real.

“We aren’t really here,” Chester said, his wrapping his arms around my waist as he leaned into my back. He’s not real. He’s not here. This isn’t Chester, I repeated to myself.

“You had a question,” Drekvic said.

“What does that mean?” I demanded, crinkling my brow.

“We can’t give you an answer if you don’t know it yourself,” Chester said.

Frustration built in my chest and I wanted to scream. Drekvic was still holding my hand, but Chester’s arms swallowed me completely. My entire back was warm with the fire of his skin. The hollow piece of my chest sat there, splitting open even further where the weight of it was enough to suffocate me.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I demanded, feeling my legs buckle. Chester and Drekvic both released me as I fell to my hands and knees on the soft moss, gasping painfully for air.

Chester knelt down next to me, lifting my chin with his fingers. I met his brown eyes, my heart beating erratically. He was close enough that if I wanted to kiss him, all I had to do was lift my chin, but I didn’t. I had let him go! Why was he with me?

“You know the answer to your question.” His voice was soft, so gentle that a choked sob escaped my lips. I clamped my eyes shut tightly so I wouldn’t cry.

Drekvic’s hand pulled on my arm, turning me away from Chester. I looked up at him as he dragged me to my feet.

“If we’re here, you have your answer.” He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me deeply, his magic running all the way to my toes. 

Stop it! Joy shouted, her jealousy flooding into me at the same moment I pushed Drekvic away with all the strength I had. It threw me off balance, and I fell into Chester again.

His heartbeat was steady, and as he wrapped his arms around me again, pulling me away from Drekvic, the weight of my grief broke through my resolve. I loved Chester so much, even being held by a strange ghost of him made me feel at home. Fate’s words tumbled around in my mind, and I started to cry. I turned to him and buried my face in his chest.

“I can’t choose you!” I shouted, hitting his chest with my fist.

He caught my hand before I could hit him again and pulled me closer, lighting me high enough that my toes barely brushed the mossy ground of Melo’s forest.

“It’s okay, Ellie. I’m not going anywhere. Remember my promise?” he said, kissing my hand. His lips sent rivulets of fire along my skin and I shivered uncontrollably.

I met his brown eyes, blinking through the tears. His smiled showed teeth, and his eye lids seemed heavy as he looked down at me.

“I will never leave you. I will stay by your side. Forever.”

“I love you,” I whispered, hating myself, “I love you, but I can’t choose you. You’re…you’re not my Hope.”

He opened his mouth as though he was about to say something more, but the world spun strangely, and I felt myself pulled backwards as someone roughly shook my shoulders.

My eyes flew open and I sat up abruptly, head-butting Rakshina in the process. I spun to look her, my heart beating wildly as she rubbed her forehead.

I was lying in the middle of Melo’s basement, her red rug smooth against my bare hand as I tried to sit up properly, reeling from the collision with Rakshina. The copper bowl was by my feet, but the rest of the forest was gone, and I looked around at the large worktable tucked in a corner and the rows of shelves lining the walls that weren’t here moments ago. There was a small fountain sitting atop a short bookshelf that looked like a waterfall. Melo stood near it with her back to me.

“Are you okay?” Rakshina asked, reaching out to grip my shoulder.

“No,” I croaked painfully, my throat raw and dry. I started coughing, covering my mouth with my elbow.

“Here,” Melo said, holding out a glass of water. I downed it in one long gulp.

“What happened?” I demanded, wobbling as I tried to pull my legs underneath me.

“Did you find your soulmate?” Melo asked, gesturing to the bowl.

“You did the spell?” I furrowed my brow, confused.

“It’s in the bowl,” she replied, kneeling next to me and tilting my head back so she could look at my eyes in the overhead light. “Your pupils are really dilated. You should sit for a bit,” Melo suggested, dropping down to sit with me.

“How does it work?” I remembered holding Chester, but Drekvic had been there too, and I’d wanted both of them.

“The finding magic is in the bowl itself,” Melo explained. She picked it up and showed me the small braid engraved along the brim. I’d assumed it was decorative, but it reminded me a lot of the magical chains that linked me to Chester and Drekvic. “I activated the magic when I handed it to you, but it only works if you are alone and uninterrupted so it can take over your mind and show you the vision.”

“That’s why you wouldn’t let me check on her sooner?” Rakshina demanded, frowning. I wondered how Melo had managed to stop Rakshina from doing anything, but her wards were powerful, and it wasn’t a stretch to believe she could hold her own against Rakshina.

“Yes. The spell needed time to cement itself. What did you see?”

I sat quietly in thought for a few moments, relieved that the real Chester hadn’t heard my words in that forest.

Joy? I asked, wondering why she was being so quiet.

I don’t want you to kiss Drekvic anymore, she said, guild staining her words. I don’t like it.

I hid my face in my hands, rubbing my forehead to keep from laughing out loud. 

He asked about me though, she insisted. How do you know he loves you?

“Why would two people show up if I’m only looking for one?” I finally asked. 

Melo’s eyes opened in surprise, furrowing her brow as she rubbed her chin in thought.

“You must have two soul mates then,” she suggested.

Maybe Fate was wrong about Chester being the new Hope, Joy suggested, trying to sound encouraging. 

I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine Fate making a mistake like that. More and more, it felt like Drekvic was the one, but the thought of having to be with him was uncomfortable. Joy hissed like a cat left out in the rain.

“Or it just didn’t work. Your mind may have been distracted by these two people instead,” Melo said after another long moment of thought.

“That seems more likely,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. The room had stopped spinning, so I decided to stand up. Rakshina hovered, ready to steady me, but I didn’t need her help. Her face was impassive, and I wondered what she was thinking, and when she would yell at me.

“I’m sorry, Ellie. It’s not common magic, and if it was anyone but you, I wouldn’t even have shown you,” Melo said, rotating the bowl in her hands to check the magic. When she glanced back up at me, her eyes narrowed. “The spell is undamaged. I worry about what it means if magic is not behaving the way it should.”

I felt a chill at the thought. Magic was used in everything from industry to medicine. If Melo’s spell was correct and hadn’t worked right, more trouble was to come. I thought of the portal in the park and Lakvas’ ability to turn ghosts into terrible shades. Bad things were already happening; it wouldn’t be pretty if they got any worse.

I needed to speak with Hope, certain he’d be able to help me reset my side of the balance. If I could at least push the darkness far enough away to stabilize things, I could buy enough time to find my soulmate. I felt unsteady and staggered a little as  I headed toward the stairs.

We said our good byes to Melo and I thanked her for her spell. Rakshina followed me like a thundercloud, looking more and more upset the farther we got from Melo’s door. Thankfully, she waited until we were in the car before she said anything.

“What was that?” she snarled, her voice giving me goosebumps. She sounded inhuman, and it reminded me of the dangerous way Lakvas had looked at me.

I didn’t want to tell her, but she’d just keep asking or worse, I would lose her trust. Rakshina didn’t like secrets or lies, and given her past with Drekvic, I understood why. So, I told her the entire messy truth, including that I loved Chester and how it was slowly killing me to know that I couldn’t. I finished just as I pulled into my driveway. Neither of us moved when I turned the car off.

“This doesn’t sit right with me,” Rakshina replied, scowling.

“It’s not like I have a choice,” I complained, leaning back in my seat and closing my eyes. Telling the story brought back all the emotions attached to it,but I wasn’t about to start wallowing. “It’s why I went to Melo. I thought she’d be able to help.”

“Who did you see?”

“I saw Chester…and Drekvic. But Chester can’t be my Hope. Fate said as much, so I don’t know why I saw him.”

“Drekvic?” Rakshina asked, her voice curling in disgust.

“He’s who I saw.” I sighed, rubbing my upper arm absently.

“Who did you see first?” Rakshina leaned toward me a little, her blue eyes hopeful.

I thought for a moment, trying to remember. Already the vision was growing hazy, but nothing could weaken the emotions behind it. Part of me had wanted to go to Drekvic, but I didn’t love him. I was drawn to his magic, his personality, but my heart belonged to Chester. Everything—my dreams, my desires, safety and comfort—rested firmly in Chester’s arms. I shook away my thoughts and tried to focus on what had actually happened.

“I saw Drekvic first,” I said. “He was leaning on a tree and said the spell had pulled him to the forest. He asked me if I understood what was happening, and I said no. Chester called my name and I went to him without thinking. I don’t think the spell worked.”

“I’m not so sure,” Rakshina said, tapping a manicured thumbnail against her chin.

“Why not?”

“If you were seeing people in your immediate thoughts, I don’t think it would have been those two. You’ve been obsessing over Lakvas and with what you’ve told me, Fate and Hope were probably weighing heavy on your mind too. Why would Melo’s spell show you those two specific people?”

“Because I was connected to both of them at one time or another? I don’t know.” I rolled my shoulders, feeling the stiffness leave them slowly. “I’m going to talk to Hope. If he can help me balance the realities, I can buy myself more time to find my real soulmate.”

Rakshina didn’t say anything. She bit her lip and stared at the dashboard with great concentration. I wanted to ask her for her thoughts, but instead I let her sit for a moment before climbing out of the car. She followed, her brow still furrowed.

“Could you tell the others where I went?” I asked, remembering how scary Drekvic had been as he dragged me out of Chester’s room.

“No, you can’t get back to Babylon if you don’t have someone to teleport you.”

I scowled. I really needed to learn how to do that if I was going to have any semblance of independence. I’d only managed to get home because it was in my world, where I could just call a taxi. 

“I can teach you,” Rakshina offered, recognizing the look of consternation on my face. “It will take awhile to learn, though, and we shouldn’t do it here.”

“I need to see Hope,” I said, shaking my head. With that in mind, we walked into the house to hide the open portal from prying eyes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Hope was sitting in his office across from Fate’s classroom. I wanted to find her first, wanted to know what her mysterious mistake was, but she was nowhere to be found. Hope sat on a stuffy chair, his legs crossed at the knee and a book in his hands. He looked up when Rakshina and I walked in, eyebrow raised.

“Ah, Fate told me you might show up sooner than our Saturday appointment,” he said, setting the book down and gesturing for us to sit in the chairs across from him. I noticed he had tea prepared, along with several sandwiches and pastries. My stomach gave a large gurgle, and I realized I hadn’t eaten in over a day.

“Fate is a bit of a chipped nail,” Rakshina commented, plopping down in one of the chairs and slouching sullenly.

I gave her an exasperated look. It wasn’t exactly something you said to someone’s significant other, especially when both of them could snuff out your existence with a single thought. Hope just laughed and folded his hands in his lap.

“You have questions, Ellie?” Hope asked, a pleasant smile on his pale face.

“Yes,” I replied, sitting down at the edge of the second chair to lean forward myself. My mouth was watering at the prospect of food, but I had to focus on one thing at a time. I could eat after we talked. “Fate was talking to me about this before she suddenly vanished. Do you know who my soulmate is?”

“I do,” Hope replied, choosing his words carefully. “But I can’t tell you. Forcing the connection before you’re ready won’t do any good. When it’s right, magic will seek out magic and you’ll recognize each other.”

“I have to stop Lakvas. If I bring him here to the Beyond, you’ll just reject his soul, right?” I demanded, my irritation getting the better of my common sense.

“Lakvas’ soul is too chaotic to reside in the Beyond. I would send him back to where he came from,” Hope confirmed. “Fate and I have given away too much of our power already. We aren’t strong enough to change his soul so he can stay.”

“What if I returned Joy’s cairn?” I asked, clenching my hands into fists.

What? Joy demanded, her sudden fear echoing through my thoughts. I walled her off, ignoring her. It was cold, and I didn’t want to do it, but I had no choice if I was going to keep the world from collapsing.

“Joy didn’t make you a goddess, Ellie,” Hope replied, once again choosing his words carefully. “Joy is the catalyst that started the transition. Fate has been…” he paused, thinking.

I waited, but it didn’t seem like he could figure out the right words. I wanted to throw one of the ceramic teacups at his head, but instead dug my nails tighter into the meat of my palm, allowing the pain to curb my anger.

“Fate has been molding you into what you are since you were a child,” Hope finally said. “She’s been grooming you, awakening your potential the moment she found your soul here in the Beyond. Of course, you wouldn’t remember this; it’s all cleansed from you the moment you decide to be reborn.”

Hope sighed, picking up the teapot and pouring a cup. The scent of the liquid tickled my nostrils, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. Hungry or no, I was not drinking that. When he was settled back into his chair, I met his eyes, demanding he continue.

“I couldn’t help her with the search. I couldn’t choose her successor, especially since her choice would also decide the fate of our son. I wasn’t going to contradict her unless I thought the soul she chose was imperfect. When she found you…” he let his voice trail off, and the pause tested my patience. I took a deep breath, but the tension in my shoulders was completely unaffected.

“Stop stalling,” Rakshina snapped, unable to control her own temper.

“I have to be careful how I word things,” Hope explained. “I cannot lead you to your partner. The words I speak cannot point in that person’s direction.”

I nodded, but his explanation did nothing to calm my nerves.

“Your soul was unattached. You had no soulmate, which is unusual for someone who has lived a previous life, but not entirely unheard of. Your soulmate might not have been born yet.” He shrugged and took a sip of his tea. “So Fate started working with you, changing your very nature to be just what she wanted. You were happy to help, you liked having something to do. I should have thought something was strange then, that you were so ready to leave the Beyond when you’d only been here for a hundred years or so, but it never occurred to us. We connected you to your partner then, intertwining your futures. When it was time for you to be born as you are now, Fate escorted you to your mother herself. She shaped Jana’s future as well, manipulating the circumstances just right to get what she wanted.”

I stood up sharply at that, the old rage escaping my control. I still wanted to kill Fate for what she’d done to Jana. I’d accepted there was nothing I could do to make her pay for it, but it still cut deeply. I walked around the chair and started pacing, unable to sit still.

“I’m still listening,” I snapped, waving my hand in the air.

“When you were born with the gift to see the collectors, she knew you were perfect. Already you had more magic than any other witch, and your power would only mature. She gave you trauma in your childhood to make sure you had the drive she needed. And then…well, you know the rest. Your life has been curated to get you to this point. Joy was only the catalyst to wake your inner powers. You’ve never needed her strength, and whether you have her or not, you will always be a goddess.”

“Fate said she made a mistake,” I said, my voice harsher than I meant it to be.

“We were wrong about you having no previous ties. You already had a soul mate, but the soul was no longer in circulation. You were cut off from it.”

I froze and turned, feeling all the heat drain from my skin. 

“Chester,” I whispered.

“Yes,” Hope replied, looking sad. “Of all the collectors Fate could have paired you with, she chose the one meant to be with you lifetimes ago.”

I remembered the vision she had accidentally shown me, and I had to steady myself on the back of the chair.

“So Drekvic is supposed to be my partner,” I whispered, my knees trembling as I looked up at him.

“I did say too much,” Hope said, rubbing his forehead. “Fate told me not to talk to you, but I didn’t want you to do anything stupid and get yourself hurt because of Lakvas.”

I shook my head. “I had a vision of my soulmates. I thought it didn’t work because both Chester and Drekvic showed up. Now I know that it did work…but it doesn’t help.”

I don’t want you to be with Drekvic, Joy grumbled as she tried to comfort me. She knew I didn’t like it any better than she did, but Fate had already gotten in her way.

“How will that work?” Rakshina asked, leaning forward. “How can she reset the balance if she has two soulmates?”

“She can’t,” Hope said and I looked up, my stomach flipping over itself.

“Then what am I supposed to do?”

“Your link with Drekvic was forged strongly, but it is artificial. Your link with Chester is stronger and was formed organically when your souls met for the first time. Drekvic will never be able to balance you, but Chester is not strong enough to save you from yourself when the light drowns you.”

“So we’re doomed.” Rakshina stated flatly. I could feel her dark power swirling as she grew more and more agitated. I wondered when she would attack Hope, but I couldn’t find the energy to care.

“Unless Ellie finds another way to restore the balance within her, the world’s current order will slowly fall apart,” Hope confirmed, taking a sedate sip of his tea.

The weight of that responsibility crushed me, making my knees buckle again. I slumped to the floor and pulled my knees to my chest, hugging myself tightly to stop the shaking.  It didn’t help, but it kept me from falling apart completely. I knew the fate of the realities rested on my shoulders. I had a goal when all I’d needed to do was find my soulmate. How could I find the balance within myself if I could only see one side?

 

 

After that conversation, the only thing I could do was go to the one place I felt safe. Rakshina took me to Chester’s home, and I let myself in. The healer had allowed him to leave the clinic, but had demanded that he get bed rest for the next couple days while his magic recovered.

I found him asleep and sat down on the bed to watch him quietly. It wasn’t like something could stop me anymore—we were soulmates once, maybe even still. He looked peaceful in his sleep,  his mouth slightly ajar and his too-long hair brushing the bottom of his chin. I studied his face, wondering whether or not I’d tell him I was his wife reincarnated. 

You’re not going to do that, Joy said, her subdued.

Why not? I asked, smiling at the slight shift in Chester’s shoulders as he curled around his pillow.

Because you want him to love you as you, she said. If he chooses you after he knows, then maybe he doesn’t love you at all, but rather her memory.

I sighed, slipping off my shoes and pulling my knee up onto the bed so I could lean on it.

You’re right, I told her, and it felt as though she nodded. If I wasn’t going to tell him, then nothing had changed. He loved his dead wife, and if he knew I shared her soul, how could I expect him to move on? The blanket covering Chester had slipped off his shoulder when he moved, and he had goosebumps on his skin. I stood up to rearrange the cover, but my movement dragged him out of sleep.

“Sorry,” I whispered, pulling the blanket up around him.

He met my eyes, blinking sleepily.

“You’re okay,” he said, hoarsely.

“Of course I am,” I replied, giving him a smile.

He reached out to grab my arm and pull me towards him. I didn’t have it in me to resist, and allowed him to drag me to his chest. He was so warm, and I felt the terror from earlier in the day slowly ebb away.

“Rakshina went after you?” he asked, running his hand firmly in slow circles on my back.

“Yeah,” I said, hiding my face in his chest.

“Drekvic is at the library. He’s pretty mad at you.”

“You’re not mad?” I asked, wondering how long I could avoid Drekvic before I to confront him.

“Of course I’m not. I would know if you weren’t safe.” His words were starting to trail off, and I wondered if he was asleep again. His aura was still really thin, and I didn’t like how vulnerable he seemed.

“Ellie?”

“I’m here,” I replied, reaching up to touch the corner of his jaw.

“Don’t leave,” he mumbled, his voice lost and distant.

I pulled my legs up onto the bed and tucked them in next to him. 

“Never,” I replied, closing my eyes to let the day slide away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

I woke with a start, already rolling off the edge of the bed to find my feet before I was fully awake. Something was pushing against my magic, heavy and horrific, with the sound of a thousand screams. Chester bolted upright, his expression pained as he started to climb out of bed. The moon was barely a sliver outside the window, casting only the slightest light. I pulled on my magic without thought, and a sapphire light bloomed around my fingers to light the room.

“Natural disaster or terrorist attack,” Chester explained, making my brow furrow. The pressure was becoming unbearable, and I swallowed the lump in my throat.

Chester was at his closet, reaching for clothes. His back was distracting enough, and I tried not to let my eyes wander to his butt and bare legs. I studied his aura instead and frowned, walking forward to stand beside him.

“Your magic is too thin to go anywhere,” I scolded, that terrible pressure still building and pressing against me.

“I have no choice,” Chester replied, shrugging helplessly. “It’s going to be all hands on deck for the next couple months, probably. If it’s a terrorist attack, there will be retaliation. More will die, so more souls will need collecting. If it’s a natural disaster, the initial wave will be the worst, with more fatalities as the survivors pass from disease or exposure.”

“Oh, that’s what you meant,” I said. The pressure must be the thousands of souls suddenly adrift and in need of collection. We had to work fast—I didn’t want to think about how many souls might become ghosts in all the chaos.

“Everyone will be needed,” he said again. “You’ll have your work cut out for you, too. It’s not going to be fun. Ask Drekvic to stay with you while you’re collecting ghosts. I don’t want you by yourself.” He turned to frown at me as he pulled out a pair of pants, as though he suddenly realized something.

“Why were you in bed with me? Did something happen? Are you okay?”

I shook my head, disappointed that he didn’t remember reaching out to me. “Nothing happened. I talked to Hope and came to check on you. You asked me to stay and I fell asleep.” I didn’t want to tell him that he’d grabbed me or that I’d touched his face. If he didn’t remember, it was probably for the best.

“I—I don’t remember,” he muttered, stepping to the side to put on his pants. I looked away and went to wash my face in the restroom.

The light was bright, and I squinted when I caught my reflection in the mirror. My gray eyes were different, and I froze, thinking it was a trick of my still-sleepy mind. I leaned closer and saw a violet ring around my pupil that had never been there before. My skin was smooth, with none of the red pressure marks that were normally there after just waking up. My skin was as white as bone. I swallowed the lump in my throat and turned my head, bracing myself for any more unexpected changes.

My hair, while still short, had silver streaks in it. It wasn’t the gray I expected from old age, but radiant, silver that shimmered in the light. It reminded me of Joy’s magic, hiding in the dark auburn strands. Was it Fate’s power showing itself more obviously, or was it brought on by the urgency I sensed from so many souls trying to reach the Beyond at once?

I was unsteady, like a stranger in my own skin.

You look more like me, Joy whispered, and I shook my head, looking down at my hands.

All my scars—every tiny imperfection on my skin—were gone. I looked over at Chester from the doorway, all his scars still visible and I knew the change couldn’t have been triggered by the sudden outcry of souls. Joy was right—I did look more like her, silvery hair and all. Hope had said Joy wasn’t part of me becoming a goddess, that she was just the catalyst for change, so why wouldn’t I stay myself?

“Ellie?” Chester asked, appearing in the doorway behind me. I turned to him, and I must been hiding my fear poorly, because he rushed to my side.

“What is happening to me?” I demanded, pointing at my eyes and then my hair.

He seemed at a loss for words, but he reached up to lift my chin, turning my face to get a better look at my hair.

“You look pale,” he commented, brows knit. “I don’t know why your hair would change. Are you stressed?”

His attempt at brevity failed and I punched his shoulder.

“We’ll figure it out,” he promised, giving me a small smile. “Let’s focus on getting things settled, otherwise you’re going to have a headache for days.”

I nodded, sighing as I turned back to the mirror. I didn’t like the stranger with my features staring back at me, and quickly looked away. The t-shirt and jeans I had on already would have to be good enough. I shuffled past Chester to find my shoes.

“I’m taking you to the library,” Chester said, buttoning his vest. He wore black slacks and a dark green button up shirt. His black vest matched the ensemble, and I stared at him for a moment in surprise. “Rakshina picked this out for me,” he mumbled. “She said it looks better.”

I tried to hide my smile, relieved that he was finally starting to get along with Rakshina. His look was certainly more refined, and it suited his muscular frame rather well. 

“Why the library?” I asked.

“Drekvic is there,” he replied, and I nodded, remembering his words from earlier. “I don’t want you to be alone while you’re collecting ghosts. The siekewa will be around, trying to gather whatever they can. I’ll feel better if you have someone to watch your back.”

“What about you?” I asked, studying his aura. His magic was recovering, but it would still be a couple days before he’d be back at full strength.

“I’ll be fine. If I need to I’ll pull on my cairn more heavily than normal. I’ve done this kind of thing before,” he replied, trying to smile reassuringly.

I didn’t like it, but I wasn’t about to boss him around. Instead I walked over to his dresser and picked up his side of the shell earring, holding it out to him.

“It’s not going to match my outfit. Rakshina will be mad,” he mumbled, but took it with a smile and clipped it to his ear. “Let’s go, okay? My head is starting to hurt.”

I nodded, stepping closer to him as he wrapped an arm around my waist and teleported us to the landing pad in front of the library. He didn’t leave until I was inside, and I looked back at the spot he vanished from, feeling a strange emptiness at his departure.

The library was empty. The large space was usually quiet, but it felt more like a tomb than anything. I froze in the doorway, listening for any movement that might point me in toward Drekvic. The air smelled musty and seemed to press against my skin. The push against my magic was still there, too, and part of me just wanted to curl into a ball until it was all over.

“Drekvic!” I called, trying to keep the feeling at bay. I felt Joy lean forward, trying to find him. 

You should just show yourself to him and be done with it, I told her, annoyed that her emotions were still so strong inside of me.

Maybe I will, she snapped, but I didn’t feel her shift to a corporeal form.

I heard Drekvic call out in the distance and moved towards the sound. I found him in a secluded nook of the library, wrinkling my nose at his collection of books, empty food wrappers, and dirty cups. I knew better than to say anything, but his slovenliness was usually brought on by distracted research. I often wondered how he ever got anything done.

He looked up at me from his over-sized chair when I came into the small space, frowning as his gaze lingered on my face.

“You’re changing,” he said, flatly.

I narrowed my eyes, not trusting his statement. Drekvic never hid his emotions, and the fact that he was trying to hide what he thought about my new look was disturbing. I waited a moment, but he didn’t say anything more.

“We have work to do,” I said, pushing a strand of short hair off my cheek and behind my ear. The cut was still jagged and uneven, and I wondered when I would take the time to get it fixed.

Sorry, by the way, Joy muttered, but I reassured her it was fine. I’d rather have short hair than have been taken by Lavkas.

I explained the situation to Drekvic, but he didn’t seem interested. He just shrugged and looked back down at his book. I noticed he was wearing red-rimmed glasses, the thick plastic breaking up his face strangely.

“You have fun with that,” he replied, turning a page in the large volume propped open in his lap.

“Really?” I demanded, resting a hand on my cocked hip.

He looked up at me over his glasses, his hazel eyes cold and annoyed.

“You left me. Again. Now you want me to drop everything to come help you save ghosts?” he snarled, his teeth flashing in the light as he spoke. I had to look away, ashamed.

“I had a lot on my mind,” I whispered. I didn’t think I could share with him the conversations I had with Hope and Fate. 

“Obviously, I’m not your partner if you aren’t willing to share anything with me. Partners share things, Ellie.”

“You’re one to talk about secrets,” I spit rudely. I remembered our last conversation and his knowledge of Joy’s feelings.

He stood up, his hands closing into fists as he took deep breaths. He was taller than me, and the enclosed nook suddenly felt too small. I didn’t back down and met met his glare with one of my own.

“I keep secrets? Do tell.”

“You know about Joy,” I replied, and she cringed.

Don’t bring me into your argument, she whined, but I silenced her with a reminder that she wanted to know how he knew as much as I did.

“Everyone knows about Joy,” he scoffed. “Do you claim Chester has secrets, too?”

“You know how she feels about you. You admitted as much. I haven’t told anyone about that.” 

Joy groaned in the back of my mind, but I pushed her feelings to the side. I was certain Drekvic knew more than he was telling me.

“Of course, I do,” he snapped. “I look at you and see desire and repulsion staring back at me every time. When I kissed you, you kissed me back, but it wasn’t you, was it? It was Joy, and you pushed me away. I’m not stupid.”

My pulse raced in my ears and I had to swallow the lump in my throat that stopped me from speaking.

“You’re not going to deny that I disgust you?” he accused.

I looked up at him and shook my head. “You don’t disgust me. You never have,” I replied with hesitation. I wanted to tell him the truth—he was the new Hope and we were supposed to be soulmates.

He took a step closer, reaching up to touch my face. I didn’t flinch, but my body tensed. Joy made herself small, trying not to influence me with her thoughts.

“But you don’t love me either, do you?” he asked, stepping closer still. His magic curled around me, a caress against my own power. I recognized the sensation from Fate’s vision. Our magic was supposed to fix the balance, but there was a wall between us.

He was right. I didn’t love him in that way, and without that love and trust, I would never open myself up to him enough to reset the balance. Unless I could make my soul forget about Chester, I would I would never be able to love Drekvic the way I needed to.

“I’m sorry,” I said, taking a step away from him. “Everything is a mess.”

Drekvic let his hand fall, and for a moment he didn’t say anything.

“Mother told you?” he asked with sad eyes.

“Yes and no,” I replied. “She started to. Hope confirmed everything.”

He nodded and rubbed the back of his neck. “Meddling parents,” he grumbled, turning back to his chair to pick up the book he’d let fall to the floor. He turned a couple pages to straighten the bent corners before closing it again. “I was hoping to find something, but now it seems selfish.”

“What does?” I asked, leaning forward to make out the book’s title.

“I wanted to see if I could break your bond to Chester,” he said, cheeks flushing red. “If bonds can be created, logic dictates they can be destroyed as well. If you didn’t love him, then we could fix things, but…I wonder how much of that is my heart talking, and how much is me really wanting to save the balance.” He looked down at me, smiling. “You make me question these things now.”

The thought of not loving Chester was foreign to me, but it would solve a lot of problems. I couldn’t bring myself to ask whether or not he’d found anything and turned the conversation back to our more pressing problem.

“I have to start collecting those ghosts. Neither of us should be alone, and no one is here right now,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “Can we still work together?”

He gave me a roguish grin.

“I have to hold you to teleport us…” His voice trailed off and I couldn’t help but laugh as he stepped forward and jerked my hip against his.

“It’s somewhere that way,” I replied, pointing in the direction of the pressure. I couldn’t explain it any better than that, but Drekvic thought for a moment, then nodded, drawing on his power to take us away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The devastation on the west coast was so severe that the negative energy had somehow made its way to the spirit world. When Drekvic and I arrived where the pressure was greatest, the spirit world was a desolate landscape. The ground was gray, and the trees were pale and void of leaves. The silence was absolute.

Drekvic didn’t let go of me when we landed, his hand entwining with mine as we took in the empty void. Even the magic was tainted and felt like tar that would swallow up any spell. I was afraid to go to my reality, unsure of what I’d find that could cause ripples across the in-betweens to reach the spirit world. The pressure was starting to make my stomach churn, and I had to start working or I’d never be able to stand it.

With a deep breath, I began to envision the key to the first gate.

“Stop,” Drekvic said, shaking his head.

Confused, I lowered my brows and stared.

“I can take us there. You won’t be as tired,” he explained, tightening his grip on my hand and pulling on his power again.

I felt his magic swirl around us, and then a gentle side step off the spirit plane. It was a strange sensation, and the cool air slithering across my skin raised goosebumps. Drekvic’s hand was cool against my palm, a constant stream of magic pulsing though me as he side-stepped the gates and dragged us into reality with no more effort than it took to brush his teeth.

Ghosts were everywhere. I could see collectors in the distance, their auras strong and bright as they gathered as many souls as they could, but even I could see there were far too many. Their faded forms mingled with the debris, dazed and lost.

A sob rose from my chest, and I covered my face with my free hand. Drekvic’s fingers were crushing my bones together now, but I didn’t pull away as I managed a painful gasp, the smell of brine so strong I could taste it on my tongue.

Drekvic had brought us through on the top of a small hill, the only place where the ground was even enough to stand. Overturned cars and uprooted tress surrounded us, and from where we stood, I could see a fissure in the earth that now housed all manner of items. A baby stroller was overturned on top of the pile, its frame crushed.

I took deep breaths and released Drekvic’s hand as I dropped to the ground, my knees weak. The smell of brine was stronger, and I reached down to touch the mud under my feet. It was cold, and I shivered.

“What happened?” I asked, faintly.

“Cascadia Subduction Zone,” Drekvic said, his tone flat.

“The earthquakes,” I mumbled, remembering Melo ask if I was looking into them. I regretted not taking her concerns seriously as I looked out over the destruction. Hundreds of thousands would have been killed, not in the initial quake—which would have been bad enough—but in the resulting tsunami. I wondered if a second wave of desctruction would do the same on the other side of the Pacific.

“I’m not sure you should be here,” Drekvic said, his mouth a hard line as he looked at me. “You could get hurt.”

“I have to do something,” I said, frowning. The pulsing in my head was less painful now at ground zero, but it was still pounding against the front of my face, demanding I get to work.

“I think you should stay here,” Drekvic insisted. “I can bring the ghosts to you and we can take them together. This area is clear and stable, but down there?” He gestured to the chaos around us.

“What if you get hurt?” I demanded, reaching out to grab his arm before he could move too far.

“I’ll be fine,” he replied, grinning. “Are you worried about me now?”

“Don’t be stupid,” I snapped. “I always worry about you.”

“I’ll be okay, Big Sister,” he laughed, pulling his sleeve from my grasp. “Just wait here and I’ll bring the first ghost to you.”

“Don’t take stupid chances,” I called after him as he carefully picked his way into the chaos.

I watched him go, rubbing my arms to stay calm. I turned around in a slow circle, listening for any movement. The only sounds were Drekvic’s footsteps, fading as he went further into the wreckage. My breath was loud in the silent void 

It’s sad, Joy said softly.

Yeah…it really is, I agreed. I couldn’t let myself get emotional. It was going to be a long day.

Drekvic and I spent the next several hours bringing ghosts from the wreckage to the Beyond. It was exhausting, and even moreso when the ghosts tried to fight the transition. One man struggled so much I thought I was going to lose him as he fought to find his wife and child. I was grateful that I was able to reunite him with his daughter in the Beyond. I wondered if his wife was still alive, but there hadn’t been time to look. Drekvic kept bringing me ghosts, and I kept dragging them through the gates.

I was exhausted by the time dusk came around. Drekvic insisted we take a break, and too tired to argue, I’d agreed. Joy was subdued as well, despite my leaning on Drekvic’s shoulder on a large block of cement deemed safe. It was cold, and I wasn’t sure I could sit up on my own anymore regardless. He was leaning on me as well, his face looked paler than normal.

The pounding in my head was gone, satisfied at what I’d done for the day. I gently tested my tether to Chester, reaching out to make sure he was still safe. I closed my eyes and imagined grasping it with both hands, feeling the warmth of it in my fingers. I could sense his fatigue, but his magic was still steadily regaining power. Collectors seemed to be never-ending batteries of magic, and I found myself jealous of his stamina.

My stomach growled loudly and I sighed, wondering if the magic that had pulled me to work would let me go home to eat, or if I’d just be pulled back by a headache. Drekvic chuckled when he saw my face, the softness of his expression surprising me.

“I’ll get you some food,” he said, hopping off the block with ease. He seemed more energetic than I did, but I could see the stiffness of his movements. He was just as sore and tired as I was.

“I can go with you,” I said, preparing to slide off my perch.

“No, just rest,” he replied. “You’ve been working harder than me. You should just sit for a bit.” With a slight wrinkle of his nose, he snapped his fingers.

The blanket from his bed back at home appeared in his arms, and I flinched back in surprise. I had thought he’d lost the power to materialize things when his parents remade him.

“Wrap this around yourself. It’s getting cold. I’ll be back before you know it.” I took the blanket gingerly, hoping he had at least washed it in the last week or so. The soft fabric felt good against the back of my neck, and I rolled it tighter around myself as Drekvic vanished.

If I had been more awake, I probably would have insisted on joining him, but the warm blanket gave me a sense of security, and I didn’t hear the soft sound of footsteps behind me until it was too late.

A course hand clamped down over my mouth, rough against my face. I drew on my power for protection, but the moment I felt the familiar touch of my own magic, bright visions exploded through my mind. I was a young man, tall and bulky, standing over a little girl. She was my sister, and I had killed her. It was been an accident, but the guilt and powerlessness felt real all the same. The vision shifted to a familiar face. Rakshina stood in front of me, her expression one of disgust, and I knew she was scoffing at the idea of the man ever becoming her lover. Then I felt extreme pain as the connection to Rakshina shattered. She had accepted the power to become a collector, and the bond that kept Lakvas from going insane was broken.

I jerked myself out of the vision and fell back into my body only to find myself restrained against a cold wall. There were ropes around my chest and my wrists were bound and twisted uncomfortably behind me. Someone was binding my legs, and the ropes cut into my ankles sharply. I tried to pull away, but was abruptly halted by a sharp jolt of magic that surged through me like an electric shock.

“Don’t move,” a rumbling voice said, and I looked up at the source. I could barely see his face in the darkness, but he loomed over me when his hands finished the knot that bound my feet. His pale blue eyes glowed in the dim light, and I took a shaky breath to keep my composure.

“What do you want?” I asked, less confidently than I’d intended.

“You know Drekvic. I smell him all over you.” His mellow expression turned into an ugly sneer, and it was all I could do to remain still. “I can smell her, too. They will pay for what they did to me, and you’re going to help me get them.”

“You shouldn’t reveal any more to her,” a small voice said, and I turned my head toward it.

Lakvas roared, lunging forward to slap my face. The impact of the blow dazed me, and I fell  heavily onto my side, unable to catch my fall. Dust and dirt rose as my feet scuffed the ground and I coughed painfully as it filled my mouth.

“Don’t look at her,” he growled. “You are not worthy to even lick her shoes.”

I pulled my legs closer to my chest as I managed to stop choking.

“It’s okay, love,” the little voice said, and I heard her dainty steps come closer to us both. I averted my eyes, not wanting to get hit again. It had to be the small girl who tried to kill Chester. “She’s smarter than you think she is. We can’t have her learning all our secrets.”

“They’re dirty.” His anger made my blood run cold, and it was all I could do to keep my face turned away. If my previous encounter had taught me anything, it was that I couldn’t overpower both of them alone.

“Come, let us rest. We waited long to gain the upper hand,” the girl said, and I felt her hand reach out to stroke my hair, grateful for the lack of head-splitting visions at her touch. One was more than enough. I kept my eyes down and breathing even.

“You shouldn’t pet filth.”

“I might want to keep her when this is over,” she replied, high-pitched and airy. “She’d make a good pet.”

“Her soul is bright,” Lakvas agreed, and I wanted to snarl at them. I would never let them take my soul.

Her fingers left my head and their footsteps receded behind the heavy sound of a door closing. I let out a sigh of relief. A loud click confirmed that I was in a locked room, but the solitude was more like a blessing.

My body was sore and weak from all the magic I’d used ferrying ghosts to the Beyond. My arms were already falling asleep despite my aching shoulders. I’d have to untie myself if I wanted to be more comfortable.

Joy? I asked, tentatively. I hadn’t felt her since regaining consciousness.

I’m too weak right now, she grumbled. Concern for her despondency filtered through me. When we had faced hardship before, Joy had always been willing to fight with me. Her lethargy was unusual, and I thought back to the magical shock I’d felt when I tried to move. Had they bound her in some way? How could they even know what she was?

When I hesitantly reached for my magic, I was met with that same shock and I dropped it. Gritting my teeth, I reached for it again, feeling the burn in my arms and legs. I just needed enough to untie my hands, then I could do the rest manually, but the effort caused spots to pepper my vision. The pain was extraordinary, and just as I bade the bonds to untie themselves, the surge of magic erupted into a roaring inferno. I heard glass break around me as I passed out from the pain.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

The throbbing in my skull reached a new level of pain. My ears rang with each beat of my heart, and my vision blurred around strange, floating lights that danced through the dim room. My forehead throbbed with pressure and my stomach flip-flopped with each pulse. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to force the lights to fade, but I could still see them behind my eyelids.

The pain made it difficult to think as it pushed against me, insistent and irritating. Something inside me fought through it, rising to the forefront of my mind, even though I couldn’t put it into words. A sharp stab in my shoulders elicited a groan. It wasn’t just my head. Fire raced up and down my back and shoulders, and my hips were sore. I tried to stretch my legs, but I was tangled up in something.

With a start, my eyes flew open, and I remembered. Lakvas had taken me and tied me up somewhere dark, and when I tried to break free with magic, I’d been burned and blacked out form the pain. I remembered the sudden sound of breaking glass…

“You’re awake?” Joy exclaimed, her voice in my ears instead of my mind.

“Joy?”My breath caught in my throat as I reached out to her magic and found nothing.

“Our connection broke,” she said, sadly. I tried to look for her, but only saw a hazy image of her face, my eyes refusing to focus. “I can’t untie you. I just…” her voice trailed off, and I heard her sigh.

“What happened?” I asked, trying to clear the roughness from my throat.

I felt a gossamer-light touch on my forehead, and a small flow of magic soothed the pounding in my skull. I blinked rapidly as my vision returned and Joy’s glowing face came into focus. My mouth dropped open when I saw her violet eyes. Her white irises and pupils were replaced with a steady, gentle purple. She was more solid, too, looking as real as anyone without the usual ephemeral glow that always seemed to be a part of her.

“Our connection broke when you loosened your hands and passed out. I was forced out of the stone,” Joy said unsteadily. “I don’t know how or why.”

She looked down, frowning.

I flexed my fingers. The bonds on my wrists were still wrapped tightly, but the knot was gone, and the ropes came loose the more I wiggled my wrists. I worked at it until my arms were free, and though they protested with each stretch, I quickly started working on the knots around my legs.

I paused when I saw the opal ring. It was whole, but blackened. Without Joy’s spirit to light it up, the stone was completely dead. I’d never seen a dead cairn before, and something in my heart twisted. When I had dragged Drekvic through to the Beyond, the force of my power mixing with Joy’s had broken her stone, but Fate had helped me put it back together. Joy’s soul was safe. This was different, and I didn’t know what it meant.

“It’s weird, not knowing what you’re thinking,” Joy muttered, reaching out to brush the hair off my forehead.

“If you’ve been awake, why didn’t you untie me already?” I asked, avoiding what was really on my mind. If Joy was no longer in the cairn, did that mean I was no longer in transition to be a goddess?

She grimaced at me and reached out to touch the rope on my ankles.

The bright light hurt my eyes and I flinched back, squinting at the sharpness of it. There was a loud electrical pop before the smell of burnt flesh made me want to gag, but I was too worried about Joy to care. The moment I could see, I reached out and grabbed her wrist, pulling her fingers up for me to examine.

“It’s nothing,” Joy said. “I heal quickly.”

I frowned at the blisters that covered her fingers, then at her.

“You could have just told me.”

“This seemed faster. Now untie yourself so we can get out of here.”

Sighing, I complied. Lakvas’ knots were tight and difficult to work out. My fingers felt raw by the time I managed to free myself and stood up slowly, my feet tingling as blood rushed back into my limbs. I wondered how long I’d been out of it. Joy showed me her blister-free hands. Whatever she was now, she really did heal fast.

“Ellie?” she asked, concerned.

I looked at her, a question in my raised eyebrows.

“I thought so,” she muttered. “Your eyes are completely purple now, like mine.”

It felt like I’d been doused in ice water. Too many things were happening all at once, and the changes to my body weren’t something I wanted to deal with. I pushed it to the back of my mind. I had other things to focus on, like getting free and calling for help. I was afraid to touch the tether that connected me to Chester. The last thing I wanted was him coming to save me with a damaged aura.

“I don’t have time to worry about it,” I told her, taking my first good look around the room.

It was small and completely empty. Round, with no straight walls aside for the small door, I could have been locked in a tower. The floor was a dark red soil that clung to my clothes. I brushed it off as best I could while leaning against the rock wall, an uneasy heat slipping through the stone and into my skin. It felt like the rock was alive.

Noise echoed in the distance, indistinct voices and the loud clang of someone dropping something metal. I listened at the wooden door, hoping to hear something that would let me know what to expect on the other side. There was no handle on my side of the door, but I wasn’t concerned. I’d been unlocking doors with magic since I was a kid. It was like riding a bike—impossible to forget.

Remembering the powerful surge that had knocked me out, I tested the door before trying anything. The faint hum of a spell ran through it, but it didn’t feel malicious. Whatever Lakvas had done to the door, he’d made sure I couldn’t coerce the magic to work the way I wanted. What Lakvas didn’t know was just how powerful a kind request could be.

“Look,” I whispered, reaching my magic out to touch the spell. It seemed to turn its nose up at me, curling away, but I followed it. “Please, let me out, I have to go home.”

The moment I said please, I felt the spell relax. My magic swirled around it, and I gently pulled it off the door. It was a simple twist of magic to turn the tumblers. Lakvas’ spell swirled around my shoulder, settling in to wait. It was strange for a spell to be so aware, but assuming I was in the spirit world, magic acted differently than what I was used to.

“Leave it on the door,” Joy said, harshly.

I turned to her, catching a quick glimpse of the empty hallway. “Why?” I asked as she regarded the spell with a wrinkled nose and curled lip.

“If it’s back on the door and Lakvas walks by, he won’t realize you’ve escaped,” she replied, breezing past me and into the hallway.

Conceding her point, I coaxed the spell back into the wood of the door, struggling for a moment to pull it away from the warmth of my body that attracted it. Once in the hallway I used magic to lock the door again and weighed my options.

The only way to go was down a dark tunnel with no lights or any hint of what might wait beyond the stillness. The walls were the same rough stone, and the red dirt sent up small puffs wherever I stepped. We would leave footprints, but considering there were so many already in the dirt, I was confident Lakvas wouldn’t be able to single mine out.

There was another loud clang that reverberated through the hallway. Joy’s glowing skin was a beacon in the darkness, and I wondered how we would get anywhere undetected.

“I’ll go first. You follow a little bit behind,” Joy said. “Hopefully they won’t see you and you can slip past them.”

“I wouldn’t leave you,” I chastised, and she gave me a withering look I hadn’t realized she was capable of.

“It’s not like they’ll be able to catch me; I can buy you time to get away. Let’s keep moving.”

Trusting her judgment, I nodded. I wouldn’t leave Joy, but if they did see her first, I might be able to disable them while they were distracted. I tried not to draw too much power from my sapphire ring while escorting souls, so I still had enough power to defend myself. With Joy, I could probably fight off anyone long enough to get away. Since Lakvas’ memories wouldn’t bleed into me if he touched me a second time, he couldn’t incapacitate me again.

I followed behind Joy. The noises were getting louder, and I felt the low vibrations of machinery in the wall as I ran my fingers along it to keep my balance. With only Joy’s glowing form to cast light, everything seemed high contrast, and it was hard to put my feet in the right places. When the wall suddenly curved and fell away, I paused. Joy still inched slowly forward, but her near-silent footsteps sounded different.

We entered a much larger room, Joy’s steps no longer echoing off the walls of the narrow hallway. Realizing I’d stopped, she turned to look at me.

The attack came from behind her, too fast for me to warn her.

I watched in confusion as her face turned from impatience to pain. Her body jerked forward, eyes turning glassy as she fell to the ground. I lunged forward to catch her, ignoring that I might be attacked myself, but she never hit the ground.

Joy’s body exploded in a flash of silver glitter that pushed me backwards and clung to my skin. I felt her magic dive into my chest as the impact knocked me into the wall. It dug into my own power where it pooled, and meshed into a singular force.

“Joy?” I choked.

She never answered.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

The silence and was overwhelming. Joy’s magic was mine, and it settled into my core without hesitation. If Joy could no longer hold her magic, where was she?

An angry growl vibrated through the room, and even though my heart felt like it might fall to pieces in my chest, I scrambled to my feet. Joy’s…explosion… had forced my shoulders against the wall, and I winced in pain as the movement pulled on my muscles. I couldn’t see, but that meant my attacker probably couldn’t see me either, and a light would just give me away.

“You can’t hide, little witch,” Lakvas snarled. He was closer than I wanted him to be, so I stepped out into the empty space, backing up slowly. I strained to hear any type of movement in the darkness.

“Your eyes—light up like a beacon,” he purred, and I whirled to the right, following his voice. I didn’t know if he was bluffing or if Joy had been right about the changes to my body being more obvious. Joy lit up the darkness like a flame—it was possible that my sight betrayed me.

Joy? I asked again frantically, unable to help myself. 

“Your aura is so bright, I could find you with my eyes closed,” he laughed, his voice on my other side. I turned once again, my annoyance growing.

“If you can see me,” I said, letting out my own growl, “then it’s time to even the odds.”

With one swift dive into my power, I created a large wave of magic that clung to the objects surrounding me and gave them forms in the darkness. I regretted the decsion almost immediately, but at least I knew what I was up against.

Ghosts were lined up along the walls of the cavern, their hollow eyes and gaunt cheeks reminiscent of the boy in the antique shop and the woman in my home. Their eyes were haunted and sad and it was all I could do to stop myself from reaching out to them. Lakvas had managed to circle behind me, his pale blue eyes piercing me as I turned to face him.

I squared my shoulders and readied myself. I had no idea if he would send his shades after me, but without Joy, I was afraid I couldn’t fight even one, much less the dozens in the room. I clenched my hands into fists, refusing to give up before anything had even started.

“You are more trouble than you’re worth, creating a shade to deceive me,” Lakvas muttered, pushing off the wall toward me.

I couldn’t let him get too close. He was huge and would easily overpower me if I was within his reach. I thought of the sword Chester could make with his magic, but without Joy, I wasn’t sure I could make anything hold form long enough to defend myself.

I took another step back, trying to hold the distance between us.

“What happened to the woman that attacked me with a chain and cut off her own hair?” he crooned, and I snarled at him.

“If you want a fight, you can have one.”

I pulled on the power from my sapphire ring, gathering enough to make my blue aura visible. The electricity caused my short hair to stand on end as I pulled and pulled. Lakvas was still stalking forward, his own dark magic getting closer. I could sense it in the air, an oily blanket that seemed to dim my light.

Fate had said I was already a goddess, that all I needed to do was accept that. I remembered her overwhelming power and how I’d felt like a toy boat in the ocean standing inside of it. If I was capable of that kind of power, then Lakvas couldn’t hurt me. 

He stopped in front of me, eyes glowing with malicious energy, but I met his gaze without hesitation. I held my hand out, expectantly.

He hesitated, staring at my open palm. I kept my face neutral and made my voice as flat as possible.

“I will accept your surrender if you are smart enough to give it.”

Lakvas’ laugh echoed back in the open space. He doubled over, hugging his stomach. I stood with my hand outstretched. If he didn’t accept my offer, I would throw everything I had into my next charge. I would crush him into submission and drag his sorry soul to the Beyond where it was supposed to be.

With that thought, I felt the connection to my magic strengthen, as though a muscle I’d never really noticed before was suddenly showing under my skin. A new path had opened into my center, filled with magic that was mine and was not mine. The vast pool of it within me was as wide as the sky, and the immensity of it made my vision tilt. I had to blink sharply to bring Lakvas’ laughing face back into focus.

He had no idea what had just happened, but as he wiped away his mirth, he paused to study me.

“I don’t know what you’re doing to make your hair silver, but I’m not afraid of a witch’s magic. I’ll offer you a deal,” he said, grinning. “In exchange for not using your soul like a battery, you can become my pet. I will feed you and clothe you and we will have many sleepless nights together. How does that sound?”

“You’re turning down my offer? This is the only chance I’m giving you,” I replied, ignoring his words. I was never going to make a deal with a siekewa again.

“I like your spirit, girl,” he replied. “Once I own you, I will make you writhe for me.”

“Very well,” I said, twisting my hand to the side and snapping my fingers.

The sound was accompanied by an explosion of white light that shoved Lakvas away from me, widening the gap between us. The blue glow of my stored power was rapidly swallowed by a new, silvery aura that appeared around me. The strength of my own magic surprised me, and I reached further into the well to trap Lakvas with me until I could take his soul to the Beyond.

I felt something move in the pool of my psyche, almost like a shark swimming under the surface of the water. It was the dark side of the balance, the side I couldn’t see. The well of power I tapped into wasn’t mine at all. As the goddess responsible for keeping the world balanced, my strength came from the duality of that light and darkness, and for the first time, I was able to access it. I recognized it from the vision Fate had shown me of her and Hope. The darkness belonged to Drekvic, and while I could draw magic from it, touching that other part of the balance wouldn’t be good for anyone until my power was balanced.

Ellie! Where are you? Drekvic’s voice echoed from somewhere, the worry in it as he searched the ruins was almost overwhelming. I wanted to reach out to him, but I need to focus on the opponent in front of me.

Lakvas backed away from me even further, his eyes wide. His skin looked pure white in my newfound silvery glow. I could barely see the outline of my hand as I raised it. The room was completely visible now, my light illuminating the poor ghosts chained to the walls by magic. There was a blackened circle on the ground surrounded by a dark spell scrawled in blood. I conjured a shield to trap Lakvas inside the room with me, stopping his slow stalk to the door.

It manifested as a bright wall that should have hurt to look at, but I kept my eyes wide open. The heat of the magic was practically intoxicating, and the need to use the building energy inside of me was so strong I almost released my hold just for the relief.

“What the hell are you?” Lakvas snarled.

“You had a chance to surrender,” I said, feeling a wicked grin spread across my cheeks.

His gaze hardened, and he charged. His magic hit me first, a blunt force meant to knock me to the ground, but it felt like feathers tickling my face. I brushed it away and side-stepped his charge. My body felt alive, all my nerves tingling with energy. With magic enhancing my every step, I flew to the side, my feet barely touching the ground.

I went much farther than intended and had to put a hand up to catch myself on the wall. I found myself beside a ghost, his sunken eyes looking at me with exhaustion. Everything inside of me wanted to set him free, but I couldn’t just leave him to wander. He would have to wait until I could take him to the Beyond.

I looked away, turning toward Lakvas when the ghost reached out and clamped a hand on my wrist. His icy skin sent a shock of darkness into me. My magic recoiled at the feeling, and for a moment I lost the support of the balance, and the brilliant light flickered.

I desperately pulled away, reaching again for the magic. I couldn’t risk losing it while Lakvas had fight left in him.

Sensing the ghost’s interference, Lakvas grinned, a devilish glint returning to his eyes. With a wave of his hand, the chains that kept the ghosts tethered fell away, and as one, they all turned towards me. Their hollow eyes seemed to suck the magic from my core.

I clamped down on my connection, refusing to let go. If I had to take these souls to the Beyond before I could deal with Lakvas then so be it, but I might not have another chance to stop him without hurting anyone else in the process. I would not lose.

The ghost that had grabbed me reached for me again. I grabbed him instead, getting a handful of his wispy shirt, and jerked him towards me. He was light as a feather, but his rage was fierce. He dug into me, trying to take over my body and push me out.

I was used to having someone in my mind and I held my own, shoving him away from my psyche to trap his soul in a small sphere. His connection to me severed, and I gently stuck the sphere to the rock wall. I could feel him trying to get out, but my small prison was enough. I turned to the next shade reaching for me—it was going to be a long fight if I didn’t burn out before it was over.

I side-stepped her and began creating the next cage when a big hand grabbed my shoulder. Lakvas had moved while I was distracted with the soul, and his brute strength shoved me down to my knees. I hit the floor hard, gravel digging through my jeans and into my skin. Lakvas followed, pressing a knee into my chest as he shoved me onto my back.

“Get off!” I shouted, hitting him with a blast of power he’d anticipated, and my connection to the balance suddenly snapped. He pushed my face to the side with his hand, something soft twined around his fingers. 

With horror, I recognized the dark auburn hair that Joy had cut off to help me get away from him. The connection was still strong enough for him to use it against me. With my access to my power severed, I swung my left arm and managed to smack him in the face. I curled my fingers to clawed his skin, his blood splashing onto my wrist.

The audible snap of my bones breaking made me cry out in pain as Lakvas, cursing, caught my wrist and twisted it. I’d never broken a bone before and had no defense against the pain. I tried to stop the scream that tore from my throat as he twisted the broken bone. Red spots appeared in my vision and it was a struggle to stay conscious.

“I told you that you would be mine,” Lakvas hissed, his sour breath on my face. He leaned in close, blood spattering onto my neck from the five distinct red lines that marred his cheek. Spittle flew violently from his mouth, and I tried to twist my hips, hoping to dislodge him.

He was too heavy, and all I managed to do was dig his knee deeper into my chest., making it harder to breathe. If I couldn’t break free, I was going to pass out.

“I’m going to enjoy breaking you slowly. It will be fun. When Drekvic comes for you, he’s not even going to recognize your brilliant spirit.” 

“I doubt that.” Drekvic’s voice cut in from somewhere I couldn’t see. I’d never been so glad to hear it.

A white boot smacked into Lavkas’ nose as he turned towards the voice. It hit him with enough force to throw him off of me and into the wall. Rakshina didn’t hesitate, lunging after him with murder in her eyes. I barely had time to pull my injured arm to my chest before Chester hovered over me, pulling me into his arms and away from the two siekewa.

“Hi,” I muttered, falling limply into him.

He didn’t answer, focused on drawing a circle in the dirt floor with his foot. His shield flared to life, so strong that I could barely see through it as he sat me down and studied my face.

“What hurts?”

It was stupid, but hearing his voice made my eyes fill with tears, blurring my vision.

“Everything,” I laughed, hiccuping.

“You’re safe now,” Chester soothed, wiping the tears trickling down my cheeks. 

I smiled at his optimism. “My arm is broken,” I said, gesturing with my good hand.

He frowned and gently picked up my limp wrist. I gasped and tried to fight off the darkness at the edges of my vision. Chester’s hands glowed green for a moment as he used his magic to examine the wound.

“I think Rakshina should set this,” he said, his voice hesitant. “I might mess something up.”

“He’s so strong,” I muttered, trying to see through the shield. I could hear the siekewa fighting, but I couldn’t tell what was happening. Pulling my injured arm to my side I tried to get my feet underneath me.

“Don’t,” Chester protested.

“We have to stop him. If that girl comes back, we’re in trouble.”

Frowning, he nodded and helped me to my feet, his hand around my waist to keep me from falling. As I steadied myself and gestured toward Chester to drop his shield, the muffled fighting was broken by Rakshina’s scream.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

I lunged toward Chester’s shield, pressing against it to break it down. He dropped it before I could and moved to step in front of me with his sword drawn. Rakshina knelt with her head jerked backwards, flanked by two ghosts. I could see her dark energy being drawn into them as they tore her soul apart. Drekvic was fighting Lakvas, their movements almost too fast for me to follow. Both men looked determined, and I didn’t think I could get between them anyway. 

Chester’s long legs took him to Rakshina’s side, his sword already swinging.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          It went through one of the ghosts, forcing it back before it reformed. With only one ghost trying to take her magic, she was able to shove the other one away.

In one swift motion, she created a bubble that to mine and managed to trap the soul inside. She stuck it on the wall next to my sphere, the light and dark pattern of our magic contrasting beautifully. I noticed two other bubbles next to mine—she’d been busy before getting cornered.

Working together, Chester and Rakshina managed to trap another, and moved on to the next. I turned back to Lakvas and Drekvic, glad that the two collectors could work together to handle the shades. Collectors couldn’t touch conventional ghosts, but whatever Lakvas had done to them had changed all that.

Lakvas twisted away from one of Drekvic’s blows and brought his linked fists down onto Drekvic’s shoulders. I started to run forward, already gathering magic, but Drekvic vanished, only to reappear a couple feet away, unharmed. He threw some sort of spell at the larger man, and while it hit Lakvas in the chest, he brushed it off as though it hadn’t hurt at all.

A shadow caught my attention, and I turned to the entrance in time to see Lakvas’ partner slink into the room. She wore the same wispy black dress as the first time I saw her, and her bare feet were silent as she stalked along the edge of the space, dark hair floating around her shoulders. Drekvic and Lakvas were locked in her pale blue gaze, and I wasn’t sure she’d given Chester, Rakshina, and me a passing glance.

Dark knives appeared in her ands, and I crouched, waiting. Chester had told me the blades drained his magic, and if Drekvic was hit, Lakvas could kill him. I had no idea what I was going to do with a broken arm, but with my good hand, I picked up a loose rock, and threw it at her as hard as I could, using my magic to make my aim true.

She didn’t even try to dodge, and the loud crack of it hitting her jaw made my stomach hurt. Her knives vanished as she cried out and reached for her cheek. It sounded like the bone had broken, and I thought she was going to cry. Instead, her gaze turned to me, fury filling her eyes as I stood frozen.

“You,” she hissed, moving forward. I took a step back, my mind blank. I’d wanted her attention, but I had no idea what to do with it once she turned to me. “I am going to kill you and use your soul to power my toilet,” she snarled, baring her teeth.

“I’m tired of people saying I’m going to do anything for them,” I replied with a snarl of my own. “I’m not something you can just use.”

“All the bright ones say that before I take their shine,” she replied, a knife appearing in her hand so quickly I almost missed it. My shield caught the blade before it hit my face. The knife flashed red and swallowed my shield before disappearing.

The siekewa was already following up with another knife, and I twisted to catch it with the shoulder of my broken arm. The power scraped against my bone and blood gushed from the new wound. Instead of letting the girl take my power, I took hers. The knife was just a spell made solid, and if I could absorb a spell, I should be able to absorb a knife.

Her magic hurt, a thousand teeth digging into my core, but it wasn’t long before the small piece of her magic was mine. The wound was still there, and I wished I’d had more practice healing scrapes and bruises. I could heal myself, but it would take more time than I had.

The girl glared at me, her cheeks burning bright enough to light the room. “That was mine!”

She lunged at me, forgetting all subtlety or weapons. I tried to move away and pull on my sapphire ring, but I was too slow. She caught my good arm and jerked me into the wall, her grip not nearly as painful as the vision of her past that tore through my mind. With her bare hands digging into my flesh, I was thrown into her past.

Her name was Lokina, and she was the newest siekewa, but the darkness in her was overwhelming nonetheless, fueled by regret and self-loathing so thick I couldn’t breathe through them. I gasped desperately for air.

Her fingers closed more firmly around my throat as she crushed me into the wall. I tried to pull myself back into my body, to fight, but I was drowning her nightmare. It was a hot day, hotter than normal, and Lokina felt frantic as she ran toward her car. It had been an accident, forgetting her child—her schedule had changed and there was a lot on her mind. When she found her baby unresponsive, I was slammed with guilt so powerful, it nearly eclipsed anything I’d ever felt myself.

The vision faded, and I didn’t have energy to raise my good hand. Lokina’s palms crushed harder against my windpipe and I wondered if I’d actually die, or if Fate’s magic—my magic—would save me. 

Drekvic appeared behind Lokina, blood streaming down his face as he wrapped his arm around her neck. She didn’t let go of me right away, and I was pulled forward for an instant before she released me. My knees hit the ground and I grunted as I started to tip, falling onto my good shoulder instead of my face. Dirt kicked up into my open mouth and I coughed heavily. I heard footsteps around me, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to open my eyes. I just hoped no one stepped on me while I nursed my wounds.

I was a complete failure as a goddess. I was captured and used as a pawn by Lakvas to lure Rakshina and Drekvic to their deaths. For an instant I had control over the balance, had been strong enough to defeat him, and I’d lost it in a moment of inattentiveness. I was injured and broken, facing the very real possibility that my friends might die. Lakvas and Lokina were strong, and I was only half of what I should be—all because I didn’t love Drekic the way I was supposed to.

Anger pushed away the rest of my self-pity. I’d already lost Joy, and I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to find her again. I refused to lose anyone else.

I managed to get up on my knees to take in the room. Rakshina was on the ground, clutching her chest and panting. Chester stood over her, his arm outstretched as he threw a ball of power at Lakvas, drawing his attention away from Drekvic. The edges of the room were lined with little glowing bubbles, not a shade in sight. Lokina and Drekvic looked like they were dancing. She slashed at him with her knives and he lambasted her with bursts of energy, but they recovered quickly enough between assaults to continue their dance.

I stood up slowly, blood loss and the weight of the day taking their toll. I looked at Rakshina’s pale form, her grimace giving me all the motivation I needed to reach for the balance again.

The block Lavkas had placed on me sprang to life in my mind, looming like an impenetrable wall—the only way to go was through it. My body was already changing. I could feel it in the way my muscles bunched as I stood. Lakvas had said my hair was already completely silver. I closed my eyes, blocking out everything from the room and concentrated on the wall.

The braid he’d used against me didn’t belong to me anymore. I wasn’t the same person, nor the same creature. I was something more, and I wasn’t subject to his whims.

The wall crumbled as I accepted what Fate had done to me, and if Hope was to be believed, what I’d done to myself. In another life, my soul had accepted what it would become long before I came into the world as Ellie Alwood. Whether it was to be free from the pain of losing Chester or our son, I would never know, but I accepted it again for the strength to save my friends, and then the world.

I was tired of losing. I was tired of being beaten up and broken, tired of letting people down. I was strong enough, and I was about to prove it.

The power of the balance, bright and pure, rushed into me, filling my tired body with energy. There was a sharp pain in my left wrist and shoulder, and when I looked, I saw the wound from Lokina’s knife closing, my fingers twitching as the bone was knit together.

I raised my right hand, palm facing out as I drew on the balance. My skin glowed, and the light spread to illuminate those around the room. Lokina danced back from Drekvic, her eyes wide as my power distracted her. Drekvic managed to hit her with a spell and she dropped like a rag doll.

Lakvas ignored me, dancing around Chester’s sword as he tried to get at Rakshina.

I sent a tendril of power out and wrapped it around his chest, pulling him toward me. He resisted, but without his hold on me through my discarded braid, he had no choice but to obey.

Drekvic moved to my side as I dragged the siekewa closer, and he put his hand over mine. The dark side of the balance flared to life at his touch, and our magic mingled like puzzle pieces falling into place, solidifying my bond with the balance.

Lakvas struggled to break free, but with every strand of the chain he broke, we layered more to take its place. Drekvic’s hazel eyes were cold and steady as he watched the siekewa’s slow progress across the floor.

I made him and I will unmake him. His thought was strong through the connection, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking over at him.

Piece by piece, I saw Drekvic start to take Lakvas’s soul apart. The siekewa started screaming and writhing, his limbs jerking like a marionette. The noises coming out of his throat made me sick as Drekvic continued to scatter the pieces around us.

I tried to pull back, tried stop him, but Drekvic clamped his power down against mine.

I can’t do this without you, Ellie. I need you to put him back together when I’m done, Drekvic said, his intention becoming clear.

As he tore Lakvas apart, I gathered the broken shards of his soul, sweeping them into an ever-growing pile. Drekvic used the light as much as the dark and I watched in fascination as he worked. I wondered if he had access to both sides all along, or if he could only draw on the light because we were together.

“You could just ask me, you know,” he whispered out loud, and I felt myself blush through the glow. 

“I didn’t realize you could hear me think,” I said, mortified.

He chuckled, “Just don’t envision some dude naked.”

I couldn’t stop the snort of laughter, even as I continued to gather the fragments of Lakvas’ soul from around the room. His body fell still without a soul inside.

Your turn, Drekvic said. The darkness swirled around my light, almost overwhelming. You’re not as strong as me, the balance is off-set, he explained, and I understood. If we were lovers, I could take his strength as my own and we would be equals. Without that connection between us, I would always be weaker as he continued to grow. 

It was a problem for another day—I couldn’t think about it if I was going to remake Lakvas’ soul as he was supposed to be.

With Drekvic’s magic thrumming through me, painful and oily, I slowly put the pieces of Lakvas’ soul together again. He had been broken from his time as a siekewa, all jagged edges and sharp contrasts, and it was difficult to figure out what parts of him were true. I disregarded everything about him as a siekewa and just focused on the pieces themselves. Sometimes they didn’t fit, and sometimes there were holes where he’d lost bits of himself, but eventually I had a violet soul floating in my hands, free of the siekewa’s taint.

That wasn’t to say he was pure. All the deeds he’d done as both a siekewa and as a human were still his. Staring at what was left, I realized there was no way I could take his soul to the Beyond. He would be rejected, his magic too dark to exist there.

Drekvic pulled a small white stone out of his pocket. It was dim and empty, but I recognized the cairn immediately. I looked at him with a heavy feeling in my chest and shook my head.

“I can’t,” I said, pulling away from him. The soul was docile, as though he was asleep. I didn’t need the balance to hold him.

“He’ll be too vulnerable as a ghost. At least this way he won’t be used,” Drekvic said, his voice heavy.

“All cairns must given a choice to serve,” I said more harshly than I intended. “I can’t just force him into it.”

“He made the choice the moment he took you away from me,” Drekvic snarled, stepping closer. “He was suffocating you when we got here, or don’t you remember?”

I froze, torn. “You didn’t have to become a cairn when Fate and Hope fixed you,” I stammered weakly.

“Because everything I did, I did out of love for my family. Even then, Ellie, I can’t stay in the Beyond. If I wasn’t who I am, I would have become a cairn, too.”

“So because he’s not a god, he’s going to be trapped?” I countered.

“Yes,” Drekvic replied simply, pulling my hands toward him. In a seamless motion, he dropped the cairn into Lakvas’ soul and pressed his hand over mine. Our power flared for a moment as he drew on the light, and the burly siekewa’s soul as trapped.

A strangled sob escaped my lips and I dropped down to hug my knees. Drekvic caught the new cairn before it fell from my weak grasp and placed the stone back into his pocket. He reached out, but didn’t touch me, as Chester beat him to it, crouching down to put an arm around my shoulders.

I dropped my connection to the balance, numb.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Jana’s room was blessedly quiet and heart-wrenchingly familiar. I was still afraid to move anything, as though that would be admitting she never existed. I knew it was a silly sentiment, but as I slowly lowered myself onto her blue bedspread, I was glad I hadn’t cleaned yet.

I felt closer to her, surrounded by all of her things. Jana had always been so happy and full of life. Her ideas had often helped me get through roadblocks in my research, a thoughtful question often leading me down a new path. She’d been flighty and vague, but she’d always known what to say to help me move forward. Without her, I was afraid of the future.

Joy was gone. I’d searched for her using the balance, but I couldn’t find even a hint of her soul anywhere but in me. Fate was still gone, so I couldn’t ask her, either. From what I could tell, Joy’s consciousness was been freed when her cairn broke—she’d been using as much energy as she could to stay conscious long enough for us to escape. When Lakvas surprised us, she’d lost her hold and fled to the only place she knew. I missed her.

I sighed and leaned back on my hands, catching sight of myself in Jana’s vanity. I jumped, still not used to the brilliant silver-blond hair or the violet eyes.

“I thought I’d find you here.” Chester’s said from the doorway, and I looked up at him.

“I needed to get away from their bickering,” I said, gesturing toward the stairs. Rakshina and Drekvic had been arguing non-stop about whose fault it was that Lokina had escaped. Rakshina blamed Drekvic’s shoddy sleep spell. Drekvic just blamed Chester.

“Me too.” He walked into the room, his bare feet silent on Jana’s pink rug. “Are you okay about work?” he asked. I didn’t know how to explain the changes in my aura or appearance, so I’d just called and apologized profusely when I quit my teaching job. I said I’d wanted to take my life in a different direction.

“Wondering more what I’m going to tell my mother,” I breathed, allowing myself to laugh. I wondered if she’d even recognize me. I felt completely different.

“Just make sure you call her and  break it to her gently,” Chester teased, sitting down next to me. His shoulder brushed my arm, and I pulled away. 

“I’ll do that,” I said, giving him a small smile. It felt fake even to me, and I looked around Jana’s room to avoid the worry on his face.

I reached to twine a lock of hair around my fingers. When I’d unlocked the balance, it had grown down to the middle of my back. If it was a spell, I could make a lot of money selling it, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. 	

Unconsciously, I reached out to touch the balance. Seeing the difference between the light and dark made the connection come naturally. Drekvic’s mind turned to me as he sensed I was there with him, and I quickly let go.

My new connection with him was disconcerting. It reminded me too much of what we’d done to Lakvas.

“Ellie?” Chester asked. I hadn’t heard a word.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I said you look tired,” he replied. “I wanted to know if you’d been sleeping well.”

I wanted to tell him I was fine, but when I met his steady brown eyes I couldn’t lie.

“I’ve been having nightmares,” I whispered, pulling my feet on to the bed. “When I sleep, I dream about Joy. She’s always just out of my reach, screaming for me. I can’t reach her.”

A crease appeared between Chester’s eyebrows, and I wondered if he was thinking about his son. Chester hadn’t been able to reach his son’s soul for years, and I’d brought him to the Beyond not that long ago.

“I see Lakvas, too, trapped in that cairn.” I couldn’t stop the shudder. Those dreams bothered me the most. I’d forced Lakvas’ soul into slavery.

“Samuel would tell you not to worry about it,” Chester said soothingly. “Lakvas’ soul will calm down in a few hundred years. You can take him to the Beyond then. Think of it more as a time out.”

“What if I don’t have a couple hundred years?” I demanded, my voice rising. “If I can’t figure out how to reset the balance, we could all be living in one reality with no rules!”

I stood up and started pacing, panic rising in my chest.

“I’ve accepted what I am, but what’s the point? Fate up and abandoned us. We’re left alone like children.”

“You know how to set the balance,” Chester said softly, his voice interrupting my rant.

I turned to him, frowning.

“We’ll have to find a way to break the bond between us, so your link to Drekvic will have no competition.” His voice was matter-of-fact, but his eyes looked haunted.

“You know?” I asked, the blood drain from my face.

He laughed turning his eyes toward the ceiling. When he looked back, his face was completely serious.

“I’ve known since the moment I met you. That’s why I was so mad at Fate. I thought she was playing with me. Drekvic filled me in on the rest yesterday.” He shrugged.

“How’d you know it was me?” I asked, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“I’d recognize your soul anywhere. I’ve loved you since the day I first met you in this life and every other life.” 

I blinked to keep from crying.

He stood up and closed the distance between us, his hand on my cheek.

“You didn’t remember, and why would you? You were reborn to make new memories and think new thoughts. My soul wasn’t supposed to find you again. You were supposed to be happy.”

I didn’t know what to say. My chest felt like it was caving in on itself as my vision was blurred with tears.

“And I think that’s still true. My soul isn’t supposed to be here. If we’re no longer soulmates, you and Drekvic can fix the balance. The world is saved, right?”

He dropped his hand and turned away, looking out Jana’s small windows.

“No.” My voice was strained as I tried to clear my throat.

He turned back, confused.

“I won’t.” I shook my head and reached out to grab him. His rough and calloused hands so familiar that it hurt.

“Don’t be silly.” His words said one thing, but he didn’t pull his hands away.

“I won’t lose you. I can’t.”

He moved his hands from mine to cup my face and press his forehead against me, standing so close I could feel the heat radiating off him. I closed my eyes but the tears kept falling.

“I would never leave you. Don’t be stupid,” he whispered, his breath tickling my cheek. “I doubt my feelings for you will ever fade.”

“I love you,” I said, echoing his earlier words. 

I opened my eyes to find his mouth ajar, quietly stunned and reached up to cover his hands with my own. I stood on my toes and kissed him.

I could taste the salt from my tears, but it only made the feel of him against me even sweeter. His breath caught in his throat and he stepped closer, deepening our kiss as I tucked my arms between his to wrap myself around his neck. His hands fell to my waist and he pulled me against him. I lost my balance and practically fell into his chest.

My nerves were on fire, desire building in my veins until all rational thought fell away. His hands found the exposed spot of skin where my shirt had ridden up and his fingers burned as they slid along my back. I tangled my fingers in his hair, the dark strands silky and strong.

His lips moved  to my jaw and then to my neck, making me gasp for air. My knees were weak. I wasn’t sure I could ever stand again.

There was a noise in the hall as a picture frame hit the floor and my brain reconnected to my body. Chester didn’t let me go, but I dropped my hands to his chest as we turned to face sound.

“I’m…leaving,” Rakshina said, her eyes glued to the floor as her face grew several shades redder.

“You wanted me to tell her,” Chester teased as she tried to hang the picture back on the wall. The frame was broken, but I wasn’t sure she had noticed.

“Yeah, well…” she muttered.

“Hey!” Drekvic’s voice rose from downstairs. “You guys might want to see this.”

My blood slowly cooling, I linked my fingers in Chester’s and pulled him after me. Rakshina went first, practically flying to get away from us. Before we descended the stairs Chester stopped me and pulled back to him.

“I love you too, Ellie,” he said softly and kissed me again. I leaned into his touch, not wanting to worry about whatever had Drekvic worked up.

“You guys might want to come down, now,” Rakshina called up, her voice unsteady. 

Sighing, I pulled away from Chester, unable to hide my smile.

We reached the bottom of the stairs, hands still linked together, to find the front door thrown open. Rakshina and Drekvic stood on the edge of the porch, looking up at the sky with wide eyes.

The smile fell away as I stepped onto the porch and into a nightmare. The spirit world, fully visible, but not quite within reach, floated ominously above us, bright as the moon and wide as a thundercloud.

“I guess we have a lot to do,” Drekvic whispered, looking at me. He saw my hand clasped around Chester’s and frowned. “I don’t know how we’re going to make this work.”

I looked back at him, tightening my grip on Chester’s hand. “I don’t, either.”

Thank you!
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