
        
            
                
            
        

    Spellbound

	By Rene Lanausse

	 


	For my mother;

	For being the first person 

	To show me that strength knows

	No gender.

	 


Part One: The Awakening

	 


Chapter 1

	My eyes fly open as if I’ve been scalded in my sleep, although I’m not in any pain. I take a minute to stare up at the same uneven white ceiling I’ve been waking up to for the past seventeen years, and try to figure out what’s going on. I’m alive, and apparently unharmed, so why is my heart pounding? I’m not scared in the slightest, but even so, I’m shaking, and my breaths are coming in rapid, almost desperate bursts. I close my eyes again, and try to take deep breaths. I can hardly remember it, but I get the feeling that I must have had the dream again.

	Though I’ve been having the same exact dream for the past five nights in a row, every morning, the majority of it slips through my fingers like grains of sand. I can only manage to remember fragments of it; every night, a new detail sticks and becomes part of the already confusing collage. Here, the sound of gunfire from a distance. There, a shining serpent gliding through the air. I’m not sure, but I think I can recall blood flowing down my arm. More clearly than anything else, I remember feeling confident, indestructible. Powerful. 

	Well, that’s a dream that’ll never come true. I’ve been hoping for some time that my life will take a turn for the interesting, preferably without the use of hard drugs. And maybe it will someday, but I can’t possibly foresee how or why. Until then, I’m fully willing to accept the fact that I’m doomed to an average life; reading, writing short stories that no one will ever read, and abusing my internet privileges. In fact, I’m even willing to bet that my tombstone will read Heather Santos: Aggressively Average.

	I’m still a little shaky, so I reach above me for a necklace that hangs from the headboard. It’s nothing spectacular, just an emerald studded wing-shaped pendant swinging from a sterling silver chain. The necklace serves as my anchor; ever since I was little, I would grab onto it as tightly as I could whenever I had a nightmare. The weight of the pendant, the grooves on the chain, the cold sting of metal on my skin; these subtle details would be glossed over in a dream state, so when I felt them, I would know I’d returned to the real world, and that would calm me down.

	The ironic part, of course, is that the necklace is all I have to remind me of my father, a man I can only ever see in a dream. According to my mom, he was killed by a drunk driver a few nights before I was born. His necklace survived the crash, though, and it was handed down to me, since my mom couldn’t bear to wear it herself. 

	People ask me if I miss him whenever I tell them what happened, and I say yes. But in reality, I only vaguely wonder what he was like. How can you miss someone that you’ve never known? 

	While I idly stroke the pendant with my thumb, I glance at the time on my phone, to see that I’ve beaten my alarm by a few minutes. With the precious amount of time left before I absolutely have to show signs of life, I scan my bookshelf for something to read under the desk during class. It is, as anyone who has seen my room can attest, quite possibly the nerdiest bookshelf belonging to someone my age. On each shelf are haphazard stacks of comic books, DVDs of my favorite movies and shows, books that I have either bought for leisure or for school, and collectibles like mugs and toys from all of the above. I’m not in the mood for one of the many fantasy novels I’ve read and reread, so I decide on an old favorite, Looking for Alaska. I lie back on my pillow and close my eyes for what feels like a few seconds, but before I know it, my alarm is blasting in my ear, and I fiddle with my phone until I can shut it off.

	I throw my blanket aside, and swing my legs off the bed, all while yawning and stretching. Today is gonna be a long day, I can feel it. With some effort, my tired body shuffles its way down the hallway to the kitchen, where I find my mom nursing a steaming mug of coffee. We look so much alike, you would almost think we’re sisters; same black hair, same heart shaped face, same skin that ranges from porcelain white in the winter to nearly tan during the summer. It’s really our eyes that set us apart. Hers are deep brown, and bookended by incoming crow’s feet, while mine are emerald green. Well, our eyes, and the fact that my mom’s frame is slightly thicker than mine. We always joke that my first crime against humanity was ruining her figure.

	As I take a seat across from her and reach for the Cocoa Puffs, my mom moans out, “I don’t wanna go to work today.”

	“That’s unfortunate. You might be more motivated if Captain Douche had brought you home before one in the morning.” Captain Douche is my mom’s current… guy. (I think it’s creepy to call him a boyfriend now that my mom’s pushing 40.) I don’t actually have a problem with the guy. Captain Douche is just what I’ve called all the men in my mom’s life since I was twelve, and old habits are hard to break.

	My mom, however, is clearly not amused. “His name’s Brian, you know that. And last night was definitely worth it.”

	My mom and I are close, but there are certain things I just don’t wanna know. I down my Cocoa Puffs in silence, and make a hasty retreat.

	I hop in the shower for a while, step out feeling significantly cleaner, and make my way back to my room wrapped in a towel, which I struggle to hold in place while I pull open my closet door. It’s a little cluttered inside, but I find the clothes I’m looking for, and throw them onto my bed. A pair of jeans, an AC/DC t-shirt, and some Converse later, and I’m just about ready to head out the door. I kiss my mom on the cheek as I grab my coat off the rack, then race downstairs and walk out into the brisk January air that I’ve come to know and loathe.

	It’s early enough that the sun is just peeking between buildings, the sky slowly shifting from pinkish-orange to its usual blue. The streets are pretty empty, save for the few people eager to make it to work on time. I stand waiting at a bus stop for a while, with only my iPod for company, praying that I don’t have to wait too long in the freezing cold. Miraculously, the bus shows up within minutes of my prayer, and I make it to school with fifteen minutes to spare before the start of my first class. I take out Looking for Alaska, flip straight to the opening of the first chapter, and before I know it, I’m entirely lost within its pages.

	***

	The bell for lunch rings, and for a moment, I’m confused. I only vaguely remember walking from class to class with my book held out in front of me, but I didn’t think so much time would pass so quickly. The class files out quietly, while I hastily shove the book in my backpack and try to blend in with the crowd. I can feel my Calculus teacher’s deadly glare being directed at me, though, and I rush out into the hallway. I should feel worse about not paying attention than I do, but it’s really her fault for teaching the least engaging subject known to man.

	There’s exactly one free table left by the time I’ve paid for my food, so I take it before anyone else thinks to. I make myself comfortable against the wall, and wait for my friends to find me before I start eating. I pull out my book so I won’t have to sit here doing nothing, and I’m about to start reading when I notice a pair of eyes trained on me. I look back in their direction, and spot a flash of gold before they quickly flit away. They’re the eyes of a girl I’ve seen a few times before, but never spoken to. She tends to dress in black, and sit alone at a table in the corner, writing in a small, leather bound journal, occasionally watching me from afar. She tucks a few strands of purple hair behind her ear, and resumes writing as if I hadn’t noticed her.

	I watch the girl intently for a while, waiting for her to look up at me again, and nearly jump when my friend Jenna waves her hand in front of my face. “You really shouldn’t make it so obvious when you’re checking someone out,” she says as she takes the empty seat across from mine. 

	I roll my eyes, and mutter, “Shut up, it’s not like that. I just wanna see if her eyes are naturally gold, or if they’re contacts.”

	“Uh huh. Right. I’m getting a total lesbo vibe off of you right now.” Jenna pops open her can of soda, and shakes her head at me. “Gotta say, I’m disappointed that I wasn’t your first girl crush, but hey, whatever floats your boat.”

	For some reason, it’s a running joke between us that I must be into girls. Well, it’s a running joke to Jenna, and a minor annoyance to me. She doesn’t mean it, though; Jenna is a big believer in the power of shock comedy, so half of what comes out of her mouth is purely to get under someone else’s skin. Usually, I can match her craziness with a witty response, but I’m just not in the mood for it today. I pull my own tray of food closer, and ask, “Where’s Rachel?,” the third member of our inner circle.

	“I think she stayed home today… three guesses why.”

	“Same reason as usual, I’m guessing. So, what’s new with you?”

	“Well, Andrew is taking me out to City Island tonight for our three month anniversary.”

	Oh, right. The boyfriend. I’ve never met him in person, so it’s hard to attach a face to the name Andrew, but one of the taller guys on our school’s basketball team comes to mind. To be honest, I’d forgotten they were even dating, even though they both post painfully sweet reminders of it on Facebook. I don’t really care much about Jenna’s relationship, but I don’t want to seem rude, so I offer her my not-so-heartfelt, “Congratulations.”

	“Wow, you sound so interested.” 

	“Yeah, sorry. Boyfriend talk is just something that tends to put me to sleep.”

	“You’d feel differently if you had one of your own,” Jenna says as she leans over the table. “You’ve been single for years-“

	“By choice,” I interject.

	“By choice,” Jenna concedes. “But why? What’s wrong with dating the guys here, Heather?”

	“Too immature. You point me in the direction of a high school guy who doesn’t consider the high five a meaningful mode of expression, and we’ll talk.”

	“I know what’s wrong… you’re holding out for an Edward.”

	Low blow. Jenna knows that A) I’m not exactly Twilight’s biggest fan, and B) that even if I were, I’d be on Team Jacob. “You’re way off,” I reply. “I’m not into the kind of boys that sparkle, and they’re sure as hell not into me.”

	“I meant figuratively! Like, you’re just waiting for the perfect guy. Or, whatever your version of the perfect guy is.”

	I shrug, and try to think of a way to change the subject. I don’t believe in the concept of a “perfect guy.” I mean, sure, it would be nice to run into someone moderately attractive with a British accent, who doesn’t smoke, loves watching BBC America for their Saturday night lineup, and volunteers at an animal shelter in his free time, but how often does that actually happen? So no, it’s not that I’m holding out for my Edward. But I don’t precisely know what I am waiting for.

	I glance over to the purple haired girl’s table to see if I can catch another glimpse of her purportedly golden eyes, but she’s already gone. I have to admit, I’m a little curious about who she is, and why she can usually be found looking in my direction. I’m not especially attractive, nor am I particularly hideous… in fact, there isn’t anything special about me at all. So what could it be that makes me so interesting to this girl?

	Whatever it is, I hope I find out soon. Maybe if I know what other people see in me, I’ll finally see something worthwhile in myself. And God knows, I’m ready to see something more than the utterly unexciting girl I’ve become.

	 


Chapter 2

	Jenna and I don’t have any classes together today, so we go our separate ways as soon as lunch is over. I don’t mind; not having a friend to distract me means more time spent reading. I don’t look up from Looking for Alaska again until near the end of Biology, when I become aware of my phone buzzing in my pocket. I pull it out discreetly, and read the text Rachel sent me: “can you come over? I need help with this math hw”. Rachel knows from experience that I’m not the greatest at math, meaning she’s probably just bored and is too polite to say so. I’d been looking forward to a quiet night at home, but I can’t say no to my best friend. I text back “Be right over after class”, and slip my phone back into my pocket.

	It’s brutally cold out, even for January, and the wind is only making things worse. A particularly strong gust hits me just as I’m leaving school, and nearly blows me backwards into a pair of freshmen. I’m not suited for this kind of weather, so I’m actually thankful to Rachel for inviting me over. I’d have to wait outside for a bus if I were heading straight home, but thanks to her, I get to ride the subway in relative warmth.  I still have to walk to the nearest train station, though, which involves either walking around a deserted-looking building and down the block, or cutting straight through the building itself and hoping I can find the exit on the other side. It looks similar to the building I live in, so I’m confident I can figure out the layout if I need to. Another gust of wind kicks up, and that’s all it takes to drive me towards option two.

	I can already feel my nose wrinkling in protest as I venture through the open door. The building looks deserted from the outside for good reason; there are signs everywhere that a fire ravaged this place once upon a time, and the city just hasn’t gotten around to renovating it or tearing it down. The ground is littered with puddles of I-don’t-wanna-know-what that have frozen over, and garbage bags filled to bursting with filth. There are also blankets and bags of tattered clothing strewn on the ground in the lobby, and makeshift signs propped up against solid brick pillars, so the building must be inhabited by someone.

	I’m barely past the entrance when I hear someone say, “You should really knock before walking into someone’s house, little girl.” A tall man steps out of one of the abandoned apartments, dressed only in dirty slacks and a coat that’s a few sizes too big for him. I’m not all that surprised by his presence, and a lifetime spent in New York City ensures that you’re used to being around homeless people, but all the same, I don’t like the vibe I’m getting from him. I would have at least been respectful if it hadn’t been for the “little girl” comment, but now I simply walk by him without a word. 

	I think I’m in the clear, but a hand grabs me by the wrist, and the man spins me around to face him. I have to turn my face away from his when he opens his mouth to say, “I was talking to you.”

	“I heard you, but I don’t have time for this.” I try pulling my arm away, but his grip tightens around my wrist. I don’t actually have anything close to a weapon on me, but I stick my free hand in my pocket anyway, and warn him, “Let go of me.”

	“Not a chance… It’s not every day a virgin walks right into my arms, and I’ve never tried one.”

	His last comment throws me a little, and I stop struggling for a second. I mean, he’s wrong… mostly… okay, I’ve never even been kissed. But either way, what does that have to do with anything? And how could he possibly know? I finally wrench my arm free, and start backing away slowly, making sure to keep this creep in my sights. He just smiles at me, a slightly psychotic, lopsided smile that puts all of his teeth on display. Then, I hear something like the sound of bone scraping against bone, and his incisors lengthen into sharp, two inch-long fangs, stained varying shades of red and yellow.

	At this point, I start backing away a little more quickly, until I’m pressed against a wall behind me. Since when do homeless people have fangs?! I keep hoping I’m hallucinating, but they’re really there, and he’s really crouching down, preparing to attack, and I know I should run, but I’m frozen to the spot. Vampires aren’t real, so this has to be a dream, but I’m not waking up, so I start to panic. In an endless mantra, I keep telling myself, Wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, but it doesn’t help at all, and it dawns on me that I might actually be here, and I might actually die. 

	The second I accept that fact, my mind goes blank, and all the panic dissipates as quickly as it began to build. What replaces it is something familiar, yet foreign, a feeling I can’t quite describe. The vampire lunges at me, and time seems to slow down, the gap between us closes, I raise my hand instinctively, and a loud CRACK rends the air, accompanied by a strange blue light emanating from my palm. The next thing I know, the vampire’s laying on his back all the way across the lobby, apparently dazed. I wait a few seconds to see if he’s getting up, and when he doesn’t move, I race back the way I came. 

	I hear the sound of a door slamming against the wall behind me, and a few seconds later, a strong pair of arms wraps around my waist, holding me in place. I try to kick whoever’s holding me, but they just laugh, and whisper in my ear, “Quit struggling, freak show.” I don’t recognize the voice, but the speaker smells like a mixture of blood and raw sewage, and I try my hardest not to gag as his scent floods my nostrils. My feet scrape against the ground, trying to propel me forward, but my captor is deceptively strong. I can hear the first vampire in the background moaning in pain, and struggling to his feet. The one holding me growls, “What the hell did you do to my maker?”

	I honestly don’t know, but even if I did know what to tell him, my jaw is glued shut in concentration, my mind racing to come up with an escape plot. When I don’t answer, the vampire holding me grabs a fistful of my hair and roughly yanks my head to the side. He lifts his head, to plunge his fangs into my neck I’m assuming, and I realize that what I did to the first guy, I can also do to him. So, I open my palm, and I feel that indescribable sensation drain out of me as my hand flashes bright blue, and another, less impressive CRACK is released. The arms wrapped around me slacken, and I take the opportunity to run for the open door.

	I make it to within a few steps of the exit before falling over. Whatever I just did, it drained a lot of energy; I’m breathing heavily, and my legs feel like they’re made of lead. I can hear slow footsteps behind me, and I can tell both of the vampires are on their feet, and closing in. A pair of feet walks into my field of vision, and their owner bends down to help me onto my feet. A young man, barely any older than me by the looks of it, checks me over with his soft brown eyes, and asks, “Are you hurt?”

	“I’m fine,” I answer without hesitation. I don’t have any idea who he is, but this new stranger doesn’t seem to view me as a potential food source, so I let myself relax a little. His eyes linger on mine, drinking me in as if he’ll never see me again, then looks over at the two vampires across the lobby, and steps in front of me protectively. “I need you two to back off,” he says quietly, “the girl is off limits,” and I would normally object to being called the girl, but I think better of doing so since I’m apparently being saved. 

	The smaller of the two vampires throws back his head and laughs. “You can’t be serious. Move out of the way, pretty boy, before we break you in half.”

	“Have it your way.” The strange boy unzips his coat, and motions for me to stand back as he throws it to the ground. I’d figured he would be more muscular because of how his coat fit around his shoulders, but he’s actually leaner than I’d expected. I only have a moment to move out of the way before the two homeless vampires converge on him, moving almost too quickly for my eye to catch. I can only pick up on brief flashes of movement, partially because I’m starting to have trouble keeping my eyes open. I’m vaguely aware of several punches being thrown, but then I blink for what feels like less than a second, and the fighting’s over. One of the vampires is lying unconscious on the ground, and the boy is holding the other against the wall.

	“I’ll kill you,” the homeless vampire moans out, and I notice the black blood pooling in his mouth, the gaps where his fangs used to be. “I swear, I’ll kill you for this.”

	The boy holding him says, “Shut up,” and slams his victim’s head against the wall, then lets the body slump to the ground. He then turns to me, and for a moment, neither of us speaks. He seems to be glaring at me, but then his face softens, and the rage from just seconds ago fades away. He looks unharmed for the most part, and now that my life isn’t in danger, I can appreciate how attractive he is. He’s a few inches taller than I am, and slightly wider because of his broad shoulders. I’m not the biggest fan of his thick eyebrows, though, or the way his nose hooks ever so slightly upwards at the end. Otherwise, he’s pretty easy on the eyes. He runs his fingers through his wavy, light brown hair, and asks, “What are you doing in a place like this?”

	It takes me a second to remember, but eventually I answer, “I was on my way to the 2 train. I thought cutting through this dump would be quicker.”

	“Alright. Let’s get you out of here.” The boy steps around the bodies on the ground and reaches down to pick up his coat. He offers me his arm, and I loop mine around it, more to help keep my balance than because I want to be any closer to him than necessary. 

	With our arms linked, we cross the lobby, and finally make it to the exit on the other side of the burnt out building. Before I push open the door, I ask, “You didn’t save me just so you could eat me yourself, did you? That would kind of ruin the moment.”

	“No,” the boy responds, “that’s the last thing on my mind. But if I weren’t trying to abstain from human blood, you’d be high on my list.”

	“Comforting.” I’d suspected that the boy wasn’t normal when I noticed he could move as quickly as the homeless men that attacked me. Just to make sure, I ask, “Do most vampires go on a non-human diet?”

	“Not exactly. But then again, I’m not most vampires.”

	I look him up and down, and decide that he’s nothing like the ugly creature with pale, yellowing skin that I’d once imagined vampires would be. In fact, he’s downright beautiful by comparison. I get the feeling that I should be at least a little scared of him, but I’m guessing that if he intended to hurt me, he would have done so by now. As we step out into the biting winter air, I notice his coat is still open, and he’s wearing nothing but a short sleeved shirt over his chest. I ask him, “Aren’t you cold?”

	“Shit,” the boy mutters as he pulls up his zipper. “Sometimes I forget. The coat’s just for show; I don’t really feel the changes in temperature.”

	“Lucky. I’m on the verge of hypothermia.” I let go of the boy’s arm since I’m feeling a little steadier than before. We walk side by side towards the train station, and after a few seconds of silence, I say, “You still haven’t told me your name, stranger.”

	“Sorry! I’m Nick.”

	“Well, hi Nick. I’m Heather.”

	“Hi, Heather.” Nick flashes me a gentle smile, and for some reason, it’s one of the few that makes my heart beat a little faster than normal. “Nice to meet you.”

	“Likewise.” I’m terrible at thinking of things to say to people I’m not used to, and apparently, so is Nick, because the conversation stops for a while. I take a moment to reflect on what just happened, and decide that I’m not exactly giving him the best first impression. I don’t want him thinking I’m the kind of girl that needs to be saved all the time; I’m capable of taking care of myself, for the most part. So as we come to a stop in front of a flight of steps leading down to the 2 train, I say, “Thank you for saving me back there, Nick, but don’t get the wrong idea about me. I’m no damsel in distress.”

	Nick shrugs, and replies, “That’s alright. I’m no hero.”

	“Oh, really? Then why did you save me?”

	“That’s a story for another day.”

	I nudge Nick playfully, and ask, “Are you implying that we’re gonna see each other again?”

	In response, Nick smiles that smile again, and I notice that he’s only got one dimple, on the left side of his face. I can’t help but wonder how he can be both the ferocious vampire warrior I saw moments ago, and the normal-looking, handsome boy standing in front of me. Quietly, he says, “I’m implying that I hope we do.”

	 


Chapter 3

	I’m always astounded by how early the sun sets in the winter; it’s only about four in the afternoon when I finally make it to Rachel’s neighborhood, but any trace of daylight is already long gone. The frosty air’s turned even colder than before, but I hardly even notice. In fact, I don’t notice much of what’s going on around me, engaged as I am by reflecting on what just happened. I’m still a little rattled by the fact that vampires exist, and surprised by the strange power I used to defend myself against them. I’m not sure if I’m telekinetic, or secretly one of the X-Men, or if I’m even human at all. The thought of me being anything other than human is unnerving, though, so I try to quell that line of thinking as much as I can.

	The walk from the subway station to Rachel’s house only takes a few minutes, but those few minutes are always my least favorite part of the trip. Granted, the Bronx isn’t quite as bad as people make it sound, but I still can’t help feeling unsafe walking these streets alone, especially at night. I follow the elevated train tracks heading north for a while, then turn down a side street lined with apartment buildings. Rachel’s building stands in the middle of the block, just barely distinguishable from the other buildings by the boarded up windows on the first floor. After a brief elevator ride, I step out, find her door, and knock on it a couple of times. Rachel’s father lets me in shortly after. I remember to take off my shoes as I enter; Rachel’s mom works hard to keep their carpet clean, and wigs out on anyone stepping on it with dirty shoes.

	I turn left into the living room, and find Rachel sitting on the couch. She looks like hell, just as I expected. She gets like this once a month; she spends all night howling in pain, and either skips school to sleep, or comes in looking like she just went six rounds with Muhammad Ali in his prime. I guess her cycle hits her much harder than it does most girls. Jenna and I make fun of her for it sometimes, but I’m secretly glad I don’t have to deal with the kind of cramps that could keep me from coming to school. There are dark circles under her eyes, and her normally tame crimson curls hang lifelessly from her head, puffing out at odd angles. In lieu of a greeting, Rachel says, “I was starting to think you got kidnapped or something.”

	I take a seat next to her on the couch, and I immediately have to resist the urge to lean back and fall asleep. Whatever that power I used on the vampires was, using it twice really took a lot out of me. I force myself to sit upright, and put my bag on the floor, before replying, “Yeah, right. Who would want me?”

	“You’d be surprised, you’re pretty kidnappable.”

	“I’m sure… Funny you should say that, though. Something almost did happen on my way here.”

	Rachel looks shocked, and she urges me to explain. Part of me wants to tell her everything; getting attacked by vampires, discovering my weird power, meeting what might be one of the hottest dead guys ever. I even consider telling her about the incredibly awkward moment before Nick and I went our separate ways, where I asked for his number, only to find out that he’s part of the very small group of people that doesn’t have a cell phone. (His explanation: “I only make enough money to afford my share of the utilities, or a phone bill.”)

	As much as I trust Rachel, I don’t want to give her the impression that I’ve lost my mind. So, I give her the Disney version of the truth: “I almost got mugged by a couple of homeless people, but this guy stepped in and saved me.”

	“Holy shit. Are you alright?”

	“Yeah, I’m fine. I just keep thinking about it, you know?”

	“Yeah. Thank God that guy stopped to help you, though. Most people would have just turned up their iPod and walked right by.”

	“I know…” I think back to my conversation with Nick, and I wonder again why he bothered saving me. He claims not to be a hero, yet his actions say otherwise. He could have a hidden agenda, or he could be a genuinely good person. There’s no way to tell without getting closer to him, and who knows if we’ll ever actually bump into each other again? 

	As it turns out, Rachel really does need help with her math homework, and I’m the only person she can invite over without feeling obligated to get dressed. In an odd way, I’m actually honored; not many people get to see Rachel in her natural state, without the makeup and thrift store clothing. We put our heads together, and surprisingly, we manage to struggle through four pages of trigonometry problems that she couldn’t handle on her own in her current state. By the time we’re done, it’s pitch black outside, and we’re both starving. On any other day, I’d stay and order Domino’s, but I figure going home is a better idea. It’s been a long day, and I want nothing more than to lie down and sleep.

	The trip home, while uneventful, isn’t a fun one. It’s just late enough that some of the crazies are riding the subway, and one of them just happens to be in my car, singing off-key at the top of his lungs. My headphones aren’t the best at cancelling out the noise around me, so I turn my music nearly all the way up to drown out his rendition of “Somebody That I Used to Know”. When that fails, I pull out Looking for Alaska, hoping that it’ll be enough to distract me from the insult to musicians everywhere that is this man’s voice.

	A few pages into reading, my mind starts drifting back to the incident in the “abandoned” building. I close the book for a minute, and look down at my hands. Aside from the fact that they’re starting to turn blue from the cold, they look the same as they always have. And I feel the same as I always have, albeit more tired than usual. Does that mean that strange sensation, and the power that came with it, was a one time thing? I try to recapture the way I felt in that moment, but I only manage to give myself a slight headache. I sit back in my seat, and groan; I’d been hoping for more interesting results.

	It doesn’t take long for me to start thinking about Nick as well. I can’t help it; in the short time we’d spent talking, he had somehow become lodged in my mind, a feat that very few guys have been able to achieve. Something about the deep, gentle tones of his voice and that smile of his has me intrigued. I wonder if we really will ever meet again. Even though I know it’s unlikely, a large part of me hopes that we do. I want to know more about him; where is he from? How does he feel about being a vampire? What does he do during the day?

	And that’s when it hits me... Day. When I was attacked, there was still enough sunlight left to burn any vampire to a crisp. Unless the sun doesn’t actually effect them, meaning I could be in danger at any moment during the day. And not just from vampires, as I’m sure they’re not the only creatures to exist. Werewolves, zombies, ghosts, shapeshifters, demons… what if they’re all real as well? And if so, what’s keeping them from ripping us all to shreds?

	Thinking about Nick has suddenly lost its appeal. I don’t think I can allow myself to feel that way about someone that isn’t human, at least not anymore. I stuff my book back into my bag, and step off the train as it reaches my stop, trying to shake the feeling that I’m nothing more than an item on some monster’s menu.

	***

	I jolt out of bed, panting heavily, my covers drawn around me tightly. The same recurring dream from the last few nights lingers on the fringe of my consciousness, slipping away too quickly for me to take away many new details. One of the few things I do retain, the reason I’m freaking out a tiny bit, is a blue flash of light firing from my palm. I look down at my hands again, and they’re trembling, though not with fear. No… I’m more excited than anything else. I’d been starting to think I might be doomed to normalcy forever, but these dreams – or are they premonitions? – are leading me to believe otherwise. 

	Once my heartbeat returns to its normal pace, some of yesterday’s fatigue washes over me again, and I find it difficult to get out of bed. In fact, my whole morning routine is plagued with a sluggishness that I’m not accustomed to. If I were a coffee drinker, I’d drain a few cups and get my day started, but I make do with a bowl of Cocoa Puffs and a bottle of Pepsi to wake myself up. My mother wouldn’t have approved of this breakfast, but she’s still dead asleep, understandably; she got stuck working a double shift at the hospital last night. I start waking up a little in the shower, but it isn’t until I’m fully dressed, and out the door that I feel fully alert and ready for the day. 

	Thankfully, I don’t have long to wait before the bus arrives, and the ride is short enough that I make it to the stop near my school with plenty of time to spare. I’m starting to feel sluggish again, so I decide to buy another bottle of Pepsi at the corner store before heading to my first class. Along the way, I notice a familiar face, leaning against a streetlamp and flashing me a familiar one-dimpled grin. My heart stops for a moment, before I remember that I’d promised myself I wouldn’t develop feelings for him. 

	Nick pushes off the streetlamp, and walks a few paces in my direction, but he doesn’t get very far before someone grabs him from behind. Nick’s lifted off the ground entirely, and then both he and the man holding him seem to vanish. I highly doubt vampires can vanish into thin air, though; I focus on my surroundings, and sure enough, I just barely catch a large figure darting into the building where Nick and I first met. Without hesitation, I take off after him.

	It takes me nearly a minute to reach the building’s open door, and the familiar, yet still unpleasant scent of garbage assails my nostrils when I do. A chorus of jeers and insults can be heard from within, and as I step past the threshold, I can clearly see the source of the commotion. A small crowd of homeless men (all vampires, I’m assuming) has gathered in the lobby, all of them concentrating on the action going on in the center. Two of them are holding up a struggling Nick, while the others take turns punching him in the stomach, or striking him in the face. 

	For a brief moment, I can see Nick’s face clearly through a gap in the crowd around him. His hair is plastered to his face, which is slick with black blood gushing from a gash above his eyebrow, and his lip is split down the middle. In that moment, his eyes meet mine, and he mouths something to me that looks suspiciously like RUN, but I don’t consider that an option. After he risked his life to save me yesterday, I can’t very well leave him to his own devices. 

	I can feel something welling up inside me, the indescribable sensation that came over me when I was attacked yesterday. It’s more intense than ever, but I do my best to contain myself until the time is right. One of the vampires, I think the one whose fangs had been ripped out by Nick, orders the others to stand aside as he approaches Nick with a sharp length of wood. I wait until he’s holding the stake high in the air to strike.

	Time slows to a crawl as I hold my palm out towards the vampire in front of Nick. A weird energy flows down my arm, gathering in my palm until I can’t hold it in any longer, but just before I release it, I realize what it is that I’m feeling.

	For the first time in my life, I feel truly powerful.

	My palm flashes bright blue for a split second, and a huge surge of energy fires from within, leaving me completely drained. Whatever it is that I’ve done, I never get to see for myself; my vision flickers immediately after, and my body slumps to the ground in a languid heap. I’m only vaguely aware of someone calling my name, and then silence as the world around me turns dark.

	 


Chapter 4

	When I come to, I barely have enough energy to lift my head. From what I can tell, I’m no longer in the lobby of the abandoned building near my school, but lying on someone’s couch. I try to sit up, but all I can manage to do on my own is roll onto my side, my limp arm grazing the deep red carpet. I’m surrounded by dark wood furniture, arranged against white walls, which are unadorned save for the paintings hanging from each one. Since I don’t have it in me to move just yet, I focus on each of the paintings in turn; some are abstract splashes of vibrant color, while some seem to depict scenes from the artists’ life, and still others are simple paintings of fruit, or mundane objects. I’m a little envious of them, truth be told. This person’s work shows more skill than I’ll ever have in any field.

	The sound of footsteps pulls my attention away from the paintings, and I crane my neck a little to see Nick rounding the corner. He leans against the wall, and asks, “How are you feeling?”

	“I’ve been worse,” I lie. I pull myself up into a sitting position, and am immediately tempted to lie back down. I’m even more tired than I thought. Nick’s face is clear of all the blood from earlier, but I can still see where his lip was split, the line above his eyebrow where his face had been cut. He seems fine, but just to be on the safe side, I ask, “Are you alright?”

	“I’ve been worse.” Nick smiles at me, and despite his recent injuries, it’s a pretty adorable smile. “I’m more worried about you, though. You passed out right after you blasted the guy that was about to kill me.”

	“Wait… I did what?”

	“Your hand flashed blue for a second, and then the vampire right in front of me blew apart. I still have to wash parts of him out of my coat.”

	Something inside of me sinks like a stone at Nick’s words. I took a life. Both Nick and I are alive, so the results of my actions weren’t all terrible, but the fact remains that I killed a sentient creature. Then again, vampires aren’t technically alive, which means that I shouldn’t be too upset. There is also the fact that he was trying to kill Nick, and looking back, I’m sure he was one of the vampires that tried to kill me as well. Even so, I can’t help feeling a pang of guilt over what I’ve done.

	I must have taken too long to answer, because Nick asks, “Are you sure you’re alright?”

	“Yeah, I’m fine. What happened next?”

	“I took advantage of the confusion that followed to break free, grab you, and bring you to the condo. I know, a guy you just met bringing you back to his place sounds a little sketchy. But since I don’t know where you live, it was either this, or leave you out in the cold.”

	“Well, thanks for not choosing option two. How long was I out?”

	“Only half an hour.” Nick pauses, as if deciding whether or not to speak his mind, then says, “Thanks for saving me, by the way. I doubt you meant for things to end up the way they did, but either way… I might not be here if it weren’t for you.”

	“It’s fine. At least we’re even now.” I lean my head back against the leather couch, and rest my eyes for a few seconds. I’m more awake than I had been a few minutes ago, but I still don’t feel back to normal just yet. Without opening my eyes, I wonder aloud, “What am I?”

	I jump when I feel Nick’s weight pressing on the couch beside me. His steps are so silent; I didn’t hear him coming towards me at all. “I have an idea,” he says, “but I live with someone who’d be able to explain it better. She should be back in a few, if you want to stick around.”

	“But I’m already late for school.”

	“Exactly, you’re already late. What’s a few more minutes?”

	“…Yeah, good point.” I look over at Nick, and ask, “What were you doing by my school this morning?”

	“Honestly? Hoping I would see you again. I figured you must go to school near that building, since class would have just let out when we met.”

	“And those homeless guys that attacked you…”

	“Payback for yesterday. Remember the vampires that came after you?”

	I nod; I’m not about to forget that experience any time soon.

	“Well, when I fought them, I ripped out their fangs in the process,” Nick explains. “It’s not just the ultimate insult, for a vampire it’s a death sentence. We can regenerate any part of our body but our fangs, and since they’re what we use to hunt… it’s only a matter of time until a fangless vampire starves to death.”

	“So that’s why they tried to kill you?”

	“Yeah. There aren’t a lot of vampires in their little gang, but they know how to stick together. Although, now that their leader is dead, who knows what will happen to them?”

	We sit in silence while I digest this information. I’m interested to know more about the vampire world, but all that I really take away from the exchange is how eager Nick was to see me again. I don’t know why he would be; I’m not all that interesting. Whatever his reasons are, I know I’m glad to see him again, even if the circumstances that led to us sitting on his couch aren’t ideal. This strikes me as an opportunity to learn more about him, so I ask, “Where are you from?”

	“Born and raised in New York City,” Nick answers. “I used to live in Park Slope with my parents, but when I got bitten… let’s just say they weren’t very understanding.”

	“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say on the subject, and I don’t want there to be another awkward lull in the conversation, so I ask the first thing that comes to mind. “What do you do for a living?”

	Nick: “I do research and development, sort of.”

	Me: “Sort of?”

	Nick: “I’m working with a small team to create synthetic blood that functions as an alternative food source for vampires that want to ‘go green’.”

	Me: “That’s cool. How’s that going?”

	Nick: “Not very well. We’ve nailed the taste, but it doesn’t seem to satisfy our hunger. The formula’s lacking something.”

	Me: “Life?”

	Nick: “How do you imitate life?”

	Me: “Ask anyone with a Tumblr.”

	I’m not sure whether Nick is young or hip enough to know what I mean, but he lets out a small laugh at my response. We fall into a comfortable silence, and I look around at parts of the room I haven’t inspected for a conversation starter. For the first time, I notice the massive window behind the couch. It extends from the floor to the ceiling, and offers a breathtaking view of Central Park from above. We’re high up enough that the people walking around and through the park look like tiny specks to me. There’s nothing going on outside that catches my attention, but I remember the paintings hanging around the room, and ask, “Did you paint these yourself?”

	“No, my art skills peaked in the fifth grade,” Nick says. “My roommate Landon is a natural, though. It’s amazing, people pay thousands of dollars for his originals, but he still doesn’t think they’re any good.”

	“I think that’s how most artists feel. I know I hate everything I write.”

	“You write?”

	“A little, but nothing I would publish. I do it for fun.”

	Nick opens his mouth to say something, but something seems to distract him, and his eyes dart from my face to the front door. Seconds later, a woman steps through, carrying several bags full of groceries. She’s young, only a few years older than me it seems, with light caramel skin that can barely be seen between her hat, scarf, and enormous coat. She puts down her load in what I assume is the kitchen, then starts shedding her outermost layer of clothing, revealing wavy dark brown hair that reaches the small of her back. Without even looking into the living room, she asks, “Nick, can you help me bring in the rest of the groceries?”

	Nick rolls his eyes, and asks, “Can you come in here first?”

	“For what?” The woman turns into the living room, takes one look at me, and says, “No.”

	“Krys, come on.” Nick stands up, and offers me his hand to help me onto my feet.

	“I’m not going through this again. Every few months, either you or Landon brings in some kid that you think I can help, but you already know what my answer’s going to be.”

	“But she’s different. I don’t think any of the others could make a vampire explode without training.”

	The woman looks me up and down before asking, “Did that really happen?”

	I shrug, and say, “Apparently. I passed out right after that happened, though…”

	“What’s your name?”

	“Heather.”

	“Oh… so you’re that girl Nick wouldn’t shut up about. I’m Krystal. And if what you guys are telling me is true, then I guess I’d better take a closer look at you. Is that alright?”

	“Sure.” I take an unsteady step towards Krystal, who closes the gap between us, and gently places her hands on either side of my head. She closes her eyes, and I stand awkwardly while she does… whatever it is she’s doing. After a few seconds, her eyes snap open, and she takes a few steps back. She seems impressed, but isn’t being very forthcoming with information, so I ask, “What am I?”

	“You’re like me,” Krystal says. “There’s been a lot of debate over what exactly to call us, because hardly anyone can agree on how we do what we do. Some call it magic. Some call it the power of God. Some try to force a scientific name for it onto the rest of us, but it never takes. Most people like us keep it simple, and refer to themselves as a member of their clan, but since neither of us belongs to one, we’ll stick to the most widely accepted term; you’re a spellcaster.”

	I have my answer, but I’m just as confused as ever. “So, what, does this mean I’m like a witch? I can do magic?”

	“Not exactly. Witches exist, but their power relies on potions and incantations. Spellcasters can alter reality in any way they see fit. The only limits are your power, your knowledge of how to use it, and your imagination.”

	“So, what I did to that vampire…”

	“Was what we’ll call a spell, for the sake of consistency. You reserves of power have been building up for such a long time, that it’s bursting out of you under stressful conditions. You may also be having premonitions, or making objects around you float without meaning to.”

	I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. Twenty four hours ago, I could have sworn I was completely normal. Now, I know I’m a spellcaster, and even though I’m still not sure what that entails, I’m getting the feeling that nothing will ever feel normal again. It’s a lot to take in all at once. 

	Nick clears his throat, and asks, “Do you really think you can say no this time?”

	“You suck,” Krystal replies with a smile. “But I don’t think I can. She’s already dangerously strong. I have to at least offer…”

	“Offer what?,” I ask.

	“The chance to unlock your potential, and learn how to use your power properly. I would feel better knowing that you’re not going to kill someone accidentally because you don’t know what you’re doing, but ultimately, the choice is yours.”

	I glance at Nick, and he shrugs in response. Surely, he has an opinion on what my course of action should be, but he offers none. Not that I need his input; I already know my answer.

	Unlike most other little girls, I never had any interest in being a princess. My mom would buy me tiaras and wands, but they would end up getting stashed at the bottom of my toy box. What I really wanted, more than anything, was to be a superhero. Wonder Woman, Hawkgirl, Black Widow… they were my idols. And I never really grew out of my love for them, or the ideals they stood for. I still want to be able to help people in need, I just haven’t really thought about how. And now stands an opportunity to learn how to use the power I’ve discovered within myself for the greater good.

	Yeah, there was never really any question.

	I turn my gaze back to Krystal, and ask, “When can we start?”

	 


Chapter 5

	As it turns out, we can start right away. Nick and I sit on their couch while Krystal briefly explains the history of spellcasters; he’s as much in the dark as I am, and he’s always been curious. I find it hard to pay attention, however. Rather than distracting me by making any sort of noise, it’s Nick’s absolute silence that rattles me. I theorize that he isn’t even breathing, and after a few glances at his chest to see if it’s moving, I’m certain of it. I try to imagine leading a life that doesn’t require me to breathe, but it’s difficult. I make a mental note to ask Nick how it feels in the near future.

	From what I do catch of Krystal’s history lesson, the power I possess actually flows through everyone on Earth. Only a select few are able to access it consciously, however, and I happen to be one of the lucky ones. Thousands of years ago, a group of people like me banded together, and formed the first clan, who called themselves the Anu Ummani. Through the ages, they helped educate those who could tap into their power, protected each other, and kept their talents a closely guarded secret from the world.

	Eventually, the Anu Ummani split into two clans, and those two clans continued to split until there were dozens, spread across the globe. These new clans continued the tradition of passing on and their knowledge and maintaining secrecy, though they usually specialized in a particular set of skills. Some clans became dedicated to healing, or combat, and a select few abused the gifts they had for personal gain. 

	I ask Krystal which clan she once belonged to, which renders her silent for a few seconds. Her excitement is briefly replaced by melancholy, but she clears her throat and continues with the lesson as if I hadn’t interrupted.

	“In the early days, our power was limited to being able to heal bruises and make dandelions grow, but that was until Thalassa the Great discovered the awakening process. In order to restrict our potential destructive force, large portions of our power are sealed off until we reach certain levels in our training. Heather, you’re at a point where your power is overflowing, which means you’re ready to remove the first seal.”

	I’m still a little lost, and slightly distracted by Nick’s breathlessness, but I ask, “How am I supposed to do that?”

	“I suggest you stand up.”

	I slowly rise to my feet, and try my best to hide how tired I am; I still haven’t quite recovered from exerting myself earlier. Krystal asks me to close my eyes, and find the source of my power within. “There will be a sort of wall there,” she says, “a wall that you should be able to break down. Once you do, I can begin teaching you properly.” 

	I groan inwardly; this isn’t going as expected. I want to get to the interesting stuff immediately, not go through Krystal’s weird initiation process. Regardless, I close my eyes, and focus my energy inward as instructed. After only a few seconds, I find what Krystal was talking about; I can feel a massive current of energy flowing through me, but the majority of it is being blocked by some invisible force. I press against this “wall” tentatively, and it gives a little, so I press a bit harder. I break into a sweat, and almost lose my concentration more than once, but I push and push, until finally, the wall begins to splinter. Bits of energy trickle through the cracks, until the wall shatters completely, and it all washes over me in one massive wave. I can feel the power pulsing through every part of my body; I’ve only felt this in short bursts in the burnt-out building by my school, but never to this degree. It’s becoming clear that I have much more strength than I had ever dreamed.

	My eyes fly open, and for a moment, I’m blinded by a bright blue light. I realize it’s coming from the flat-screen TV across the room, reflecting the light blue aura that now surrounds me. A terrifyingly strong wind rips through the room, blowing papers and magazines all around, and tearing paintings from the walls. Krystal and Nick gaze at me in awe, their hair being blown to and fro as well, and slowly, my aura begins to dim, and fades back into nonexistence. 

	My feet touch the ground – I must have been floating an inch or two above it – at which point, I realize that I no longer feel fatigued at all. In fact, I feel like I could run laps around Central Park. I want to say something profound to make the moment feel more significant than it already is, but what actually comes out of my mouth is, “Sorry about the mess.”

	Krystal laughs, and assures me that it’s fine, then instructs me to follow her onto the roof while Nick carries in the groceries. We take the elevator up to the top floor, and walk up a flight of stairs, and then we’re outside. We’re high up enough that no one could possibly see us from the surrounding buildings, which is to our advantage, but just a peek over the wall surrounding the roof is enough to make me want to head back inside. Krystal leads me over to an unsurprisingly barren rooftop garden, where we find nothing but tiny rocks and the signs that told everyone which vegetables were being grown and where. Krystal picks up a pebble at random, and says, “We’ll start small. I want you to try and lift the pebble from my palm.”

	I ask, “Don’t I need to say the magic words? Or wave my wand, or something?”

	Krystal shakes her head. “The power comes from you. We don’t need twigs and made up words.”

	“So, what you’re telling me is…”

	“No, there will be no foolish wand-waving, or silly incantations in this class.”

	I stare at the pebble in Krystal’s palm, and focus intently on making it move, but the best I can do is make it shudder. I try again, and it floats for about a second before plopping down on her palm. “I can’t do it,” I say. “But… I just destroyed your living room, this should be a breeze.”

	“It’s alright; you’re doing better than most people on their first try. Lifting the pebble is an exercise in both focus and precision. You need to concentrate on every spell you ever perform, or the end result may be disastrous. And you’ve already shown a flair for destruction, so this is an important lesson for you.”

	Nick, who had been watching from outside the garden, comes up beside me to get a better look, and any hope I had of focusing goes out the window. Krystal seems to sense this as well, and glares at Nick as she says, “I want you to take this pebble home, and practice with it. Then, make your way back here when you can make it move from one point to another with precision. I’m sure Nick will keep in touch with you, and bring you back when you’re ready for your next lesson.”

	Krystal offers the pebble to me, and I slip it into my pocket. I remember that Nick doesn’t have a cell phone, and ask, “How am I supposed to stay in contact with you?”

	“I’ll add you on Facebook,” he answers.

	“Aren’t you a little old for Facebook?”

	“That hurts, you know. I’m still technically nineteen.” Nick smiles at me though, and asks, “What’s your last name?”

	“Santos.”

	“Alright, Heather Santos. I’ll add you when I get the chance.”

	“You’d better.”

	“And if I don’t?”

	“I haven’t decided yet, but when I do… sleep with one eye open.”

	Krystal seems annoyed by the way Nick and I interact, but she doesn’t comment on it, instead telling me that I’m free to go. When we all head back down the stairs, she elects to walk the rest of the way down to her floor, instead of waiting for the elevator with us. Nick and I wave to her as she continues down the steps, then he presses the call button, and offers to escort me anywhere I want to go. Surprisingly, I don’t feel like going home; I have too much energy now to sit around doing nothing. Instead, I ask if he can get us to my school. Nick nods, and steps aside to let me into the elevator when the doors slide open.

	I couldn’t tell from high above the street, but now that I can see the signs near the condo, I notice that Nick lives almost right along my route to school. In fact, we live close enough together that I could walk home from his place in little more than ten minutes. We need to cut through Central Park in order to reach my school, so we walk along one of the paths that we hope will lead us straight across. 

	Along the way, Nick starts asking questions about me. I suppose it’s only fair; I did much the same thing while we were sitting on his couch earlier. I find it hard to believe that he’s actually interested in what my favorite color is, or where I grew up, or if I have any pets. I find it even harder to believe that he’ll actually remember everything I tell him, but he hangs onto my every word as if it’s useful information.

	We make it to my school right as the last class before lunch is ending, and as we walk towards the stone steps, I turn to Nick for our inevitably awkward goodbye. He looks like he might want to hug me, or kiss me, or something, and as great of a guy as he seems to be, the fact remains that he’s technically no longer human, and I’m still not sure how close I want us to be. I give him a look that I hope clearly says “This wasn’t even a date, don’t push your luck.” Nick seems to get the message, but as we say our goodbyes, he reaches for my hand, and plants a gentle kiss on it. My face turns hot enough to melt through ice as he turns and walks away.

	***

	I find Rachel sitting alone at a table near the middle of the cafeteria, and take a seat across from her after buying my lunch. She looks a lot healthier than she did yesterday, or at least less tired. While we wait for Jenna to join us, she gives me a quick review of what I missed in Ancient History (Spoiler alert: the Trojans lost the Trojan War), which I’m barely listening to. All I can think about is the pebble weighing down my pocket, and how I can hardly wait to get home and try moving it again. Rachel snaps her fingers by my face, and says, “I know history is boring, but you need to stop spacing out.”

	“Shit, sorry. Just… thinking.”

	I look up, and notice the girl with the purple hair from yesterday watching me again. Except this time, her curious golden eyes don’t dart away when she realizes she’s been caught. Instead, they’re glued to me, as if she’s trying to figure me out. No, more like… she knows exactly what I am, and what I can do. And I’ve suddenly become much more interesting. It’s possible that I’m imagining things, but… if I didn’t know any better, I’d think this girl might be on to me. I watch her as intensely as she’s watching me, until she sighs and goes back to writing in her book. 

	I pull my focus back to my own table in time to hear Rachel ask, “Where were you this morning? Jenna said you weren’t in Creative Writing, either.”

	Damn. I should have thought of an alibi a long time ago. I shrug, and decide to tell Rachel a sliver of the truth. “Remember when I told you I got mugged yesterday? And some guy stopped to help me out?”

	“Yeah, I remember.”

	“Well, we bumped into each other again. We hung out for a while, got to know each other a little better, then he brought me here when we realized what time it was.”

	“I am agog; I am aghast! Is Heather in love at last?”

	My cheeks start burning again, and I kick Rachel under the table as I mutter, “Shut up! I’m not in love with Nick, I just met the guy.”

	 “Well, you clearly feel something for him. I’ve never seen you blush so hard.”

	“I… we’re not… Okay, he’s attractive, and he seems like a decent guy, but I don’t know if I can see myself with him.”

	“Well, why not?”

	For a split second, I consider saying, Oh, maybe the fact that he’s a blood-sucking creature of the night, and I’m a freak of nature that can kill a vampire without ever touching him. But I think better of doing so, and instead respond with, “We’re just very… different. Plus, he’s kind of older than me.”

	“How much older are we talking?”

	“He looks our age, but there’s no way to tell how old he actually is.”

	Rachel seems to have a response for that, but it catches in her throat. Her eyes narrow with suspicion; it’s almost as if she’s somehow guessed at what I’m trying to say. If that is the case, she’s keeping her speculations to herself, and I suppose it’s with good reason. The existence of vampires and other supernatural beings isn’t exactly common knowledge, and if she’s pieced together that Nick is one of them, then it probably means she has firsthand experience with their world as well.

	Thankfully, Jenna arrives before either I or Rachel says anything incriminating, and drops her food down on the table as she sits down next to me. We switch to talking about what I missed in Creative Writing, but throughout the rest of the lunch period, Rachel and I watch each other carefully, and I can tell we’re each wondering what exactly the other is hiding.

	 


Chapter 6

	The minute I get home, I check to see if my mom is back from work yet (she’s not), then if there’s anything to eat (there isn’t), and since both inquiries turn up negative results, I bring my laptop out to the living room and turn it on. While I’m waiting for it to boot up, I pull the pebble out of my pocket and hold it out in my outstretched palm. It’s strange; I’ve been waiting all day to test out my powers, but now, looking at this stupid pebble, I’m beginning to doubt myself. How can I ever do something great if I can’t handle the smallest assignment? I want to hurl it across the room, or out the window, but I try to calm down and focus on making it float. At first, the pebble only wobbles like before, but after a few seconds of straining, I manage to make it float a few inches above my palm. 

	I laugh, and start to make it move around in circles. By the time my laptop is completely booted up, and I’m logged into Facebook, the pebble is zooming around the living room at my command. In my excitement, I almost forget to check my friend requests, and when I click on the little icon, I can hear the pebble hit the floor and skid across the room.

	One request, from a mister Nicholas Brandt. The profile picture features three people, but I can make out Nick’s face in the middle. I click accept, and since we’re officially friends on Facebook, I exercise my Constitutional right to stalk his profile. It’s a pretty sparse profile, almost to the point of being depressing; he’s only posted twenty statuses in the past year, and he only has seventy friends, counting me. There aren’t many pictures either, at least not of him alone. I’ve seen enough; I’m about to log off and do some homework when Nick messages me.

	Nicholas: Hey.

	Me: Hey.

	I wasn’t prepared to actually have a conversation with him online. My heart starts beating a little more quickly than usual, but I’ve recovered from the shock by the time he sends his next message.

	Nicholas: How are you adjusting to things?

	Thank God. He might not type as quickly as I do, but at least he uses proper spelling and grammar.

	Me: What do you mean?

	Nicholas: In the past few days, you’ve nearly been eaten, found out that supernatural beings actually exist, discovered incredibly rare powers, and used them to rescue the guy that saved you.

	Nicholas: Just saying… I get it if you’re a little overwhelmed.

	I hadn’t thought about it that way until now. They way Nick makes it sound, I went from being a boring, nerdy girl to a badass vampire slayer. It’s an interesting transition.

	Me: Nah, I’m feeling fine. I’m used to that sort of stuff already.

	Nicholas: Really?

	Me: No… I just thought that would make me sound cool. =P

	Me: Wait… do you even know what =P means?

	Nicholas: I’M NOT THAT OLD. =P

	Me: Whatever you say!

	Nicholas: Krys wants to know how you’re doing with your assignment.

	Me: Not bad, actually! I was flying it around the room for a while before I got online.

	Nicholas: Nice. She says she wants you to come over tomorrow for your first official lesson.

	Me: Sure. What time?

	Nicholas: I’ll pick you up after school?

	Me: Okay. See you then.

	Nicholas: Okay.

	I guess that’s Nick’s version of a goodbye, because he’s offline before I can even type out mine. It’s weird… we basically made small talk for a few minutes, but I’m still grinning like an idiot when I close my laptop. In spite of my vow to keep him at a distance, I think I’m starting to get attached to him. And I’m not sure how to feel about that. 

	With just a gentle push from me, the pebble rises from the ground, and begins to slowly float in circles around my head as I reach for my Ancient History textbook. Now that I know for a fact I can control the pebble, it’s almost effortless to do so. I try to focus on the book, but my thoughts dwell on anything but the pages in front of me. Somehow, reading up on the doings of ancient civilizations seems even less appealing than before. I think it’s because, for the first time, my present is more interesting than someone else’s past.

	***

	After school the next day, Nick is waiting for me by the front entrance, like I expected. Rachel asked to meet him, but I wasn’t about to let her. I may not be sure of how I feel about Nick just yet, but I do know that I don’t want her dropping hints around him or playing matchmaker; I can make things awkward enough on my own. Thankfully, Nick doesn’t look a day older than nineteen, so most of the people swarming out of the school walk right by him without a second thought. I wait until there are less people around to descend the stone steps and greet him.

	“Hi,” he says back, and he flashes me his gorgeous smile as we start moving in the direction of the condo. At first, we walk in awkward silence, but by the time we’re halfway through Central Park, we’re playing a game I made up called It’s No Bullshit. We each come up with something that we don’t think the other will believe, true or otherwise, and if the other party doesn’t believe it, they call bullshit. The one with the most accurate bullshits called at the end is the winner. So as we walk into Nick’s building, the doorman looks incredibly confused when he hears what we’re saying:

	Me: “I’ve worn a dress before.”

	Nick: “Bullshit.”

	Me: “Nope, totally true.”

	Nick: “Umm… trolls and goblins are real.”

	Me: “Really?”

	Nick: “No… at least, not to the best of my knowledge.”

	Me: “Hmm. I can bench press 240.”

	Nick: “Bullshit!”

	Me: “Yeah, you got me. Guess that means we’re tied.”

	We’re standing in front of Nick’s door, and Nick is digging in his pocket, when he says, “You look really pretty today.”

	I glance at my elongated reflection in his bronze doorknob; I’m in jeans and Converse, covered up by my ugly, puffy brown coat, and my hair’s been blown every which way by the wind. I grin at him, and say, “Bullshit. I win.”

	Nick grins back at me, and says, “That wasn’t part of the game,” then unlocks the door and holds it open for me.

	I’m not given much time to dwell on the compliment, because Krystal is waiting for us in the living room, and as soon as we step inside, it’s down to business. I reach into my pocket and pull out the pebble at her request. Then, with hardly any effort on my part, I mentally push the tiny rock until it’s circling around my head rapidly. Krystal has me maneuver it towards various points around the room, until she’s satisfied that I’m in complete control of the pebble’s movements. Finally, I call it back to my palm, where it lands softly as my fingers close around it.

	Krystal seems pleasantly surprised. “Nice job,” she says, “but now we’re gonna try something a little different. Try doing the same thing to the couch.”

	The couch in their living room is about eight feet long, and made of a dark, solid wood, with thick black leather cushions. It probably weighs more than anything I’ve ever lifted on my own, but all the same, I direct my energy towards getting it off the ground. It shudders, then slowly inches upward until the armrests are nearly at my eye level. Krystal gestures upward, so I raise the couch higher, until it’s almost touching the ceiling. I hold it suspended in midair for a few seconds, and then gently let it float back down to its original position.

	Apparently, Krystal is satisfied with my performance. “Most beginners don’t get the hang of it so quickly,” she says. “You’re a natural at this.”

	I’m proud of myself, for the first time in a long time. I’ve never been particularly skilled at anything, let alone gotten praise for doing anything I’ve found easy. I ask Krystal, “What would you like me to try next?”

	“Destroy the pebble.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Destroy it. Instead of focusing on making it move, I want you to send a current of energy through it, with the intention of making it explode.”

	I don’t know why, but I’m almost reluctant to destroy the pebble; I must have somehow gotten attached to it. But I do as Krystal says, and much to my surprise, the pebble explodes in a shower of dust, and covers a considerable portion of the carpet. 

	If Krystal wasn’t impressed before, she sure is now. “Yeah, you’re a natural,” she says. “Even if destructive spells are easier than the ones that require more finesse, they’re still usually way beyond the abilities of someone who’s been learning for a day.”

	I take a seat on the couch I just levitated, and Nick joins me while Krystal goes into more detail about magic. “Regardless of the terminology that the different clans may use, our kind have traditionally divided magic into several branches; elemental spells, transformation spells, summoning spells, banishing spells, healing spells, and protection spells, for example. Almost all of the branches overlap in some way or another, and each of them can be further broken down into light and dark spells, then further into benign and combat spells. Now, I’d have liked to start you off with blah blah blah, but blah blah and blah…”

	I wish I could pay attention to Krystal, but it seems like an impossible task. I’m itching to actually do magic, not talk about it. She notices that I’m basically staring into space, and asks, “Did you hear any of what I just said?”

	“Honestly, no… I’m sorry.”

	“It’s fine, I’ll give you the short version. I’m teaching you protection spells first, so when we get to bigger stuff, you probably won’t die. After that, I’ll let you choose.”

	I have so many questions, but my mind goes blank when I notice the shirtless man walking into the living room without warning. He looks to be about twenty three, and in pretty good shape; his chest, arms, and legs are all kind of hairy, but obviously well toned. In short, he’s not bad looking for an older guy, and a few people I know would be drooling over him. I, however, am not too impressed. He spots me on the couch, and asks, “What’s your name, kid?”

	I’m a little annoyed that this stranger just called me kid, but I politely respond, “Heather.”

	“Heather, huh? I’ve been hearing that name a lot these days.” He grabs a shirt out of what I hope was a basket full of clean clothes, and introduces himself. “I’m Landon, your friendly neighborhood werewolf.”

	A werewolf… I had a feeling those existed too, but I’d neglected to ask. Landon seems as far removed from what I thought a werewolf would be as Nick does from my mental image of a vampire. If he hadn’t said anything, I would have assumed he was just a normal guy. Landon throws on his shirt, and announces to the room, “I’m heading out for a run. If you want something from outside, speak now or forever hold your peace.” Krystal and Nick both shake their heads, so he shrugs, and heads out the door.

	Krystal and I put our heads together, and draw up a schedule that basically says I come over five times a week, which means more opportunities for Nick to pick me up from school, which I don’t mind at all. She decides that we’ll start next week, and that I’m free to go. Nick offers to walk me home, and I gladly accept; I’m gradually coming to appreciate the time I get to spend with him, however short it may be.

	The sun is well beneath the horizon, and the streetlights have taken over lighting the streets as Nick and I step out into the night. We stand in front of his building awkwardly for a moment before I realize Nick doesn’t know where I live, so I’ll be the one leading the way. As we round the corner, I ask, “How long have you been friends with Landon?”

	“Way longer than either of us expected,” he answers. “We met in high school, and he must have gotten the wrong idea about me somehow, because he asked me out on a few occasions. Eventually, he accepted that I wasn’t on the same page, but we stayed close, and when my parents kicked me out, he offered me a place to stay. Now he’s one of the best friends I’ve got.”

	I notice a couple walking toward us, going in the opposite direction, so I wait until they’re out of earshot to speak again. “So… it isn’t awkward living with him?”

	Nick shakes his head. “Why would it be?”

	“You’re a vampire… he’s a werewolf…”

	Nick actually laughs at me, and says, “I can’t believe you buy into that all that ‘vampires versus werewolves’ crap. We’ve got no reason to fight, never have. That idea just comes from books and movies that decided they needed a little more drama.”

	We come to a stop in front of my building, but I’m reluctant to go in. I would stay out and talk to Nick all night if I could, but our night has to end sometime. Nick seems deep in thought, and when he speaks again, I pick up on the faintest hint of pain his tone. “We’re more alike than people think… vampires and werewolves, that is. All of us, ‘monsters’, really. We’re all forced into lives that we never asked for. Alienated from our old friends and families. For a lot of us, it’s more than we can endure unscathed.” 

	“Well, you sure know how to make the vampire life sound appealing.”

	“It’s anything but, actually. We’re all treated like second class citizens. I just… under all the blood drinking, shape shifting, and general upheaval, we’re every bit as human as the rest of you.”

	There’s some truth to what Nick is saying; from what I’ve seen of how he and his roommates live, they seem like perfectly normal people. There’s the small matter that Nick drinks blood to survive, and Landon transforms every full moon, but otherwise, they’re not that different from anyone else I’ve ever known. Still, as a former “normal” human being, I can see why most people would want to keep people like Nick at a safe distance. So I say, “Not everyone would agree with you on the human part.”

	Nick shrugs, and says, “Not many of us agree either. Most vampires tend to think of us as the ‘evolution of man’, the superior species… but I see things differently. I don’t think our humanity is determined by whether we’ve been bitten by anything, or if we’re something that isn’t considered ‘normal’ by the rest of society. I think that in reality, there’s a monster inside each of us. It’s whether or not we give in to it that makes us human.”

	I look up into Nick’s familiar face, and I feel like I’m really seeing him for the first time. Not the version of him that’s gentle and flirty and intelligent, nor even the vicious, protective side I caught a glimpse of when we first met. This is my first peek at the version that he keeps to himself. I know if I were in his shoes, I would feel a certain degree of bitterness about being so isolated from the rest of humanity. I realize that for the first time, I’m seeing Nick as a human being with thoughts and feelings, instead of something other. And I think that might be all he’s wanted since he was turned.

	I want to say something comforting and profound, but nothing really comes to mind, so I close the gap between us, and stand on the tips of my toes to wrap my arms around his shoulders. I whisper to him, “I’m sorry.”

	He likewise wraps his arms around me, and, silly as it sounds, for a split second I feel as if we’ve briefly crossed into something deeper than our normal, flirty-but-friendly relationship. Even sillier, part of me wants it to stay this way. But Nick releases me, and the moment passes. He whispers, “Don’t be. You’ve done nothing wrong.” Then he waves goodnight, and turns to walk back home.

	 


Chapter 7

	For the next three weeks or so, I head straight for the main entrance after school, and Nick is always waiting for me at the bottom of the stone steps. I can find my way to his place in my sleep after the first trip, but I let him pick me up anyway. It’s stupid, but it’s those precious few minutes with him that I look forward to most every day. He hasn’t opened up to me much since the first time; in fact, he might have gotten a tiny bit colder. I didn’t expect him to start telling me every single detail of his life right off the bat, but I haven’t seen a glimmer of the boy behind his aloof façade since.

	Instead, when we talk, he insists on learning more about me. He knows more about me than any other guy on the planet, and while he makes a good friend, it’s equal parts disappointing and relieving that he hasn’t shown much romantic interest in me the past few weeks. If he were to ask me out, I’d have to actually decide whether or not it’s worth the risk to date him, and yet, I don’t want him to slip so far that I end up friend-zoned for eternity. I constantly wonder if the relationships between normal boys and normal girls are this frustrating.

	Whereas being around Nick is fun/frustrating, my lessons with Krystal are fun/painful. We practice spells on the roof of their building, both to keep us from destroying the apartment and to avoid being seen. Nick and Landon occasionally join us, watching from afar as I get my ass handed to me again and again. Krystal figured out early on that I learn best by doing, so she quickly teaches me what I need in order to perform the proper shield spell, and then attacks me without warning. After three weeks of accruing various injuries, which Krystal always heals, I know just about every shield spell in existence; most simply block attacks as they come, but others, which I’ve nicknamed trigger shields, can be placed on someone early on, and only activate when they are in danger. With every passing day, no matter how tired or sore I am, I can feel myself getting steadily stronger.

	Nick walks me home every night once Krystal decides I’ve had enough for one day. Aside from the trip to his house, our walk to my place is my favorite part of our routine. The hectic, neon glow of the city at night, the low rumble of passing cars, the boy walking by my side… on some nights, I can almost trick myself into thinking he’s actually walking me home from a date, even though neither of us has tried to ask out the other. Once in a while, I get up the courage to wrap my arm around one of Nick’s, which he neither condones nor condemns. He’s usually fairly cold at first, but as we walk arm in arm, my warmth radiates through him to the point where it almost feels like I’m walking with someone alive.

	Early in the third week of my training, Rachel corners me after the last class of the day, and asks why she and Jenna can never get a hold of me after school anymore. I could tell her the truth. And I should, since that’s what a good best friend would do. But for some reason, I can’t bring myself to tell her where I’ve really been. I don’t know whether or not it’s alright to tell anyone at all; I make a mental note to ask Nick about the etiquette of revealing the truth to normal people. Even though she seems genuinely hurt and confused, I look my best friend in the eyes, and I tell her as little of the truth as possible. “I’m sorry, I’ve just been busy.”

	“Busy with Nick?”

	Shit. So, she guessed at that much. “No! Well, not exactly.”

	“Which is it, Heather?”

	“His roommate is… well, she’s sort of tutoring me, and he just happens to be around during the lessons.”

	“Do you really think I’m that stupid? If you’re going to ditch your friends for some guy, fine, but don’t fucking lie to me about it.”

	I don’t know why Rachel’s assumption touches a nerve, but it does, and I realize that I’m clenching my fists. “What do you want me to tell you? That I’m running out of school every day so I can head to my boyfriend’s place and greet him pelvis-first? Well, tough shit. I told you what’s really going on.”

	“That’s bullshit, and I know it! Don’t lie to me.”

	“I can prove it. I’m heading out to meet Nick right now, he’ll tell you exactly what I told you.”

	“Fine, let’s go.”

	“Fine.”

	“Fine!”

	I let out a frustrated sigh, and lead the way to the front entrance, where I know Nick will be waiting. I can’t remember ever seeing Rachel this upset over something I’ve done; I’m usually the one having trouble managing my temper on the rare occasions where we fight. She must have really felt threatened by Nick for whatever reason. Under different circumstances, I’d have regretted that my time spent learning from Krystal came at the price of neglecting my friends, but right now it’s all I can do to keep myself calm.

	Along the way, Rachel asks, “Is he really your boyfriend now?” I’m too annoyed with her to speak, so I just shake my head, and she backs off.

	Nick is waiting at the bottom of the stone steps, as always, and flashes me his gorgeous smile from afar when he spots me. Then he sees Rachel following me closely, and raises his eyebrows. I shrug in response. Once we’re close enough, he says, “Hey, Heather. And hello to you too, umm…”

	“Rachel.”

	“Right. Nice to meet you, I’m Nick.” Rachel stares up at him, but it’s not an awkward “hey, this guy is actually hot” stare. It looks more like she’s trying to figure something out about Nick, and when whatever she’s trying to figure out clicks in her brain, her eyes widen. Nick nods, and asks her, “How long ago?”

	“Four years this July. You?”

	“Just over four.”

	Now I’m genuinely confused, and annoyed that both of them seem to have forgotten that I exist. I clear my throat, and ask, “What are you guys talking about?”

	Rachel shakes her head at Nick, who says, “Don’t worry about it. Rachel, you’re more than welcome to join us, if you like.” Nick glances at me, and hastily adds, “That is, if Heather is alright with it.”

	I look at Nick like he’s insane. From what I can tell, he’s helping my best friend keep secrets from me. And now, he expects me to invite her over so that she can learn some of mine? One look at his face, and I know that’s exactly what he wants me to do. But why? I guess, if nothing else, it will prove to Rachel that I’m too busy to hang out for a good reason. And maybe, if I play the guilt card, I can get her to spill whatever she’s keeping from me.

	“Sure… she can come.”

	***

	Half an hour later, I am face-down on the gravel of Nick’s rooftop, my left arm covered in burns. I learned not to scream early on; it might attract unwanted attention. Instead, I bite down on my lip and screw my eyes shut, while I wait for Krystal to heal my arm. Within moments, the burning sensation melts away, and is replaced with the uncomfortable, itchy feeling of skin rapidly growing over a wound. When I have the courage to open my eyes, and inspect my arm, the newly grown skin is pink and raw, but otherwise unmarred. If I had remembered to surround myself with trigger shields this morning, I wouldn’t have been injured by the fireball in the first place, which I’m pretty sure was the point Krystal intended to make. I promise myself that I’ll add casting those spells to my morning routine.

	Once I’m back on my feet, and let everyone know I’m alright, Krystal asks me, “Do you feel ready to start learning some of the fun stuff?”

	“I don’t know,” I say. “It seems like the ‘fun stuff’ is going to shave twenty years off of my expected lifespan.”

	“Don’t worry about that… as long as you know what you’re doing, you’ll be fine.” Krystal quickly explains to me how the fireball spell works, then tells me to aim it at the rooftop garden, which she promises to protect from the damage. The new spell seems more complicated than anything I’ve learned so far, but I’m willing to give it a shot. I close my eyes, and focus on step one: taking any flammable gases in the air around me, and shaping them into a ball. I can’t tell if it really worked or not, but I move on to step two: igniting the ball with a spark of my own energy.

	Instantly, I feel a searing heat flare up not too far from my body; I open my eyes to see a huge ball of flames floating in front of me. I panic, and pretty much fail at step three: aim it at the rooftop garden, and fire. The fireball soars left of the garden, straight at where Nick and Rachel are standing. Krystal curses under her breath, and casts a protective spell over them at the last second. The fireball hits the shield, and disperses into an almost flower-like pattern of flames a few feet in length. Within seconds, all traces of both spells have vanished.

	Suddenly, all eyes are on me; I don’t think anyone expected me to come so close to killing them. Krystal seems happy with the results, though. “That was amazing!,” she says. “Nobody has ever performed that spell correctly without weeks of effort.”

	I’m still not used to feeling like I’ve done something right, so my cheeks flush a little. “Yeah, but apparently I need to work on my aim.”

	“Definitely,” Krystal agrees. “I can’t teach you much if you won’t be able to hit anything.”

	Krystal lets me practice the spell a few more times, shooting it upward to avoid injuring anyone, then decides it’s time to call it a day. We all head downstairs as a group, with Nick and Krystal in front. Before stepping through their door, Rachel pulls me aside, and whispers, “Holy shit.”

	“Is that really all you have to say to me?,” I ask.

	“No, I just… wow. I am so sorry, I never imagined-”

	“It’s fine. Are we cool now?”

	“Yes, we’re cool. Now I’m just a little jealous of your powers.”

	“You can have them. Unless you’d rather keep the ones you’ve already got.”

	Rachel’s expression shifts from amazed to exasperated. “Heather-“

	“Don’t bother denying it anymore. I’m not as stupid as you think; Nick wouldn’t invite a random person over, he saw something in you. And after spazzing on me, and seeing what I’ve really been up to, I feel that you owe me some answers.”

	I can almost see the gears working in Rachel’s head. She sighs, and asks, “Are you sure you want to know?”

	“Yes.”

	“You won’t think I’m a freak?”

	“I won’t think any differently of you.”

	“Fine… About four years ago, on a camping trip with my parents, I went out alone in the middle of the night… I know how bad that sounds, but there aren’t exactly bathrooms in the middle of nowhere. I was on my way back to our camp when something bit my leg, and ran off. It was intense; the pain shot through my whole body, it was like my veins were on fire. I blacked out after a while, and came to in a nearby hospital. I guess my parents had found me at some point. Anyway, during the full moon a month later, I felt that weird pain all over again, for a split second, and then… I started transforming. I actually heard bones snapping and rearranging inside of me, felt the fur coming out of my skin. I didn’t know until right then that I’d become something less than human.”

	Now it’s my turn to say, “Holy shit.” In all my life, even the past few weeks, I never thought I’d be able to say that my best friend is a werewolf. I understand why Rachel was so reluctant to tell me the truth now. Or, at least, I think I do. I may not be “normal” (as if such a thing ever existed), but at least I could choose to walk away from being a spellcaster if I ever had a mind to. Rachel has no choice; every full moon, she will transform into a werewolf, whether she wants to or not. I know if I were in her shoes, I would feel more like an animal trapped in a corner than a human with a condition. I want to ask her so many questions, but judging by her expression, now is not the time. So I hug her tightly, and say, “I’m sorry you had to deal with all this on your own for so long.”

	“It’s alright. I just didn’t think there was anyone to talk to about it. I was worried you would think I’m nuts.”

	“Oh, don’t worry, I always thought you were nuts. But I’ve always got your back, regardless of your mental instability.”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	I know Rachel can only handle so much hugging, so I pull myself away from her before she complains about wanting back her personal space. “No more secrets?,” I ask her tentatively.

	“No more secrets,” she confirms.

	“Good.”

	Rachel offers me a faint smile, and slips past me into the apartment. I follow her inside, and as the door clicks shut behind me, I realize it feels like a weight has lifted from my chest. I’d been worried what the people in my life would think of me if they knew what I am. I have no plans to tell anyone else, I’m not quite ready yet. But I’m glad that Rachel knows, and that both of us now know that we’re not alone.

	 


Chapter 8

	Mere seconds after I walk through the door, Landon comes bounding out of his room, looking like he’s in a rush. He’s shirtless, as usual, but carrying a black tank top in his hand. He waves at me as he walks down the hall. I wave back, and shake my head; I’m unaffected by his insistence on partial nudity, but I do notice that Rachel can’t keep her eyes off of his well-sculpted body. I consider telling her that she’s barking up the wrong tree, but I figure she’ll realize it on her own before long.

	Landon sniffs the air once, and smiles. “You know, most people don’t get to see me like this until after a date or two. Consider yourself lucky, pup.”

	Rachel’s face flushes until it’s nearly as red as her hair, and she looks down at the ground. “Sorry, it’s just… I didn’t expect anyone like me to be here.”

	Anyone like me… I don’t remember telling her that Landon was a werewolf. Then again, she and Nick each seemed to know what the other was without ever saying a word. Maybe certain supernatural beings give off particular scents, and you need a strong nose like that of a vampire or werewolf to detect them.

	Landon takes a moment to put on the tank top he brought out with him, and says, “There are more of us than you think. In fact, I’m part of a support group for people like us. People who need a place to go where they feel safe to talk.” Landon hands Rachel a card that reads The Pack in large letters, and says, “You should come. I’ve seen a lot of young weres benefit from attending a few meetings.”

	“When do you guys meet?,” Rachel asks. She seems to have already decided to go.

	“Every full moon, a couple of hours before sundown, at the address on the card,” Landon replies. He then turns to me. “You’re welcome to come too, Heather, the meetings aren’t were-exclusive. You can just show support and enjoy the free food.”

	I glance at Rachel, who gives me a pleading look that I interpret as, “please don’t make me go alone.” So I nod, and say, “Sure, I’d love to come.”

	“Cool. I have to go meet with someone at the MOMA who said she might consider putting up a few of my paintings, so I’ll see you guys around.” Landon checks the time on his phone, then looks back up and says, “It was nice meeting you…”

	“Rachel.”

	“Landon. Hope I see you next week.” Landon grabs a carefully folded shirt from a nearby laundry basket, then heads back into his room to finish getting dressed.

	Rachel isn’t quite as familiar with Manhattan as the rest of us, so when we’re ready to leave, Nick and I escort her to a nearby subway station. Before we say our goodbyes, she asks, “Mind if I join you guys again sometime?”

	I look at Nick, who nods, and says, “You’re welcome to come over whenever.”

	“Coolios. I gotta go, but I’ll be seeing you.” Rachel waves to us, then vanishes down the steps to the 6 train, leaving Nick and I alone at last. I wrap my warm arm around his cold one, and we continue east to my place.

	The trip home is unusually silent, mostly because I have a lot on my mind. Nick is likewise tight-lipped, but I can only guess as to why. He almost looks nervous, which is unusual in itself; he’s usually maintained his cool around me. Besides, he’s handsome, and intelligent, and he has a healthy sense of humor… it doesn’t seem to me he has nothing to be nervous about, ever. At least, not around a girl like me.

	As my building comes into view, I think of a conversation topic that might pull him out of his shell a little. “Say, Nick… why do you walk me home every night?”

	Nick’s caught off guard by the question, but he answers without hesitation. “Because spending time with you is always the highlight of my day.”

	My face turns hot, and I’m thankful that it’s dark enough that he can’t see me blush. I hadn’t been expecting that particular answer, and while I’m glad he feels that way, it could really mean anything. Is he trying to say that he likes me, or is he just being nice? I give Nick a quick hug as we say goodnight, the possible implications of his words swimming around in my head, and step into the welcoming light that is my building’s lobby.

	My mom is usually home by now, but since the apartment is empty, I assume that she’s either out with Captain Douche, or working overtime. Dinner’s already in the microwave, so I set the timer and head to my room to put down my bookbag. I pull my stuff out of the bag onto my bed, and a green envelope I’ve never seen before falls out from between two of my textbooks. There’s no name on it, but since the envelope is the exact same shade of green as my eyes, I can tell who slipped it into my bag automatically. When he looks at me, his eyes always seem to be fixed on mine. I open the envelope excitedly, and pull out a sheet of paper covered in beautifully written script.

	Heather,

	First of all, I’m sorry that I’m telling you all of this through a letter. I’d much rather have this discussion in person, but every time I try to start it, the words won’t come out. Hence, the letter you’re reading right now.

	 Second, I’m sorry if I’ve seemed distant lately. I’m not used to opening up to people, so when I realized that I felt comfortable talking openly about myself with you, I got scared. I tried to pull myself away, but the damage is done. For better or worse, I’m drawn to you. 

	When I was forced into this life, I assumed I would never be able to open my heart again, so I never made an attempt. Then I met you, and I felt myself gradually remembering what it feels like to care about someone the way I’m coming to care about you. Now, I’m dealing with feelings that haven’t surfaced in years, and it goes against my better judgment, but I want you, and that’s so terrifying.

	Even more terrifying is waiting to see how you’ll respond to my next question; how would you feel about going out next Friday night? I’d like to see if we’re compatible on a romantic level, or if I’m just imagining things.

	Take your time to think about it if you need. Don’t worry, I’m not freaking out at all.

	Sincerely,

	Nick

	Surprisingly, there is little thought given to my answer. It’s as if something slides into place in my mind, and I no longer have any doubts whatsoever. The feeling is more mutual than I’d initially realized. The next day, after school, I walk to Nick as calmly as I can, though I’ve been anticipating this moment since last night. For a moment, neither of us says a word. He asks, “What’s your answer?”

	I have half a mind to give him a sarcastic response, just for the fun of it. But instead, I look up into his soft brown eyes, noting the contained panic behind them, and say, “I’d love to.”

	***

	Friday can’t come fast enough. My mind wanders to the upcoming date every few minutes, and I can hardly focus on anything else. Nick seems to be as excited as I am; he never says so, but whenever I glance his way, I catch him watching me and just smiling. Krystal gives me Friday night off, so I won’t be sweaty and in pain for our date, which is a major plus. Finally, the big day arrives, and as usual, Nick is waiting for me after school. This time, however, he’s walking me straight home; I’d let him know beforehand that I would want to clean myself up a little, and change my clothes.

	Thankfully, I’d spent all of last night freaking out over what to wear, so I just throw on the preset outfit, brush my hair, spray on a little perfume, and I’m ready to go. I would put on makeup, but I rarely ever use anything more complex than lip gloss, even on special occasions. Besides, Nick decided he liked me when I was rocking the natural look, and I don’t want to end up taking too long.

	Nick’s leaning against the mailboxes in my lobby when I come back downstairs. I realize that when I look at him lately, I’m noticing something new every time. I mean, I’ve noticed before, obviously, but I never quite paid attention to the tiny flecks of gold in Nick’s brown eyes, or the way he only shows his upper teeth when he smiles at me, or the small dent on the side of his nose. I wonder if he notices similar things about me, or if there’s even anything about me worth noticing.

	As I wrap my arm around Nick’s, he whispers to me, “You look beautiful.”

	Usually, the only person who can call me beautiful without me calling them a liar is my mother. When Nick says it, however, I don’t get the urge to challenge his opinion. My cheeks start to burn, and I just whisper back, “Thank you.”

	We haven’t entirely decided on where to go yet, so Nick and I walk up to Fifth Avenue, and turn south to walk along Central Park. It’s been snowing off and on the past couple of days, and the whole park is covered in a thin blanket of white. We weave through the slow-moving crowds of tourists, and observe the park’s transformation into a winter wonderland, all while debating whether we should eat at Panera Bread or Uno’s. I don’t even know why we’re having this conversation; I’m the only one that can actually digest the food we decide on, so I should have the final say. Nick seems to realize this around the same time I do, and he laughs as he says, “Alright, you pick.”

	I decide on a restaurant called Thai 51 that my mom and I enjoy. It’s about forty blocks away from where we are, but I’m not complaining. The long walk just means more time spent with Nick. By the time we get there, the sky is turning vibrant shades of orange and pink, and the street lamps are just beginning to flicker on. The restaurant I picked doesn’t particularly stand out from the rest of the block, but the inside brings a pleasant surprise; it’s nowhere near as busy as they are on a usual Friday night. Tonight, a soothing love song is playing over the radio, the lights are dimmed way down, and we have the whole restaurant to ourselves.

	The setting is almost too romantic for me to believe it was a coincidence. I turn to Nick, and ask, “Did you plan this?”

	He smiles at me, but he’s shaking his head. “You picked this place, remember? I guess we just have good luck.”

	We take a seat by the window, and the only waiter in sight hands us a couple of menus. Nick stares at his menu for a moment, then asks, “Any chance they have O positive on tap?”

	“Sadly, no,” I tell him, “but their pad thai is amazing.”

	“I wouldn’t know… I’ve never tried Thai food before.”

	“Really?”

	“No, I was more of a baked ziti kind of guy… God, I miss solid food.”

	A couple of silent minutes pass, and the waiter comes back, asking what we’d like to order. I ask for a plate of pad tamarind with chicken, while Nick simply says he isn’t hungry. It seems like now that we’re no longer “just friends”, we’re back to square one; neither of us knows what to say to the other. After a couple more minutes of awkward silence, I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “So, there’s something you’ve never explained.”

	“Hm?” Nick looks up from the list of specials he was reading.

	“Why did you save me, back when we first met?”

	“Well, I was in the neighborhood, and I heard a bang from inside that burned out building. I figured that wasn’t normal, and when I peeked in to investigate, there you were, collapsed on the ground by the entrance. So I picked you up, and I would have just pulled you out, but then I noticed your eyes… and that’s when I made the decision to stay and fight.”

	“What’s so special about my eyes?” Nick doesn’t answer, but instead lets his gaze drop to the table between us. I lean in a little closer, and ask, “Why won’t you tell me? You know so much about me, but I rarely ever get to learn anything about you.”

	Nick sighs, and says, “Okay… Your eyes reminded me of my little sister, Caroline. Hers were the same exact shade of green, and I loved her like there was no tomorrow. She was the only one out of my entire family that didn’t treat me any differently after I turned. So, I would bring her home after school on some days, but on one of those days, an older vampire tailed us home… Before I could unlock the door and get Caroline inside, the intruder knocked me out, and drained my little sister until there was nothing left of her but sagging skin and a tiny pile of bones.”

	He doesn’t need to explain any further. I’ve never had a brother or sister of any age, so I can’t imagine what losing a sibling must feel like. But I know that if I met someone that reminded me of them afterwards, I wouldn’t let them out of my sight. I reach my hand over the table and place it on top of Nick’s, since I can’t think of anything to say.

	Nick shifts his hand so that his fingers can interlock with mine, and continues quietly, “Anyway, that was what drove me to swear off of human blood. I didn’t want to become like the woman that killed Caroline. I didn’t want to become the monster everyone else saw when they looked at me.”

	I consider telling him that he’s not a monster to me, and never will be, but my food arrives, and the moment passes. Neither of us speaks another word about Nick’s past.

	After dinner, Nick and I cross a bridge that passes over the FDR Drive, to a pathway where pedestrians can walk along it. We walk half of the way to my apartment from there, then stop to rest for a while, both of us staring out onto the East River in a comfortable silence. The lights of the city seem to dance on the rippling water, and even though I’m freezing, I can’t think of a single place I’d rather be. I look over at Nick, and say, “Thank you for tonight. I had a lot of fun.”

	“Me too, we should do this again some time.”

	“Definitely. We should do something other than eat, though. I felt bad that you had to watch.”

	“Don’t worry about it. I still had a good time.”

	“You sure? It got depressing back there for a second.”

	“Yeah, it’s fine.” Nick turns to me, and smiles nervously. I feel my own lips twitch up in response, my heart rate going haywire as our eyes meet. From the way he’s looking at me, I can tell we’re both suffering from “should we kiss on the first date?” anxiety. The moment feels right, so when he raises an eyebrow, I give a small nod in response. Nick leans in most of the way, and I inch closer, and suddenly, our lips are making contact. I don’t know whether it’s the weather or Nick’s condition, but his lips are cold as polished stone. They’re every bit as soft as mine, though, and he pulls me closer, and I’m on the tips of my toes with my arms around his neck, and soon, his lips are as warm as mine.

	We reluctantly pull apart as a jogger runs past us, and I fight to suppress the silly grin spreading across my face. I didn’t know what to expect from my first kiss, but I know I enjoyed it. Nick can’t seem to contain himself either, and I lean in for another. As our lips touch again, I notice that a light snow is beginning to fall.

	 


Chapter 9

	For the next few days, I keep forgetting that the date wasn’t a dream, and I grip the emerald pendant above my bed every morning, just to make sure that I’m still grounded in reality. The whole date plays over and over in my head, always culminating in the amazing first kiss I’d been too cynical to expect. If I close my eyes, I can still feel Nick’s lips on mine, a ghost of the experience itself. I want so badly to kiss him again the next time I see him, but when we meet after school on Monday, we just link hands and head for his place.

	Being around him feels… different. We’re still the same people, and we still act the same around each other as we always have. There’s just an extra layer of intimacy coating our relationship now, and it’s as if every moment with him is suddenly too short, though if I could will it, they would last forever. The closer we come to Nick’s building, that more I wish we could walk somewhere, anywhere else. But we eventually make it to our destination, and I know our short time alone must come to an end. We’re still holding hands when we walk through the door, though, and Krystal notices. She lets out a tiny sigh, but says nothing.

	When we make it up to the roof, I notice that there are a bunch of wooden targets scattered around. Krystal has me stand in the middle, and fire various pebbles at the targets at breakneck speed. This goes on for almost a week; Krystal won’t teach me any new spells until she’s satisfied that I won’t kill anyone with my poor aim. It’s slow going at first, but by Friday, I can hit almost all of the targets eight times out of ten. Krystal determines that as long as what I’m trying to hit is standing still, I’ll be fine. Next week, I’ll start learning elemental spells, and I’m excited beyond words. I’ll finally be learning something that can be used in a fight.

	Nick walks me home after Krystal gives me the okay to leave, as always. His fingers slip between mine, and it feels like we’ve entered our own world again. It’s warm enough now that I don’t need gloves, but still cold enough for me to see my own breath. For the first time, I wish Nick’s temperature wasn’t dependant on his surroundings; I’m sorely tempted to hold him closer for warmth, but his body offers none.

	We stop in front of my building to say goodnight, and Nick asks me what I’m doing tomorrow. I want to say nothing, but I remember that tomorrow night is the full moon. “Crap, I have to go to that counseling thing with Rachel tomorrow.”

	“Oh right, Landon’s support group.”

	“Yeah, I promised I would go with her.”

	“Cool. I’ve gone to a couple of meetings before, they’re usually pretty interesting.”

	Before I can stop myself, I say, “You can come with us, if you like.” I immediately regret letting that slip out; now he probably thinks I’m desperate to spend time with him. In reality, I just don’t want to be the only non-werewolf in attendance.

	Thankfully, Nick doesn’t question my motives. He just says, “I’d love to,” and kisses me on the forehead like he always does at the end of the night now. “I’ll meet you there. Goodnight!”

	I plant a tiny kiss on his cheek, like always, and whisper back, “Goodnight,” before stepping into my building.

	The next day, Rachel comes over a couple of hours before the meeting is set to begin. She’s already looking a little worse for wear; she doesn’t seem to have slept at all. When I ask her if she’s alright, she says, “Yeah, mostly. I was up all night working on a paper that should have been handed in yesterday. Emailed it just after 5 A.M.”

	“Well, geez,” I mutter, “tonight is gonna be especially rough for you then.”

	“You have no idea. Werewolves are bad enough… a tired, cranky werewolf just might eat your whole family.”

	She’s joking. At least, I hope she is.

	The address on the card Rachel has is somewhere in Queens, so we leave an hour or so before the meeting is scheduled to start. The trains are mercifully empty, which is pretty surprising for a sunny, mildly warm Saturday afternoon. We arrive at the address in Flushing, Queens about fifteen minutes before 4 PM. The building turns out to be pretty short, only two floors, and gray both inside and out. There are a few people already in the appointed room, some chatting and nibbling on the free sandwiches, some sitting quietly and reading. More people show as it gets closer to 4, including Nick and Landon, the former of which gives me a hello kiss before taking the seat on my left.

	Finally, it’s time to start, and a tall, dark skinned man in his forties walks into the room. Unlike everyone else, he’s dressed up for the occasion, sporting a midnight blue suit with a red cravat. At his request, we move the chairs into a circle, and he addresses the group. “Good evening everyone, glad you all found the place alright. For the fresh faces we have here tonight, my name is Doctor Lucian, and I have been a werewolf for roughly seventeen years. Before we start, I’d like to go around the room and have everyone introduce themselves to the group. First name and your nature, please.”

	For a moment, I have no idea what he meant by “nature”, and then the young man to Doctor Lucian’s left says, “My name is Amaury, and I’m a werewolf.” The introductions continue, with the person to the left always speaking next, and only a few stand out; Kamal, a werejaguar; Dalton, a werebear; Cora, a werepanther; there’s even a weresquirrel, an appropriately small man named Tom. I previously had no idea that were-folk could come in anything other than wolf form, but the vast majority of those in attendance are wolves. Eventually, the circle of introduction comes to Rachel, who merely says, “Rachel. Werewolf.”

	I’m next, so I say, “I’m Heather, and I’m a spellcaster.”

	By the whispers that follow, I can tell that they’re all surprised. I guess spellcasters aren’t very common anymore, because a few of them are regarding me as if I’m a long lost artifact. When Nick speaks, he doesn’t get nearly as much attention; all eyes are still on me. It’s a little unsettling, and I’m shifting uncomfortably in my seat when Doctor Lucian says, “Alright, now that we know a little more about each other, who would like to speak first?”

	The first to speak is Madison, one of the many wolves. “For once, I have good news,” she says. “I finally told my boyfriend about my condition. He was surprisingly supportive. He even wanted to be here tonight, but he had to work. It’s a relief, not having to hide something this huge from someone I love so much. I almost feel… liberated.”

	The group claps, and I join them. It’s inspiring to hear this woman’s story, but at the same time, it reminds me that I have yet to tell my mother anything about the strange direction my life has taken. She’s the only close family I’ve got, and she has absolutely no idea what I’ve become, or what I’m capable of. She doesn’t even know where I go after school; she thinks I spend all of my afternoons with Rachel or Jenna. Soon, I promise myself. Soon, I’ll tell her everything.

	A few other people speak, mostly about their recent success stories, and after a while, to my surprise, Rachel volunteers. In all the years I’ve known her, I’ve only seen her cry once or twice. Tears spring to her eyes now, but she manages to keep them in, and speaks in a trembling voice. “Part of me wants to believe this is all a hoax, or that I’m going insane. I don’t want to believe that I can become that… thing, that monster. I don’t have it in me to kill anyone or anything on a normal day, I don’t even eat meat if I can avoid it. But during the full moon, I lose everything I am. I’m usually aware of what’s going on when I transform, and almost through the eyes of a stranger, I see myself ripping animals to shreds, dragging people into the trees, feasting on anything in sight… and I hate myself more and more with every drop of blood on my hands. I don’t know how I’ll ever forgive myself for the things I’ve done. I don’t know how anyone could ever be at peace with this life.”

	The whole room is silent now, and several people seem to be in danger of bursting into tears themselves. They’re probably thinking of their own experiences, remembering thinking along the same lines at some point in their lives. It’s Doctor Lucian who finally breaks the silence. “We’ve all been there before. Learning to live as a were is one of the hardest things you can ever do with your life. In fact, about three out of five people bitten choose to take their own lives, rather than learn to forgive themselves. But that’s mostly because they try to go it alone.” He gestures at the people around him, and says, “Every wolf needs a pack. We’re here to help each other.”

	Rachel asks, “How can you help me?”

	Doctor Lucian smiles, and answers, “The first step is to remember that no matter what your instincts tell you, you can learn to ignore them. At the end of the day, you are the master of your own body, no matter what form it takes. We’ll help you learn how to tame the beast later on tonight.” He checks his watch, and adds, “The moon is going to be rising soon. For safety reasons, I’m going to have to ask our non-were friends to leave at this point.”

	I look at Nick, who’s already standing. He’s been to meetings before, so I ask him, “What’s going on?”

	“They’re going down to a bunker where they can transform without hurting anyone,” he says. “There have been a few accidents in the past.”

	“Oh.” I stand up as well, and look over at Rachel, who wipes her eyes and stares at the ground. I whisper to her, “I’ll see you later, okay?”

	“Alright…” She looks fine now, but I catch how her voice wavers, and I can tell she’s worried about being left alone. But she isn’t, not really; she’s got Landon with her in case anything goes wrong. Nick and I wave goodbye to them both, then make our exit as quietly as possible while the meeting resumes.

	The train ride back to Manhattan seems much shorter than the trip to Queens, especially with my head on Nick’s shoulder. I’ve never sat like this with a guy before, and it’s surprisingly comfortable. I’m a little worried about Rachel, truth be told, but at the same time, I’m nearly calm enough to fall asleep on Nick. I’m still not used to the way we slip into our own little world when we’re together, and how it makes all the pressures of the real world seem less important. No one has ever had such a calming effect on me before. We transfer to a train heading uptown, and that ride seems even shorter. It hardly feels like any time has passed when we’ve reached our stop.

	We step off the train, and as soon as we do, I sense that something is wrong. The station itself looks normal, if more empty than usual, and Nick… that’s what’s wrong. He’s frozen in place, as is everyone else on the train and the platform. I snap my fingers in his face, and get no reaction whatsoever. A voice from behind me says, “It’s no use. I didn’t want anyone interfering, so they’re all frozen in time.”

	I spin around, and notice the speaker standing with her back against the wall. I recognize her from somewhere, I think from school. Black coat, black shirt, black skirt, black combat boots, and thick rimmed rectangular glasses framing golden eyes. And then, I remember; she’s the purple haired girl from school. The one who sits at the table in the corner during lunch, scribbling in her notebook, and occasionally stopping to glance at me. I remember now how every time I catch her eyes on me, they dart away. “Who are you?,” I ask, “and what are you talking about?”

	She fixes her golden eyes on me, and for the first time, I’m close enough to see that they’re not actually contacts, as I had suspected. “My name’s Alyssa, and I’ve been meaning to talk to you alone. Kind of hard to do that, since you’re always around either Fangs, Dim Sum, or the Ginger. So, I had to resort to freezing time for a while.”

	“How-“

	“We’ve only got half a minute left, I can’t hold this spell for very long.”

	Did she just say…? “Wait, you’re a spellcaster?”

	“Yes, but we don’t have time for questions, just listen. I’ve noticed that your magic has gotten much stronger over the past few weeks, which means you’re more than likely being taught how to use it. And since there is exactly one experienced spellcaster I can think of that wouldn’t belong to any New York City clan, it’s easy to guess who your mentor is. Now, this is going to be my only opportunity to give you a warning, so listen closely. The two of you need to be careful. If Selene locates either of you, you’re as good as dead.”

	“Who’s Selene? And how-“

	“No time. Just pass on the message. I’ll see you in school, Santos.” Alyssa pushes off the wall, and heads toward the station’s exit. As she reaches the top of the stairs, she snaps her fingers, and vanishes from view.

	Something touches my hand from behind, and I nearly jump out of my skin. I turn around to find that it was Nick reaching for my hand. He looks about as startled as I feel, probably because of my reaction. He asks, “Are you alright?”

	I don’t want to lie to Nick, but I also don’t want to explain what just happened, or admit that I let Alyssa scare me at all. But she did. Between the fact that she’s capable of stopping time, and the ominous warning, I’m feeling very insecure about how well I can defend myself against someone like her. I have so many questions, but the only one that might have answers is Krystal. So, instead of answering, I ask, “Can I come over tomorrow? I have to talk to Krys about something.”

	 


Chapter 10

	When I wake up the next morning, I’m even more spooked than I was last night by the encounter with Alyssa. For a while, I can’t pinpoint why; my dream was just that strange premonition I kept having before my awakening. Sure, it hasn’t happened in the past few weeks, but it’s not really a cause for alarm anymore. As I lie with my eyes trained on the ceiling, I remember a detail that previously escaped my attention, and the panic sets in anew; Alyssa’s golden eyes, dull and lifeless, looming out of the darkness, her hand awash in the purple glow of a spell aimed directly at me. It’s unnerving, to say the least. 

	Without warning, a bright light illuminates my room, and my ringtone starts blasting right in my ear. I’d rather not talk to anyone this early, but I answer my phone just to spare my ear the unnecessary pain. I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand, and grumble out, “Hello?”

	To my surprise, it’s Rachel’s voice on the other end of the phone; normally, she knows better than to call me before noon on a Sunday. “Hey, Heather. Did I wake you up?”

	“Not really, I was up. You alright?”

	“Can I come up? I’m sort of outside your building right now.”

	“Umm… sure? What are you-“

	“Cool, see you in a few.”

	“Wait, hello? Hello…?” I wait for Rachel to respond, but the line goes dead, so I just hang up. A yawn escapes my mouth, and I mumble to myself, “It’s too early for this.” I throw on a bathrobe over my pajamas and tank top, and wait for Rachel by the door. Within a minute, I hear the elevator door open, and then footsteps coming down the hall. I open my door a crack when the footsteps get close enough, and let out a tiny gasp.

	Rachel’s face is covered in open wounds, as are her hands, and there are teeth marks along the base of her neck, disappearing beneath the folds of her clothing. She notices that I’m staring, and says, “Don’t worry, they’ll heal quickly. They always do.”

	“Rachel, what the hell happened to you?”

	“I got into a minor scrape with one of the other wolves there, and got my ass handed to me.” I open the door wide enough to let her in, but Rachel just stands in the doorway. Somehow, even though she looks like… well, like she just got in a fight with a wolf, this is the happiest I’ve seen her after a full moon. “I think I’m gonna go back to the support group next month,” she says excitedly, “the people there are great! One of them, Amaury, is pretty cute, and I think he-“

	“Rachel, slow down. I’m still not fully awake.”

	“Sorry, I’m just excited! For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like such a freak.”

	“That’s great! I’m happy for you.” I try to smile at Rachel, but given that it’s 7 A.M. on a Sunday, and I’m still a little freaked out from last night, the best I can manage is a tired grimace. Apparently, I look so disturbed that Rachel asks, “Are you alright?”

	“Not exactly.”

	“Care to elaborate?”

	“…Not exactly.”

	“Heather, you did me a huge favor by coming to the meeting last night, even though I’ve been lying to you for four years. At least give me a chance to make up for being a shitty friend.”

	“You’ve never been a shitty friend. Ever.” I sigh, and say, “I swear, I’ll tell you everything later, but first, I have to talk to Krystal. She’s the only one who can help me make sense of things right now.”

	“Alright.” Rachel looks disappointed, but she’s not willing to push the issue. “Is it alright if I crash here?,” she asks. “I don’t think I can make it to the Bronx in my condition.”

	“Sure. You’re welcome to use my bed, if you want.”

	“Doesn’t matter, just leave me where I drop.”

	I leave Rachel to her own devices so I can take a shower, and when I step out, she’s fast asleep on the couch. I guess she couldn’t make it to my bed, after all. I cover her in the blanket from my bed, and continue getting ready. It’s still too early to leave by the time I’m dressed, so I sit on Rachel’s legs and play video games for a while. She’s too far gone to know or care. Around eleven, I throw on my coat and start walking to Nick’s place.

	When I arrive at the condo, it’s Krystal who lets me in. Landon apparently hasn’t made it home yet, and Nick is likewise nowhere to be found. I ask Krystal where Nick could have gone, and she answers, “He has a job, you know. I mean, a real one, not just that project he’s working on with his vampire friends.”

	“Really? Where?”

	“He works the morning shift at a Starbucks down on Madison. He didn’t want you to know because he assumed you’d think differently of him for having such a normal job.”

	I frown, and take a seat on the couch. I don’t care at all where he works, or when. I’m honestly more bothered by the fact that he felt the need to hide it from me. If he thought I would look at him in a different light for working like normal people do, even though normalcy is something he strives for, then maybe we don’t know each other as well as I’d assumed. Or, possibly, he’s more worried about trying to impress me than being himself.

	Whatever Nick’s deal is, I’ll talk to him about it later. I force the issue from my mind, and jokingly ask, “Think he’s ever made a blood frappuccino?”

	“I could have lived without that mental image,” Krystal replies with a grimace. “Now, what is it you wanted to talk to me about?” I take a deep breath, and explain how Alyssa stopped time to have a private conversation with me, and her warning about someone named Selene. Krystal listens quietly for the most part, but when I mention Selene, she frowns, and says, “I was afraid of that.”

	“Afraid of what?,” I ask. “Who is she?”

	Krystal turns her back to me, and gazes out the window at Central Park. “She was once someone I considered a friend. We were both part of the Caelestia clan, which was once the largest in the northeastern United States. We were two of its most talented members back in the day. When the clan’s previous master died, he passed the title on to me, which Selene didn’t approve of in the slightest. She always considered herself the stronger spellcaster of the two of us, and as a result, thought she should have been next in line to lead. Apparently, about half of the clan agreed with her; some of them questioned whether the previous master’s decisions later in his life were made with a sound mind, while some openly doubted both my leadership skills, and my strength as a spellcaster.

	“After a failed attempt on my life, Selene parted with Caelestia, and took the majority of her sympathizers as she went. Together, they formed the Penumbra clan, which quickly became Caelestia’s most dangerous rivals. Tensions grew between the two clans, until open warfare was nearly unavoidable. We chose an abandoned hospital on Roosevelt Island as our battleground, set up wards around it to avoid drawing attention to ourselves, and then tore into each other. Selene had the stronger warriors on her side, and Caelestia ultimately fell. I was left for dead, and the rest of the clan was either actually dead, or had surrendered to Selene. After the battle, Penumbra began to flourish, and to this day, they are one of the largest active clans in the world.”

	It’s a lot to take in at once. Last night, it was just Krystal and I against the world, and now, there’s an entire clan that could want one or both of us dead. But why keep me in the dark for so long? For my protection? To keep me from deserting her and joining them, to keep me from letting slip that she was still alive? At the moment, a more important question is gnawing at me. I ask, “Why would Selene want to kill you so badly?” 

	Krystal is silent for a while, and I get the feeling that she’s debating whether or not to answer. Finally, she turns to face me, and says, “There were still people she cared about in Caelestia… friends, cousins, two sisters, her mother. All of them died that night, and it was my fault. I even remember her saying before she took her clan and left that she regretted not being able to kill me herself.”

	“Why did Alyssa warn me, then?,” I ask. “She’s probably part of Penumbra, right? She could have easily killed me, or kidnapped me, or something.”

	“I’ve been trying to figure that out myself, but I honestly don’t know. You should be careful around her, Heather.”

	“Yeah, no shit.”

	“I’m serious. That spell that stops time… it’s ridiculously complicated. Someone her age should only be able to hold that spell for a few seconds, but you say that you talked to her for about a minute. If she’s that strong…”

	“Yeah, I got it.” Some of the panic from earlier this morning returns; there’s no way I could ever come out on top in a fight with Alyssa. I’m not scared of her or Selene, not exactly; I just feel more unprepared than anything else. Even in light of my recent progress, I’ve never felt more vulnerable in my life. “I wish I were stronger,” I mutter.

	“Don’t worry, Heather, you’ll get there. Nobody else that I’ve ever seen has learned so many difficult spells in only a month. In a year or two, you could probably either match or surpass her.”

	“Any way we can speed up the process?”

	Krystal smiles at me then, and asks, “I was hoping you’d say that. When’s your birthday?”

	“May 19th. Why?”

	Krystal’s smile broadens, and I’m not sure that I want to know why. “That doesn’t give us a lot of time. I hope you’re serious about wanting to get stronger, because for the next three months, I’m going to put you through hell.”

	***

	Krystal wasn’t kidding; it’s only been a week since we started our new, even more intense training sessions, and I already feel like I’m going to die. Not only has she been teaching me more complex spells, but we do muscle-building exercises as well, on top of hand-to-hand combat training. I couldn’t believe Krystal herself was in good enough shape to handle the exercises she’s been putting me through, but she does them along with me, and never shows even a shred of fatigue. 

	I understand that she wants me to be as prepared as possible, but it irks me that she still refuses to tell me exactly what I’m preparing for. For now, I don’t mind too much; I just want to get stronger. However, I get the feeling that her habit of keeping secrets from me will become a problem in the future.

	One night, instead of walking me directly to my place after training, Nick and I sit on one of the benches just within the walls of Central Park for a while. I can’t imagine anyone being attracted to me in my condition, not even Nick; I’m still in pain, covered in sweat, and I’m so warm that I could swear steam is rising off of my body. And yet, Nick still finds it in him to sit with me, hold my hand, and even tell me that I’m beautiful. I know it must be a lie, but I thank him anyway. I‘d rather not have the “Heather-I-love-the-way-you-look-and-you-should-too” conversation tonight. As if mere words could ever change how I feel about myself.

	We sit in near silence for a while, just enjoying each other’s company, until Nick asks, “Do you think it will always be like this?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean, getting to see each other almost every day, taking walks, going out to dinner once in a while… we have a pretty good thing going here.”

	“Yeah, we do.”

	“But what do we call it?”

	I almost tell him that it’s called a relationship, but I realize before I open my mouth that it’s not technically a relationship yet. He’s asking me if I want us to be official. In response, I say, “That depends. Do you think you can handle being my boyfriend?”

	“Yes, I think I can manage that.”

	“Then we call it the best damned relationship that anyone’s ever seen.” He’s smiling, that amazing smile that I look forward to seeing every day, and I lean in for a kiss. Nick’s lips pass over my mouth, though, and find the nape of my neck instead. I never knew my body had a weak spot until now; the moment his lips make contact, and with every kiss he leaves thereafter, a pleasurable shiver runs all the way down my spine. I don’t object, so he continues until I hear something that sounds like bone scraping against bone from within Nick’s mouth, and he pulls away, covering the lower half of his face with one hand. I pull back as well, and ask, “What’s wrong?”

	“I’m so sorry…”

	“Nick, lower your hands.”

	He does as I say, and I finally get to see his fangs. Unlike the fangs of the only other vampires I’ve seen, they’re perfectly white, just like the rest of his teeth. They’re two inches long and frighteningly sharp, curved ever so slightly inward so that he can’t slice open his lip unless he tries to. He covers his mouth again, and says, “Sorry, they kinda come out on their own when I get… excited.”

	Once the meaning of his statement sinks in, I practically fall off of the bench from laughing too hard. “Don’t be sorry,” I say through bursts of laughter, “it’s not so bad. At least it’s not that other thing that pops out.”

	“That happens too…”

	“How? No offense, but… you’re dead.”

	Nick laughs, and retracts his fangs before speaking again. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” 

	“That doesn’t answer my question.”

	“I’d prefer not to question it. We should both just be glad that everything down there is still working.”

	Now that our conversation has turned to Nick’s reproductive organs, I’m blushing slightly. I’m happy to have finally had my first kiss, I’m not quite ready to consider experiencing anything else for the first time. Nick seems to sense that, and we sit in comfortable silence for a while, with my head on his shoulder. It starts getting really late, so we decide to walk across town to my apartment. As we say goodnight, and Nick kisses me on the forehead, I can’t help but think that I couldn’t have asked for a better boyfriend.

	 


Part Two: The Guardians

	 


Chapter 11

	In the months leading up to my birthday, I notice that my body is slowly changing. I remember being fairly scrawny back in January; now, when I look in the mirror, I see that I’m starting to develop muscles in places that I can’t remember having used before. What’s more, my hips are getting slightly wider, and I’ve gone up a cup size. I’m never sure whether the sudden growth spurt is a side effect of my awakening, or if I’m in the final stages of puberty, but whatever the cause, I imagine Nick is enjoying the effects. I’m just a tiny bit concerned, though; I might end up needing to shop for new clothes soon, with money that I don’t have.

	Even though it’s possibly causing me to grow in unwanted ways, I’m happy with my progress. After the first few weeks of intense training sessions, I began to enjoy pushing myself further, and blazing through every challenge Krystal gave me. I learned every spell she taught me in record time, and memorized several different uses for each spell. At the end of each week, Krystal and I have a sparring match on the rooftop, to see how much I’ve retained from previous lessons. More often than not, I end up with several burns and scrapes while Krystal walks away without a scratch. However, recently, I’ve managed to break through her defenses a few times, and given her a taste of her own medicine. I think we’re both impressed by how far I’ve come in only four months.

	In spite of how well I’ve been doing, I still don’t have a clear picture of exactly why I’ve been training so hard. The week before my birthday, Krystal lets me know that it involves going away for a few days. Oddly enough, she also tells me not to pack anything; apparently, I’ll be able to find everything I need when I get there, wherever there is. I want to know where it is I’m going, but refrain from asking; things with her are always on a need-to-know basis, and while it’s aggravating, I have no choice but to put my trust in her for now. 

	It occurs to me that my mom might not be alright with the idea of letting me out of her sight for a few days. She barely sees me as it is; between school, training, and the occasional date with Nick, there are times when I forget where I call home. That realization makes me feel like a poor excuse for a daughter, especially since she still doesn’t know I’m a spellcaster. I decide that instead of coming up with an elaborate lie, I should tell my mom the truth; I’d always meant to, anyway, but starting a conversation about how you spend every weekday training to become a badass warrior with magical powers is even harder than it sounds. 

	When I get home that night, and we both sit down for dinner, I quietly poke at my mashed potatoes while trying to come up with a way to start this conversation. I can’t think of the right thing to say after five minutes, but surprisingly, it’s my mom who starts us off. She pushes her plate to the side, and asks, “You alright, Heather? Are you fighting with your boyfriend or something?”

	I freeze when she says boyfriend; how could she possibly know about Nick? My mom smiles, and says, “You’re too easy to catch in a lie, kid. I called Rachel’s mom a few of the times you were out late, and she said she hasn’t seen you in months. And the nosy old man on the first floor says he constantly sees you outside with some boy.”

	Well, shit. I guess I should have known better than to say goodnight to Nick anywhere near that guy’s window. “Yeah,” I mutter, “I have a boyfriend… but that’s not even why I’m always home late.”

	“Oh really? What else is going on?”

	It takes me a while, but I explain to my mom about my powers, how I’ve been honing my skills with Krystal since January, and that I’m being called away and she won’t be seeing me for a few days. She listens quietly with her hands folded in front of her mouth, but when I’m done, she asks, “How am I supposed to believe any of what you just told me?”

	I roll my eyes, and hold out my hand with my palm facing up. With just the slightest effort, a tiny ball of flames bursts into life just inches above my palm. It quickly swells to the size of a baseball, and I make it zoom around the kitchen in circles for a while, before landing it safely back in my palm, where I close my fingers around the ball, and it vanishes with a puff of smoke. “That’s how,” I say. “Convinced that your daughter is a freak now?”

	My mom looks at me like she’s seen a ghost; all the color has drained out of her face, and her lips are drawn in a tight line. She shakes her head, and mutters, “I don’t believe it…”

	“If it makes you feel any better, I’m still completely human. I’m just one of the few that knows how to use the power locked inside me.”

	“How long has this been going on?”

	“Only a few months.”

	“And does your boyfriend know? Is he like you?”

	“Not exactly…” I’d been hoping to avoid discussing this part today, but telling my mom the whole truth now would be better than letting her find out from someone else. “Nick isn’t like me at all, mom. He’s kinda sort of a vampire.”

	“A vampire…” My mom sits back, and says, “Well, Jesus. Please tell me he doesn’t sparkle.”

	“Nope, Nick is sparkle-free.” I can’t believe my mom is taking my life’s newfound weirdness so well. I’d half-expected her to freak out and tell me to break up with him, but she’s being shockingly cavalier. In fact, she seemed more bothered by the revelation that I was a spellcaster. Just to make sure, I ask, “Is that alright with you, though? Me dating a vampire, I mean.”

	 “As long as he treats you right, then it’s fine with me. God knows, I’ve dated stranger.” I’m curious about the meaning behind the last part of my mom’s response, but it’s all I can do to contain my relief; I’d have kept dating Nick without my mom’s consent, but it’s good to know that she isn’t against it. Then, my mom smiles at me in a way that makes me wish I’d kept my mouth shut, and it completely kills the mood. “But… if you want to continue dating him, and if you want to go on this trip to who knows where, there’s something you have to do for me.”

	“Oh dear God, what?”

	“Bring him over for dinner next week.”

	Dammit, dammit, dammit. My mom and I both know that after four months of hiding things from her, I can’t possibly refuse her demands. I sigh, and ask, “What day?”

	“The 18th.”

	“Fine.”

	“Fine!”

	And that is how it comes to be that the night before my eighteenth birthday, right after training with Krystal, Nick and I wind up in my apartment, sitting two feet apart on the couch while my mom cooks dinner. Nick doesn’t seem to be nervous at all; in fact, he’s as calm as I’ve ever seen him. I, on the other hand, am anxiety incarnate. My mom calls me into the kitchen to stir the boiling noodles while she grabs something out of the cabinet, and when I look into the pot, I realize it’s a lot of food for just two people. When I ask her about it, she says, “I’m making enough for Nick, too.”

	I check that Nick is alright in the living room, then whisper to my mom, “But… he can’t eat solid food.”

	She whispers back, “So? I want him to feel welcome.”

	“If you wanted him to feel welcome, you should have picked up a bottle of O Positive from Stop & Shop.”

	My mom places a large container of oregano on the counter next to the stove, and asks, “Do you want me to continue being okay with you two dating?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Then please, let me at least pretend he’s alive.”

	It seems to take an exceptionally awkward version of forever for dinner to be ready, and when we finally all sit at the table, Nick gazes longingly at our plates. Making baked ziti may have been the worst possible idea. I’m too nervous to make decent conversation, so I sit back and nibble on my food while my mom issues the apparently standard parent-boyfriend interrogation.

	Mom: “So, Nick, are you in school?”

	Nick: “Actually no, I’m working at the moment.”

	Mom: “What do you do?”

	Nick: “I’m doing research into creating synthetic blood, so that-”

	Me: “Nick… We talked about this.”

	Nick: “Well, if you want to get technical, I’m a barista.”

	Mom: “That’s cool. I’d say I recognize you, but I haven’t set foot in Starbucks in a year or two. Heather and I are more hot chocolate kind of people.”

	Nick: “We serve that too. It’s actually not half bad.”

	Mom: “Is it the same price as the stuff at Dunkin Donuts?”

	Nick: “Well...”

	With every sentence that comes out of my mom’s mouth, I sink lower and lower into my seat. If I tried, I could probably cut through the awkward in the room with a butterknife. I’m actually glad that I won’t be seeing her for a while; I’ll have time to get over the embarrassment without her pestering me with questions about my boyfriend.

	Finally, we finish our food, which means it’s time for us to go. Krystal said we’re leaving around midnight, so I’m accompanying Nick back home to meet up with her. I hug my mom, and say, “I’ll see you soon, alright?”

	“Okay, be careful.” My mom gives me a super tight hug, then moves on to hug Nick as well. “It was lovely having you over, Nick. You’re welcome any time.”

	“Thanks! It was a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Santos.”

	“The same to you, Nick. And you can call me Regina.”

	“Alright then. Goodnight, Regina.”

	“Goodnight!”

	After what seems like an excruciatingly long time, we’re finally on our way to Nick’s place. No matter how many times we walk near Central Park, it never fails to amaze me how it looks significantly more sinister in the dark. That could be more because of the rumors than anything else, but there is still a malicious aura about the park at night, an aura that seems more prominent than usual tonight. As we come near it, my fingers grip Nick’s slightly tighter than usual, and he squeezes harder in response. 

	When we walk through Nick’s door, Krystal and Landon are sitting on the couch, watching a Lifetime movie. It’s probably not an uncommon sight for Nick, but I don’t know what to make of it; I’m more used to Krystal herding me onto the roof so we can train, and Landon rushing out the door, or painting by the window overlooking Central Park. Seeing either of them relaxing on the couch almost feels like an intrusion.

	Nick and I join them, since there’s not much else to do, and by the time the movie’s over, it’s about half an hour to midnight. Landon gives me a huge hug, and wishes me luck, then heads off to his room for the night. Then Nick wraps his arms around me, and whispers, “See you soon,” before brushing his lips against mine. He plants an extra kiss on my forehead, and I plant a tiny kiss on his cheek before he pulls away.

	It’s finally time for us to go. Krystal checks her watch impatiently, and asks, “Ready?”

	“Yeah. Let’s go.”

	Krystal grabs my wrist, and waves to Nick, who waves back. I raise my hand to do the same, but everything goes dark before I can complete the gesture. I feel myself being dragged by some powerful force for an instant, and when I feel I’ve become stationary again, I know we’ve left the condo far behind. My eyes adjust quickly to the darkness, and I see nothing but palm trees silhouetted in the moonlight, and a paved road heading downwards. I turn to Krystal, and ask, “Where are we?”

	She shushes me, and whispers, “Not so loud, are you trying to get us caught?”

	“Sorry, I just think I’m entitled to some answers now.”

	“Puerto Rico. Happy? Now be quiet and follow me.” 

	We make our way quickly and quietly down the sloping road. I can’t tell whether to be relieved by, or suspicious about, this turn of events; would Krystal really be so kind as to take me on a vacation to Puerto Rico? Or should I be worried that this is some horrible test? Krystal offers no answers until we get to the end of the road, which almost runs all the way into a cave. “This is Cueva Clara,” she says, “a naturally occurring cave in Puerto Rico. It’s become sort of a tourist attraction, so I figured there might be guards. That’s why we had to be quiet.”

	“Okay, but… why are we here?”

	“You’ll see. Come on.” Krystal conjures a ball of light from the palm of her hand, and holds it in front of us as we make our way through the cave. There’s a rusty railing and several signs throughout, but even so, the layout of the cave is confusing. At first, I think I’m imagining the moisture in the air, but within minutes of walking, my shirt is clinging to my body, my hair plastered to my forehead. I want very badly to ask if we can go home, but I know I have no choice but to go along with whatever Krystal’s got planned.

	We walk through a miniature maze within the cave, and come upon a rock structure that looks vaguely like a smiling old woman somewhere in the middle of it. Krystal stops here, and says, “This is La Bruja, or, The Witch. The rock is naturally shaped like that, but several clans use this structure for the brief ritual we’re doing here tonight.”

	I stand by, and just listen; I’ve given up on trying to get answers out of her. Krystal’s hand begins to glow with a pale green light, which transfers to the rock when she touches it. The light spreads across the surface of the stone, until The Witch almost looks alive; green orbs appear where her eyes should be, her smile seems to have gotten wider, and her “skin” softly radiates with the energy flowing through it. Krystal urges me to get closer and touch The Witch’s forehead, which I’d really rather not do. As I creep closer, the rock’s glowing eyes appear to follow me, and her smile becomes more of a grimace as we come face to face. I place my hand over The Witch’s forehead, and for a moment, nothing happens. Then, the world goes pitch black, my feet leave the ground, and I could swear, I hear a soft cackling just before the wind rushing by my ears becomes a deafening roar.

	 


Chapter 12

	I can’t tell if I’m flying, or falling, or standing perfectly still, but when my feet touch the ground, my ankles give out, and I fall forward onto a bed of grass and fallen leaves. It’s too dark to see anything at all, so I perform the same light spell that Krystal used just a few minutes ago, and a slightly dimmer ball of light appears. The sudden brightness is blindingly painful for a split second, but my eyes adjust quickly, and I notice that I’m surrounded by trees. A few seconds after using the spell, I hear a familiar voice cry out, “Holy shit, that’s bright! Mind not shining that thing in my face?”

	I move the ball of light high above my head, and see someone with purple hair standing about ten feet away. “Alyssa? Is that you?”

	She starts at the sound of her name, and squints at me. “Santos? How the hell did you get here?”

	I push myself off the ground, and start to wipe the leaves off of my shirt. “I touched a weird rock shaped like a witch, and wound up here, somehow. You?”

	“It was a painting of a witch for me. Happy birthday, by the way.”

	“How did you know it was my birthday?”

	“Because it’s mine too.” I give Alyssa a quizzical look, and she explains, “It’s a spellcaster tradition. On our eighteenth birthday, or any following birthday if you’re a late bloomer, each of us is supposed to go through a ritual that unlocks the second seal on our power. That’s all Selene would tell me, though.”

	Alyssa and I both turn to face the male voice that says, “That’s all any of us has been told.” The speaker sounds like he might be from Ireland, or Scotland, but I haven’t heard enough of either accent to say for sure. As he steps into the light of my spell, I see that he looks to be about twenty, with shaggy brown hair and eyes the same shade. He shakes the hair out of his eyes, and says, “I’m glad you two are getting acquainted, but can we get a move on now?”

	Alyssa folds her arms, and asks, “Who are you?”

	“I’m Ryan,” says the boy, “who are you two?”

	“Heather.”

	“Alyssa.”

	“Great! Let’s get moving, then.” Ryan conjures up his own ball of bright blue light, and starts walking off into the trees.

	Alyssa and I stand our ground, and I ask, “What makes you think we’re following you?”

	“Listen, kid, this is my third time taking this stupid test, and I’d like to get it over with. And in order to do that, we need to get out of the woods. Now.”

	“Why?”

	“You don’t wanna stick around to find out.” Ryan speeds ahead, leaving Alyssa and I to stand and watch him go. It’s only been a minute since we met, so I’m not feeling very inclined to trust him, and I’m sure that I’m not alone in feeling this way. All the same, his plan is the best one I’ve heard (although, admittedly, the only one), so I start to follow him through the trees. He turns back to face me, and asks, “What clan are you from?”

	I duck to avoid impaling my face on a branch, and say, “I’m not in one.”

	“Well, that’s unusual.”

	“Tell me about it. What about you, what clan are you from?”

	“I’m a Druid myself. There’s a fair few of us, but times have been pretty hard on our side of the world.” Ryan waits a few seconds for me to ask him what he means, and when it becomes clear that I have no interest in doing so, he explains anyway. “There are just as many casters around as ever, of course. They just have a much harder time finding and joining a clan. Nowadays, people being able to use magic sounds like a crazy idea, so most never even seek out help. Most of these poor casters go without proper teaching, end up alone and scared, not knowing what they are, and they either go mad or kill themselves.”

	Those poor people… their fates could so easily have become mine. A shudder runs down my spine at the thought of what I might have become if not for Krystal. 

	Ryan and I continue on in silence, and Alyssa eventually catches up and walks in between us. There seem to be more and more people walking among us every time I glance around; apparently, I also share a birthday with several other eighteen year olds from around the world. Most of them look scared out of their wits, and merely follow the single source of light, which Ryan holds aloft. Within half an hour, the group following us has swelled to around fifteen teenagers, counting Ryan, Alyssa, and myself.

	I hear a muffled shriek coming from behind us, and I look over my shoulder to see what’s going on. Some of the other spellcasters are searching the trees for something, while the other, more spooked ones try to calm themselves down. One of them removes her hand from her mouth, and mutters in a shaky voice, “Guys, we’re not alone.”

	Ryan wipes his faces, and mutters, “Shit, they’re coming out faster this year. We don’t have time to lose, ladies, so pick quickly; are we running or fighting?”

	I have no clue what we’re either fighting or running from, but I’m the first to speak up. “I say we fight. Whatever they are, they can’t take on all of us at once.”

	Alyssa nods in agreement, and asks, “What exactly are we agreeing to fight?”

	“You’ll see in a minute, if they don’t take you down first.” Ryan and I walk back towards Alyssa, standing in a triangle with our backs to each other, watching the trees. I don’t know what I’m expecting to see… a wolf of some kind? A bear? Hopefully, maybe a rabbit? But when I finally catch a glimpse of what’s coming after us, it’s the last creature on Earth I’d ever want to see. They’re about four feet tall, and almost as long, with eight gleaming eyes that send chills down my spine. They have just as many legs, which are just as creepy, and their bodies are covered in a thick layer of black fuzz.

	I’m normally a pretty hard person to scare, but when it comes to spiders, I’m the biggest wimp in the universe. Everyone around me assumes a defensive stance, but I am the only one standing perfectly still, my limbs seemingly locked in place. The eight menacing eyes boring into mine have me completely paralyzed. I want to aim a spell at the creatures closing in on us, but all I can focus on is their eyes, cold and merciless, waiting for an opportunity to strike. The sound of a bang coming from my left snaps me out of my stupor, and I break the formation and try to climb the nearest tree. 

	Unfortunately, life in New York City left me ill-prepared for climbing trees; it’s slow going, to say the least. All around me, the air cracks and shines with the spells being aimed at what looks like hundreds of spiders. I climb up to a fork in the tree, and sit watching the battle unfold while my heart slows down. Alyssa and Ryan stand back to back, while most of the other spellcasters are clumped together in a misshapen cluster, and I start to notice the unique ways each of them uses their spells. One girl in particular, who breaks away from the rest of the group early on, takes her magic and manipulates it into an effective bow with a supply of arrows only limited by her endurance; Ryan is using nature itself to his advantage, and spearing various spiders with tree roots from below, while holding some of them above the ground to make easy targets for the other spellcasters; Alyssa fires bright purple bursts of energy at her targets, and runs them through with a shimmering purple blade when they come too close. All around them, carcasses begin to litter the forest floor, each oozing a disgusting white fluid, and some still flailing their legs in pain.

	Watching my fellow spellcasters destroy dozens of spiders makes me realize that I envy each and every one of them. I know that I can fight just as well as any of them, and yet here I am, hiding up a tree, while they do all the work. I don’t care what the others think of me so much, but when even I think I’m being a coward, I know there’s a problem. I grit my teeth, and prepare to face my fears. Then, before I can change my mind, I hop down to the ground. 

	I land with a crunch in the mass of dead leaves beneath the tree, and I hear the bones in my left ankle cracking in protest as it strikes the ground at an odd angle. I have to ignore the pain for now, though. My heart is pounding, and my legs want to carry me anywhere but here, but I force myself to stay. A few of the spiders heading for the other three notice me, and change course. I do my best not to look into their eyes, but inevitably, it happens, and I start to panic. I have no idea what spell to use, and briefly consider getting back in the tree, but there’s no time. The spiders are almost upon me, and rather than run, I use the first spell that comes to mind. I let out a terrified yell, and shoot a fireball at the spiders closing in on me.

	The first few spiders are immediately incinerated, leaving nothing but ash and a memory behind, and the rest begin to scurry away. I get the feeling it’s too early to congratulate myself; that seemed a little bit too easy. I fire the same spell a few more times at the spiders trying to retreat, then lay into the ones advancing on Alyssa and Ryan. Together, we manage to wipe out what’s left of the things on our end, and the five other spellcasters that survived the skirmish seem to have run out of targets as well. They look to us, and all but one of them turns and runs the other way. I don’t realize why they’re running until Alyssa shouts, and points over my shoulder; as it turns out, I didn’t just light a few spiders on fire. A few twigs and leaves must have caught as well, and sparked a blaze that’s quickly getting out of control. The forest itself is beginning to burn.

	I’m too dumbfounded to do anything but back away. Since it took so long for us to notice what was happening, the blaze is too large for any of us to put out with a single spell. The only thing left to do is run. We all break into a sprint, and the pain in my ankle seemingly intensifies until I’m limping along behind the others. Surprisingly, Alyssa is the fastest runner, and pulls ahead before the smoke reaches us. The spellcaster who stayed with us manages to stay clear of the smoke as well, but only just, while Ryan and I begin coughing within the first few minutes of running for our lives. Eventually, I have to stop and place my hand on a tree to balance myself for a while. My ankle can’t take the pressure in its current state, and it feels like my lungs are folding in upon themselves. I can’t stop coughing, and soon, I’m doubled over and shaking uncontrollably.

	I look behind me at the ground we’ve covered so far, but what I see doesn’t encourage me any. The flames are racing up the trunks of nearly every tree, spreading in much the same way I imagine that a virus on a crowded subway car would. I’m almost certain that the air contains far more smoke than oxygen at this point, and completely certain that if I don’t move quickly, I will die here. I take a few painful steps forward, then break into a light, limping sprint, but it’s too little, and far too late. Voices call out to me from afar, but I can’t make out what they’re saying, or respond properly. All I can do is cough, and continue coughing, until I can taste blood in the back of my mouth.

	I make an effort to move more quickly, but I lose my balance after a few steps, and tumble forward down a short hill. I only stop rolling when my back rams into a tree, triggering a series of more intense coughs. The world before my eyes begins to shimmer, and everything I see is covered in multicolored spots that appear and disappear rapidly, and it feels as if my entire body, nay, the entire world, is spinning.

	I don’t have long, and I know it, but I spend a moment dwelling on the futile wish that I could die in any other way; dying isn’t exactly something I look forward to, but burning alive or being overcome by smoke inhalation were never methods that made it into my top five. The flames are coming much too close for comfort, and every breath is so torturous that I almost wish my lungs would just give up. I try to get up and run, or at least crawl, but neither my arms nor my legs will obey my commands.

	Another voice calls out to me, this time from much closer. I’m not sure if I’m hallucinating or not, but I could almost swear that the voice sounds like Nick’s. Then, I feel a pair of arms grab me by my armpits, and lift me into a sitting position. I spit out the blood pooling in my mouth, and while I’m fairly sure I turned to the side before doing so, I’m not conscious enough to care whether it dribbled onto my shirt or not. Once the feeling of choking on blood has subsided, I just surrender, and let myself imagine that Nick’s arms are carrying me to safety, no matter how much it may feel like I’m being dragged off into oblivion.

	 


Chapter 13

	For a while, there is no pain. No forest. No smoke. No fire. Instead, it’s a rainy Saturday back in April, where Nick and I are laying side by side on his bed. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen his room, and it’s about what I expected out of him; there’s photographs of family members that abandoned him long ago, paintings of Landon’s that have never seen the inside of an art gallery, and souvenirs from a road trip that brought him and some high school friends all the way up and down the East Coast. There’s even a playbill signed by the original cast of Rent, but whether he actually met them or bought the playbill on eBay remains a mystery. Nick’s bed is barely large enough for one person, let alone two, but our bodies naturally fit one another in a way that allows us to lie together in perfect comfort. His arm wraps around me, I nestle my head onto his chest, and for the first time since January, I feel completely at peace. I fall asleep in his arms without a care in the world.

	The memory slowly dissipates, and when my eyes open, I’m nearly blinded by the sun’s glare overhead. It appears I’ve made my not-so-glorious return to reality. I can see the clear blue sky above me, so I know I somehow made it out of the forest, but beyond that, I have no clue where I am. I groan, and turn my head to the side, which is when I notice Alyssa sitting by me. She looks relieved that I’m awake, and calls out to the girl washing her hands in a nearby stream. Thankfully, both of them look unharmed; I seem to have taken the most damage from the fire. I sit up slowly, and ask, “What happened?,” in a voice that’s unsurprisingly raspy, given the trauma my throat has been through.

	“You fell behind while we were running from the fire,” Alyssa explains, “and I guess you must have passed out from inhaling too much smoke. Ryan said to ‘leave your stupid ass behind’, which is a direct quote, but I headed back and dragged you to safety.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. We walked on for a while after that, but we stopped here, and Jasira,” she says with a gesture towards the girl I haven’t met, “has been fixing up all of our injuries since. Ryan wandered off after his were taken care of… he seemed pretty pissed.”

	“Thanks, both of you,” I croak out. “For a while there, I didn’t think I was gonna make it.”

	“Don’t mention it.” We both turn to see Jasira returning, and wiping her hands on her shirt. At a glance, I could have sworn she was Krystal because of her caramel skin tone. But unlike Krystal, she’s about the same height as I am, and her straight, jet black hair is pulled back in a pony tail. “Think you can walk?,” she asks, “I think we ought to get moving before Captain Douche gets back.”

	I grin, and ask, “Captain Douche?”

	“Yeah, it’s a term I made up years ago.”

	“I like the way you think, Jasira. Where are you from?”

	“Boston, Mass. Du Alshfa clan. I don’t speak much Arabic, but I know it translates to ‘Healing Light’. Like the name suggests, we’re mostly healers. But when we’re pressed… we’re just as effective at taking lives as we are at preserving them.” 

	“I’ve heard of your clan before,” Alyssa says. “They’re mostly based in Iraq, right?”

	“Mostly, but there are a few branches in the United States too. We’re spreading out.”

	In the corner of my eye, I can see a figure approaching, and when the details of his flannel shirt come into better focus, I realize it’s Ryan. He seems mostly unharmed as well, aside from the faint scorch marks on the side of his face, and the singed hem of his jeans. When he sees that I’m awake, he stomps over to us with more urgency. I push myself into a standing position, noting that my ankle doesn’t hurt nearly as much as it did last night. I barely have time to wipe the dirt off my butt before he grabs me by the shoulders, and growls, “Are you insane? What the hell were you thinking?!” Ryan’s accent gets much thicker when he’s angry, apparently, because I’m having trouble understanding the words that he’s shouting into my face. “What possessed you to use a fire spell in the forest?! We could have all failed the test because of you, brainless!” 

	“Hey, leave her alone!” Alyssa’s on her feet now, and even though she’s about a foot shorter than Ryan, he slowly inches away from her while maintaining his grip on my shoulders. “That was probably her first time in actual danger. She panicked, it happens. Get over it.”

	“I will not get over it, we can’t afford a mistake like that again! I’m not going to fail, not this year-“

	“What’s your problem, asshole?” I push Ryan away from me, and ask, “Why are you so worked up about this test of yours? We all could have died, and yet all you’re worried about is failing a stupid test.”

	Ryan laughs, and says, “Man, you really are daft. You can’t die here, you’ll just get sent home.”

	Alyssa, Jasira, and I let out a collective, “What?” 

	“The Guardians wouldn’t let us die. They’re just testing us, to see if we are worthy of removing our final seals, and becoming official members of our respective clans.”

	Jasira and Alyssa seem to understand, but I feel the need to ask, “What are the Guardians?”

	“Dunno,” Ryan says. “Haven’t seen them myself, and those who have are sworn to secrecy. All I know is that we have to make it to their temple, and then pass their final tests, and we’re golden.”

	“And you’ve failed twice?”

	Ryan looks like he might like to spit on me, or kick my ass, but he takes a deep breath and turns from me, then addresses the group as a whole. “We should get moving. Just because we’re out of the forest doesn’t mean we can take it easy.”

	Alyssa and I exchange a look, and she asks, “Do you even know how to get to the Guardians?”

	“It’s simple. Follow the stream.”

	“How will that help us?”

	“Someone told me last year that the Guardians are holed up in a temple on an island. Islands tend to be in the middle of an ocean, usually. And where does all flowing water eventually go?”

	“To the ocean…”

	“So they do teach you a fair bit in American schools, brilliant! Now let’s get moving.” Ryan takes off, following the current of the stream, and again, since his plan is the best/only one we have, I fall into step behind him. He’s useful to us for the moment, so I keep my mouth shut and my hands to myself, rather than make a scene. The moment his usefulness reaches its limit, though… I make a mental note to leave him physical reminders of why it’s unwise to piss me off.

	It’s still pretty early, so for the first couple of hours, the slowly rising heat doesn’t feel like much of an issue. Ryan is keeping his mouth shut for the most part, so I’m actually almost tricked into thinking that we’re on a relaxing walk by a stream. Somewhere along the way, Jasira suggests that we each share something about ourselves to pass the time, and she volunteers me to be first. There’s not really much to tell; I’m just a shy, nerdy girl from New York who didn’t think she was remarkable in any way, until she discovered that she had been extraordinary all along.

	As I explain how I discovered my powers, and let out a select few bits of personal information, I start to question whether or not I’m still the same girl I was four months ago. I feel the same, for the most part, but my time has been so dominated by training for so long that I barely ever do the things that used to make me happy. I can hardly remember the last time I picked up a book, or spent the night at Rachel’s house, or watched my favorite movies. Hopefully, when I get home, I can try to work a little normalcy back into my schedule.

	It’s Jasira’s turn to talk next, and she launches right into her life story, which in my opinion is much more interesting than mine. Her family’s lived in the same neighborhood in Iraq until two generations before hers, when the Du Alshfa clan began spreading to the United States. Every single member of the family could use magic from an early age, save for one. Jasira was the only exception, the only girl born into the clan that showed no proclivity for magic whatsoever. When her awakening finally happened at 15, her parents were so thrilled that they took her to Disneyworld, and ever since, she’s been working hard to catch up to her older brothers, who are both some of the most talented young men in the clan.

	If I’m being honest with myself, I envy her a little bit. She has an entire community of family and friends to help her grow into a powerful spellcaster, while I only have Krystal on my side. And whereas her only goal is to prove she can be as strong as her brothers, I’m driven more these days by my need to survive. I appreciate all that Krystal has done for me, but I wish that her problems with Selene weren’t severe enough that our lives could be in danger. I’d like to think there is more to being a spellcaster than fighting for your life.

	By the time Jasira’s done telling her tale, the sun is almost directly above us, and the heat mixed with the effort of walking for miles is making my shirt cling to my skin. Everyone’s running on very little sleep and no food, so we’re all grateful when Ryan calls for a short rest. I pick a spot on the bank of the stream between Ryan and Alyssa, and lay flat on my back, using my arms to hold up my head. Once we’re all settled in, Jasira nudges Alyssa with her elbow, and says, “Your turn.”

	Alyssa pushes her glasses further up the bridge of her nose, and asks, “My turn to what?” 

	“Tell us about yourself.”

	For a few moments, there’s no response. Alyssa only looks out onto the water, fondling the pewter pentagram hanging from the choker around her neck. Finally, she wraps her arms around her knees, and says, “Pass.”

	Jasira sits back, and shoots me a disappointed look, which I respond to with a shrug. I don’t know what she’d expected to happen. Alyssa doesn’t strike me as the type to open up to near strangers. I am curious about her, though; I wouldn’t mind knowing how she knew I was a spellcaster, or why she warned me about Selene when reason says she should have knocked me out and kidnapped me for questioning when she put two and two together. Come to think of it, I’d like to know why she seemed so fascinated by me, even before my awakening. There seem to be a lot of mysteries surrounding Alyssa, and it doesn’t seem likely she’ll hand out the answers without a fight.

	When she realizes that Alyssa doesn’t feel like sharing, Jasira asks Ryan about his life. Before he can begin, though, the sound of leaves crunching underfoot puts us all on alert, and we turn almost as one to see who or what is coming toward us. A tall man in a white, flowing robe strides toward us, his hands held out palm-first, presumably to show that he isn’t armed. We still take no precautions; all four of us are standing and ready for a fight before he gets within twenty feet of where we stopped to rest. “You can relax,” the man says as he comes to a stop, “I’m only here to congratulate you on getting this far. Especially you, Ryan… I’m sure the past couple of years have been rough for you.”

	Through gritted teeth, Ryan responds, “I wouldn’t go there if I were you. I’m already in a shit mood as it is.”

	“That’s a shame.” The stranger shakes his head, and says, “You know, for someone so dedicated to making it through these trials, you seem to have no trouble taking a break by the stream.” 

	“Seriously, I’m warning you-“

	“You’re not in a position to be threatening me, little boy. Your strength compared to mine is like a grain of sand compared to the beach, and you would do well to remember that.”

	“Or what?”

	In response, the man folds his hands in front of him, and a shimmering, dark blue aura surrounds him. His eyes glow the same exact shade of blue, and there’s a sudden flash of light that washes over us. At first, I assume that whatever just happened had no effect on us. Then, I become aware of the ground rushing up to meet me. By the time my body connects with the ground, I’m so dulled to the world around me that I can’t feel the impact at all. The sound of beating wings reaches my ears, but soon fades as if their owner is flying away, or I am drifting from them, and then there’s nothing left but silence.

	 


Chapter 14

	My eyes fly open as if I’ve been scalded in my sleep, and though my surroundings are pitch black at first, the seemingly empty space around me slowly begins to come into focus; a desk appears first, then a chair, then a bookshelf. It takes me several seconds to register that I’m actually in my room, lying under the covers with my clothes on. There’s no sign of Alyssa, Jasira, or Ryan, nor is there anything to suggest I ever left home at all. It’s as if the last twelve hours never happened at all.

	I throw the sheets off of me, and swing my feet over the edge of the bed. I’ve got no idea how I got here, but I can tell something isn’t quite right. Just as I get to my feet, the lights go out, and a shriek pierces through the night. I tiptoe over to my light switch, and flick it a few times, to no avail. I look out into the hall, and though all the lights are off, I can tell I’m not alone by the sound of someone faintly sobbing and pleading. I hazard a guess that the sounds are coming from the kitchen, so I blindly grope my way down the hall towards the only other sign of life in the apartment.

	As I inch closer and closer to the kitchen, the sobs increase in both frequency and volume. The back of my neck begins to prickle slightly as I reach for the kitchen’s light switch, which isn’t working either. Then the streetlamp outside the window flickers to life, casting an eerie orange glow over the scene before me; for a split second, I’m relieved to see my mother, sitting alone at our tiny square table. It isn’t until I take note of the tears streaming down her face that I question why she’d sounded so strained. 

	I take a step towards my mother, but a slight movement in the corner of my eye makes me hesitate. A man cloaked in shadow glides from a corner of the room, and pulls my mother towards him, making the chair scrape loudly against the tiles. She doesn’t even have time to scream before the shadowy figure grabs her by the hair, and pulls her head to the side with such force that I can hear the vertebrae in her neck snapping as one. Blood gushes from a tear in her flesh, and it isn’t until he leans down to drink from the wound that Nick’s face comes into focus. 

	He spots me, and pulls away from my mother to flash me a smile. It isn’t his normal, gorgeous smile either, but one that twists his features into something dark, even slightly psychotic. “It’s about time you saw me for what I really am,” he says as blood drips from his chin. “Remember when you asked me why I don’t go after humans? And you ate up all that bullshit about my sister?”

	I shake my head, and try to back away, but my legs won’t obey. I can only stand and watch as the boy I thought I knew licks his lips, and actually wipes his bloodstained hands on one of our clean dishrags. “Truth is,” he continues, “I don’t go after humans because they just taste too goddamned good. I lose control, and something like this happens.” He gestures toward my mother, then holds his finger under the current of blood flowing from her neck for a few seconds, and sucks it clean again. “It’s nothing personal… I was just hungry, and I figured Regina would make a decent meal.”

	“No… this can’t be happening…”

	“It can, and it is. Heather, you’re gonna have to come to grips with the fact that you’re dating a monster. And if you can’t, well… I’ll move on to someone who can.” Nick snaps his fingers, and Rachel walks in from the living room. In all the time I’ve known her, she’s never worn anything remotely revealing, but now she’s sporting a plunging neckline, fishnets, ridiculously short shorts… basically, the exact opposite of her usual attire. She licks her lips seductively as she approaches Nick, and when they’re close enough together, pulls him down into a passionate kiss. Their tongues dance, her hand tugs on his hair, and my mother’s blood smears all over both of their faces.

	I don’t know whether to scream, cry, or vomit, which doesn’t matter, as I’m paralyzed to the point where I can’t react at all. Instead, I’m frozen, an unwilling spectator to what’s quickly becoming a gory peepshow. Something in me withers and dies as I watch my boyfriend lift Rachel clean off the ground to seat her on the table, and shove his hand up her low-cut shirt. My best friend’s legs wrap around Nick to pull him in closer, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Nick reaches out and tips over the chair, and my mother slowly slides to the ground into a pool of her own blood, her neck still bent at an unnatural angle.

	 No part of this scene could actually exist, not if I know either of these people the way I think I do. I don’t want to believe that any of this is real, but I only know of one way to check whether or not I’m dreaming. I realize what I should have done the moment I woke up in my bed, and suddenly, I’m able to move again. I tear my gaze from the sight of Nick and Rachel dry humping, and run as fast as my legs will carry me back towards my room.

	I don’t need the light on to know where everything is in my room, so it doesn’t bother me that the switch still does nothing. I run to my bed, and as I search along the headboard with my fingers, the sound of cloth ripping reaches me from the kitchen. My fingers eventually land on what I’m looking for; the necklace that once belonged to my father. I stroke the grooves of the chain, only to find that the chain is inexplicably smooth. What’s more, the wing-shaped pendant at the end has completely disappeared. I’m definitely dreaming. The only thing to do now is wake myself up.

	Despite concentrating as hard as I can on pulling myself from the dream, when I open my eyes, I’m still in my room. It seems I’m gonna have to wake myself up manually. I tear out of my room, run right past the kitchen without looking in, and down the hallway to the stairwell. Whoever is influencing the dream must have realized that I’ve caught on, because the door won’t open until I blast it off the hinges with a spell. I take the stairs upward two at a time, until I make it onto the roof. The ground shifts and sways under my feet, but I sprint towards the edge of the roof, and leap, praying that I won’t feel the impact as gravity takes over, and I plunge to the ground.

	When I open my eyes again, I’m laying on the ground face-first, and feeling groggy. Though my vision is still blurry, I can just make out Alyssa’s form to my right. As everything comes into focus, I notice that her cheeks are surprisingly stained with tears, and her fists are clenching and unclenching repeatedly as she sleeps. We seem to have been moved from our spot by the stream; rather than grass and dry leaves, I find myself lying on a bed of smooth rocks and twigs. We’re surrounded on all sides by frighteningly high walls made of some dark gray stone, except for an opening above us, and an exit that leads to steps made of a similar material. The strange man from earlier sits cross-legged a few feet from where we lie, with his eyes closed and his hands folded together. The top half of his robe is undone, and white skeletal wings protrude from his back, fully unfurled and held perfectly still, despite the warm breeze blowing by. 

	It seems he doesn’t notice that I’ve woken up, so I creep as close to him as I dare, and try to think of ways to wake up the others. One violent option comes to mind very quickly, and since this man made me watch my boyfriend and my best friend basically defile my kitchen with my mother’s dead body in the room, I don’t consider any of my more subtle options. I get a little closer, then raise my right foot and kick him as hard as I can in the face. He falls over backwards, his eyes snap open, as do everyone else’s, and he asks calmly, “What was that for?”

	“For fucking with my mind, you freak! What’s wrong with you?”

	“I didn’t do much, actually.” The man wipes a trickle of blood dripping from his nose, and says, “All I did was put you to sleep, then take what your unconscious mind holds dear, and turn everything you love into your worst nightmare.” There’s a ring of truth to his story, so I refrain from kicking him while he’s down, as I had been planning to do. Then, the next words out of his mouth rekindle that temptation. “You should be thanking me.”

	“Why the hell should I thank you?”

	The man pushes himself back up into a sitting position, and says, “I find that to know yourself is to know what it takes to break you.”

	“I’m missing how that’s relevant to my question.”

	“You’ll see someday. For the moment, you need only understand that you’ve passed, albeit in an unconventional way.”

	“So, wait… This was a test?”

	“That’s right.”

	I’m so upset that I’m shaking, and visibly so. This man honestly thinks he can get away with toying around with my mind... and for the sake of his sadistic test? No, I’m anything but okay. The images of Nick and Rachel pressed together won’t leave me for a long time. I intend to make this man suffer for what he’s done. I go to kick him again, but he grabs my foot before it can make contact, and flips me over onto my back with ease. I get the sense that fighting him won’t end well for me, so I roll over, pull myself upright, and back away. “This isn’t over,” I mutter. “If we ever meet again, you’d better be ready for a fight.”

	“You really should watch your temper, Heather.” The man folds his wings, and rearranges his robe so that it’s covering his chest again. He watches me curiously, and says, “In all my years testing the spirits of young spellcasters, none have ever slipped from under my spell. I’m impressed… so much so that I’m willing to offer help with the next trial.”

	“Help how?”

	“A clue, to speed along the process. One member of your group was more deeply wounded by this trial than the others. When they divulge why, the quickest path ahead will be revealed.” The man turns to walk away, and with every step, he becomes more and more transparent until there’s nothing left to see.

	I stare at the spot where he once was for a while, half-expecting him to come back, but he never does. I’m still fuming when I turn back to face Alyssa and the others, who are all looking up at me in shock. When none of them say anything, I ask, “The hell are you guys looking at me like that for?”

	Jasira’s the one who says, “You just kicked a god.”

	“What?”

	“I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure that was Morpheus.”

	Ryan scratches his head, and asks, “Who?”

	“Morpheus… ancient Greek god of dreams?” Jasira looks around at the rest of us like we’re insane. “Am I the only one who took a Mythology class?”

	“Wait a minute, we’re up against gods?” Ryan clambers to his feet, and wipes some dried leaves and dirt off of his jeans. “No way, that’s impossible.”

	“Impossible doesn’t seem to be a word that people here understand.”

	While I’m inclined to agree with Jasira, I can’t wrap my head around the idea that there are gods wandering around this place… wherever we are. It occurs to me that the Guardians may be gods themselves. There are more pressing issues to be dealt with, though. “How are we going to find the Guardians now?,” I wonder out loud. “Following the stream was our best shot.”

	“I was just thinking that, actually,” Ryan says. “Any ideas, you two?”

	Alyssa remains silent, as she has since she’s woken up, but Jasira apparently has a plan. “I think we ought to try and find any source of fresh water before we worry about the Guardians. We can last a while without food, but without water we’re screwed.”

	“Oh, that’s a brilliant idea. And in exactly which direction do you expect to find water?”

	Jasira just shrugs, and says, “There’s only one direction to go in right now, let’s give that one a shot.” And with that, she heads towards the exit, and starts making her way up the stone stairs. Alyssa pauses for a moment, and takes a good, long look at me before following Jasira. 

	I start to follow her as well, but Ryan grabs my arm and holds me back. I give him a questioning look, but he keeps his eyes trained on the ground. He seems to be making up his mind about something. When he finally speaks, he says, “I’m sorry about earlier… the whole fire thing. I got carried away. I just… there’s a lot more at stake here for me than any of you, but that doesn’t excuse me acting like a jackass. So… yeah, I’m sorry, Heather.”

	I’m surprised and impressed that Ryan actually has the humility to apologize to me. Not so impressed that I’ll automatically let him off the hook, though. I catch him off-guard with a punch to the gut, and when he doubles over, I mutter, “Apology accepted,” and make my way towards the exit.

	The stone steps go up higher than I expected; I’m climbing for a long time, and even though I’m in pretty good shape, I’m panting by the time I reach the top. Jasira and Alyssa are standing fairly close by, staring out into the vast expanse of sand before us. There’s nothing but sand as far as the eye can see in every direction, and the sun glaring overhead. The four of us stand in a line, just staring into the distance. Then, Ryan mutters, “Any chance we can turn back?”

	That gets a weak laugh out of everyone, and I’m actually very tempted by the thought. I don’t do very well in intense heat, so I’m pretty sure the desert will be the death of me. I actually turn back to see if there’s a way to go back the way we came, but when we weren’t looking, the stone steps somehow disappeared. There’s no way back, and none of us even knows which way is forward. The only thing I’m sure of is that until this point, we’ve had it easy. 

	 


Chapter 15

	Saying the desert is hot is as much a gross understatement as saying that Hitler was bad, or that breaking a bone sucks. Every inch of my body feels like it’s on fire, and yet, at the same time, I’m constantly aware that my entire being is drenched in sweat. I envy Ryan, who decided to take his shirt off an hour after we started walking, but since he’s around, I’m a little too shy to do the same. Though I’d normally be miserable under these conditions, getting to see the fist-sized bruise forming on his flabby stomach almost makes up for the sweltering heat. 

	It’s hard to tell if we’re actually making progress, because A) we just picked a random direction and started walking in it, B) every sand dune looks exactly the freaking same, and that combined with C) the fact that the wind blows our footprints away means we can’t tell if we’re walking in circles or not. The only thing anyone knows for sure is that we’re all hungry, thirsty, and tired. Unsurprisingly, Ryan is the first of us to start complaining. 

	Ryan: “Why’d it have to be a desert? Why couldn’t we have had to cross a meadow full of apple trees or something?”

	Jasira: “I don’t know. Maybe God hates us?”

	Ryan: “Maybe. I know if he loved us, he’d at least give us some water.”

	Jasira: “Will you stop complaining? It’s a waste of energy. Just try to focus on walking.”

	Ryan: “To where? I haven’t a bloody clue as to where we’re headed, and I want something to eat now.”

	Jasira: “Me too, but now’s not the time to-“

	Ryan: “You know what? As soon as I get home, I’m heading to the chipper by my old school. They’ll fix me a proper meal.”

	Me: “Chipper? What’s that?”

	Ryan: “A shop where they sell fish and chips, obviously.”

	Me: “That does sound good.”

	Jasira: “Yeah. Or a cheeseburger, I haven’t had one in a long time.”

	Me: “Hells yes! A burger and fries sounds perfect right now.”

	Jasira: “God, I hate this. I’m starving.”

	Alyssa: “Will you all shut up?!”

	We stop in our tracks, and turn to face Alyssa, who has been lagging behind for a while. This is the first time she’s said a word since the incident with Morpheus. Somehow, I don’t think her anger is entirely directed at us; her golden eyes aren’t quite trained on me, but staring through me, filled with the kind of quiet fury that takes years to build up. “I doubt that any of you know what starving to death really feels like,” she says, “so either shut up or I’ll shove my fist down your throats one by one.” 

	Jasira and Ryan share a look, and then continue walking, but I stay for a moment, and ask, “What’s up with you? You’ve been acting weird ever since you woke up.” Alyssa’s locked herself up inside her head again, though, and walks by me without answering. Her attitude is starting to irritate me, but I don’t say anything. I just let out a sigh, and make a point of walking faster than her to catch up to the others.

	We continue wandering aimlessly through the desert until the sun dips beneath the horizon, then come to rest in a small ditch between two towering dunes. The temperature has dropped by a surprisingly large amount; it’s just cold enough that I’m tempted to start a campfire, but I’m not yet motivated to do so. Each of us is exhausted in ways that we never thought imaginable, and though none of us says it aloud, the constant pangs of hunger and thirst are agonizing. I offer to take the first watch, since I know that for now, my fatigue is slightly more manageable than the amount of pain I’m in. The others pick different spots around the ditch, and drift easily off to sleep, while I sit cross-legged in the sand and try to come up with ways to pass the time.

	Everything is completely silent, save for the steady breathing of those asleep, and the occasional gust of wind. I’m finally relaxed enough to review the past twenty or so hours. It occurs to me that I’m probably not very popular with the others. To an outsider, I probably seem pretty stupid and volatile; between accidentally starting the forest fire, kicking the crap out of what we suspect to be a god, and assaulting Ryan when he was offering a sincere apology, it seems illogical that any of my fellow spellcasters would want anything to do with me. I’ve never had a problem controlling my temper before now. Sure, I get angry once in a while, but never to the point where I’ll get violent. I chalk it up to the stress of being stranded God-knows-where with people I hardly know and danger around every corner.

	I wonder how the heroes in books and movies deal with this sort of stress, before realizing that for the most part, they don’t. Hell, they usually don’t even show signs of fatigue. The adventure just continues, on and on, until the bad guy (or, in a few rare cases, the good guy) gets killed. I feel weak by comparison, but whether it’s because I actually am weak, or because I don’t live in a world where energy is infinite, I can’t tell. All I know is that I would desperately like a meal, a drink, and a comfortable bed. Preferably a bed where Nick is waiting for me, so I can find my special spot on his chest, lock my fingers around his, and sleep. 

	I shake my head, and try to keep my mind trained on the present. What I need more than anything right now is water. My tongue no longer feels like a tongue, but a rough, swollen strip of flesh that someone swapped out for the one I used to own. My head is pounding, and making it difficult to think straight. There has to be a way to find water here, I know it! I could try to change the sand into water, but even if Krystal had taught me how to do something like that, it would probably require too much energy just to make a puddle.

	Another option comes to mind, and I’m immediately tempted to give it a shot. I read about it in a book a few years ago; the hero was traversing the desert, desperately thirsty, as I am. His solution was to draw moisture from an underground source, and bring it to the surface. I start out the same way he did, by digging in the sand until I have a small bowl to fill. Then, I focus my energy on pulling water up to the surface. After a minute or so of effort, I give up, and wipe the new layer of seat from my forehead. It was worth a shot.

	“Not a bad idea, but there needs to actually be water underneath us for that to work.” Alyssa’s voice makes me jump, and I turn to find her hovering over my shoulder. She sits down next to me, and says, “I couldn’t sleep.”

	“That’s nice.” I turn my body away from hers, and bury my head in my hands. 

	“Sorry about earlier,” Alyssa mutters. “I’m not usually so hostile.”

	“Is that so?”

	“Mhmm. It’s just… I’ve actually been there. Starving and homeless, I mean. I guess I’m still not really over it.”

	“How did you wind up homeless? We’re the same age.”

	“That doesn’t mean anything.” Alyssa wraps her arms around her knees. “There are toddlers that don’t have a roof over their heads, or anything to eat.”

	“Seriously… what happened to you?”

	“I guess I can tell you… but on two conditions. First, don’t interrupt me. And second, don’t pity me.” I nod slowly, and lean in closer to her. Alyssa starts doodling shapes in the sand, and says, “Better start from the beginning, I guess… It was just me, my mother, and my older brother Louis for the longest time. I never knew my father; he was murdered a few nights before I was born. We carried on just fine without him, though; my mom made just enough money to support our little family on her own. For the first few years, things were alright. Then, around the time I turned five, my powers started awakening. And bad things started happening to the people around me.

	“The first incident happened about a month after my fifth birthday. We were at the playground, and for some reason, my stupid prick of a brother kept kicking sand in my face. I remember getting really angry at him, and being unable to yell for my mother to come intervene because my mouth was full of sand. I must have blacked out, because I don't remember exactly what happened next, but next thing I knew, my brother was buried neck deep in sand. It took five people to dig him out.

	"Things just got worse from there; my moods became unpredictable, and my powers wilder. My mother didn’t know what to do with me, so I was mostly kept indoors, away from outside stimuli that might have provoked me to cause any more damage. No matter how much she tried to keep me locked away, though, it just kept happening. Once, I heard her telling her friend on the phone that she had given birth to a monster. That she should have known better than to keep me.

	“The last time I blacked out like that was when I was nine, on Christmas morning. Louis woke up to a brand new bike, and a stack of cheap video games that reached up to his knees. When I opened my single present, I found an ugly, misshapen doll in an unmarked boxed that smelled like piss. I remember throwing the doll at my brother’s face, my mom shouting, me getting kicked across the living room, and then... nothing. I lost it. I wound up bringing the entire building down around me. It’s a miracle that nobody was seriously hurt. At that point, my mother was completely fed up with me. She never tried to get me any help, I don't think she even really wondered what was wrong with me... She just dumped me at my godmother's doorstep, and moved to some little town on Long Island. I haven't seen her, or any other family, since.

	"Now, my godmother was an eighty five year old chain smoker, so it wasn't really a shock when the old bitch had her last coughing fit a few months after taking me in. I didn't even bother showing up to the funeral; the night she died, I took all the money I could find in her apartment and left. I made a living on the street for a while after that, but eighty dollars doesn't keep you fed for very long. I didn't want to resort to stealing or begging, and I still had no idea how to use my powers, so I went to bed hungry most nights. I was on the brink of starvation when Selene found me; she said that she had been searching all over the city for me ever since she heard about the incident on Christmas day. She took me in, fed me, and let me sleep on her couch until I could find a permanent place to stay.

	"When I was healthy enough for my ribs to stop showing, Selene said she had a theory as to why I keep blacking out, and that she might know how to prevent it from happening again. She asked me if I had any interest in staying with her long-term, and learning to tame my wild powers. I couldn’t believe it; not only was she offering to teach me how to control my outbursts, she was the first person to show me compassion in all the years after I became a ‘monster’. I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight. Naturally, I said yes.

	“First thing she did was run a few tests on me, and she found out that I tend to black out and go on a rampage because I have more power than my body can contain. When I’m under stress, it comes out in a series of violent bursts, and I lose all sense of reason. Selene said she had seen those symptoms before, and her solution was to put an inhibiting spell on this pentagram necklace. As long as I wear it, my power regulates and expels itself in a healthy way. I haven’t had an incident since.

	“Once I became easier to handle, Selene introduced me to the rest of Penumbra, and had some of the elders begin teaching me various spells. I had trouble at first, like everyone, but after a few months I mastered the basic spells, and moved on to more difficult ones. My fellow students envied me because I was much more advanced than someone my age should have been, and because the adults gave me special treatment. But none of that’s my fault, the elders only treat me with any sort of respect because they think I’m a Conduit.”

	Alyssa pauses for a moment, as if she’s debating whether or not to tell me more, and I take the opportunity to ask, “What’s a Conduit?”

	“A spellcaster with god-like power, from what I can tell.”

	“But regular spellcasters are already ridiculously strong.”

	“Let me put it this way… the best of us can move boulders, but apparently a Conduit can lift entire mountains.”

	“Holy shit.”

	“Yeah. There’s some sort of prophecy about them, but I don’t believe in that shit.” Alyssa takes a few moments to think, then apparently decides to continue her story. “Things have been pretty alright since then. I live with Selene, we meet with the rest of the clan, we learn from and protect each other. We try to keep a low profile. The only part I don’t like is the dress code…”

	“Dress code?”

	“You don’t think I wear black for fun, do you?”

	“Oh.” We sit in silence for a while, and though I try my best not to feel sorry for Alyssa, I do. Her life had been pretty rough until she met Selene… which is surprising, since Krystal had given me the impression that Selene was a horrible person. I’m glad that some of the mysteries surrounding Alyssa have been unraveled, but there are still so many things I want to know. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

	“Nope. Ask away.”

	“What made you open up to me? For that matter, why did you defend me after I accidentally burned down the forest? Why bother saving my dumb ass? And why did you warn me about Selene and the rest of your clan?”

	Alyssa hesitates before answering, “Do you know what I dreamed about earlier, when Morpheus knocked us out? I dreamed that you died, and that I could have stopped it from happening. That’s why I was so freaked out afterwards. It’s a fear that I live with every day, and I thought if I could keep you out of Selene’s vendetta against Krystal, it would mean I could keep you safe. That’s why I warned you, why I dragged you out of the fire.”

	“But why? Why does my life matter to you that much?”

	Alyssa turns to face me, her eyes lock onto mine, and for the first time, I recognize the look she’s giving me. I’ve only seen flashes of it, in those moments when I catch her staring at me in school, just before her eyes dart back to her notebook. It’s a look I’ve come to associate with Nick, as I see it on his face nearly every day. I can only describe the feeling behind it as longing. Alyssa whispers, “Because I don’t want to imagine a world without you.”

	We’re sitting a few inches apart, but suddenly, the space between us feels far too small, far too intimate. I feel my face flush, and look down at the sand in front of me. I’m too flustered to begin sifting through the implications of what Alyssa just said, and thankfully, I’m spared from having to do so. A figure rises out of the sand right before our eyes, slowly at first, but it pulls itself out in one quick motion once its arms are exposed. Alyssa and I gaze at the strange being standing before us, with a head that looks like a cross between a jackal and an aardvark, but the reddish-skinned body of a man, wearing nothing but sandals and a white and gold skirt held in place by a corded belt.

	For a moment, he merely watches us, and then he raises a hand into the air, and folds it into a fist. Instantly, I feel the ground beneath us start to shift, and I have just enough time to grab onto Alyssa before we both begin sliding down a massive hole hidden in the sand.

	 


Chapter 16

	We fall through the hole, and for a few seconds, there’s nothing but darkness and the sound of wind rushing past my ears. Then, our butts hit a slippery, slanted surface, and we begin to slide downward at an incredible pace. Judging by the surprised screams from behind us, Ryan and Jasira have been sucked into the hole as well. We’re sliding further underground than I’ve ever been in my life; the slide seems to go on for miles, guiding us ever downwards and occasionally turning ever so slightly. Just as suddenly as our descent began, it comes to a screeching halt, and all four of us drop a few feet onto the flat, cold stone below. 

	I’m the first one on my feet. I hold out my hand in front of me, and I produce a ball of light from my palm so I can get a look at our surroundings. We seem to be in a narrow man-made passage hewn into the stone. There are messages scratched onto the walls featuring characters that I can’t recognize, a fountain built right into the stone, steps leading further downward… a fountain! I can’t believe my eyes, not until I’ve rushed over to the fountain and I’m cupping the cold water in my hands. It’s all I can do not to just shove my face into it. I call over the others, and we take turns drinking our fill. Once my thirst is quenched, I notice that I no longer have a headache, and my tongue feels like a tongue again.

	Each of us expresses some reproach about moving forward, since we don’t know when we’ll be seeing water again. But the only other options are to somehow clamber back up the slide that brought us here, or sit by the fountain until some new horror forces us onward. I silently make my way down the stone steps, and the others follow in single file. I don’t mind leaving our new source of water behind, as long as we can get as far from the desert as possible.

	The stairs end at a slightly broader passage, which seems to go on for about a mile. Unlike the arid air of the desert, the air is moist enough to make my clothes cling to my skin, much like they did when I passed through Cueva Clara. Somewhere along the way, I start to think that I’m hearing waves from up ahead, but I assume that it’s merely the sound of me losing my mind. We’re miles beneath the desert, and certainly far away from any lake or ocean, so how could that be possible? But sure enough, the passage widens considerably into an empty dock, accompanied only by the moon, the cool night air, and the vast ocean beyond. We take a moment to enjoy the view, before Ryan asks, “They don’t expect us to swim, do they?”

	Unexpectedly, a man’s voice answers, “No, but if you are so inclined, then be my guest.” I instinctively look behind me, ready to fire off a spell at whoever is there. A blinding light appears before us, and fades to reveal a tall, muscular man with silky blond hair, and a beard to match. He’s not wearing any armor, nor does he have any visible weapons, but something about him still calls to mind the presence and strength of a Viking warrior. He surveys us for a moment, then says, “Sorry if I’ve startled you, I often forget to make my presence known before speaking.”

	“That’s fine,” I reply, even though my heart is still racing. “But who are you?”

	“Freyr, son of Njörðr. I have been instructed to guide you to your final trials.” He pulls a small, red pouch off of his belt, walks out onto the dock, and says, “The end of your journey is near. Now, you need only cross the sea.”

	“And how do you propose we do that?,” I ask.

	“Patience, young warrior. You’ll travel by ship.” Freyr pulls open the pouch, and dumps the contents into the water. Almost instantly, a large wooden pole juts out of the water, followed by two others, then a flat deck, and after a few minutes, an entire ship rests in the water, where previously there had been nothing. I walk past Freyr onto the dock to get a better look at the ship. It’s made of some dark wood, held together with glistening iron, and large enough to carry at least a hundred people across the sea. A word is emblazoned on the side of it, but I can’t for the life of me imagine how it’s pronounced. I turn back to ask Freyr what it says, but he’s already gone.

	A thin gangplank extends from the ship to the dock, and I gingerly walk my way up onto the deck. The others follow, and once all of us are on the ship, the gangplank vanishes, along with the rope keeping us from floating out to sea. Each of the sails rises on its own, and even though there is no wind, they quickly fill, and suddenly, we are sailing. Ryan says he’s decent at steering a ship, so we let him take the wheel, while the rest of us explore, or find a reasonable place to rest for a while.

	I’ve never been on a ship before, so I halfway expect myself to get nauseous, or at least become crippled with anxiety, like Alyssa has. Surprisingly, I feel perfectly comfortable standing at the bow, watching the water rush by with the salty air tossing my hair violently. I suspect that under different circumstances, I would have liked traveling by ship. As it stands, I’m too on edge to enjoy the experience, keeping in mind that at any moment, something might attack us. After twenty minutes, I decide to sit down with my back against the mast, and fatigue gets the best of me at last.

	When I open my eyes next, the sun is shining directly into them, and I have to block its rays with my arm. It feels like I only slept a few minutes, and yet, judging by the morning light, it’s been at least a few hours. The ship is still powering through the water of its own accord, regardless of whether or not the wind is actually blowing. I look around the deck to see where everyone is: Ryan is still manning the wheel, even though he looks ready to drop from exhaustion; Jasira is still sleeping on her stomach, with her head in her arms; and Alyssa has taken my old spot on the bow. She seems much more comfortable at sea than she was at first.

	I watch her for a moment, replaying last night’s conversation in my head. It’s still hard to believe that she, of all people, basically confessed her love for me. Or had I imagined that, attributed meaning to words that were completely innocuous? No, I didn’t imagine the look in her eyes. Alyssa is in love with me, of this I’m sure. She must know that I can’t possibly feel the same way; I’m already dating Nick, and I’ve never expressed any romantic interest in girls before. Alyssa seems to feel my eyes on her, because she turns to face me, and this time it’s my eyes that automatically flit away. My heart beats slightly quicker than usual, and I question it for a moment, then shake my head and convince myself that it meant nothing.

	The entire ship shudders without warning, and in an instant, I’m wide awake and on my feet. I quickly surround myself with trigger shields, and yell to Ryan, “What the hell was that?”

	“Dunno,” he responds, “but I didn’t like it. Wake up Jasira, things might get ugly.”

	Alyssa gives Jasira a shake, just as another tremor rocks the ship from stern to bow. We run to look over the edge at what’s attacking us, and I get a glimpse of what looks like a tentacle before it moves out of sight. Then, two tentacles thick as tree trunks erupt from the middle of the ship, sending water and splinters of wood skyward. I try to retaliate, but the creature attacking us retracts its arms too quickly, and I get the impression that we’re beginning to sink. Alyssa and Jasira are already looking out on the water, waiting for the beast to appear again. “You guys try to kill that thing,” I yell, “I’m going to head below deck and fix the hull.” They nod in agreement, and Alyssa shoots me a worried look as I head down the stairs to the bowels of the ship.

	In a remarkably short amount of time, the hull has begun to fill with water; it’s up to my ankles, and the attack only started a minute ago. The rising water is already littered with shattered pieces of wood, and the crumbled remains of a previous crew’s supplies. I can easily spot where the two tentacles entered the ship; twin geysers of water shoot up into the hull, and by the time I walk over to the closest one, it’s nearly up to my knees. Without stopping to wonder whether or not it can be done, I focus on stemming the incoming flow of water. The geysers gradually lower to a trickle, then stop altogether. I take the floating chunks of wood, and use a spell to mold them into place over the holes. I press my foot against one of the makeshift plugs, and I’m satisfied that it’s going to hold pretty well.

	I’m congratulating myself on a job well done when two more tentacles tear through the side of the hull. One of them whips around and catches me in the midsection with such force that it breaks through my shield spells, and knocks me backwards into a wall. For a moment, I can’t draw breath, and the air around me is hazy and filled with multicolored sparks of light. I can just barely make out another tentacle gunning for my head, and duck in time to avoid taking a similar hit to the face. It pulls back, and just before the creature strikes out for a third time, I fire a burst of energy at the tentacle, causing it to explode in a shower of red. Blood and bits of flesh hit me square in the face, and as I wipe the disgusting gunk out of my eyes, the creature looses a terrible, piercing cry. I cover my eyes, and blast the other flailing tentacle before it comes after me as well. This time, instead of getting splattered with gore, I lose my footing and fall face-first into the water. The entire ship is tilting to the side; Ryan must have made a sharp turn to avoid something. Once we’re back on an even keel, I scramble to my feet and head back up the stairs.

	When I reach the top of the stairs, I find that everything has devolved into chaos. The sky has darkened, as the sun’s light is blocked out by a massive, storm gray cloud overhead. Alyssa and Jasira aim spells at a creature that looks like a massive squid, which responds by slamming its tentacles on the deck, leaving huge holes and less space for us to maneuver in. Ryan does his best to steer the ship out of the creature’s reach, but to no avail; no fewer than three of the creature’s arms are wrapped around the ship itself. It doesn’t seem like we’re going to be staying afloat for much longer. I lean over the side of the ship, and watch as stray spells hit its body, leave a red mark, and makes the beast angrier than ever before. Only the tentacles appear to have taken any damage so far; I realize what we’ll have to do, and relay the plan to the others between the piercing cries of the creature.

	Alyssa and Jasira join me in firing spells at the tentacles rather than the body itself, and before long, there are only three left. The creature wails, and thrashes out with its stumps, but evidently values its remaining limbs too much to keep attacking. What little there is left of our enemy looses an angry shriek, and slips underneath the water’s surface. The ship continues its determined path onward, and the frothing red water behind us fades until there’s nothing to see but innocently still water in the distance, and the waves left in our wake.

	Surprisingly, I’m not overcome with guilt over what we just did. Killing spiders and insects are one thing, but all other animals are usually sacred to me. I’m almost ashamed to admit it to myself, but what I feel more acutely than guilt is a strange sense of accomplishment; I proved to myself and the others that I’m not entirely useless. We don’t get to celebrate our victory for very long, though. Mere seconds after we think the battle is over, I become aware of a continuous squawking coming from above. I assume there are a few birds flying overhead, but when I look up to see them, I realize we’re still not done fighting. 

	What I had taken for a massive cloud at first glance was actually hundreds, no, thousands of birds flying in a tight formation. They are all an ugly shade of gray, and sport wingspans of at least six or seven feet. Several of them peel off from the formation, and dive on the main sail, tearing right though the fabric with their razor sharp beaks. Alyssa and I fire off a few spells at them, and the entire flock goes insane. Scores of birds dive at once, and it’s all Alyssa, Jasira, and I can do to keep them from causing more damage to the ship. Ryan leaves the wheel to join in the ship’s defense, but the four of us together can barely keep the birds at bay. Several of them still make it down far enough to rip the sails to shreds, and a few of them even target us. Pretty soon, Jasira’s bleeding heavily from a gash on her forehead, and the rest of us have at least shallow scratches up and down our arms, our faces, everywhere. 

	During a short lull in the attack, I stop firing, and look up at the flock. Our efforts seem pointless; we’ve been firing at the birds for ages, and have hardly made a dent in their numbers. I decide it’s time to pull out the big guns. Over the past months, Krystal taught me a few spells that I was never to use unless in dire situations. The risk of causing civilian casualties is too great. There are no civilians around now, and I consider being attacked by thousands of birds to be a dire situation, so I decide now is as good a time as any to see what I’m really capable of.

	I shut my eyes, and focus on a point high above the ship, between us and the birds. I force the air around that point to circle it, faster and faster, force it to grow in size and ferocity. I can feel the wind whipping by us long before I open my eyes, even as far beneath the tornado as we are. Countless birds are sucked into the vortex, and flung into one another, breaking necks, wings, and skulls with every collision. We can finally see patches of sky through thinner portions of the flock. The remaining birds know better than to attack us now that they’re in danger of flying straight into a tornado, and in a surprisingly short amount of time, each and every one of them goes their separate ways until the sky is clear once more.

	I release the spell, and the tornado stops spinning at once, sending hundreds of dead piles of feathers flying into the water. I have to sit down for a while; my vision is fading, and waves of fatigue crash over me until it’s all I can do to refrain from laying down on the shattered deck. I haven’t felt so drained since the day I first met Nick. The others go about repairing the damages to the ship, and once the sails have been repaired, we start picking up speed again, and plow onward through the water. Ryan heads back up to the wheel, and on his way up, he pats me on the shoulder, and says, “Not bad, kid. That was pretty damn amazing.” I shrug it off, but only because I’m too exhausted to give a proper response. 

	For a few hours, we sail the open sea without further incident. I try to sleep for a while, but I wake up after only an hour, feeling more intensely how hungry I am, how badly I want to go home. I don’t dare complain out loud, though; after hearing Alyssa’s story, I don’t feel like I have any right to whine about our lack of provisions. Instead, I suffer in silence, laying on my back with the sun beaming down on me. I only sit up once, when Jasira shouts out the five words I’ve been waiting for hours to hear. 

	“I think I see land!”

	 


Chapter 17

	What seems like an eternity passes before we actually reach what Jasira correctly assumed to be land. Judging by the sun, it’s just after noon when we slow to a stop alongside a deserted dock at the bottom of a cliff. The jagged rocks splintering from the cliff face and the utter lack of vegetation give the place a foreboding atmosphere, but it’s still land, so I’m not complaining. As we come to a stop, the ship’s sails are pulled down by some invisible force, and a gangplank slides out of the starboard side, landing with a clatter on the deck. Alyssa is the first one off the ship; she all but runs ashore, and I get the feeling that she’s sorely tempted to kiss the ground. I’m still a little wobbly from using the majority of my energy, but I walk down after her with the others, and once we’re all on the deck, the gangplank retracts into the hole it sprang from. 

	“Stand back,” demands an unfamiliar voice, and I look up to notice a tall, stern looking woman materializing in front of us in much the same way Freyr did earlier. We take a few steps away from the ship as instructed, and the woman waves her hand once. Nothing happens for a few seconds, and then, right before our eyes, the ship folds in half along the metal ridge going down the middle, with a series of loud groans and creaks. It folds in upon itself several more times, presumably along smaller metal perforations, until the entire ship is the size of a sugar cube, and the tiny square flies up into the air, and lands in the strange woman’s outstretched hand. The stranger then turns her back to us and walks away, calling over her shoulder, “Follow me.” 

	“Hey, lady, we need that ship back,” Jasira says as we fall into step behind the woman. After a moment, she adds, “It’s sort of not ours, and I don’t want to get that guy angry, especially if he’s a Norse god, like I think he is…”

	The woman merely looks over her shoulder at us, and responds, “Worry not. I will see that Skíðblaðnir is returned to its rightful owner.”

	I’ve never heard the word “Skíðblaðnir” in my life, but I get the feeling that it’s the unreadable word on the side of the ship. Jasira shrugs, and stares at the ground as we continue following the stranger. 

	We turn into a narrow tunnel that’s been dug right into the cliffs, and almost immediately, the slowly waning daylight and the sound of waves crashing against the cliff side are swallowed by the solid rock around us. We’re left with nothing but crushing darkness until the woman ahead of us conjures a golden ball of light. I wonder about her… if this place is crawling with gods, like we theorized, then which one is she? It’s nearly impossible to tell by looks alone, and she hasn’t exactly introduced herself. She turns around to check on us, and I spot something around her neck; a bronze amulet, with an owl engraved in the metal. Suddenly, a wave of memories from a mythology class in ninth grade wash over me, and before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “You’re Athena, aren’t you?”

	The woman just groans, and keeps walking, but doesn’t deny it. Under different circumstances, I would probably geek out about meeting one of my favorite figures from mythology, but as it stands, I really just want to eat something, preferably something warm, and sleep for a few days.

	The end of the tunnel draws near, and for a moment, the light seems too bright to handle. But my eyes adjust, and when the world comes back into focus, I’m almost convinced that we’ve been transported to another part of the world. Fresh green grass extends as far as the eye can see, only interrupted by the occasional tree and a massive temple. Pristine white marble adorns every surface of the temple, save for the doors, which are made of solid gold. As we approach the beautiful structure, Athena explains, “This is the Hall of the Guardians. Here is where we spend eternity, tending to the needs of entire generations of new spellcasters. We, who were once worshipped as gods, reduced to mere shepherds in the hereafter. I suppose it’s a role more suited to us, as we were once only mortals.”

	“Hold on,” Alyssa half-shouts from the back. “Are you telling me that you aren’t actually a god?”

	“Strictly speaking, no. I was once a mortal, like yourself. During my time on Earth, my powers were so revered, that people began whispering amongst themselves that I was something more than human. That is how it was for most of us, in the days of old. After the dawn of Christianity, however, the idea that talented spellcasters were of the divine became less common, until we lost favor entirely. As our sway over humanity began to decline, so too did the influence of the clans scattered across the world, until things deteriorated to their current state.”

	I frown as I take in this new information; Krystal never mentioned how the clans began to unravel. I make a mental note to ask her for more details when I get home. In the meantime, I turn to Athena for answers I can get more quickly. “So… if you’re not a mortal anymore, what are you? Is this where people come when they die?”

	Athena snaps her fingers, causing the golden doors to swing open outward, and allowing us in. “This is hardly the final resting place for souls. As you likely know, energy cannot simply be destroyed. Normally, when someone dies, spellcaster or not, their energy is redistributed into the earth. When a spellcaster is strong enough, however, they can choose to leave behind an echo of themselves, an ethereal being made of their own life force. That echo of the former person becomes a Guardian, and comes here, a realm parallel to Earth, and similar in structure, but far from home all the same. The soul then continues on to wherever it was meant to go.”

	The inside of the temple is every bit as magnificent as the exterior. Marble and gold still dominate the furnishings, with the exception of several tables, laden with fruit, adorning the length of the main hall. I abstain from grabbing any fruit in the hopes that we’ll find a real meal soon, but I can hear the others behind me taking some for themselves. Athena leads us down a side hall, then comes to a stop in front of a door marked with a golden pair of wings. “This is where you will stay until you have completed your final trials,” she says. “Inside, you will find four separate beds, fresh robes, and all the food you can eat. Unfortunately, there is only one bath, so you’ll have to compromise on who gets to use it first.”

	There’s really only one way to resolve the problem of who gets to bathe first. I yell “Dibs!,” before anyone else; Alyssa and the others groan, but I feel most entitled to the first bath. I can’t stand an extra moment of feeling so grimy, not now that there’s an opportunity to clean myself up.

	Athena lets us know that we’re free to explore the temple as we please, and to ring the bell above our door if we’re in need of anything, then takes her leave. We enter the room, and stop just inside the doorway to soak in the grandeur; this one room, not counting the adjoining bathroom, is larger than my entire apartment, and at least three times as fancy. Then, we spot a large wooden table literally sagging under the weight of all the food on it, and it’s open season on anything edible. I focus mainly on some white meat that I assume came from a chicken, mildly spicy rice, the softest bread I’ve ever eaten, and a bevy of vegetables. After twenty minutes, I back away from the table, feeling simultaneously more comfortable and more sluggish than I have in days. I’d like nothing more than to rest for a while, but I force myself to grab a robe from the pile, and make for the bathroom first.

	I had been expecting a bathtub with a shower, but instead, the massive bathroom features a sea green-bottomed pool, brimming with steaming water. A bar of green soap sits atop a pile of clean towels, placed on the near end of the pool. I take a moment to peer into the water, and I’m startled by the face that looks back. My eyes are wide and bloodshot, with bags hanging underneath them; my normally tame hair is clumped, and jutting out at alarming angles; my face is covered in alternating blotches of dirt and blood, covered in layers of dried sweat, with shallow cuts adding a disjointed pattern to the whole affair. I don’t think even Nick would dare call me beautiful in my current state. I strip out of my sweat-stained clothes, then sink myself slowly into the water, and close my eyes.

	When I open my eyes again, the sun has gone down considerably. I must have fallen asleep in the water. I frantically scrub myself with the bar of soap, and dry off before throwing the robe around my shoulders and tying the belt around my waist. I throw my dirty clothes into what I assume is a hamper, and step back into the main room, only to find that my traveling companions are gone. I sit on an empty bed, and nibble on a bit of leftover bread. They must have gone exploring while I was asleep. Normally, I’d be fine on my own, but now that I’m unimaginably far from home, I’m surprisingly lonely. After a few minutes, I resolve to find a familiar face, and head out into the temple for myself.

	It’s a few minutes before I see anyone, but I eventually come across a set of twins, each with a bow in hand and a quiver of arrows strung across their back. They don’t seem to notice me, but they’re somewhat intimidating, so I give them a wide berth as we pass in the hall. I pass several more “gods” on my journey through the temple; some are unfamiliar, like the man with four arms and blue skin, whereas others I can easily place, like Thor and Anubis. Most of the Guardians seem friendly enough, and a few even greet me as we pass each other, but a few of them are clearly hostile. I make a habit of steering clear of the ones I consider a threat.

	The sun has already dipped well below the ring of cliffs surrounding the temple by the time I come across someone I know personally. I spot Alyssa sitting with her leg up on a windowsill, staring out at the sunset, her body silhouetted against the reddening sky. I take a seat across from her, and she says, “Glad you’re finally out of the damned bathroom, I was starting to think you drowned.”

	“Shut up.” I roll my eyes at her, but I can’t suppress a grin. “Where are Ryan and Jasira?”

	“No clue. I gave them the slip a long time ago... I kinda felt like being alone.”

	“Oh… I’ll leave you alone, then.”

	“You don’t have to go. You’re one of the few people I like having around.” I let my gaze drop down to the windowsill at that. Part of me wants to believe it was just an innocent comment, but another part of me is sure it was a subtle reminder that she’s in love with me. I don’t want to hurt Alyssa’s feelings, but I can’t feel the same way for her. She must be able to guess what I’m thinking, because she says in a pained whisper, “Great. You think I’m a freak now.”

	“What? Why would I ever think that about you?”

	“I don’t know. Most people do when they find out I like girls. Especially when they’re the girl in question.”

	“Well, I’m not most people.” I look back up at Alyssa, who is still gazing out the window, the corners of her mouth drawn up in the faintest hint of a smile. Even though she’s covered in just as much grime as I was a few hours ago, in the soft orange glow of sunset, I can hardly see the dirt on her face, or her healing wounds. All I can see is the way the tip of her nose curves slightly upward, and the circular scar on her lower lip that must have once been a piercing gone wrong. More than anything, I note the way she lets her guard down around me, but keeps a brave face when talking to anyone else. For a moment, I’m struck by the beauty of her features bathed in the orange glow. 

	Selfish as it seems, even though I have no interest in girls, in this moment I realize that I don’t want this one particular girl to lose interest in me. I can’t tell if it’s because it’s nice to feel wanted, or if it’s the tiny voice in the back of my mind asking How do you know for sure that this isn’t what you want? More to push that thought aside than anything else, I take a deep breath, and begin, “There’s something you should know, Allie…”

	Alyssa finally turns to look at me, and cocks an eyebrow. “Allie?”

	“Yeah, Allie. Or, would you rather be called Alyssa?”

	“Allie’s fine. It’s just, nobody has called me that since I was nine.”

	A pang of doubt hits me square in the chest when I try to respond, and for a moment, I wonder if I’m doing the right thing. A small part of me wonders What if, and it makes me want to bite back my words, but I force myself to see it through. “Allie, I’m… not into girls. You’re cool, and everything, but I’m straight. I have a boyfriend.”

	Alyssa sighs, and goes back to looking at the sunset, all traces of her smile gone. “I’m not stupid, Santos. I knew there wasn’t much hope for me. The good ones are always either taken or straight.”

	“If you know, then why do you still have feelings for me?”

	“It’s the curse of the human heart, I’m afraid. The damned thing makes us chase after whatever it knows we can’t have. From the moment I met you, and I looked into those bright green eyes, I knew I was going to get hurt. But you don’t always get to choose who you get attached to.”

	I pull my other leg up onto the windowsill, and wrap my arms around them. Alyssa’s taking the news that we can’t be together fairly well, but something inside me feels inexplicably hollow. It’s almost as if she were the one rejecting me, rather than the other way around. In a weird way, I’m disappointed, even though I’m to blame. In a small voice, I mutter, “I’m sorry.”

	Alyssa stands up, and says, “Whatever. It’s been nice chatting with you, but I reek, so I’m gonna take a bath while the bathroom’s free.” She starts to leave, but before turning a corner and heading back to our room, she comes to a stop. Alyssa turns to face me again, and the faintest hint of a crooked smile plays across her lips. “Just so you know… I’m not prepared to give up on you yet, Santos.”

	“What?” I can feel my lips stretching into a nervous smile despite the rising panic in my chest. “But, why?”

	“I don’t know. Call me crazy, but I believe in miracles. Besides, I’m not sure I buy your confession. No other straight girl’s ever looked at me the way you do.” And without another word, Alyssa vanishes around the corner, leaving me to my thoughts in the fading sunlight.

	 


Chapter 18

	Some time before sunrise, a chorus of bells rings so loudly that my eyes snap open, and I hop out of bed, thinking that we’re under attack. I scan the room as thoroughly as I can through the initial haze of semi-consciousness, but there’s no one in the room aside from myself and my… friends? I suppose that’s what they are now, after all we’ve been through together. At the very least, they’re people I would fight to protect, whom I trust to have my back as well. The bells toll out their wakeup call continuously, while I sit down on my bed, trying to shake off the last tinges of fatigue. I’d had my heart set on twelve hours of sleep, but there’s no chance of that anymore, not with the bells in the background.

	The others soon start rolling themselves out of bed as well, and we mutter greetings to each other as we gradually come to life. While we were asleep, someone must have wiped the table of all the food from yesterday, and replaced it with breakfast items. Mostly warm bread, fruits, and milk; I’d been hoping for Cocoa Puffs, but right now, any food will do. After breakfast, we take turns heading to the bathroom and changing into our traveling clothes, which had apparently been washed in the middle of the night. We’re all completely dressed by the time Athena raps on our door, and asks us to come outside. We file out, and Athena promptly beckons us to follow her towards the main hallway.

	As we walk, Athena explains that each of us will face our final test individually, under the supervision of different Guardians. Each of them has prepared separate tests for each of us, so that there’s no chance anyone will be able to warn the others of exactly what’s to come. We are led down to the far end of the main hall, where the walkway expands into an indoor amphitheater. Dozens of rows of marble seats are the only current occupants of the massive structure, each seat covered by a velvet cushion. An ornate pedestal stands alone in the center of the room, with a shining blade protruding from it. The only windows in this section of the temple are decorated with stained-glass depictions of scenes from mythology. Athena leads us to a small, raised platform directly in front of the empty rows of seats, then slows to a stop, and asks, “Are each of you prepared for what’s to come?”

	Slowly, each of us nods, and Jasira asks, “What kinds of tests should we be expecting?”

	Athena shakes her head, and says, “I am not privy to that knowledge. Only the Guardians testing you know for sure, but they tend to test your physical and psychological limits. If you can overcome the challenges they provide, you will have proved yourselves ready to unlock the rest of your hidden power. Are there any more questions?” Nobody speaks, and after a few seconds, Athena crosses over to me, and says, “Your proctor awaits you in the meadow. Close your eyes, and best of luck.” I close my eyes as instructed, then Athena presses two fingers against my forehead, and for a second, I could swear I feel an intense gust of wind rushing past me, but just as suddenly as the sensation began, it fades away.

	Even without opening my eyes, I can tell I have been moved well outside the temple. The hard stone beneath my feet has been replaced by grass and soil, and a cool breeze pushes wayward strands of my hair into my face. For a moment, as my eyes adjust to the sunlight, all I can make out is an endless sea of green. Then, the temple comes into focus in the background, followed by the ring of cliffs all around a few seconds later. I’m in the middle of the meadow we crossed the day before, and much to my confusion, there’s nobody around. I wait at least a minute or two, but whichever Guardian was supposed to be testing me is nowhere to be found.

	I pace around for a minute, but it’s when I start moving in the direction of the temple that I finally get the feeling I’m no longer alone. A girl’s laughter pierces the silence, and I stop walking to get an idea of where the sound is coming from. I listen for a few seconds, but the laughter seems to be coming from all around me, and for some reason, it sounds eerily familiar. Then, the air a few feet in front of me begins to ripple, and a figure steps out into plain view. I’ve seen some strange things the past few days, but of all of them, the girl standing in front of me seems the most impossible. Her heart shaped face, her bushel of jet black curls, her striking green eyes, these features are all mine. And yet here she is, a perfect replica of me, a second Heather Santos. The other me grins, and asks, “Where do you think you’re going?”

	Naturally, I’m freaking out just a little about hearing my own voice coming out of someone else’s mouth, and I begin to back away from the girl with my face. In a slightly unsteady voice, I ask, “What are you?”

	“I’m you,” she answers, “for the time being. I’ve been watching you since you came to this realm, so I had a pretty good idea of who you were beforehand. But seeing you up close, and getting a peek into that mind of yours… Why, you’re just full of surprises.” 

	“Yeah?”

	“Oh yeah.” The other me begins to circle around me, sizing me up as she speaks. “Between doubting whether or not you’re strong enough to best me, thinking about your dead boyfriend, and questioning your sexuality, your subconscious is more intriguing than I thought it would be.” I open my mouth to object to her last statement, but she cuts me off, saying, “Heather, please. You can lie to yourself all you want, but not to me. I know all of your secrets.”

	“Okay, fine. But what are you here for?”

	The other Heather stops circling, and faces away from me as she says, “To test a theory… and to see if the legends are true.” Then, without warning, she spins around to take a swing at my face, and I barely dodge in time. I backpedal away from her, letting off a few fireballs as I move, which she easily deflects. I try my best to eliminate my most obvious handicap; the fact that she can read my mind. The only real defense against that is to not plan out my next move, and be completely spontaneous, which is something I’ve never truly been good at.

	We simultaneously let off bright blue jets of energy, which collide in midair, and for a moment, we each struggle to overpower the other’s spell. Ultimately, it becomes apparent that I’m the stronger one, and the other Heather is forced to roll out of harm’s way before the spell hits her. “How refreshing,” she comments, “You’re not a weakling like the other children that pass through our realm. You really might be the one we’ve been waiting for all these years.”

	I’m tempted to ask what she means, but I get the feeling that she’s preying on my curiosity to lower my guard. Instead, I fire a bolt of lightning at my doppelganger, causing her to roll out of the way again, and she retaliates by hurling bolts of lightning back at me. I focus on a recently learned spell, which causes a wide pillar of tightly packed earth to shoot out of the ground in front of me. It’ll grant me protection from my opponent’s spells, but not for very long. While mainly concentrating on maintaining the column’s shape, I run through a mental checklist of spells that I have yet to master. The only useful one happens to be the one that I’ve only learned about, never attempted; a teleportation spell. Normally, I wouldn’t try it without Krystal’s supervision, but it’s the one spell that my doppelganger would never see coming. It’s my best shot at a surprise attack.

	As my column begins to crumble in a shower of earthen clumps, I try to remember what Krystal taught me about teleporting. I close my eyes, and concentrate on amassing my energy behind the other Heather, while silently praying that my body will follow suit. For just an instant, the sensation that a huge gust of wind is tearing past me hits again, and I open my eyes to see the other Heather’s back. She’s facing away from me, still firing spells continuously at the spot I inhabited mere seconds ago.

	Rather than congratulating myself on successfully executing phase one of my plan, I commence the entirely unplanned phase two; I allow my energy to seep into my arm muscles, while striding towards the other Heather. I grab her shoulder, spin her around, and punch her in the stomach with such force that she’s lifted a few feet in the air before she hits the ground with an unladylike grunt. She slowly starts getting back on her feet, and coughs out, “Not bad… it’s usually hard to pull one over on me.”

	“Like you said, I’m full of surprises.” I advance on the other Heather, this time with the intent to punch her in the face, but she sees it coming this time and deflects the attack. We spend the next few minutes exchanging a barrage of punches, kicks, and blocks until we’re both sufficiently bruised. During a brief lull in the action, the other Heather unleashes a huge gust of wind so strong it pushes me back several feet, and knocks me onto my ass hard enough to leave yet another bruise.

	Before I can get back up, the other Heather plants her foot on my chest, and pushes me down onto my back. We’re both breathing heavily, and sweating from exertion, but neither of us is quite ready to give up. I groan, and try to slip out from under her foot, but my doppelganger merely presses down harder. Since I’m not going anywhere for a while, I ask, “What is it you’re trying to teach me, exactly?”

	“Teach you?” The other Heather throws her head back and laughs. “I’m not trying to teach you a damned thing. I just wanted to see how strong you were, and you’ve certainly delivered.”

	“What…?”

	“I knew you were special, I could feel it the moment you arrived. You’re not like the others.” My doppelganger folds her arms across her chest, and smiles down at me. “Needless to say, when I was assigned to conduct your final test, I couldn’t resist getting a little hands-on with it. The illusion was just for fun; causing you physical damage is one thing, but I live for leaving scars on the psyche.”

	In a flash, I grab the other Heather’s ankle, throw her weight off me, and pin her to the ground. “Here’s a pro tip: don’t let your guard down around me.” I grab her leg tightly, and bend it just a little too far in the wrong direction. “Now quit screwing around, and show yourself. The real you.”

	I watch with a mixture of satisfaction and horror as the face identical to my own elongates, and becomes gradually more masculine. His hair smoothes as it recedes into his skull, and his limbs stretch to their original length. Within a minute, all traces of my features have vanished, and I get to see what my opponent really looks like. Morpheus scowls up at me, and asks, “Are you happy now?”

	“Not really, no. Now that I know it’s you, I’m in an even worse mood.” I pull harder on his leg until he gasps in pain, and growl, “You’ve mentioned a couple of times now that I’m ‘special’. Special how?”

	“Patience, Heather. You’ll be finding out soon enough.” Morpheus lets out a strained laugh, and mutters, “You’re meant for great things, but it isn’t my place to tell you what.” Then, he snaps his fingers, and in an instant, the meadow disappears entirely, replaced by the cold marble interior of the amphitheater. I place a hand on the ground to be sure it’s not a trick, but the stone beneath me is as real as can be. For a split second, I wonder if I might have failed my test, but I dismiss the thought quickly. If I had failed, Morpheus would have let me know.

	I look around for any sign of the others, and find Jasira standing by herself on the platform where we all started; evidently, we’re the only two that have passed our tests so far. After a few minutes, Ryan hobbles over to us from down the hallway, his left arm burned badly, and his face powdered with soot. Jasira and I stare at him, but he refuses to explain beyond saying, “You should see the other guy.” So far, all of us have proven strong enough to handle our tests except Alyssa, and as the minutes drag on, I begin to worry about her.

	Nearly five minutes after Ryan returned from his test, the ground starts rumbling unexpectedly, and I nearly lose my balance. Something isn’t right, I can feel it in the pit of my stomach. A scream reaches us from outside, cut short by the sound of an impact so powerful that the ground shudders again. I turn to Ryan and Jasira, who look just as worried as I do, and decide that at least one of us should investigate.

	Before we can look outside to see what’s going on, the battered body of a young woman smashes through one of the stained glass windows. She hits the ground just a split second before scattered shards of glass and droplets of her own blood litter the clean marble, and groans in pain as she attempts to stand up. Before she gets very far, though, Alyssa appears out of nowhere behind her, grabs hold of the woman’s hair, and drags her over to the steps lining one side of the amphitheater. Alyssa lifts the woman’s head, and smashes it against the steps repeatedly, until the polished marble is slick with blood.

	My body reacts instinctively before I can truly process what’s going on, and I run over to Alyssa’s side to try and pull her off the poor woman. I don’t know what I expected to happen, but I certainly didn’t expect Alyssa to forget her prey entirely, and use a spell to slam me against the wall. Her fingers wrap around my neck, and clamp down until I can’t breathe. I grab at her hand, and try to kick her away from me, but Alyssa maintains hold on my neck until my vision begins to fade. Some unseen force pulls Alyssa off of me before I lose consciousness, and I fall to the ground, sputtering and gasping for air. The world around me is still a little blurry, and multicolored dots swim before my eyes, but I still forgo worrying about myself in favor of figuring out what happened to Alyssa.

	When I spot her, she’s inexplicably bound by chains coming out of the ground, and surrounded by no less than twenty angry looking Guardians that have materialized out of nowhere. I push my way through the crowd, and crouch down in front of Alyssa, searching for any hint of the girl I thought I knew in her face. What I see instead is an expression of pure rage, and eyes that have changed from their usual golden hue to blood red. My gaze travels down to her neckline, and as I suspected, her pentagram necklace is nowhere to be found; the spell keeping her from losing control and destroying everything is no longer in effect. 

	I take her face in my hands, and whisper, “Allie, I know you’re in there somewhere… You need to learn how to fight this.” A deep-throated growl is the only response she’ll give. I have no idea where her necklace is, and I don’t know the spell required to keep her wild powers in check, so I do the one thing I think could possibly shock her back to her senses. I pull my face as close to hers as humanly possible, and press our lips together. The kiss is unlike anything I’ve ever shared with Nick; her lips are incredibly warm, and slightly salty, and neither of us has had the chance to brush our teeth in days. Most notably, while every kiss shared with Nick makes me crave another, with Alyssa, I feel… nothing. 

	After a few seconds, I pull my face away from Alyssa’s, and she stops struggling against the chains holding her in place. She coughs once, and mutters something quietly that I don’t quite catch.

	I lean in a tiny bit closer, and ask, “Could you repeat that?”

	Alyssa lifts her head, and I notice that the red tint in her eyes has begun to recede. Instead of returning to their usual gold, her eyes have adopted a soft brown tone, with a halo of green around the rim of each pupil. She must have used a spell to turn her eyes gold, a spell that got interrupted by her sudden outburst. She flashes me a weary smile, and says, “So much for you not being into girls.”

	 


Chapter 19

	A pair of arms grabs me from behind, and roughly steers me though the crowd, away from Alyssa. Ryan and Jasira attempt to force their way through, but are likewise grabbed by Guardians, and herded down the hallway that leads to our room. Athena walks alongside us, and I ask her, “What’s going on?,” but she remains silent, her lips stretched into a thin line. The Guardian holding me shoves me into the room where the others are waiting, but before they can slam the door in my face, I plant myself in the doorframe. I lock eyes with Athena, and growl, “You’d better give me some answers, right now. Why are we being locked up in here? And what’s going to happen to Alyssa?”

	If Athena is offended by my tone, she doesn’t show it. She merely scowls right back at me, and says, “Alyssa is being detained, while we hold council to decide whether punishment is necessary, and if so, how severe the punishment should be.”

	“Punishment for what, for beating the shit out of that Guardian like she was supposed to?”

	“No, for attacking you.”

	“Why? Because I’m ‘special’, right?” Athena’s eyes widen, but she says nothing, so I continue. “Yeah, I know about that. But nobody’s taken the time to explain why.”

	“If I give you a brief explanation, will you stay in your room until you are called?” I nod, and Athena glances up and down the hallway before leaning in closer to me. In a hurried whisper, she says, “A select few spellcasters us can detect the spiritual resonance of those around them. Those of us here who can feel your presence believe you are something called a Conduit, a being of immense power. And if Alyssa had succeeded in strangling you a few moments ago, then you would have been sent home without unlocking your power completely. If you are here, it means the time swiftly approaches when your strength will be needed most. Ergo, you cannot afford to waste another year with your true potential still locked away.”

	In the few seconds it takes for her words to sink in, I’m taken back to a couple of nights ago, sitting in the sand, listening to Alyssa’s story. I remember her telling me that everyone thought she was a Conduit… and I can’t help thinking now that considering her strength, she’s a much better candidate for the position. The way Athena is talking, it’s starting to sound like there’s a lot more than just the outcome of a few tests at stake, and if it concerns the lives of others, I don’t think I want that kind of responsibility. Not yet, at least; I’ve always dreamed of being a hero, but I’d much rather start small. I ask, “Needed for what? And are you sure you’ve got the right person?”

	       “The terms were as follows; I would answer one question, and you would remain in your quarters. I fulfilled my half of the arrangement, now you fulfill yours.” Athena waves her hand, and I’m pushed a few feet back into the room. A second later, the door slams shut, and I can just barely make out her fading footsteps through the thick walls.

	I turn to see if the others heard the same thing I did, but Ryan is pacing around the room, off in his own world, and Jasira is nowhere to be found. I assume that she’s in the bathroom, probably cleaning herself off. For a moment, I forget about everything around me, and allow myself to entertain the idea that I really am a Conduit, like Athena says. I can see myself using all that power for good; stopping crimes, preventing disasters, rescuing people in need. I could use that power to fulfill my childhood dreams, but at what price? I know literally nothing else about being a Conduit; for all I know, it could mean the end of my life as I know it.

	I walk past Ryan to my bed, which pulls him out of his own head long enough for him to stop pacing, and ask, “What the hell was all that about?”

	“Be more specific,” I reply.

	“Alyssa’s little episode just now… I won’t pretend I know her well, but I’m pretty she doesn’t normally snap and try to murder people.”

	I almost ask Ryan why he’s acting like he doesn’t know, until I realize that I’m probably the only person Alyssa’s ever told. I briefly explain her condition, and add that without the inhibiting spell on her pentagram necklace, it’s bound to happen again. Ryan shakes his head, and mutters, “Oh, perfect. That’s only information we could have used ages ago.”

	“But it wasn’t any of our business until we saw it firsthand.”
      “Then how did you know?”

	“I… we talked for a while. Just before we wound up on the ship.”

	“I see.” Ryan shrugs, and resumes pacing slowly around the room. As he comes to a window overlooking the meadow, he asks, “You don’t think they’re going to punish us as a group, do you?”

	“Probably not, why?”

	“Because it would really suck if we came this far just to fail.”

	I nod in agreement, and lay back on my bed. Unbidden, memories of home flash through my mind, and I realize how badly I wish I were there. I haven’t had much time to get homesick between running from the fire in the forest, and everything that’s led me to where I am now. On some level, I suppose the longing was always there, whether I noticed or not. On a whim, I ask Ryan, “What’s your home like?”

	Ryan stops pacing by the foot of my bed, and replies, “Be more specific.”

	“You know, what’s your family like? Where do you live? That sort of thing.”

	“Well, my family lives on a small farm just a few kilometers shy of Edinburgh. More of us show up for clan meetings, but on a regular day, it’s just me, my parents, and my two sisters. And they mean everything to me.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah… they’re actually sort of the reason I’ve been such a dick to you guys the whole way here. My father said if I failed the test again, I’m basically disowned. And I can’t let that happen… without them, I’m nothing.”

	“That explains a lot. I always thought it was just your personality.”

	“Not normally, no. Sorry about all that, though.”

	“It’s alright.”

	Ryan and I turn to look at the door as it swings open, and the Guardian standing in the hallway just outside. I was expecting Athena again, but this time, the woman at our door looks to be around our age, and dressed in clothes similar to ours, rather than the robes seen on other Guardians. “I’m here to escort someone named Heather to the amphitheater,” she says. Presumably because I’m the only girl present, she waves me over, and I hop out of bed to walk across the room. Once at the door, the girl turns on her heel, and walks down the hall, and says, “Please follow me,” over her shoulder.

	I fall into step beside her, and ask, “What’s going on?”

	“Not really sure. This kind of thing has never happened before, so no one knows exactly how to proceed.”

	“Great…” We walk along in silence, and I take the time to wonder what awaits me in the amphitheater. A random thought also comes to mind, and I let it come out before the opportunity to ask passes: “I have a question… why are you guys called the Guardians?”

	“Because of what we do. We guard both secrets and artifacts from the mortal world, and those unworthy to wield them.” Just before we round the corner to the main hall, the girl stops, and says, “Now I have a question; what is that girl to you?”

	It takes me a moment to answer; I honestly don’t know what to say. For a while, I thought I might be developing slight feelings for her… Still wondering if I might be. But when I tried shocking her out of her episode with a kiss, I felt nothing. There was no spark, no love, no craving for more of her.

	I’m still figuring things out for myself, but just to be on the safe side, I answer, “She’s just a friend,” before we continue walking.

	For the first time since arriving at the temple, some of the amphitheater’s seats are actually occupied. Most of the Guardians present are ones I’ve bumped into before, and they all seem to be watching the same thing intently. I follow their gaze to the center platform, and that’s when I spot Alyssa; on her knees, with her head bent down, her hands chained behind her back, and a Guardian standing on either side of her. Without waiting for permission to approach, I hop onto the platform, kneel down next to her, and ask, “Are you alright?”

	Alyssa lifts her head a little, and tries to flash me a tiny smile from behind her curtain of purple hair. “Just peachy. Nothing puts me in a great mood like blacking out and trying to kill my only friend.” 

	I reach out to put my arm around her shoulder, but a voice from the audience commands me to stop. A tall man with a large, gray beard, who I’m almost certain is actually Zeus, stands, and says, “It would be unwise to touch the girl, Heather. It may trigger another attack.”

	I respectfully back away from Alyssa a little, but inwardly, I’m already annoyed with Zeus. He’s talking about her like she’s less than human. “What did you call me here for?”

	Apparently Zeus is the appointed spokesman for the entire congregation, because he’s the one that answers. “We have questioned Alyssa at length about the incident, and she maintains that her volatile powers were not within her control at the time. Is this true?”

	“Yes, but-“

	“And is it also true that, if left unchecked, her power intensifies and becomes uncontrollable?”

	“Yes, that’s why she needs her-“

	“Then can you give me one good reason why we should not have the girl sent home immediately? She could already be a threat to the secret existence of our kind, and the lives of the people on Earth. Allowing her to further her training could end disastrously.”

	“Just let me know when you’re done, I’ll wait.” Zeus and the rest of the Guardians look at me incredulously; I suppose they’re not used to being addressed so disrespectfully. When I’m confident that I won’t be interrupted again, I say, “You’re spending an awful lot of time treating my friend like she’s just a ticking time bomb, but she is so much more than that. She’s an actual, fully-fledged person, who deserves just as much of a chance at a normal life as anyone else here did. Yes, she’s got problems. Who the hell doesn’t? As long as there are people to catch her when she falls, she’ll always be okay. I’ll make sure of that.”

	Zeus clears his throat, and begins, “But there is still the matter of-“

	“Yeah, I know. There’s a spell that can tell her body to regulate her power properly. I don’t know it, but her mentor does. That can be taken care of when we get home.”

	That makes the Guardians in their seats relax a little; some of them confer in whispers, while others just stare at Zeus, as if they’re waiting for him to come up with some new argument for Alyssa’s execution. Zeus and I stare each other down, until he breaks down, and finally says, “Then I suppose the choice is yours, as the victim in this incident. Should any punishment be inflicted upon the aggressor?”

	I look behind me at Alyssa, who has lifted her head, and I guess that she’s been watching me intently for a while now. She raises an eyebrow, and I just smile in response, before turning back to Zeus. “I don’t think punishment will be necessary. I’m sure she feels bad enough as it is, anyway.”

	Zeus looks almost disappointed in me, but he snaps his fingers, and I hear the chains around Alyssa’s hands hitting the ground soon after. “Very well. She will be released, for now. But should any further incidents occur, we will act as we see fit, with the consent of the potential Conduit or without.”

	“Deal.” I turn my back to the audience, and kneel down next Alyssa again. She doesn’t look like she’s been seriously injured, but there are red welts along her face and arms. “What did they do to you…?”

	She shrugs, and mutters, “Nothing I didn’t deserve.”

	“What? Why would you deserve-”

	“Because I hurt you… I don’t remember exactly what happened, but I do remember trying to kill you, and I can’t forgive myself for that. You know why.”

	“Yeah, but I’m clearly alright now.” I take a step towards Alyssa, and offer her a hand to help her onto her feet. “You don’t have to be so hard on yourself.”

	Alyssa grabs onto my hand, and between us, we manage to get her off the ground. She still seems upset, despite the fact that I’m not angry over what happened. “You should hate me,” she mutters. “You’ve seen what I’m really like. You’ve seen the side of me that’s more monster than human.” 

	At her words, I’m taken back to one of the first conversations I ever had with Nick, and I can hear his voice as clearly as if he were standing right next to me; I think that in reality, there’s a monster inside each of us. It’s whether or not we give in to it that makes us human. Guilt washes over me as I realize this is the first time I’ve thought of him in a while, followed by the full realization that I betrayed his trust. I feel inexplicably dirty all of a sudden, but I pull myself together long enough to say to Alyssa, “There’s a monster in all of us, somewhere. But that one part of you doesn’t define you. We are who we choose to be.”

	“Yeah… maybe you’re right.”

	“I usually am.”

	“Don’t get cocky, Santos.” The Guardians filling the amphitheater have begun to disperse, so we take it as a sign to head back to our room. Along the way, I notice that Alyssa’s deep in thought, as if she’s trying to figure something out. When we turn down the hallway to our room, she asks, “What was that guy talking about when he said ‘with or without the Conduit’s consent?’”

	Shit. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to be the one to break the news to her. “Umm… Allie, somebody told me that there’s a chance that I’m a Conduit.”

	Alyssa’s jaw drops, and she stops dead in her tracks. “How is that possible?”

	“I don’t know, it just is, apparently.”

	“But… well, I guess it sort of makes sense. You are way too strong to be just an average spellcaster.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Heather, it takes most of us years to learn how to create and control a tornado, let alone develop the strength to do so. You just found out you were a spellcaster four months ago.”

	I hadn’t thought of that… Krystal always acted as if my progress were moving at a normal pace. I suspect that she’s known exactly what I am this whole time, and not said anything. I vaguely wonder what else my mentor could be hiding from me. Out of curiosity, I ask, “How much do you actually know about this whole Conduit deal?”

	“I already told you all I know. Hopefully, we’ll be able to find out more tomorrow.”

	“Yeah.” Our room comes into view, and Alyssa begins slowing her pace, until she eventually stops just short of the door, leaning against the wall. She won’t talk, but I can guess at what she’s thinking. “They don’t think any less of you, you know,” I tell her.

	“They might not be as understanding as you are.”

	“They better be, or I’ll kick their asses for you. Come on.” I reach out for her hand, and Alyssa grabs onto it, holding tightly. For just an instant, I wonder if I’ll feel what was missing in the kiss, but again, there’s nothing. It’s just flesh against flesh. I don’t know what it means, or even what I want it to mean, but I do know that I don’t want to let her go just yet. Hand in hand, we walk past the threshold into the room, and I shut the door behind us.

	 


Chapter 20

	As expected, Ryan and Jasira have very little to say about Alyssa’s condition. In fact, neither of them mentions it at all; it’s as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. I guess when you get right down to it, there’s very little out of the ordinary for teenagers that can reshape the world around them with just the power of their minds. We spend the rest of the day eating our fill, telling stories about home, and wandering around the temple together. It’s an odd feeling, hanging out with the group when we’re not running for our lives, or fighting off monsters. I had gotten so used to the people I knew under stress, I forgot that people are the most themselves when they don’t have a care in the world. I would never have guessed that Ryan dreams of becoming a chef, or that Jasira volunteers at an animal shelter, or that Alyssa has a beautiful singing voice. I honestly hadn’t expected any of them to be quite so… normal.

	I wake up the next morning expecting another feast for breakfast, but today’s first meal is surprisingly sparse; all they’ve left for us are a few apples and bananas, and four handfuls of nuts. The others grumble as they roll out of bed and notice the miniature spread, but I eat my share without comment. Food is food, and after a day or so without, I’m happy to have any at all. Our clothes have been washed for us during the night, so yet again, I put on the outfit I arrived in, wondering exactly how they managed to clear away the various splotches of sweat and blood. 

	Once we’re all dressed, we sit waiting, mostly in silence, for someone to come collect us, or direct us to where we need to be. Surprisingly, nobody comes, and after a while, Alyssa and Ryan start wondering aloud if we’ve been forgotten. I lie back on my bed, and listen to them, honestly just glad for the chance to relax a little longer. It’s been an eventful few days. 

	Jasira gets the idea to check around outside, and once she opens the door, she excitedly calls us over to look at something. Someone has left a trail for us; there are glowing yellow dots floating just above the polished marble floor, where there had been none just hours ago. The four of us follow the trail, which leads us to the end of the hall, around the corner, down another hallway I’d never explored until now, and down a steep flight of stone steps. It feels like we’re several dozen feet underground by the time the stairs come to an end, and the trail of lights along with them. I conjure a floating light of my own, and lead us down the stone corridor ahead.

	A wooden door awaits us ahead, and when I push it open, it swings inward to reveal a large chamber, dimly lit by a few candles placed throughout. I step inside, and notice that there’s a small throne placed against the far wall to my right. It’s occupied by a large man with an elephant trunk inexplicably protruding from where his nose and mouth should be. His skin seems to be tinged an interesting shade of yellow, but whether it’s because he naturally looks that way, or he appears tinted by the glow of the candlelight, I can’t tell. 

	He motions for us to sit on the four benches laid in front of the throne, and only when we’re all seated does he begin to speak. “Congratulations, young warriors,” he begins slowly, in a low, rumbling voice. I can’t see his lips moving because of the trunk in the way, which leads me to wonder if he’s actually speaking, or if we can somehow hear his thoughts. “Your journey to awaken your latent powers is nearly at its end. Now all that is left is to prepare your bodies for the ceremony, while the other Guardians assemble above us.”

	“Prepare our bodies?,” Ryan asks. “How so?”

	“You may have noticed that your seniors all have symbols marked on their arms. That is no coincidence; we paint these symbols on their bodies as part of a tradition dating back to the Anu Ummani, the very first of the spellcasters. The symbols represent the path you’ve traveled, the path you wish to be on, and what we hope the future holds in store for you. All you need to do is hold out your dominant arms, and I will take care of the rest.” Alyssa raises her left arm while the rest of us hold up our right, but the man in the throne tells me to lower mine. “The traditional markings do not apply to you; they must be drawn in a different location. Heather, you will need to lay face down for the process.” I shrug, and position myself so that I’m lying on my stomach.

	I’m last in line, so I can’t do much but listen as the man with the elephant trunk chants, and slathers ink on the arms of the others. I can tell by how long it’s taking that he’s going into excruciating detail… either that, or he can’t decide what to write. “Don’t touch the ink,” he says after he finishes with each person, “it mustn’t be smudged before the ceremony.” Finally, it’s my turn to receive the same treatment. There’s the sound of ripping fabric, and suddenly, my entire back is exposed to the stale air in the chamber. I grit my teeth to keep from complaining about my ruined shirt, and try my best to relax as the freezing cold ink is applied to my skin. Whereas the procedure seemed to take forever with everyone else, it feels as if mine is over too quickly; the man draws a few symbols down the length of my spine, then apparently stands back to admire his handiwork. A small symbol is drawn on the back of my neck as a finishing touch, and I’m told to wait a little while for the ink to dry. 

	After a few more agonizing moments of lying motionless, someone mends my shirt for me, and I’m allowed to stand. The four of us stand before the throne, awaiting further instruction, but none is forthcoming. The man simply waves his hand, and without warning, the room around us has vanished, replaced by the indoor amphitheater, morning sunlight streaming through the stained glass windows. It seems as if every Guardian is in attendance; nearly every seat is filled, and loud conversations seemingly tumble over each other, fighting to be heard amongst the myriad voices around them. I scan the crowd for familiar faces, and I manage to spot the yellow-skinned man with the trunk, several of the Guardians I’ve come across in the halls… then on my second sweep, I notice a face that’s all too familiar, and completely unexpected. Right in the very first row, sitting with her feet crossed and trying not to look conspicuous. Krystal made it to the ceremony. 

	I do my best to contain my surprise, and glance at the others to see if they know what we’re supposed to be doing. Alyssa shrugs in response, just as Athena takes the stage in front of us, blocking the sword in the center of the room from our view. She raises her hands, and slowly, the cacophony dies down, until not a single Guardian is speaking. Athena begins a brief speech congratulating Alyssa, Ryan, Jasira, and myself on successfully passing the trials laid out for us. As she drones on about the symbols drawn on us by the man with the elephant’s trunk, whom she calls Ganesha, I try to make eye contact with Krystal. Rather than looking at me, though, she seems to be staring intently at Alyssa, her eyes wide with alarm. I can’t imagine why, though; Alyssa isn’t doing anything out of the ordinary.

	My attention returns to Athena just as she steps over to Ryan, and asks him to step forward. “As always,” Athena says to the audience, “each of the young spellcasters who passes through our halls will be tested to see if they are the Conduit. Any of these potentials may have been chosen to wield incredible power. Ryan, you will be the first one of the day. Step towards the blade, and try to pull it from the pedestal.”

	Athena steps aside as Ryan comes forward, and tentatively places his hand around the hilt of the sword. He gives it an experimental tug, then plants his feet and grips the hilt with both hands before pulling with all his might. When it becomes clear that the sword won’t budge, he backs away, and murmurs, “I can’t do it.”

	The next of us to try is Jasira, and she makes less of an effort than Ryan did. She seems to have realized that it doesn’t matter how hard you pull; if you’re not chosen, the sword won’t let you claim it.

	I hold my breath as Alyssa steps up to the plate. Her hand wraps around the hilt just like those before her, and she gives it a mighty tug to no avail. My stomach drops as I realize that she couldn’t do it, either. As far as I can tell, she far surpasses me in strength. If anyone deserves to be the Conduit, it’s her.

	Finally, I’m ushered towards the pedestal, and my heart is racing. It’s time to see if Athena and Morpheus were right about me. I can sense every eye in the room training on me as I do, even Krystal’s, and I notice that my hands have started to shake. I examine the golden hilt of the sword before wrapping my fingers around it, and admire the ruby pommel stone before trying to pull the whole sword free. A current passes through my body, and for some reason, it feels as if the sword is already part of me. I exert a little more force, and the blade springs free, slicing through the air with the sound of a crackling fire. A glance at my right hand’s new occupant explains why; the blade of the sword is now surrounded by dancing flames, the very same color as the ruby hidden under my hand. I drop the sword in surprise, and the flames die out as it clangs against the ground.

	I stare at the palms of my hands as soon as they’re free, and a tiny laugh escapes my lips. Against all odds, I’m the one the sword chose. I’m snapped out of my reverie by the sound of Athena’s voice as she addresses the rest of the crowd. “Standing before you is a legend come to life. After eons of waiting, she has finally arrived; Heather Santos, the Conduit of Light.” 

	There’s no applause when Athena finishes speaking, but rather, complete silence. I get the feeling that everyone is watching me with bated breath, as if waiting for me to do something spectacular. I turn back to look at my friends, only to see that both Ryan and Jasira are eying me with a mixture of surprise and awe. Alyssa, however, is unaffected by the revelation, and asks, “What do you mean Conduit of Light? What other kinds are there?”

	“Legend predicts that only two Conduits will ever walk the earth; one aligned with the light, the other with darkness. When both of these beings have awakened their powers, a battle of unimaginable proportions will begin in earnest.”

	 “And I’m the Conduit of Light?,” I ask in an awed voice. 

	“Yes. That was decided for you, long before your birth. Your lineage dictates what side you will represent in the time to come.”

	“My lineage? But, my mom wouldn’t know anything about any of this. She’s completely normal.”

	“Maybe so… but it takes more than one person to make a child.”

	This time, I can’t find a suitable response. My father… was a spellcaster? If so, what could possibly have been so special about him that I was born a Conduit? Before I can ask for clarification, Athena addresses the crowd as a whole again. “The time has come for each of these young spellcasters to progress, and reach their true potential. But before we unlock their seals, we will first brand them with reminders of who they were, who they are, and the unlimited possibilities yet ahead of them.” 

	With that, Athena crosses over to Jasira, places a finger on her forearm, and chants something under her breath. Jasira winces as the ink adorning her right arm flashes red for an instant, before turning a somewhat dull shade of black. Athena repeats the process with Ryan, then Alyssa, and finally, with me. I turn around, she presses a finger against the back of my neck, and I let out a tiny gasp as the symbols Ganesha drew on me burn themselves into my skin.

	The branding ceremony appears to be complete; Athena withdraws from us, and as I turn back to face the crowd, she’s begun speaking again. “Now, these four are finally ready to advance, and become capable of all the great things they are meant to achieve.” The entire audience, with the exception of Krystal and a few others, press their palms together as if in prayer, and close their eyes tightly. After a few seconds of nothing happening, I can feel their collective power washing over me, seeping into my skin, connecting with my own. Then, I feel another layer of my own power, buried deeper than I could have delved on my own, rising to the surface. This time, it’s much easier to break the partition keeping my powers contained; I have help, and the experience of the first time is still fresh in my mind.

	When I feel the excess power surging through my body this time, I feel completely indestructible for just a split second. Then, without warning, my back explodes with a piercing, mind-numbing pain. The agony is enough to bring me down to my knees, and grit my teeth to contain a scream, as the world fades to black before my eyes. It feels as if something is trying to escape from between my shoulder blades, and I could swear the skin on my back is actually being ripped open from the inside. Hands grab at me, voices around me ask if I’m alright, but I can’t respond. After a minute or two, the pain subsides, and I’m left panting on the ground, sweating as if I’d just run a marathon. I glance at the worried faces around me, noticing that my friends appear perfectly fine, and ask, “What the hell happened? Did something go wrong?”

	After a long pause, Athena answers, “There is still much about the nature of the Conduit that we may never know; though we guard many secrets from the mortal world, we are not privy to knowledge of the Conduits beyond what you have already been told. Near as I can tell, the sudden surge of power flowing through you triggered a reaction that your body wasn’t ready for.”

	“That’s helpful.” I groan as I stand up straight, resisting the urge to check if my back is slick with blood. “What happens now? Are we done?”

	“You are done. Each of your mentors is now free to step down, and take you home at their leisure.” Athena shoots me one last worried look before leaving the stage, and joining the murmuring crowd of Guardians. 

	I turn to face my friends, and Jasira voices what’s probably on all of our minds. “Is this goodbye?”

	“Doubt it.” Ryan pulls us all into one huge hug, and says, “We’ll be seeing each other again, someday. Till then, we can always just call and text each other and whatnot.”

	We all nod our assent, except for Alyssa, who shrugs, and says, “I kind of don’t have a cell phone… but, I’ll try to get my hands on one as soon as I can.” 

	Ryan opens his mouth to respond, but doesn’t get a word out before he’s tackled from the side by a balding man with a red beard. The two of them laugh joyously as they embrace, and start chatting about Ryan’s experience. It’s amazing how thick his accent becomes when he’s talking to his father; I can hardly understand a word. A man that I assume is Jasira’s mentor stands by the foot of the stage, smiling up at her with pride. She walks over to him, and just as I start searching for Krystal, she grabs my wrist, and starts dragging me away from the others.

	“What the hell?,” I ask as we draw away from the crowd. “Why are you in such a rush?”

	Krystal stops a short distance away from the others, and whispers, “We need to get out of here, right now.”

	“But, why?”

	“That girl with the purple hair… that’s Alyssa, right?”

	“Yeah, why?”

	“Think about it… who’s her mentor?”

	A tall, slender woman quickly strides towards us from within the crowd, and says, “That would be me.” She may be unfamiliar to me, but Krystal clearly remembers her voice well, because she stops in her tracks. I can practically see the panic welling up in her as she turns to face the woman it belongs to. I can’t tell if it’s her noticeable height, her cherry red lips drawn into a thin line, or the cold, unforgiving glare she’s fixed on Krystal, but something about this woman is making me uncomfortable. “You’re looking well, Andrea… for someone I could have sworn was dead.”

	Krystal glares right back at the woman, and mutters, “Selene. Don’t you have a student to attend to?” 

	“Relax, I’m not here to make a scene… I only wanted to get a good look at your progeny.” Selene grabs my chin tightly with one of her bony hands, turning it side to side. “Hmm. You’re not exactly what I expected… Definitely too scrawny. Guess a Conduit with curves was too much to ask for. And I hope you’re tougher than you look, for your sake.”

	“If you have a point, get to it,” I say as clearly as I can with my chin being held so tightly.

	“Point? Well, my point is that Alyssa would have been the more sensible choice, but, what can you do?”

	“Speaking of which… Allie’s necklace, it broke. She lost control for a while.”

	Selene releases me at last, and looks worriedly over at Alyssa, who is still standing with the others. “Is that right? Well, I suppose I’ll have to fix it for her when we get back home.” She returns her icy glare to Krystal, who looks desperately like she wants to leave. “Don’t think that just because your little friend here is a Conduit that she’ll be able to help you finish what you started ages ago. Don’t say you weren’t considering it, I could see the gears turning in your head the moment I noticed you. Facts are facts; she’s still too weak, and we still outnumber you.”

	“That’s fine by me,” Krystal says. “I’m more than happy to put the past behind us.” 

	“But am I?” Selene circles around the two of us, and says, “You don’t just try to assassinate a girl for control of the clan, get everyone we care about murdered, fake your death, and expect to get off scot free. No, I’m afraid your debt still must be paid.”

	I glance at Krystal, and mutter, “That’s not what you told me happened.”

	“It seems Andie here hasn’t told you everything… oh dear. I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about, so I’ll let you get to it. Be seeing you, girls.” Selene pats my cheek, and slowly walks in Alyssa’s direction. We watch as she grabs Alyssa’s hand, and flashes us one last look over her shoulder, before the two of them vanish.

	 


Part Three: The Hunted

	 


Chapter 21

	The moment Krystal brings us back to my apartment, I check every room in the house to make sure we’re alone. My mom isn’t home, so I tell Krystal to wait in the living room while I change. I barely even give the door time to close before I start to rip off the clothes I’ve been wearing for the past few days, and change into pajama pants and a tank top. I don’t care how many times it’s been cleaned, I’m sick of wearing the same outfit every day. 

	When I come back out, Krystal is sitting quietly on the couch, waiting for me. She must have an idea of how angry I am that she’s been lying to me; she won’t look me in the eye, but rather, concentrates on the ground, chewing nervously on the end of her thumb. There are so many things I want to ask, but I decide to start with something small. In as even a voice as I can manage, I ask, “Who’s Andrea?”

	Finally, Krystal’s eyes meet mine, and she answers, “That’s me… Or, it used to be. I changed my name after I ‘died’, but before then, I was Andrea Collado.”

	“Okay… Well, Andrea, what else have you been hiding from me?”

	“Krystal, please. And that’s it.”

	“Bullshit! The secrets never stop with you.” Krystal drops her gaze, and doesn’t respond. She knows I’m right. I watch her carefully for a moment, and during the lull in the conversation, I remember another piece of information she’s been hiding from me. It occurred to me once before, how she’s rarely ever been surprised by how quickly I learn whatever spell she throws at me, even though many of them are apparently too complicated for someone without years of experience.“You knew I was a Conduit.”

	“I guessed. But even if I had told you, I don’t know enough to-“

	“And you were the rebel that tried to bring down your own clan, not Selene?”

	“Not exactly, but you have to understand-“

	“And you were the one that got everyone you loved killed-“

	“Enough!” Krystal walks over to the window, facing away from me as she speaks. “I had my reasons for doing what I did.”

	“Well, explain them. I’m all ears.”

	“I admit, I lied to you when I said I became the leader of the Caelestia clan. Selene was the one chosen instead, and it stung, but I didn’t mind. She was like a sister to me at the time, and I was happy for her. But then I noticed some of the changes she was making to clan policy… she changed our name to Penumbra, wouldn’t allow any of us to learn hand-to-hand combat, and since she was one of the strongest spellcasters aside from me, ensured that only the person who killed her could become the clan’s new leader. Worst of all, she made it mandatory for all male members of Penumbra to subject themselves to her experiments… including my fiancée, David.

	“I noticed the change in him immediately after the first round of tests. He became unstable, emotionally; he would be calm one minute, then violently shift from manic laughter, to anger, to self-loathing, to full-on depression… and then there were his eyes. They would turn red whenever he got lost in his mood swings, and when he snapped out of it, he wouldn’t remember a thing. It was almost as if he were possessed. 

	“The last night I saw him, David confessed to me that Selene had been trying to create an army of especially resilient spellcasters by injecting the best men our clan had to offer with demon blood. The mixtures were always volatile, and resulted in symptoms like his. And right after his confession… Selene dubbed her experiment a failure, and exterminated every single one of her test subjects.

	“That’s when I decided enough was enough. I rounded up a few people who knew the truth, including some of Selene’s family and everyone I held dear, and we laid an ambush for her in the abandoned hospital on Roosevelt Island. The rest of what I told you is true; she brought reinforcements with her, and they were too strong for us to handle. 

	“Everyone I cared about was slaughtered that night. I was knocked out and trapped under a wall that collapsed over me, and left for dead. When I managed to free myself, I burned everything left of my old life, moved to Brooklyn, and changed my name. I thought I could outrun the past, but… apparently, I didn’t do a good enough job.”

	I mull over all the new information in silence, since I don’t know how to respond. Now I can see the situation I’ve been dragged into with more clarity, and yet, I don’t know how to feel about it all; she’d led me to believe that we were the good guys in this scenario, but now I’m not so sure. Likewise, Selene doesn’t necessarily come across as a bad person… if anything, I just get the feeling she’s determined to stay in power by any means necessary. It seems to me that neither of them was in the right. And now I might be caught in the crossfire. Our lives really might be in danger because of Krystal’s actions.  I try to keep the anger out of my voice as I ask, “Why did you lie to me about all this?”

	“I didn’t want you to see me the way I see myself… I’ve been living with the guilt of my actions for years. I’ve done my best to wipe off the blood on my hands, and move on with my life, and in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve done a shitty job. Every night, their faces haunt me, and I can still remember every cry for help as clearly as I did the night after… It’s nearly driven me insane, and more than once, I’ve considered taking the easy way out.”

	Given everything she’s lied about so far, I’m not entirely sure if she’s being genuine or not. If she’s telling the truth, though, it explains why she usually seems unhappy, and why she was so reluctant to take on a student; I could have easily have just become another person for her to lose. “What stopped you?,” I ask as I take her spot on the couch.

	Krystal wipes something off her face before turning around to face me again. “Cowardice, mostly. Nick and Landon have also been a huge help, for the past few years at least. They’re the only two people whose lives I haven’t ruined yet.”

	“You haven’t ruined mine…”

	“No, not entirely. But I did just make it a lot harder.” Krystal leans against the windowsill, and says, “I shouldn’t have gone to the Guardian’s temple today. Now that Selene knows I’m alive, and that you exist, we’re no longer safe. She’ll more than likely send people to kill us. Or to subdue us, so she can take care of us personally.”

	“Wonderful… What are we gonna do?”

	“For now, we should just try to lay low while we draw up a better plan. Which means I should teach you how not to stand out.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Krystal explains that experienced spellcasters can sense the energy flowing through others, and they can tell spellcasters apart from normal people by the intensity of their flow. And as a Conduit, my high energy output would do nothing but turn me into an automatic target. Krystal quickly shows me how to stem the flow of my energy to the point where I would seem like a normal person. While I work to get the hang of what she just taught me, she asks, “Do you hate me?”

	“No… I don’t hate you. I just need you to open up and tell me shit. You tend to withhold information that would keep me alive.”

	“You’re right… I’m sorry.”

	“Good.”

	Once Krystal’s satisfied that I can make myself appear normal, she announces that she has to leave. “If we’re gonna keep you safe, we need a better plan than just covering up the fact that you’re a spellcaster,” she says. “I’ll head home and think things over. You just try not to draw attention to yourself.” She starts to open her arms for a hug, but seems to think better of it, and vanishes on the spot.

	I head back into my room, and flop down on my bed. I couldn’t have imagined before how much I would miss being home. I’m almost lulled to sleep right then and there by the familiar scent of my room, the clean cotton on my skin, and the sense that I’m safe for the moment. My thoughts are racing too fast for me to fall asleep, however, as I try to wrap my head around all the information I’ve been given in the past half hour or so. There’s a lot to sort through; four months ago, I was a normal teenager with normal things to worry about. Now, I have to deal with a grudge older than I am, and whatever responsibilities will come with the power that’s been forced upon me. To be honest, I don’t feel equipped to deal with any of it. I bury my face in my pillow and try to pretend that late homework is the most pressing matter I have to attend to.

	I can’t figure out what to do with myself now that I’m actually home. I consider trying to find Nick, but since he’s rarely on Facebook, and has no cell phone, I can’t imagine that going well. I try to scroll through the contacts on my phone to see if there’s anyone else I can get in touch with, but naturally, after a few days without being charged, the battery has died. I plug in my phone, and try to read a little of Paper Towns, but I keep losing focus, and end up reading the same page three times. I give up on reading, and throw on some jeans and a clean shirt, hoping that taking a walk will help clear my head.

	It’s surprisingly dark outside, even though it’s nearly noon, and I can feel the moisture in the air slowly building. Just as I reach for a hoodie and an umbrella, I hear the first drops of rain landing on my windowsill. By the time I make it downstairs, it’s pouring, and people are running to find dry spots to wait out the worst of the storm. I actually kind of like when it rains, so I boldly step out, letting the rain fall on me for a few seconds before opening my umbrella and holding it over myself. I pull my hood up and over my head for good measure, and start walking downtown.

	I don’t have an exact idea of where I’m going, content to just let my feet guide me along the rain-slicked city streets. Several interesting stores strike me as possible destinations, but I don’t want to stop. Not yet. About ten blocks from home, I turn to better inspect what’s written on the sign in a window, and notice someone behind me, watching me intently. Someone tall, wearing black jeans, black sneakers, and a black hoodie with the sleeves cut off. He doesn’t look familiar, and I have no interest in becoming acquainted with him, so I turn away from the sign and keep walking. A few seconds later, I hear his sneakers striking the wet pavement behind me.

	I’m not scared, surprisingly, or anything short of calm. In fact, I’m almost glad for the chance to test my strength after unlocking the rest of my power. I turn a corner down a mostly deserted street, then break into a sprint, and I can tell from the frenzied footfalls behind me that he’s done the same. I pull my umbrella closed, and keep my eyes on the buildings around me, looking for a secluded spot, but there’s nothing on this block. We end up dashing across the street while there are still cars coming our way, and I narrowly avoid getting hit by a moving van. While the guy chasing me circles the vehicle, I spot a supermarket closed for renovations. It seems empty enough, so I barrel through the wood covering the entrance, pleasantly surprised that it swings open rather than splintering apart. 

	It’s dark in the abandoned supermarket, but I can still vaguely make out the black mass that materializes in front of me. Rather than stopping, I toss my umbrella to the side and lunge at him going full speed, colliding with his chest and knocking him to the ground. He tries to push me off of him, but I manage to keep him pinned, and land a couple of punches to the face before he blasts me backward with a spell. The moment my back hits the ground, he makes a pulling motion with his hands, and the shelf above me starts toppling over sideways, threatening to crush me under it. I teleport out of harm’s way, but before I can attack, he spins and shoves me back with another spell, and I shatter the glass door of the empty freezer that halts my momentum. 

	For a moment, we remain still, watching each other. I try to read in his eyes whether he plans to kill or capture me, but I can’t tell which he intends to do. I can’t allow either to happen. I move to launch a small fireball at my attacker to throw him off, but it comes out much larger than intended, and leaves scorch marks on both the floor and ceiling as it hurtles toward him. He vanishes, and reappears at my side, tries to grab me by the hair, but I grab his hand and twist it too far in the wrong direction, and the crack of his wrist breaking echoes across the mostly empty store. I watch as he drops to his knees, holding his wrist and gritting his teeth to avoid screaming, and almost start to feel sorry for the guy. Then I realize that he’s trying to repair his wrist with a spell. Before he can, I deliver a hard kick to his chin, with enough force to knock him onto his back.

	Just when I think I’ve won, there’s an odd gust of wind, and I can feel several pairs of eyes on me. Several more people, dressed in black for the most part, now occupy the store, waiting for me to make the first move. Taking on one guy was a walk in the park, but half a dozen might have a different outcome. My original attacker stands up, flexing his newly healed wrist, and completes the circle around me. I do my best to stifle the rising panic, and think of a way to come out of this on top. An idea comes to me just as the circle of people around me begins closing in. Without stopping to wonder if what I’m thinking will work or not, I focus my energy on removing the cement and support beams holding the floor in place. Within seconds, the floor begins to sag, and we fall through to the basement, tiles and dust raining down on us as we land on the concrete below. 

	The first person to stand becomes my first target. She puts a shield around herself to protect from a potential spell, but I knee her in the stomach instead, dropping an elbow on the back of her neck when she doubles over in pain. I almost miss the sound of shuffling feet behind me, and turn around just in time to deflect a kick aimed at my kidneys. The guy loses balance, and falls over forward, so I take the opportunity to kick him in the face. Two more have gotten up, and rush towards me at the same time instead of individually. I let off another fireball, and they disperse, before regrouping and charging at me again. Three others approach me from behind, and start throwing punches my way as they come in close enough. I do my best to block and dodge most of them, but I take a few hits to the stomach, some to the back, and one lucky blow connects with my jaw. The rest of their group starts closing in on us, and I have to teleport to the other side of the room to avoid getting surrounded.

	One of my attackers pulls out what looks like the hilt of a sword, and closes his eyes. Presumably, he’s channeling his energy through the hilt, because a shining, thin red blade extends from it. The others follow suit, their own blades taking on the colors of their individual auras. At this point, I start backing away slowly; I haven’t mastered energy manipulation well enough to form my own blade, nor would I even know how to use it if I could make one. I should have asked Alyssa; I noticed her using a similar weapon while we were fending off the horde of spiders.

	Just as I start trying to think of a creative way to fight them off, a gunshot rings throughout the silent room. Six more follow in rapid succession, and one by one, each of the spellcasters slumps to the ground. For a moment, there’s no sign of my savior, then a familiar figure steps out from the shadows, with a pistol in each hand. Krystal scowls at me, and asks, “Didn’t I JUST tell you NOT to draw attention to yourself?”

	 


Chapter 22

	I should be relieved to see Krystal, even thankful that she intervened when she did. But somehow, I can’t bring myself to show any gratitude. Instead, I ask, “What the hell did you shoot them for?”

	Krystal sighs, and mutters, “Calm down, Heather,” as she starts walking in my direction.

	“Calm down? You just killed a bunch of people, and you want me to calm down?! What is wrong with-“ 

	“I haven’t killed anyone.” Krystal kicks one of the spellcasters on the ground as she passes them, and he lets out a faint groan. “They’re just unconscious, it’s fine.”

	“But… how?”

	Krystal hands one of her pistols to me, and says, “These guns don’t fire bullets. Instead, you channel some of your energy into them, and the gun fires it in a concentrated burst. The energy passes right through whatever it hits. Doesn’t leave a mark on their skin, puncture their flesh, or rupture any blood vessels. It just causes a shitload of pain, sometimes enough to make the victim pass out. They’re actually based on the same premise as the blades these guys were about to use on you… they’ll hurt, but you won’t suffer any visible damage.”

	I look down at the pistol in my hand. Rather than the usual black or pewter finish seen on most guns, the sleek metal is tinted a dark red, nearly the color of blood, and accentuated with silver lining. Engraved into the grip is a pair of silver wings, opened and ready for flight. I glance up at Krystal, and ask, “What’s with the logo?”

	“It’s stupid… back when I made these, I named them both Angel’s Kiss, and used that little symbol because I sort of suck at engraving actual words.”

	“You made these?”

	“Yep. Twenty years ago. I bought and modified a pair of regular guns… it’s a long story.”

	“Cool.” I hand the gun back to Krystal, who slides it into a black leather holster around her waist. I sigh, and mutter, “Thanks for saving me… even though I had the situation under control.”

	“You were about to get your ass handed to you.”

	“All part of the plan.”

	“Right… well, let’s get out of here before more of them show up.” Krystal grabs me by the arm without waiting for a response, then transports us from the abandoned supermarket to her living room in the blink of an eye. She lets go of my arm, then traipses off to her room, chastising me as she walks down the hall. “What were you thinking?,” she asks as I pull down my hood. “You could have been killed!”

	“Who could have been killed?” The door to Nick’s room opens, and his head peeks out curiously from within. He spots me, and his face immediately brightens. I can feel my lips drawing up in a smile, unbidden, as he comes down the hall, and pulls me into a hug. He leans down, and whispers in my ear, “I missed you,” and I realize for the first time how mutual the feeling really is. I draw him in closer and hold him tightly, before repeating the phrase in his ear. Nick turns to look down the hall, and asks, “What’s going on?”

	Krystal rolls her eyes as she returns from her room, without her guns, and answers, “Oh, Heather decided that instead of running from a bunch of spellcasters that want her dead, she would try to fight them.”

	I wriggle out of Nick’s arms, and say, “It was just one guy at first! And I could have handled them, somehow. I’m not quite as useless as you think I am.” 

	“I know you’re not useless Heather, but we can’t afford to lose you! Your safety should come first.”

	“I’ll be fine! Come on, I’m a Conduit, remember?”

	“Yeah, which isn’t code for ‘Heather is indestructible, or has any right to be cocky.’ You’re still young, and you barely know what you’re doing. Being ridiculously strong doesn’t mean shit when you’re up against people that not only have years of experience behind them, but have no reservations about killing you.”

	I can’t deny any of what Krystal said; I DID get a little cocky when the opportunity to test my strength arose. And I still think the fight went well, all things considered. All the same, I sigh, and mutter, “You’re right. I should have run when I had the chance. Not that it would have helped much.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I have no clue how long that first guy had been following me, but I’m willing to bet that they at least know where I live.”

	“Probably.” Krystal crosses her arms, and walks over to the huge window overlooking Central Park. “They probably know about this place too, but that doesn’t help them any. If anyone attempted to teleport into this building but me, they’d get rerouted to the sewers.”

	“Okay, that’s an awesome spell.”

	“Thanks, but it doesn’t mean that the condo is impenetrable.”

	“So, what do you propose we do?”

	Krystal turns to face me, and says, “I don’t know. I’d try to keep you here, but then they’d be able to get their hands on both of us at once.”

	“I wouldn’t want to be kept under lock and key anyway. I have a life, Krystal, and that shouldn’t stop just because your past is catching up with you. Besides, what about my mom?”

	“Right… shit. I really don’t know.”

	I look to Nick for an idea, but he offers me nothing but a shrug in response. The only thing I can think to do is leave New York altogether, which wouldn’t work because A) I’ve got finals coming up in a few weeks, B) my mom would never agree to leaving the state on such short notice, and C) Selene would eventually find us anyway. I could stay home, with my mom, and pretend nothing out of the ordinary is going on… but if I were found again, and forced into a fight that I couldn’t win, we’d be screwed. Then, another idea comes to mind… it’s not perfect, but it makes a lot more sense than anything else I can think of. “Krys, do you think I’ll be safer at a friend’s house than at home?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean, what if I were to stay with a friend? Selene’s people would have a hard time finding me, especially if I kept my power under wraps like you taught me. My mom could stay with one of her friends, too, and you could put that rerouting spell over the places we end up staying.”

	Krystal returns her gaze to the view outside her window as she considers the idea. Without turning around, she says, “That could work… as long as you always have an escort. They should ideally be a normal human being, though. Selene cares about the secrecy of the clan above all else, so you’d more than likely be safest traveling with someone who has no idea what a spellcaster even is.”

	“Alright. I’ll get my mom to a safe place, and see if I know anyone that’ll let me sleep over indefinitely.”

	“Good. You shouldn’t have to stay with anyone for too long. In the meantime, I’ll try to find a way to settle things with Selene peacefully.”

	“And if that doesn’t work?”

	“It’ll have to.” Krystal turns, and starts walking toward her room. Over her shoulder, she says, “We’re gonna have to put your lessons on hold for a while, since you’re supposed to be lying low.” Krystal looks back at me one last time before stepping into her room. “Call me when you figure out where you’re staying, so I can put up the spell. And be careful out there.” Then, she steps past the threshold, and closes the door. I’m not entirely sure, but I get the feeling from the way her voice wavered just a second ago that she’s not being rude, but rather unable to give me a real goodbye.

	***

	Since the rain has stopped for the most part, Nick and I decide to walk back to my place. His fingers find the spaces between mine, and we lock our hands together, giving me a brief sense of normalcy. Since Nick isn’t being very talkative, I start trying to think which of my friends love me enough to let me stay with them for a while. Rachel would have been my first choice, but her apartment is too small to accommodate an extra person indefinitely. That leaves me with my second choice, Jenna, whose family has a small house in Queens. I decide that I’m going to think of a story she’ll believe before I call her later.

	Surprisingly, when Nick and I make it to my apartment, my mom is standing just inside the kitchen, still wearing her jacket, and going through the mail. She turns around as the door closes behind Nick, and has her arms around me before I can even let out a hello. She asks about my trip, but instead of answering, I dive right into explaining the situation with Krystal and Selene while giving her as little information as possible. It takes longer than expected, and by the end of it, my mom has wheedled every last detail out of me, but she agrees to find somewhere else to stay for a while. She pulls out her phone and starts flipping through her contacts, and heads off to her room to pack a few things, while Nick accompanies me to my room so I can do the same.

	Nick stands silently by my door as I dig a duffel bag from under my bed, and start loading it with shirts. He’s never been in my room before, and out of the corner of my eye, I see him taking a look around, inspecting the bookshelf in particular with curiosity. He’s been wearing the same blank expression since we left the condo, and it’s starting to worry me. To anyone else, he might look fine, but I know him well enough to know when he’s not alright. His face might not betray much, but I can see it in his eyes, the lines on his forehead, his posture. I abandon packing for a moment, wrap my arms around him from behind, and whisper, “I’m going to be fine, okay? You don’t have to worry about me.”

	Nick turns to face me, and whispers back, “You can’t guarantee that.”

	“Maybe not, but I’m pretty confident that everything will be alright.”

	“Yeah…” Nick rests his forehead against mine, and his soft brown eyes lock onto mine. “I just wish I didn’t feel so useless.”

	“Hmm?”

	“I wish there were something I could do to help you. But I’m useless here, Heather. You’re dealing with people I can’t protect you from, and even if you weren’t, you’re strong enough to handle things on your own. I guess… I just feel like I can’t do enough for you.”

	I’d had a feeling this might be a problem. Nick, like most other “nice guys”, seems to think it’s his sworn duty to keep me out of harm’s way. Normally, I would just brush it off, but I feel he needs a reminder that I can take care of myself. “Nick, I told you right when we met, I’m no damsel in distress. I don’t need you to protect me 24/7, I need you to just continue being yourself. You do a lot more for me than you realize.”

	“Like what?”

	“Like making me laugh. Comforting me. Massaging me when I’m too sore to move… the list goes on. But what amazes me the most is how even in the midst of all the crazy shit we see and do every day, you still manage to make me feel like I’m not a freak.”

	Nick smiles, and says, “That actually makes me feel like I’m not a bad boyfriend.”

	“You’re a great boyfriend, okay? And I…”

	“Yes?”

	I pull away from Nick a tiny bit, and he does the same, watching me expectantly. We both know what almost slipped out, but I’m not quite ready to bring that sentence to its logical conclusion. I’m not entirely sure if that’s how I really feel, and I’m still sifting through the confusion and guilt surrounding what happened with Alyssa just over twenty four hours ago. So instead, I mutter, “And I care about you a lot.” 

	Nick nods understandingly, and whispers, “Likewise.” He leans in and briefly brushes his lips against mine, then says, “I have a surprise for you.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah.” He reaches into his pocket, and pulls out a brand new cell phone. “They gave me a raise at work, so I bought this while you were away,” he explains. “Good thing, too… I’m guessing Krys wouldn’t want me visiting you too often, just in case. So, I’ll make a deal with you. You put your number in my phone, and I’ll call you every night.”

	Without hesitation, I say, “Deal!,” and pull the phone out of his hands to program my number into his contacts list. Unsurprisingly, he has even fewer numbers in his phone than he does Facebook friends. When I hand him back his phone, I ask, “When are we gonna see each other again?”

	“Hopefully, when your life isn’t in danger.”

	I let out a hollow laugh, and return to packing my things. “Great, so the answer is never.” 

	 


Chapter 23

	Jenna’s parents aren’t initially thrilled with the idea of me living with them for a while. I sit quietly, holding the phone away from my ear as they discuss whether or not I’m allowed to stay. When they finally ask why I can’t stay at home, I tell them my apartment has a roach infestation (which isn’t far from the truth), and that we need time to find a good exterminator, and a few roach-free nights. At this point, they relent, and say that I’m welcome to use their guest room as long as necessary. I can’t help but wonder why they even have a guest room if they’re so reluctant to let anyone use it.

	My mom and I hug one last time as we meet in the lobby before leaving. She’s off to stay with Captain Douche, who lives on the West Side, while Nick escorts me to Queens. She looks like she wants to give me a few words of advice, but her knowledge of what I’m going through is limited. The best my mom can offer is a simple, “Be careful,” as we pull apart to go our separate ways. I promise her that I will, and that I’ll call her every day to let her know I’m alright.

	I’m only carrying a duffel bag full of clothes, and a backpack containing my laptop and textbooks, so when Nick asks to hold something on the subway ride to Jenna’s house, I tell him I’m fine. He settles for holding my hand as the stations roll by. I have to admit, I’m not looking forward to the moment when he has to let go, so I’m pleasantly surprised when we reach our stop, and we walk up the steps to street level with our fingers still linked.

	We walk several avenues down, and come to a stop in front of the house that I’m sure Jenna lives in. Nick leans down, and kisses me on the forehead before whispering, “See you soon.” I plant a gentle kiss on his cheek, and repeat his words to him, before we reluctantly pull our fingers apart. I watch for a while as Nick slowly heads back toward the train station, occasionally looking over his shoulder.

	I don’t have to wait long after ringing the doorbell for Jenna to answer it. She looks ridiculously tired, as if she hasn’t slept in a couple of days, and her usual high-energy demeanor is noticeably subdued. She’s still enough like the Jenna I’m used to, though; before I even get in the house, she grins, and asks, “How’s the homeless life treating you?”

	“I’m not homeless, just-“

	“Whatever you say, buddy. Come on in.” Jenna leads me inside, and I’m immediately struck by the décor. Her house seems bigger on the inside than I would have expected, and apparently doubles as an armory. There’s at least one sword or knife of some kind in every room, and a shining suit of armor from the Middle Ages stands in a corner of the living room. The guest room is on the second floor, a tiny space with a pair of katana on a shelf above the bed. I might decide to put them on the floor later; I’d feel safer without two sharp objects hanging over my head while I sleep. Jenna stands at the doorway while I step inside, and says, “If you’re hungry, you can just dump your stuff in here while we go grab lunch.”

	I didn’t notice I was hungry until Jenna mentioned food. I happily drop my bags on the bed, and follow her down to the kitchen, where we make a few sandwiches for ourselves. In the middle of eating, Jenna mentions that she invited Rachel over right after I called, and that’s enough to brighten my mood; the three of us haven’t hung out in what feels like forever. We play Connect Four while we wait for Rachel to show, and towards the end of our fourth game, I ask, “What’s with all the weapons you guys have hanging up?”

	“Oh, that.” Jenna rolls her eyes, and says, “My parents are really into classic weaponry. They’re cool, I guess, but I keep trying to tell them that having swords on hand won’t matter much if we get robbed by a guy with a twelve gauge.”

	“Do you actually know how to use any of them?”

	The doorbell rings before Jenna can answer, and she gets up to let Rachel in. We spot each other as she walks into the kitchen, I push my chair away from the table as Rachel runs over to hug me, and for a moment, the world around me is obscured by her reddish-orange curls. She pulls away, and asks, “How was your trip?”

	Jenna comes up behind Rachel, and asks, “You went somewhere?”

	“Yeah,” I mutter as I try to think of a suitable alibi. “I went camping upstate for a couple of days. It was pretty alright, nothing too exciting happened while I was there.” Jenna shrugs, and heads into the living room to set up the TV. Rachel goes to follow her, but I grab her arm, and whisper, “What the hell? Jenna doesn’t know… about any of what the two of us are going through.”

	“Sorry, I figured she at least knew you were gone for a while. What was it like though, really?”

	“I nearly died, I kissed a girl, and I wound up in a shitload of trouble because of Krystal.” Rachel opens her mouth to ask, but I glance at Jenna, and say, “I’ll go into detail later. How have you been?”

	“Pretty okay, I guess. Nothing’s really going on that I can’t talk about in front of Jenna.”

	“What about me?” Jenna reenters the room, holding a plastic guitar. “Come on bitches, are we playing Rock Band or not?”

	Rachel and I let our conversation drop, and follow Jenna into the living room without hesitation. Playing Rock Band has been a tradition of ours dating back to the first time we all met. It was a birthday party in freshman year, one of the few I’ve been invited to. Rachel and I had already been friends for years, but it wasn’t until the two of us were paired with two random partygoers that we met Jenna. We barely spoke to the guy on drums, but Jenna, Rachel and I bonded over the span of four songs; we proved to be such a good combination, that people were content to watch us play. Ever since, whenever the three of us have hung out anywhere with a TV and the proper equipment, we’ve played for old time’s sake.

	I’m terrible at playing lead guitar, so I let Jenna take that position while I go for bass. Rachel has the best singing voice of the three of us, so she chooses vocals as she usually does. As we breeze few the first few songs, I can’t help reminiscing about playing this game at my place with the two of them over the years. About the time before we started really worrying about boys, or where our lives were supposed to go, or SATs, and in my case, my developing powers and the consequences of both having and using them. Surprisingly, I find myself relaxing, and letting the memories of the old, carefree Heather wash over me, and the problems of the present temporarily fade.

	An hour later, we’re all tired of playing, so we just sit back on the huge couch, and talk. Jenna fills us in on her love life; she and Andrew didn’t last very long, and even though he’s tried multiple times to win her back, Jenna is determined to stay single for a while. She claims that she just doesn’t have time for guys anymore, but when I ask what’s taking up so much of her time, she changes the subject. “What about you two? You never talk about your love lives.”

	In truth, my love life was essentially nonexistent before Nick came along, and Rachel’s is just as barren. So I wasn’t exactly expecting her to say, “Actually, I have a date next Friday.”

	“Really?” Jenna sounds just as surprised as I am. “Who with?”

	“His name’s Amaury. He goes to Baruch.” I recognize the name; Rachel has told me about him a few times. He’s a fellow werewolf that she met at Landon’s support group. I only went the one time, so I can’t recall exactly what he looks like, but she assures me every time he comes up that he’s adequately attractive.

	“A college guy,” Jenna breathes with a hint of pride. “Not bad, Rachel. Where did you meet him?”

	Rachel and I exchange a look before she answers, “Starbucks. He wrote his number on my cup.”

	“Is that even allowed?”

	“I’m not sure, but he did it anyway.”

	“That’s cool.” Jenna leans back on the couch, and asks, “What about you, Heather? Have you dropped your crusade against dating boys your own age?”

	“Not exactly,” I reply. It occurs to me that I never told Jenna about Nick. It’s not that I meant to keep it from her; I just don’t talk about myself or my life in great detail. I’ve never been very open with anyone other than my mom and Rachel, but all the same, I feel like a horrible friend. “I mean, I am sort of dating someone older.”

	“Oh God, Heather. You’re not robbing the grave, are you?”

	“No! Just… he’s twenty three. And he’s a great guy.”

	“And you’ve never told me about him because…?”

	“Jenna, most of our conversations eventually lead towards you questioning my sexuality. I didn’t think you’d believe me.”

	Jenna laughs, since we both know I’m right, and I fill her in on what I can about the relationship between Nick and I while Rachel tries playing Rock Band by herself for a little while. I tell her we bumped into each other at Barnes and Noble, and that he’s a medical student taking a semester off to focus on enjoying his youth while he still can. Jenna smiles, and says, “It sounds like this guy might be too good to be true. What’s wrong with him?”

	“What?”

	“There’s got to be something wrong with a guy that great. Is he ugly?”

	“No, not at all.”

	“An ex-convict?”

	“No!”

	“Has a history of child abuse-“

	“Jenna, there’s nothing wrong with him, nothing like that. He’s not perfect, but still. I like him a lot.”

	“I’ll take your word for it.” Jenna watches Rachel try to tackle a guitar solo, and fail miserably, before asking, “Do you love him?”

	“I don’t know… how are you even supposed to know what that feels like?”

	“Trust me, you’ll know. Love is one of those wonderful, horrible, indefinable things that everyone experiences in their own way, but when you feel it, you’ll know.”

	After a while, we all get bored with just sitting around the house, and head out as a group to the nearest diner. The sky is just beginning to darken as we walk down busy streets, doing our best to avoid the herds of people rushing home from work. Jenna nurses one mug of coffee after another and a plate of waffles, while Rachel and I enjoy some decidedly decent cheeseburgers. We sit in our booth relaxing for a long time after the meal, so long that the sun is just barely hovering above the horizon by the time we leave. Rachel checks the time, and proclaims that she should be leaving, since she has to head back to the Bronx, and the ride takes a while. I hug her tightly, and make her promise to let me know when she gets home, and she asserts that she will before walking in the opposite direction of Jenna’s house, to the nearest train station.

	When we get back to Jenna’s house, she complains that she’s tired, even after all the coffee she drank, and tells me she’s going to sleep pretty early. We say goodnight, then she disappears into her bedroom, somewhere down the hall from mine. I change into pajamas and a tank top, then tie up my hair and lay down on the tiny guest room’s appropriately tiny bed. Part of me immediately reconsiders the decision to abandon my huge, soft bed for the sake of my own safety as my body lands on the sturdy mattress. I dig a textbook out of my backpack, and once I find a comfortable position to read in, I crack it open to the chapter I’m supposed to read. I can barely pay attention to the words in front of me; Ancient History isn’t my favorite subject, but I still force myself to focus. 

	I’m nearly at the end of the chapter when my phone starts to ring. I don’t recognize the number, but I still slam my book shut, and answer with an excited, “Hello?”

	“Hello, yourself.” I can hear Nick’s one-dimpled smile through the phone, and it brings a nearly identical one to my lips. “How were your first few hours in witness protection?”

	“Kind of uneventful. Jenna invited Rachel over, and we played video games and went out to eat and stuff. How have you been?”

	“Oh, just grand. I’ve already cheated on you with at least twelve different girls.”

	“Only twelve? You’re such a disgrace to hot guys everywhere, Nicholas Brandt.”

	“As long as you’re willing to concede that I’m hot, that’s fine by me.” Neither of us says anything for a while, and I keep half-expecting to hear his soft breathing, and remembering that he doesn’t need to anymore. I lay still, enjoying the comfortable silence, until Nick asks, “Is it weird that I already miss you?”

	“Not really. I kind of feel the same.”

	“Kind of?”

	“Jenna’s gorgeous older brother is keeping me company.”

	“I’m starting to think you have a fetish for older guys, young lady.”

	“Only for the ones with fangs.” Nick laughs, and then we settle into another moment of silence, and I smile as I realize that we’re actually talking on the phone for the first time. It’s a little thing among the myriad little things about us that makes me appreciate what we have. We keep flirting for a while, and I keep thinking that I could stay on the phone with him forever, but before long, his soothing voice takes its effect on me, and my eyelids fail to stay open. Before we hang up, I ask, “Do you even need to sleep?,” my words slurring as if I’d had a few drinks.

	Nick laughs, and says, “Not for very long, but yes. Once in a while, I do need to rest.”

	“That’s surprising. I feel like I don’t know much about vampires, even though I’m dating one.”

	“Maybe someday, when you’re fully awake, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

	“You better… I should be sleeping, huh?”

	“Yeah. Should I go?”

	“I wish you didn’t have to.”

	“Me either. But I’ll talk to you some more tomorrow night, okay cupcake?”

	Generally, I don’t approve of cutesy pet names, even though Nick has a fondness for using them. I let it slide for now, though, and say, “I can’t wait.”

	“Goodnight, Heather.”

	“Goodnight.” The line goes dead after a few seconds, and I let the phone fall from my fingers onto the bed next to me, too tired to bother getting up and turning off the light. I dwell on our conversation for as long as I can, then drift into a blissful sleep, unaware of the fact that Rachel neglected to call or text me as promised.

	 


Chapter 24

	Living with Jenna is a little more difficult than I’d originally assumed it would be. Mr. and Mrs. Chen demand of both of us that we wake up at five in the morning, and that we all eat breakfast together. Breakfast unfortunately includes Jenna’s baby brother, who flings banana flavored baby food in my face my first morning here. Normally, I love babies as much as the next person, but little Mikey doesn’t exactly make a good first impression on me. Thankfully, the house has two bathrooms, so we don’t have to fight much over who gets to be first in the shower. It’s nearly impossible to take a long shower, however; the water turns ice cold after only a few minutes. 

	Jenna’s parents are also very secretive, and let me know repeatedly that certain parts of the house are off-limits. Once, I made the mistake of trying to peek into the basement, and her dad nearly had a heart attack when he noticed me opening the door. He made it perfectly clear that if I want to continue being a guest here, I’ll have to contain my curiosity. I haven’t tried looking behind any closed doors since.

	Jenna and I spend the weekend catching up on each other’s lives. I realize that I’ve spent even less time with her than I have with Rachel, who I’ve only seen sporadically over the past four months. When I apologize for my absence, though, Jenna says she’s been busy as well. She dodges the question when I ask what she’s been up to, and I make up a lie about needing a tutor for Calculus when she asks the same of me. I don’t even know why; Rachel and my mother took the news well when I told them I was a spellcaster, Jenna might as well. I suppose the timing just doesn’t feel right.

	I reluctantly go back to school when Monday rolls around, and it’s just as boring as ever. If we didn’t have finals coming up in a few short weeks, I would still be reading a book under the desk, rather than taking notes. The only class I’m really worried about is Calculus; I almost regret not paying attention before. At this point, I’ll gladly accept a C or lower if it means I can still graduate.

	Jenna and I don’t have any classes together other than English, so we meet up for lunch every day at any available table. I frequently spot Alyssa, sitting alone at a table in the corner, scribbling in her leather bound book. Every once in a while, I’ll glance at her to find her eyes on me, and rather than seeing them flitting away, she holds her golden gaze on me for a few seconds before slowly returning to her writing. I feel like I should go over and talk to her, but Jenna would never let me hear the end of it if I did. I’d rather avoid explaining how Alyssa and I know each other, so I keep my distance for the moment.

	I’m confident that I’m safe with Jenna, but even so, my heart skips a beat whenever I spot someone wearing all black on the street, or on the subway. They rarely ever pay me any mind, but I never let my guard down, just in case. One afternoon, I spot someone dressed in black following Jenna and I back to her house in the corner of my eye. I come dangerously close to telling her to walk ahead, while I deal with him. It turns out to be a false alarm, though; when I spin around to get a glimpse of his face, I see that the guy I assumed was a threat doesn’t have any ancient symbols branded into his arm, like most mature spellcasters do. He rounds a corner a few blocks from Jenna’s house, and I relax.

	Aside from worrying about Selene, my grades, and my social status, I also feel a growing level of concern for Rachel. Jenna and I try repeatedly to find her during school hours, but she’s nowhere to be found, nor will she answer her phone. Our attempts to get in contact with her parents are likewise failures, leading Jenna to believe that they went on vacation somewhere, and Rachel forgot to tell us. My instincts are telling me that it’s nothing so benign, that Rachel wouldn’t leave the city for a week without telling someone, but I let Jenna believe that her theory is possible. I decide for myself that I’m going to the police if I don’t hear from Rachel before the end of the month.

	My second week back, Jenna claims that she needs to take a mental health day, so I end up heading to school by myself. I nearly get lost, since I’m not quite used to the commute from Queens just yet, but I still manage to make it to class on time. The morning classes breeze by without incident (although I nearly fall asleep in Calculus), and out of habit, I look around for Jenna at lunch time only to remember that she won’t be coming. Then, I spot Alyssa, sitting alone at her table. I’d rather not sit by myself, and I’d been meaning to talk to her anyway, so I make my way over to her corner of the cafeteria.

	Alyssa looks up at me as I draw near, and her eyes widen in alarm. I can’t say blame her; before going through the Guardian’s trials together, she and I barely spoke, and we definitely never ate lunch together. I peek into the book she’s always writing in, and find lines of poetry written in ink the same shade of green as my eyes, signed by one “A. Russo.” Alyssa slams the book shut before I can decode her handwriting, and asks, “What are you doing here?”

	I’m a little put off by the hostility in her tone, but I try to remain polite. “Eating lunch with you. Is that a crime?”

	“No, but it’s a stupid idea. I repeat, what are you doing here? Why would you come outside at all, for that matter? Are you insane?”

	“I’m fine. Krystal and I worked out a-“

	“Heather. You’re not safe here, or anywhere. And you’re especially not safe around me. So just… stay away, alright?” Alyssa slips her book into a small black bag at her side, then slings the bag over her shoulder. She mutters, “Do yourself a favor, Santos. Find a hiding spot, and stay there.” Then without another word, she turns and walks away.

	For a moment, I’m too stunned to do anything but watch Alyssa leave, but in a flash, I’ve grabbed my tray and started following her. She looks over her shoulder at me, then walks a little faster. I call out to her several times, but she never responds. Eventually, she stops at a locker, and fiddles with the lock until it opens, so she can throw her bag inside. I stop behind her, and ask, “What’s your problem?”

	Finally, she turns to face me and says, “You’re the one with problems.”

	“So I’m the one storming out of the lunchroom for no good reason?”

	“No, you’re the moron trying to consort with the enemy.”

	“The enemy… since when are we enemies?”

	“Since always, alright? Now get the hell away from me.”

	“No.” Alyssa tries to storm off again, but I grab her by the arm, and ask, “Why are you being such a bitch today?”

	Alyssa accidentally knocks the tray out of my hand as she wrenches her arm away, and shouts, “Because I care about you, alright?!” The words echo through the empty hall, and in the silence that follows, her expression softens a little. “I care about you a lot, more than I ever meant to, and I don’t want to let anything happen to you, but… you’re just so damn stubborn. And you don’t seem to realize how much danger you’re in. You’re basically a walking target, and you don’t seem to care.”

	Alyssa’s outburst touches a nerve, and all the frustration I’ve kept bottled up for the past week or so rises to the surface in a flash. “I do care, actually, but what everyone else needs to realize is that I’m not fragile, and I don’t need constant supervision! I have my own life to lead, and that shouldn’t have to stop just because some old bitch with a grudge wants me out of the picture.” I bend down to pick up my lunch, which thankfully didn’t spill out of its plastic container. “Why DOES Selene want me dead, anyway? I never did anything to her.”

	“I don’t know. She won’t tell me anything about what her plans for you and Krystal are.”

	“Well, that’s just perfect.”

	“Either way, you should still be at least a little more worried about yourself.”

	“Oh, please.” I stand up straight, holding my tray in both hands. “I’m a New Yorker, it’s not a full day unless I’ve had at least five near-death experiences.”

	Alyssa rolls her eyes, and asks, “Why are you being so difficult?”

	“I’m not being difficult, I’m just tired of everyone treating me like a baby. ‘Heather, don’t go outside. Heather, don’t get into fights. Heather, don’t talk to me, I’m dangerous.’ I’m sick of it! I just want at least ONE of the people in my life to accept that I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

	“I know you can take care of yourself, Heather. I’m sure everyone else does, too. And I can’t speak for them, but I know I don’t want for you to be in a situation where you have to. Does that make sense?” Alyssa’s shoulders slumps as she says, “I don’t think you’re weak, I just don’t want to lose you.”

	I lean against the lockers, and let out a sigh. “Fine. I guess I understand.”

	“Good.” I suppose I still look upset, because Alyssa asks, “Is that all that’s bothering you?”

	“Honestly… no. My friend’s been missing for over a week.”

	“Which one? The ginger?”

	“Her name is Rachel, but yes. She disappeared somewhere between Queens and the Bronx.”

	“I was wondering why she hasn’t been showing up to art class lately.” Alyssa leans against the lockers to my left, watching me carefully. “You think something happened to her?”

	“I’m sure of it.”

	“Then, if you want, I can try to help you find her.”

	“What? How?”

	“I can sense energy, like some of the Guardians.”

	“How does that help us?”

	Alyssa glares at me over her glasses as if she’s being asked to explain something basic. “Everyone’s energy has a slightly different feel to it, and I can tell certain people apart from others. She’s not a spellcaster, so her aura will be fainter than anyone else I’ve ever tracked that way, but I’ll see what I can do.”

	“Allie… I don’t know what to say.”

	“Don’t say anything yet. There’s a catch.”

	I should have known; nothing good ever comes without a price. I sigh, and ask, “What’s the catch?”

	“I’d like your help with something after school today. You don’t actually have to do much, just provide moral support. And you’re the only person I feel like I can trust with this.”

	“That’s fine, what are we doing?”

	“All in good time. Meet my by the side exit after your last class.”

	“You’re assuming I’m gonna go.”

	“Am I wrong?” 

	I smile, but say nothing as I push myself off the lockers, and start walking back towards the cafeteria. I half expect Alyssa to follow me, but she just says, “I’ll see you then,” and I can make out the sound of her footsteps over mine, growing fainter until they fade into the distance.

	 


Chapter 25

	Time seems to crawl by for the rest of the day. Minutes turn to hours, and I space out while watching the clock more times than I care to admit. I honestly can’t wait to get the hell out of here so I can help Alyssa with whatever it is she’s got planned. The sooner I help solve her problem, the sooner we can find out what happened to Rachel. The universe, however, seems hell bent on keeping me in school for an eternity. The final bell sounds at last, and for once, I’m the first student to pack up and rush out the door.

	Alyssa stands waiting for me by the side exit as promised, silently writing in her book. She looks up as I draw near, and quickly slips the book into her bag before greeting me. “Santos. You showed up.”

	“Yes I did, Russo.”

	“Stop that. Calling people by their last name is my thing.”

	“Okay… are you gonna tell me where we’re going?”

	“You’ll find out soon enough.” Alyssa pushes open the door, and together we step outside. It’s a pretty nice day for the end of May, even though it’s the kind of hot outside that reminds you spring is almost over. We don’t get to enjoy the weather for long, however, as Alyssa soon leads us onto the subway. It’s not until we arrive at Penn Station, and she buys our tickets that I get an idea of where we’re going; on the ticket she hands me, in small print, are the words Oyster Bay. I shoot her a confused look, but she offers no explanation as we walk to the appropriate platform and board the train.

	The train ride from Penn Station to Jamaica is uneventful, but for the crying children a few rows behind us. When we transfer to another train, however, I notice a pair of eyes on us. A man across the train has us in his sights, and I can’t be sure, but I think I can see several strange symbols tattooed onto his forearm. I’d assumed that as long as I was with Alyssa, I would be safe, but now I’m not quite as sure. I nudge her, and whisper, “Is that guy one of your friends?”

	Alyssa glances up at him, then resumes staring out the window. “Nope, never seen him before. He doesn’t seem to be a spellcaster either, so we’re safe.”

	“Okay, good.” I watch the world pass by our window in various gray and green blurs as our train races down the tracks, wondering how long the trip is going to take. After a while, I ask, “Won’t you get in trouble for hanging out with me?”

	“I don’t think anyone will find out. Honestly, I think they’re focusing more on finding Krystal, since she’s more of a threat.”

	“Oh. But still, what if they do find out?”

	“’Alack, there lies more peril in thine eye than in twenty of their swords.’”

	“I love it when you talk Shakespearean.”

	Alyssa rolls her eyes, and turns back to face the window, but I can just barely make out a smile tugging at the edge of her lips. 

	***

	The train pulls into Oyster Bay surprisingly quickly, considering it’s the last stop on the line. I find it hard to believe we’re technically still in New York; I’ve never been to Long Island before, but judging from what little of it I’ve seen, it seems to be a world of its own, unwillingly attached to the rest of the state. It certainly seems more peaceful than what I’ve seen of New York so far.

	I’m tempted to walk along the nearby beach, or at least explore the park, but Alyssa doesn’t intend to waste any time sightseeing. She finds and leads us down the main road, then along a side road lined with several two story houses. I try talking to her, but Alyssa remains silent, her face unreadable but for the panicked look in her eyes.

	We come to a stop just in front of a house near the “end” part of the dead end road, a two story building that was either originally painted gray, or slowly became gray after years of neglect. A few of the shutters, also gray, hang off of the windows they were supposed to cover, many of which are dirty or cracked. Even the yard seems to have given up on itself, the yellowing grass standing in stark contrast to the green of its neighbors. We stand in front of it in silence for a moment, taking in the house in its unkempt splendor. I quietly ask Alyssa where we are, but she shakes her head, and walks along the cracked pavement leading to the front door. 

	We can’t find a doorbell when we reach the porch, so Alyssa settles for knocking on the door. There’s a moment of complete silence, and then I hear the sound of curtains being drawn closed. A few seconds later, a woman only an inch taller than me with dirty blond hair pulls the door open. She looks us up and down, before asking, “Can I help you?”

	I turn to Alyssa, who quietly asks, “Vera Russo?”

	“Yes, that’s me,” the woman at the door responds. “Do I know you?”

	“You should. I’m your daughter. Alyssa.”

	The woman, Vera, nods silently, and pulls the door open wider so that we can enter. The inside of the house is unexpectedly neat, considering the outside’s state of disrepair. Alyssa and I take a seat on a large couch, while Vera sits across from us, her eyes studying Alyssa closely. I get the feeling I shouldn’t be intruding on this particular conversation, but just as I think to ask where the bathroom is, Vera says to Alyssa, “You look so much like your father.”

	Alyssa folds her arms over her chest, and replies, “That’s not exactly something to be proud of.”

	“Okay, sorry. But-“

	“Where’s Louis?”

	“Your brother hasn’t lived here in a couple of years. He’s shacking up with some girl he met at Stonybrook.”

	“Oh. Good for him.”

	The room falls silent again, only this time, the hostility in the air is palpable. I’m tempted to flee, but I think my window of opportunity to do so has closed. Vera replicates Alyssa’s pose, folding her arms across her chest, and asks, “What are you doing here, Alyssa?”

	“I’m not here for an apology, if that’s what you’re thinking. And I also don’t want you back in my life. I just need to know why… why would you abandon me? How could you do that to your own daughter?”

	“You want the truth?”

	“Yes.”

	Vera takes a moment to think, then answers, “Honestly, you were too much for me to handle. Every single time you didn’t get your way, you would freak out, and weird shit would start happening. The lights would flicker, the house would shake, people would get flung around or thrown up against the ceiling, and one time, you even blew up the Christmas tree. In all honesty, I got tired of trying to raise a demon on my own. I couldn’t take it anymore, so I left you with your godmother, in the hopes she could get you exorcised or something while we got our own lives together. I’m sorry you had to grow up without a mother, but I’m not sorry for giving you up. That was the best decision I could have made, for everyone involved.”

	“Best for everyone involved?” Alyssa is on her feet now, her voice rising in volume. “Do you have any idea what I went through because of you?”

	“Lidia took good care of you-“

	“She died, Mom! She died, and I didn’t want to end up in a foster home with some sicko that fondles little girls, so I hit the streets with barely any money to my name! I went weeks without a proper meal, and if you think I was fucked up before, you can’t imagine how bad I got when I was dying in the gutter. All because you couldn’t handle me.”

	“I-“

	“No, fuck you! You couldn’t take me to a psychiatrist, or do some research of your own? Of course not, because it wouldn’t benefit you. When your kid has problems, you don’t just give up on them! Would you have done the same thing to Louis?”

	“Well-“

	“Of course not, because he was the perfect little fucking child, and he got everything he ever wanted. While I was just a tumor on the back of your perfect little family. Isn’t that right, Mom?”

	Vera lets her gaze drop to the carpet in front of her, her lips pursed tightly. When she finally speaks, she says, “It’s not that simple, Alyssa. It never is.”

	“Then tell me, how was it?”

	“The truth is, I’m not the world’s greatest mom. Not even close. I never thought I could handle more than one kid at a time, and you weren’t even planned to begin with. I loved you, but I wasn’t prepared for the challenge of raising you. So even if I had kept you, you would have been miserable.”

	“Maybe. But I also would have had a family. And I think that’s one of the few things that everyone deserves.”

	“I wish I could believe that.” Vera stands, and pulls open the door. “You got the answers you were looking for. Now I think it’s time for you and your friend to go.”

	This doesn’t seem like the kind of reunion Alyssa expected; she stares at her mother in disbelief, frozen in place. I however, can’t bear to stay in this house any longer than I need to. I grab Alyssa by the hand, locking my fingers between hers, and pull her towards the exit. As we pass by Vera, I mutter, “I’m her girlfriend, by the way,” and I’m rewarded by the faintest sigh of disgust escaping her lips as we leave the house. I keep Alyssa’s hand in mine until long after we hear the door close behind us.

	***

	We walk back to the beach just past the train station. Alyssa sits in the sand, with her knees drawn up to her chest, while I stand barefoot in the wet sand, staring out at the water. I can tell she needs a friend right now, but I can’t think of a thing to say. Thankfully, she’s the one that speaks first. “You didn’t have to do that.”

	I turn around to face her, and say, “You asked me to.”

	“I meant the girlfriend thing… that wasn’t necessary.”

	“She was pissing me off, so I said something that I thought would get under her skin. That’s all.”

	Alyssa stares down at the sand, and says, “That woman doesn’t deserve to know anything about me.”

	“I think you turned out pretty alright without her.” I walk up the beach, and take a seat next to Alyssa, wiping sand off the soles of my feet. “You’re brave, you’re caring, tough, and smart, and as an added bonus, you’re pretty good looking as well-“

	“Heather, stop.”

	“What?”

	“…What am I to you?”

	I look over at Alyssa, who’s watching me with such intensity that I’m almost scared to answer. I still don’t know what my exact feelings for her are, but I know that as long as Nick’s around, I can’t afford to explore them any further. So I take a deep breath, and tell her, “You’re my friend.”

	“So, when you kissed me…”

	“It was to bring you back to your senses. And I’ll admit, for a while there, I was… confused. Still am, but… if there’s a time and place for us, it isn’t here or now. I’m sorry.”

	Alyssa nods, and stares out at the water. She doesn’t seem like one to cry, but she wipes away a single tear before asking, “Do you have any idea how hard it is to be just your friend?”

	“I’m sorry… but right now, that’s all I have to give.”

	“Okay.” Alyssa stands up, wrapping her arms around herself. “I guess we should head back, huh?”

	“Yeah.” I push myself onto my feet as well, and follow Alyssa back to the train station. She doesn’t seem willing to talk, so the ride home is entirely silent. When the time comes to go our separate ways at Penn Station, I try to offer her a hug, but Alyssa gently pushes me away, shaking her head. Instead, she turns, and slips into the middle of a crowd of people, before vanishing into thin air.

	 


Chapter 26

	They say being heartbroken sucks, but being the heartbreaker isn’t exactly the best feeling either. At least, not in my case. Alyssa seems to have fallen off the face of the Earth, or rather, refuses to set foot on the tiny part of it that I inhabit. To make matters worse, she doesn’t own a cell phone, and can’t be found on Facebook, so I have no way of getting in contact with her. I miss her, and not just because she’d promised to help me out. I care about her more than I realized, making her absence all the more noticeable. Which is strange, because until recently, Alyssa and I barely interacted beyond glancing at each other from opposite sides of the cafeteria, not saying a word to each other. I let a week pass by without so much as a glimpse of her before going through with what I’d originally planned to do; going to the police for help.

	Unfortunately, the only available officer at the precinct is about the least helpful person I’ve ever encountered. I give him all the information I can about Rachel’s disappearance, but he refuses to file a missing persons report.

	Me: “What’s so hard about helping me find my friend?”

	Officer: “Do you know how many false alarms we get per year? Some kids commit suicide, and it takes a while to find their body. Some kids run away, and their parents file a report, but avoid telling anyone because they’re ashamed. And then, there are kids that just get wasted and wind up somewhere in Jersey. If it makes you feel any better, I’m guessing your friend is in with the last group.”

	Me: “But she hasn’t been seen in two weeks!”

	Officer: “That’s a shame, it really is. But there’s nothing I can do. I’m not a detective, but even I know that by now, your friend’s trail is probably cold.” 

	Me: “You’re such an optimist. How have you not been fired?”

	Officer: “Years of practice. You should head home, and relax. I’m sure your friend will be back soon.”

	My tax dollars at work. Not that I’ve ever actually done my taxes, but still.

	Nick calls me later that night, after I’ve had time to calm down, and I tell him about my experience at the precinct. I’m not about to let the story bring down my mood again, so I choose to make it funny, doing my best to imitate the officer’s voice. That gets a laugh out of Nick, who agrees that it would be my luck to run into the worst cop in the city. But he also reasons that the officer had a point, despite his impeccable doucheyness. Rachel went missing over two weeks ago, meaning that even if there had been evidence of foul play, it’s probably long gone. I let out a groan of despair; this means that Alyssa might actually be my only hope of finding Rachel, and I’m not even sure if she’ll ever want to see me again. 

	Of course, I can’t tell Nick that part. He still has no idea who Alyssa is, or that she means anything to me. I’m scared that if I acknowledge her existence around him at all, I’ll just keep talking and let it slip that I kissed her. Nick’s a pretty understanding guy, but I’m pretty sure that he would be pissed if he knew. I can already feel my guilt starting to bog me down, so I try to remind myself that I only did it to help out my friend.

	I must have been quiet a little too long, because I’m drawn back into the present by the sound of Nick asking, “Are you there?”

	“Yeah, sorry. Just thinking, that’s all.”

	“It’s alright. Say, do you wanna do something tomorrow?”

	“Something like…?”

	“I don’t know. Walk around, window shop, just talk.”

	For just a split second, I’m not sure how to answer. I remember that Krystal told me to lay low, and I have been for the most part. Then again, none of Selene’s followers came after me when I traveled to Long Island with Alyssa, and I do really miss Nick. Besides, the more time goes by, the more I get the feeling that I’ll be alright if I venture outside. In the end, I tell him, “I’d like that. A lot, actually.”

	“Great! I’ll pick you up after school then,” he says, and I can tell he’s smiling just by the way his voice sounds. Somehow, it brings a smile to my lips as well. The first one I’ve allowed all day.

	We talk for a while longer, until my eyelids begin to droop. Exhaustion slowly spreads through me, until Nick can hear it on my voice, and graciously lets me go to sleep. It’s become a habit of ours to blow kisses into the phone instead of saying a verbal goodnight, so when I hear his, I blow one of my own. A few seconds later, the line goes dead, and I let the phone rest by my head as I lie back and concede defeat in my losing battle with consciousness.

	***

	It takes even more of an effort than usual to roll out of bed in the morning. Try as I might, I can’t ignore my alarm, though, so I shuffle my way down the stairs to the kitchen, wondering in my hungry, semiconscious state if this is what it feels like to be a zombie. Surprisingly, the whole family isn’t sitting at the table, eating and drinking their morning coffee. Only Jenna and her baby brother can be seen, the former tending to a smoking pan of scrambled eggs by the stove. I take one of the empty seats at the table, and fight back a yawn before asking, “Where are your parents? They’re usually the first ones down here.”

	Jenna answers over her shoulder, “They’re out working late. Or early. Good morning to you too, by the way.”

	“Morning.” I wave hello to little Mikey, but he gives me the same curious stare as always. I decided to forgive him for our first breakfast together, but things are still a little frosty between us. I doubt that I’ll ever be able to salvage my relationship with this particular baby. 

	While Jenna puts the finishing touches on breakfast, I lay my head on the table, desperately wishing it were softer. A stack of papers near the edge of the table catches my eye, and I pick up a sheet to get a closer look. The page features a black and white picture of Rachel, followed by her name, her age, and promises of cash rewards if someone calls the listed numbers with information on her. Jenna notices me reading the flyer, and asks, “What do you think?”

	“Honestly? I’m wondering why I didn’t think of this.”

	“I figured she would have called or something by now,” Jenna explains, “but there’s been total radio silence ever since we hung out. So I went to the precinct by our school last night, and the asstard at the desk wasn’t helping me at all, so I came back here and spent all night making and printing flyers. I’m gonna put them up later tonight.”

	“Jenna, you’re brilliant.”

	“You’re only saying that because I made breakfast.”

	“No, I mean it.” And I do. I’ve been so busy worrying about Rachel and my own personal problems, that I almost forgot that Jenna is Rachel’s friend too.

	Jenna shrugs, and hands me a plate of scrambled eggs. “You wouldn’t think so if you knew me better,” she says as she takes the seat across from me.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	She shakes her head, and starts eating, so I try to do the same. For all the wild things that are known to come out of Jenna’s mouth, it’s nearly impossible to figure out what actually goes on in her mind. She asks if I can help her put up the flyers later, but I can’t, since I’m supposed to see Nick after school. She nods understandingly, and says, “Don’t stay out too late. Crazy shit can happen during the full moon.”

	“You actually believe in that?”

	“After the things I’ve seen in the last few months? Yeah.” Jenna looks like she wants to say more, but she refrains, and I know better than to ask. I’m getting the same feeling I got with Rachel months ago, that she knows more than she’s letting on. If she does, then she’s keeping it to herself, and probably for good reason.

	Something about our conversation leaves me with a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach, though, and it isn’t until well after breakfast that I realize what the problem is; I’m beginning to wonder if there’s anyone in my life that’s actually completely normal.

	***

	As it gets closer and closer to the end of Biology, my last class of the day, I begin to suspect that the clock is gradually slowing down. It isn’t helping that my teacher is droning on like Ben Stein, and not in the good way, because let’s be honest, the monotone thing only works for Ben Stein. Usually, I barely notice either issue because I’m buried in the pages of a book. At long last, the bell rings, and the class lets out a collective sigh of relief; it seems I wasn’t the only one suffering as a result of Ms. Lancaster’s monotone. 

	I spot Nick waiting for me outside the main entrance, and make a beeline for him, wrapping my arms around his middle the moment I get the chance. He embraces me just as tightly, and we stand there for a moment, enjoying the fact that we’re actually together for the first time in weeks. I can’t tell which of us lets go first, but I do notice it doesn’t take long for Nick’s fingers to find and wrap around mine. Without saying a word, we both turn to walk downtown, and set off at an easy pace, away from the stream of teenagers gushing through the doors behind me.

	We take turns talking about how our respective days went, only to discover that they’ve both been mostly uneventful. Nick’s been at home, watching movies with Krystal, who’s been too paranoid to even leave the house since we last spoke. I, on the other hand, have spent my day sitting in various desks, attempting to retain any and all information thrown at me with a low success rate. We almost walk right by a Barnes and Noble, but Nick says he wants to browse around inside. We separate briefly to pass through the revolving door, but our hands find each other again as we head up the escalator.

	The store is unsurprisingly busy, but Nick steers us away from the more densely populated shelves, toward the Art section. “Landon’s birthday is coming up,” he says, “so I figured I could buy him a book full of selections from his favorite artists.”

	I shrug, and help Nick browse the shelves, but I still suggest, “You could just take him to the Met?”

	“That’s true. He practically lives there already, though. I’d rather get him an art book, or some supplies.”

	“Then why aren’t we in an art supplies store?” 

	“The man practically bleeds paint, I don’t think he needs any more of it.” Nick grabs a book full of Georges Braque paintings, and asks, “Do you wanna look through a couple of these over Starbucks?”

	I select a book full of Picasso works, and say, “Sure,” then wrap my arm around his as we head towards the in-store Starbucks.

	Nick doesn’t order any coffee, naturally, but he still offers to pay for my hot chocolate. I decline, as I usually do; when people pay for my things, I feel like I owe them. Nick and I take a seat by the window once my drink is ready, and sit flipping through our books in comfortable silence. Every once in a while, a painting will catch my eye and I’ll show Nick to hear his opinion. He knows as much about art as I do, which is to say almost nothing, so his response is rarely any more elaborate than, “It looks kinda blocky.”

	To which I simply respond, “I think it’s supposed to.”

	We continue looking at the strange art in the books we’ve chosen until I notice a familiar face over Nick’s shoulder. She makes her way towards me, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose as she walks. When she’s within earshot, Alyssa half-shouts, “Before you say anything, I…” Then she notices Nick sitting across from me. They look at each other for a moment, and she lets out an exasperated, “Oh,” before turning on her heel and walking the way she came.

	 


Chapter 27

	Without hesitation, I push my chair from the table, and follow Alyssa at a brisk pace. Surely, she can hear my footsteps, but she makes no effort to slow down or acknowledge me. It isn’t until I’ve caught up to her, and we’re walking side by side, that she turns her head to face me. Alyssa pulls me into a nearly empty aisle, then finally stops, and asks, “What?”

	She’s fighting to keep her face blank, but there’s no hiding the hurt in her eyes. I take a deep breath, and ask, “What are you doing here?”

	“I was looking for a copy of Canterbury Tales, but since you’re here, I guess I’ll have to settle for social interaction.”

	“I was worried about you.”

	“Yeah, right. If you did think about me at all the past few days, it’s only because I promised to help you find whatshername.”

	“That’s not fair.” I glance around us, at the people quietly browsing shelves, or checking their phones. Making sure no one’s listening to us very closely. “I care about you, just not in the way you want me to. If you wanna punish me for that, fine. I understand. But you did make a promise, and someone’s life could be at stake for all we know.”

	Alyssa lowers her gaze, and says, “I know. And I’m a woman of my word. I just thought some time away from you would do me good.”

	“What’s going on?” Nick must have silently left the table, because the sound of his voice and the sudden feeling of his hand on my shoulder startle me. It also reminds me of his heightened senses; how much of our conversation has he been able to hear? He looks at the two of us with a hint of suspicion, but that could easily be because we’re trying to avoid being overheard.  

	Alyssa frowns, and says, “I was just discussing something with your girlfriend. That okay?”

	Before Nick can answer, I decide to introduce them and get it over with. “Alyssa, this is Nick, my boyfriend. Nick, this is my friend Alyssa. We were talking about Rachel’s disappearance.”

	“And about how I plan on helping you guys find her,” Alyssa adds.

	Nick’s grip on my shoulder tightens as he asks, “Really? How?”

	“Well, it’s hard to explain. I’d have to show you.”

	“So show us. Right now. If you really can.”

	Alyssa looks from me, to Nick, then back at me, before saying, “Fine! I will. But we’ll have to go somewhere that this girl frequents, to get a good read on her aura.”

	“Would her room work?” Nick wraps his arm around me from behind, as if he intends to protect me from Alyssa.

	“Yes. Her room would be perfect, actually.”

	“Alright. Heather, you know where Rachel lives. We’re following you.” Alyssa rolls her eyes, but allows me to lead the way out of Barnes and Noble, with both her and Nick following closely behind. Before we walk down the steps to the subway, Nick whispers in my ear, “I don’t know exactly what’s going on with you and this girl, but I expect you to explain everything after we find Rachel.”

	Shit. So, he heard enough to guess that my relationship to Alyssa has been more than platonic in the past. The truth was bound to come out eventually. He sounds more disappointed than angry, which makes me feel even worse. It seems like I only ever manage to hurt the few people who actually want me. I nod, and begin steeling myself for the inevitably painful conversation.

	The ride to Rachel’s house is made nearly unbearable by both the sheer volume of people on their way home from work and school, and the clear hostility between Nick and Alyssa. They make a few attempts at polite conversation, but it quickly becomes clear that neither is happy about being stuck in the other’s presence. I busy myself during the ride by playing solitaire on my phone, and wishing I could be anywhere else with any other pair of people.

	The last time I walked around in the Bronx, I felt exposed, unsafe. What a difference a few months under Krystal’s tutelage has made; now I walk the streets without a hint of fear, almost daring someone to test me. It helps that I’m not alone this time, as well. Nick and Alyssa follow me closely as we cross the threshold into Rachel’s building, and wait silently with me for the elevator that will take us to her floor.

	It takes me a few seconds to remember exactly which apartment is hers, but we eventually find the right door, and spend at least five minutes knocking on it, and getting no response. At the very least, her parents should have been home from work by now. I glance over at Alyssa, who then snaps her fingers, and we hear the locks on the other side of the door sliding open. I push open the door, and ask her, “Have you ever considered a life of crime?”

	Alyssa just glares at me, and pushes past me into the apartment.

	Evidently, whoever left last was in a hurry. The lights are all on, as well as the television in the living room. I show Alyssa where Rachel’s room is, while Nick and I split up to inspect the rest of the apartment. Something doesn’t feel right. It’s almost as if Rachel’s entire family disappeared in the middle of their lives. Her parents’ bed is still unmade, the washing machine is still full of sudsy clothes, and a half-eaten sandwich rests on the kitchen table, slowly being devoured by multicolored mold. It’s only when I stop to take a closer look at the kitchen that I notice tiny drops of blood on the otherwise spotless floor. Something definitely happened here, but what?

	Alyssa steps out from Rachel’s room, and announces, “I’m done. Her energy is faint, but I think I figured out where she is right now.”

	“Great!” I look up from the bloody tiles excitedly, and ask, “Where is she?”

	“That’s the bad news… from what I can tell, she’s in one of the abandoned tunnels that run under Grand Central.”

	“Why’s that bad news?”

	“Because they’re not entirely abandoned. Have you ever heard rumors about the Molemen?”

	I have. From what I can remember, there was once a secret society living in the tunnels under New York City, popularly known as the Molemen. Thousands of homeless people, driven underground by poverty, addiction, and desperation, eking out a living right beneath our feet. I haven’t heard anything about them in years, but I nod.

	Alyssa continues, “Well, they’re only partly true. There are a few people living down there, sure. But Selene is the one that thought to spread rumors about the Molemen, so that no one would guess at what was actually going on down there. Mostly, my clan uses those tunnels as a secret meeting place.”

	“Oh…” The pieces are finally beginning to come together. Rachel disappearing on her way home. Her parents never answering when Jenna and I called. The signs that the apartment had been left in a hurry. The blood on the floor. Rachel, in the tunnels, where Penumbra meets frequently. Taken as a whole, all the signs point to members of Penumbra abducting the entire O’Connell family, which can only mean one thing. “This is a trap. For me.”

	Alyssa confirms my suspicions with a nod. “It looks that way.”

	Nick has been silent since we forced our way into the apartment, but now he leans against a wall, and asks, “What are we going to do?”

	My pulse races as I weigh our options, of which there are few. There’s only one alternative that I can see to letting Rachel and her family rot underground. “Isn’t it obvious? We spring the trap.”

	“What?” Nick looks genuinely surprised by my answer. “Heather, that would be suicide. These people want you dead!”

	“Which is exactly why they won’t expect me to barge right in. I’ll grab Rachel and her family, and help them escape before they even realize what’s going on.”

	Nobody speaks for a moment, as my surprisingly simple plan takes root in their minds. It’s crazy. It’s dangerous. But it’s either this, or we leave my best friend in the tunnels to die. I know Nick well enough to know that he’s against the plan, merely because it puts me in danger. Alyssa, on the other hand, mutters, “I’m in.” Both Nick and I look at her in shock. She shrugs, and says, “There’s probably no stopping you at this point, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting you go down there alone. Besides, I’m a hundred percent sure I know those tunnels better than you do.”

	I turn my attention to Nick, and say, “That’s two to one. We’re doing this.”

	Nick runs his fingers through his hair, and frowns at me. In the end, he relents. “Alright. I’m in, too. But I’m calling Krystal. We need as much help as we can get.”

	Nick walks off into the living room to make his phone call, leaving me and Alyssa alone in the entrance to the kitchen. She peeks around the corner, presumably to check whether or not Nick is looking over at us, and then places her hand on my wrist. One second, I’m standing in Rachel’s apartment. The next, the world around me has gone completely dark, the sound of Nick’s voice replaced by crushing silence. As calmly and quietly as I can, I ask, “Did you just do what I think you just did?”

	“I had to get us out of there,” Alyssa answers. “Your boyfriend was pissing me off.” 

	“He was right though, we need more than just the two of us if we want this plan to work.”

	 “They’ll catch up. In the meantime, we should focus on what we came here to do.” Alyssa lets go of my wrist, and seconds later, a ball of light appears in the palm of her hand. I’m nearly blinded by the piercing brightness, and I use my arm to block most of the light while my eyes adjust to it. Alyssa looks around for a moment to get her bearings, then beckons me to follow her. I suppose I don’t have much of a choice, now. Alyssa takes the lead, holding the ball of light she conjured above our heads as we explore the tunnels.

	I don’t know if it’s the fact that we’re so far underground, or that I keep expecting someone to lunge at us from around every corner, but being in the tunnels makes me uneasy. Every once in a while, the walls around us shake slightly, and bits of dust rain down on us from the low ceiling. I have to remind myself that it’s just the rumble of trains passing overhead to keep from freaking out. Alyssa leads us through what seems like a maze, until we turn the corner into a massive chamber. She directs her ball of light higher, since there’s more room above us now, to better illuminate the space. “This is it,” she mutters. “She’s in this room, I’m sure of it.”

	Alyssa suggests that we split up to cover more ground, but I stay by her side as we sweep the room. At first, it seems empty, save for a few empty barrels and the stone pillar in the center. Then, I hear the sound of ragged breathing coming from my left. I turn to look, and my heart sinks. There, hunched against the wall, chained to it by their wrists, are Rachel, her parents, and her younger sister. Aside from a large scab on her father’s forehead, and the cloying stench of people who haven’t had the chance to bathe in several days, they appear to be in decent shape. Judging by the empty plates littered around them, I’d guess that someone comes down here to feed them at least once a day.

	They seem to be asleep, but when I reach down to tug at her chains, Rachel’s eyes flutter open. She blinks, and in a raspy voice, asks, “Am I dreaming?”

	“Nope.” I give the chains binding her to the wall another futile tug, before crouching down next to her. “We’re busting you out.”

	Rachel lets out a faint, “Okay,” before fading out of consciousness again, and slumping against the wall. There’s a heavy padlock dangling from the chains looped around her wrists, and the wrists of her fellow prisoners. Alyssa decides that we don’t have time to look for the keys, so she severs the chains with a spell. We’re silently debating the best way to get these people out of the tunnels when I start to feel that we’re no longer alone. I’m not sure what alerts me to the presence of others, but I turn around to check, and nudge Alyssa until she does the same.

	A crowd of people at least a hundred strong has amassed in the room behind us. Each of them has conjured their own miniature ball of light which they hold at eye level, giving their faces an eerie, unnatural glow. The symbols on their arms are glowing brightly as well, each of their individual auras adding a different hue to the spectrum. 

	They stand watching us in silence, before parting to let one member pass from the back of the crowd. Selene approaches until she’s standing directly in front of the rest of her clan, with her hands on her hips. “Well,” she says with a smile, “I’m surprised it took you this long to find your friend, Heather.”

	 


Chapter 28

	Up until this point, I’ve had no personal quarrel with Selene. I may have been dragged into the feud between her and Krystal, but I’ve never felt any need to hate her. After seeing what she’s done to Rachel, though, it takes every ounce of restraint I have to keep myself from ripping Selene to shreds. The temptation is strong, but I stay my hand. I have questions, and only Selene has the answers. I keep my eyes locked on hers, and ask, “What did these people ever do to you?”

	Some of Penumbra’s members start to move towards me, but she motions for them to stay put. She eyes me with what I assume is curiosity, and replies, “Would you believe me if I said I just don’t like gingers?”

	“Not for a second.”

	“Fair enough. I grabbed them in order to get to you. I knew you’d come running to save your friend like the hero you think you are, and that if you couldn’t find her on your own, Alyssa would lead you here. The poor girl’s so in love with you, it’s almost hard to watch.”

	For a moment, I glance at Alyssa, who looks mortified. That explains why she wasn’t told about Selene’s plans for me; she must have guessed that Alyssa would warn me the second she got the chance. I bring my attention back to Selene, whose clear blue eyes are still fixed on mine. “Alright, but what do you want with me?”

	Selene’s cherry red lips curl into a smile, before forming her answer. “I just want you to stick around for a while.” My confusion must show on my face, because Selene goes on to explain, “I’m just trying to get to Krystal, but she’s a hard woman to find. Since all of her friends are dead, the only way I had to drag her out of hiding was to get my hands on you. Her student.”

	In a strange way, I can almost understand Selene’s rationale. What happened between her and Krystal was horrible, and neither of them was prepared for the consequences of their actions. They’ve both been wounded, and they’ve both made irrational decisions as a result. And while I understand her thought process, or think I do, I can’t say I agree with it; I wouldn’t have let my yearning for vengeance over the death of my family drive me to kidnap someone else’s. 

	Despite all the effort that went into her plan, I can see something Selene overlooked, just one minor gap in her logic. “How is Krystal supposed to find me here? You can’t exactly send her a ransom note.”

	Selene actually laughs, and says, “That’s simple. She’ll be able to sense your energy, and when she realizes who you’re with, she’ll come running.”

	“What makes you think I’ll be stupid enough to let her find me?,” I ask. In response, Selene snaps her fingers, and for a few seconds nothing happens. I’m just about to say so when Alyssa’s fist collides with the side of my face, sending me stumbling sideways. I rub my cheek, and ask, “What the hell was that about?,” but she doesn’t say a word. She just watches me, her eyes glazed over, unfocused. I call her name a couple of times, but she remains eerily silent. Then, I notice the pentagram pendant on her necklace glowing bright red.

	Mere seconds after I put two and two together, Selene calls out, “There’s more than just an inhibiting spell on that tacky chain around her neck, you know. It grants me complete control over Alyssa’s body, and that enormous power of hers. You know… just in case.”

	Alyssa starts moving slowly towards me, while I take several steps back. Selene and the others back away to give us room, though I’m not sure how safe they’ll be once Alyssa’s spells start flying. I don’t want to hurt her, but I may have to resort to knocking her lights out. Unfortunately, before I can close the gap between us, Alyssa lifts me up with a flick of her wrist, and throws me against the stone wall behind me, the back of my head slamming against it so hard that I can almost feel the cracks spreading across my skull. I could easily cancel out her spell with one of mine, but if I did, Krystal would sense it and run straight into Selene’s trap. Whatever issues I have with her, I can’t afford to let that happen. So there’s nothing I can do but stare pleadingly into Alyssa’s soulless eyes, and let out a yell as she sends me flying across the room, landing hard on the filthy ground.

	Before I can get back on my feet, I become aware of a low growl coming from the wall. I look for the source of the sound, finding only Rachel’s sleeping family. One member is awake, however, and on all fours. Her clothes are ripping apart at the seams as her muscles expand, and fur erupts from her follicles. Over the sound of tearing cloth, I can hear her bones snapping and scraping against each other as they rearrange inside of her. Her mouth and nose, already elongated into a snout, are sprouting the same shaggy red fur as the rest of her body, but her eyes remain the same, retaining their humanity in stark contrast to the animal growing around them. I watch, transfixed, as the last traces of Rachel the human disappear, and Rachel the werewolf emerges. 

	Some part of me is tempted to run, but at the same time, I get the feeling that I’m not the one in danger. No, when I look into her eyes, I can tell that Rachel’s still in there, still aware of what’s going on somehow, even if she can’t speak. So I grin at her, then nod towards Alyssa before whispering, “Mind helping me kick some ass?” It’s not a move that I’m proud of, but I’d rather avoid having to hurt any of my friends.

	Rachel pulls her lips back into the closest thing to a smile she can manage, and lets loose a howl that echoes throughout the room. Then she stands on her hind legs, easily reaching seven or eight feet tall, and lunges at Alyssa. I hear the sounds of the struggle, but I ignore them, and take advantage of the opportunity to go after Selene.

	Most of the clan seems distracted by the unexpected presence of a werewolf, and don’t notice my approach. Before I can tackle Selene to the ground, though, a few members of Penumbra form a wall between me and my target. I don’t wait for any of them to take the first swing, instead keeping my forward momentum and burying a flying kick into the chest of the girl directly in front of me. I try to force my way towards Selene, but hands grab at me, pulling me back, nearly tearing my t-shirt in the process. Someone lands a blow to my gut seconds before my fingernails dig into their face, pulling away strings of flesh. Flailing arms swing at me like clubs, but I duck under them, kicking first one then another spellcaster away from me as I try to break free of their grasp.

	I finally escape the cluster of spellcasters surrounding me, but the rest of the clan has become aware of my presence. They’re not nearly quick enough to catch on, though, as their attempts to drive me back are in vain. I run a jagged path between, around, and occasionally over the bodies between me and Selene, until I’m close enough to her to run at her head on. She seems to be focused on controlling Alyssa’s body; her eyes are closed tightly, her hands pressed palm to palm, as if she’s praying. I aim a punch directly at her nose, but the instant before my fist makes contact, my body stops moving entirely. I can’t move a single muscle of my own accord. Selene opens one eye to glance at me, and smiles as she asks, “You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” Then she throws me backwards, and I slide along the ground until I hit the wall on the far side of the room.

	Little by little, my body comes under my control once again, as Selene releases her spell. I wince as I stand again, suddenly aware of the pain in my left arm. I must have slid across the remains of a broken beer bottle; my arm’s bleeding profusely, but I think can still use it if I need to. Screams reach my ears from the other side of my room, and I turn to see Rachel slashing at a cluster of very frightened spellcasters, instead of fighting Alyssa as I’d originally asked. In the split second it takes for me to realize what’s going on, I roll out of the way of a huge chunk of rock aimed at me, making sure to roll onto my good arm. Since Rachel’s busy elsewhere, there’s no one left to fight Alyssa. No one but me. I start sprinting towards her, and she hesitates before running at me as well.

	I have to dodge a couple of spells that she throws my way, but eventually Alyssa and I collide, both of us letting out a cry as our bodies crash against each other, and fall to the ground in a tangled heap. I’m the first one up, but she grabs my leg, and pulls until I fall over again, gasping in pain as the shards of glass in my left arm are pushed in even deeper. I instinctively kick out at her with my free leg, until she releases me, and I scramble to my feet once again. Alyssa likewise comes to a standing position, not by pushing herself up as I did, but simply rising through the air like a puppet on strings. I become so fixated on her vacant expression, and how like a marionette she’s become, that I almost don’t deflect her punch in time to avoid injury. 

	We exchange a few punches, and eventually, I manage to land one to her cheek that sends her spinning to the ground. Before she gets back up, Alyssa points her palm at my face, and I can tell by the faint purple glow emanating from her palm that she’s going to do more than just throw me with this spell. I’m not sure exactly what she intends to do, but there’s no doubt that at point blank range, it’s going to cause some major damage. I have no choice. I throw up a shield around myself at the last second, and Alyssa’s spell splits, curving around me harmlessly, and striking the wall behind me.

	There’s a rush of air, and I turn to one of the room’s several exits. What had previously been an empty space is now occupied by Krystal, Nick, and a large, snarling lupine form standing on its hind legs that I can only assume is Landon. Everyone drops what they’re doing, even Rachel, to look at the new arrivals. Krystal steps forward, and says, “This has gone far enough, Selene. You want me? I’m here.”

	From her position on the opposite side of the room, Selene watches Krystal carefully. Without looking at anyone in particular, she says loudly enough for everyone to hear, “Detain her.” 

	The moment the words pass Selene’s lips, the room devolves into chaos. Almost every member of Penumbra rushes towards Krystal, firing spell after spell in her direction, none of which make it past the invisible barrier she erects around herself and the others. Rachel hacks and slashes at anyone still unfortunate enough to be in her vicinity, her claws and muzzle drenched in red. 

	I roll out of the way of a spell shot from Alyssa’s palm, and try to wrestle her to the ground. We roll around for a moment, punching each other and struggling for dominance until finally, Alyssa manages to pin me to the ground, her hands around my wrists. I lay under her, gasping for air, unable to throw her weight off of me, or wriggle out from under her legs. Alyssa’s pentagram pendant swings just an inch from my face, still glowing brightly. I realize that if I remove the chain from around her neck, she’ll be free, no longer bound by Selene’s spell. I struggle to pull one of my arms from Alyssa’s iron grip, and when I succeed, I grab the pendant and pull, harder and harder, until the pewter chain splits, and falls onto my face.

	For just a moment, Alyssa’s eyes return to normal, and I could swear she mouths me a silent “thank you.” Then, a red tint enters from the edges of her eyes, filling them, until her irises have shifted from their usual gold to precisely the same color as blood. She shuts her eyes, and without warning, she begins to scream. It’s a terrible sound that echoes throughout the room, and she’s holding her head in her hands, as if she’s trying to keep the contents from pouring out of her ears. The ground beneath us begins to shake, and just past the straight sheets of purple hair obscuring my view, I can see large cracks splintering the ceiling. I try to cry out, but it’s too late. The ceiling sags towards the middle, then splits into thousands of pieces, raining a nearly endless stream of debris on everyone in the room.

	For a split second, I think I can see the night sky, before everything goes dark.

	 


Chapter 29

	I blink a few times, and wave my hand in the darkness to see whether or not my vision’s failing. I can just barely make out movement a few inches from my nose, so my eyes aren’t the problem. Alyssa must have teleported us to safety, because I don’t remember having done so. But where did we wind up? I can hear people crying and shouting for help down below, possibly hundreds of them. Evidently, most of them are just as confused as I am. A considerable weight lifts from my chest; I suppose Alyssa must have finally stood up. I push myself onto my feet, noting that it feels like I’m standing on marble.

	My eyes are adjusting to the lack of light, but not by enough to figure out what’s going on around me. I use a spell to turn my palm itself into a light source, and hold it high, surprised to find that I’m actually standing on a balcony. Just above me, I can see the stars I’d noticed moments before, painted onto the ceiling, and I realize I’m standing in Grand Central Terminal. Beneath me, hundreds of people are trying to find an exit, or cowering in a corner with their loved ones, while some are content to stare up at the light source I’ve provided. All of them are doing their best to avoid the gaping hole in the ground, and the cracks spreading around it. My guess is that the hole goes all the way down to the abandoned tunnels below, where tons of rubble must have fallen on any of those unlucky enough to still be down there.

	A lump forms in my throat as I realize who’s still trapped underground. Krystal. Landon. Nick. Rachel’s entire family. Rachel herself. I even feel a pang of sorrow over Selene, and all the spellcasters that could have been crushed. Did any of them make it out unscathed? I look to Alyssa for answers, but she’s in her own world, staring at the ground and trembling. She must be fighting to control herself in her enraged state. I hope she can hold out; even if I were willing to kiss her again to snap her out of it, I’m not sure if it would be enough this time.

	Someone behind me clears their throat, and I spin around, expecting an enemy. Instead, I see Nick, covered in dust and debris, with his fangs extended, ready for a fight. “There you are,” he says, “I’ve been looking all over for you. Krystal zapped us all out before we suffocated, and she’s been trying to evacuate the main concourse.”

	Relief courses through my veins, only to be followed by further worry. “And Selene?”

	“Probably calling for reinforcements as we speak. It’s not over yet.”

	Krystal materializes at Nick’s shoulder, breathing heavily. “Alright, most of the civilians are clear. If Selene wants a fight, she’s got one.”

	There’s an edge to Krystal’s voice that I’ve never heard before; it’s almost as if she’s looking forward to a showdown with Selene. Cautiously, I ask, “No more hiding?”

	“No more hiding,” Krystal confirms. “I’ve been in self exile for years, but that time is over. Whether it’s me or Selene, one of us won’t be making it home tonight.” She holds her hands outward, and closes her eyes for a moment. Almost simultaneously, her twin pistols materialize in her hands, their silver and crimson finish shining in the light. She opens her eyes, and explains, “Summoning. It’s a trick I haven’t taught you yet. Hopefully, there will be time after this.”

	Alyssa grabs my hand, and spins me around to face the balcony across from ours. Nick’s prediction was right; Selene has returned, with what looks like hundreds of spellcasters at her command. Under my breath, I ask, “Is that the entire clan?” Alyssa nods, her lips still pressed tightly together. “Okay,” I say more loudly, “so what’s our plan?”

	“Take out Selene,” Krystal says from behind me. “Cut off the head and the body dies.”

	“And how are we supposed to get past her army?”

	“That’s already taken care of.” I turn to look at Krystal; what could she possibly mean? She just smiles, and snaps her fingers. One moment, it’s just the four of us standing on the balcony, and the next, we’re surrounded by at least thirty werewolves, various species of werecat, a few werebears, and a creature that looks like an angry squirrel the size of a bobcat. Over the sounds of their growls, Krystal says, “I had Landon make a few calls before he transformed. They’ll handle the grunts while we fight our way to Selene.”

	I nod, and turn back to face Selene’s side of the room. They’ve started rushing down the stairs towards us, and several dozen members of our own miniature army are leaping straight down towards the incoming enemy. I almost hop off the balcony along with them before someone grabs the back of my shirt, and holds me back. I don’t want to be stuck watching when I could be helping out, though, so I teleport myself directly into the middle of the fray, and immediately have to duck to avoid the claws of a werelion that missed his target. I’m not sure, but I think I can see a few strands of my hair hooked on his claws.

	Most of the Penumbra warriors look surprised to see me, and seem even more surprised when I manage to knock them to the ground, or incapacitate them with just a few quick punches. The majority of them have no idea how to fight with their bare hands, so it’s a while before any of them manages to land a hit on me. I give the unlucky owner of the leg that struck me a moment to gloat, before grabbing the back of his head in both my hands, and pulling it down to meet my rising knee. He slumps to the ground, and I move on to the next person in my way.

	It takes a full minute for me to realize that Selene isn’t actually among the spellcasters on the ground floor. When there’s a minor break in the action, I glance around, finding her standing on the balcony, watching the fight intently. Since she seems to have no intention of coming down, I’ll just have to climb up to her. It seems she’s a step ahead of me, because the moment I start heading for the stairs, a wall of flame springs up from the ground in front of them. I’m guessing she’s already put up a spell preventing anyone from teleporting straight to her side, since Krystal and Alyssa haven’t done so yet. It looks like the only option left to me is climbing the hard way. 

	I knock out a few more spellcasters, before breaking away from the chaotic fight in the center of the room, looking for someone who can help me out. A werewolf with reddish-orange fur stands close to the ticket booths just under the balcony I need to reach, claws dripping with the blood of whoever is laying at her feet. I dash towards her, while shouting, “Give me a boost!,” and pray she’s lucid enough to know what I mean. Evidently, she does understand, because I leap towards her, her clawed hand catches the undersides of my Converse, and she launches me skyward. There’s a feeling of being suspended in midair for a split second, and then I land on my hands and feet a mere three yards from where Selene stands. 

	We stare each other down, each assessing the other, neither of us daring to move. I can’t imagine what’s holding her back, or even why I’m hesitating, but after a moment, it hits me; I don’t know why I’m here. This isn’t my fight. Krystal and Selene are the ones with history, it’s Krystal that should be standing where I am. Then I remember what Selene had done to Rachel and her family, and hatred floods my veins, even stronger than before. Krystal may have more of a right to this moment, but I have my own score to settle with this woman. I push myself up onto my feet, and launch myself at her, my shoes squeaking against the polished marble floor as I run.

	Unlike the rest of Penumbra, Selene appears to be a skilled hand-to-hand fighter, more so than me. Each of my punches is either deflected or dodged, and the one time I land a kick, she grabs my leg before I can pull it away, and flips me onto my back. I try not to let myself get aggravated; she’s clearly toying with me, and judging by the amused look on her face, she’s enjoying it.

	I push myself up into a defensive position, but she’s already stepped in under my guard, has her hands around my throat. She’s skilled, but not very strong, so I manage to pull myself from her frail grip, and push her from me, before taking a high kick to the face. I stumble backwards, and decide I’m fed up with fighting this way when it’s clearly not getting me anywhere. I gather up a massive amount of energy from my reserves, and release it from my palms in one huge torrent of power.

	Selene looks shocked, but responds with a stream of her own energy, and when her crimson stream collides with my blue one, there’s a loud, persisting crack, like the sound of solid rock being split down the middle. She takes a few steps back, and tries to overpower my spell, but this time, it’s me that’s holding back simply to humiliate her. I push a little harder, and Selene struggles to push back with all her might. The force of our spells combined is enough to shatter every window around us, and those around the entire main concourse, resulting in at least half of the surfaces being covered in a fine layer of glinting shards. Not even the neon Apple logo above us is spared, and the remnants rain down upon us as we struggle for dominance. Selene evidently determines that trying to outlast me isn’t worth the effort, and she teleports out of harm’s way just before I prepare to finish her off. As a result, my stream of energy hits the wall in front of me, punching a massive hole through layers of brick and concrete. 

	Before I can relocate Selene, a searing pain hits me out of nowhere, all along my left arm. Right before my eyes, all the tiny shards of glass from the beer bottle that I slid on are being extracted from my arm, and are flying across the room to become part of the growing pile of glass where Selene is standing. With a sweep of her arm, the entire pile rises into the air, and starts to arrange into a long, thin structure. In seconds, Selene’s created a huge, glittering serpent out of the broken glass in the room, and has sent it flying right towards me.

	I don’t stop to think, I just hop over the edge of the balcony before Selene’s creation can close its jaws around me. I land on top of the ticket booth a few feet below, and then clamber down the rest of the way to the ground. It doesn’t take long for the serpent to catch up to me, and I have to dash straight through the battlefield in order to evade it. As I run, I do my best to sidestep the bodies of spellcasters and weres alike, and occasionally dart between two fighters as they clash. I notice with a hint of pride that the members of Penumbra don’t really know how to handle fighting weres, and their numbers have thinned considerably. 

	I know I need to either break Selene’s concentration somehow, or stop the snake itself, but between dodging the fighters around me and evading the glass behemoth, I can’t think of how to do either. Somewhere in the distance, I hear almost constant gunfire, and I know that Krystal has her hands full as well, and that she can’t help me. But Alyssa steps back from the still form of the woman she just knocked unconscious, pushes me behind her, and holds Selene’s creation still in midair. The glass serpent thrashes, but it can’t move forward any further.

	I turn to Alyssa to thank her for helping me, and notice that her irises are still red. Before I can even ask, Alyssa assures me, “I’m fine. I feel stronger than ever, actually. Now, go take her down.” We don’t have the time to argue, so I nod, and sprint towards the stairs. 

	Now that I know for a fact that my spells are stronger than Selene’s, I have no problem quelling the fire she’d set in front of the staircase, and climbing up to her the normal way. She’s expecting me, though, and launches several spells at me from her position near one of the broken windows. I consider putting a shield around myself, but decide against it, and rush straight at Selene. I duck and roll out of the way of her spells, and concentrate my own energy on bursting the pipes in the walls. Water comes gushing out of the walls in miniature geysers, but before it can hit the ground, I gather it all in one highly pressurized stream, and hurl it at Selene, who doesn’t realize what I’m doing until it’s too late. The water hits her from the side, knocks the wind out of her, and pushes her over the railing. I rush to see if she’s alright, and surprisingly, she’s climbing to her feet on the ground below. She must have slowed down her descent with a spell.

	Alyssa and I must be more in sync than I realized; without even discussing it first, both Alyssa and I teleport to Selene’s side, and launch an attack. Despite the fact that she’s soaking wet and in pain, Selene can easily handle the both of us attacking at once. She darts out of the way of each of our attempts to strike her, and more than once, maneuvers us into accidentally hitting each other. She seems to get winded quickly, though, and blasts Alyssa onto her back before doing the same to me. 

	I try to get back on my feet, but without warning, my back erupts with a pain so intense that I can’t contain the accompanying scream. Alyssa calls my name, but I can’t respond. I writhe on the floor, my head in my hands, unable to escape the sensation that something is trying to force its way out from between my shoulder blades. My eyes are shut so tightly, that when I open them, the world seems to be composed of red and black specks of light. I bite my lip to keep from crying out again, taste the blood filling my mouth, resist the urge to spit it out. I’d been hoping this torture would be a one time thing, but my body apparently has other plans.

	I slowly come to realize that Selene is standing over me, with her hands on her hips. “It’s a shame Krystal got to you first,” she says. “I actually kind of like you, kid. You were born for this.”

	I open my mouth to respond, but not a sound escapes my throat, not even a scream. I content myself with glaring at her, thinking that even if I had been given the choice, I would have stayed with Krystal. She has her flaws, but she’s still my mentor. My friend.

	Selene suddenly ducks to avoid a bright green jet of energy, then turns tail and runs. I’m confused until I see Krystal chasing her, both guns blazing. One shot catches Selene in the leg as she approaches the huge hole in the ground, and she stumbles, giving Krystal the time she needed to close the gap. They exchange a few blows, but Krystal proves to be the superior fighter, and subdues Selene in under a minute. Selene scrambles backward, tries to escape, but Krystal grabs her by the hair and drags her into a standing position. I can see lips moving, but with the noise from all the fighting going on around them, it’s hard to make out more than the odd word. Then Krystal holds her gun to Selene’s temple, and fires. There’s no wound, like with any of her other victims, but Selene slumps all the same. Instead of merely falling to the ground, Selene’s limp form continues falling, presumably all the way down to the heap of rubble at the very bottom of the hole Alyssa created.

	I make an attempt to stand again, but the pain intensifies, and I lay curled in a ball on the polished marble floor. Hands reach for my neck, and I tense, but they’re only checking for a pulse. Somewhere, I think I hear people screaming; exclamations of both agony and victory reach my ears. The sounds gradually lower to a mere hum in the back of my mind, and as I fade from consciousness, I try to avoid wondering if the quiet, disjointed strains of lament and jubilation will be the soundtrack for my death.

	 


Chapter 30

	I can’t breathe. I can hardly move my arms and legs, and the world around me is nothing but black. It’s as if I’ve been buried prematurely, and the people I’ve left behind in the mortal realm didn’t even bother providing a coffin. I frantically scrape at my surroundings, finding that the dirt gives way easily at the touch of my fingertips. After a few minutes of digging my way to freedom, my head and upper body are exposed to fresh air, though my lungs appear to have no interest in functioning as lungs. 

	A hand reaches down to help me up, and I latch onto it, allowing its owner to pull me up onto my feet. My vision’s a little cloudy, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen this person before in my life; he’s a few inches taller than me, with dark skin and dark hair, wearing a charcoal colored suit covering a red button down shirt. As if he can hear my thoughts, he says, “You’re not dying, kid. Not yet. There’s still a lot left for you to do.”

	“Yeah? Like what?,” I ask as I rub my eyes. “And for that matter, who are you?”

	In response, the man grins at me, and for just a split second, his face comes into focus.  But he turns away before I can examine him very well, and everything around us is obscured by a blinding white light.

	I blink a few times, and slowly realize that I must have been dreaming. I try to remember what the dream had been about, but most of it slips away as I try to recall. I can vaguely remember a man in a gray suit, but even that image disappears as my surroundings become clearer with every blink. I sit up, being extremely careful in case my back is still out of commission, and take a look around. I’m on Nick’s bed, his sheets thrown carelessly onto the blood red carpet. I must have kicked the sheets off of me in my sleep. Nick himself sits on a wooden chair by the door, and though his eyes are closed, I’m sure he’s still aware of his surroundings, ready to leap out of his seat and defend me if I come under attack. 

	I tiptoe over to Nick, and study his features silently. He seems to be fast asleep, rather than on alert as I’d assumed. He looks younger, less troubled, when he’s dead to the world. I lift his chin up slightly, and plant a soft kiss on his lips, which is enough to rouse him from his nap. His hands wrap around me, and he holds me closer when I try to stand up straight. “I’m so glad you’re alright,” he whispers in my ear. 

	I lean in close enough that our noses are nearly touching. “Same to you,” I whisper back. Nick’s lips brush against mine again, but this time, I pull away. There’s something I want to get off my chest before we let things go back to normal. “I’m sorry I never told you about Alyssa,” I begin. “We only kissed once, and it’ll never happen again, and-“

	“Don’t… I’m still pissed about that, but right now, it doesn’t matter.” Nick flashes me the smile I’ve come to adore, and says, “I could have lost you last night, but you’re still in one piece. That’s what’s important. Besides, you’re not perfect. I’m not perfect. But your flaws and the mistakes you’ve made are part of who you are, and I love you. The whole package, not just your good side.”

	I panic for a split second, not sure of how to respond. I’d been expecting our first use of the L word to be under more romantic circumstances, but I suppose it’s more meaningful if the moment isn’t choreographed, or forced. Besides, I can finally feel it, that indescribable feeling that Jenna said would come. I take a deep breath, and reply, “I love you too,” and press my forehead against his. 

	Nick and I remain in that position, watching each other, and I try not to let my nervousness show. We’re so close, that it feels like there is no world around us. It’s just me and Nick, in our own tiny space, not quite separate from the rest of the world, but devoid of the pain and confusion plaguing everything outside of us. I would be content to forget everything irrelevant to our relationship, and stay shut up in the room with the boy in front of me, but the moment can’t last forever; after a while, I wonder aloud, “What happened to everyone else?”

	Nick stands up, and pushes the chair away from the door. “Come and see,” he says, before grabbing my hand and leading me down the hallway.

	The living room has been cleared of most of the furniture, except for the couch, which is being occupied by an unconscious Alyssa. On the floor, wrapped in blankets and sleeping bags, are some people I recognize from the werefolk support group, their human forms restored. Many of them are covered in bandages stained with dried blood, but weres are incredibly quick healers, so I try not to worry too much about their conditions. Rachel lies facing her younger sister, both of them flanked by their sleeping parents. It appears that all of them are going to be fine.

	Krystal emerges from her room and joins us, taking care not to step on any of the strangers sleeping on the ground. “Good morning,” she mutters as she rubs her eyes. “How are you guys feeling?”

	Nick and I look at each other, then smile in unison. “We’re fine,” I answer, “How are you?”

	“Worried about you, Heather. What happened last night?”

	“I felt this intense pain in my back, and after a while, I blacked out. You were there the only other time I felt it… I wish I knew why it keeps happening.”

	Krystal shrugs, and says, “That’s something we can figure out later. For now, I’m just glad that you’re still alive.”

	“Likewise.” Krystal and I embrace, and it occurs to me that I’ve forgiven her without realizing it. I’m not normally one to hold a grudge, so I’m not all that surprised. Besides, there are more important things to worry about than staying angry at Krystal. “What happened to Penumbra?,” I ask. “Are they still after us? Or, did they have to disband since Selene’s gone?”

	“About that…” The corners of Krystal’s lips twitch up into a tiny smile, and she says, “Apparently, they’re offering me the chance to take her place.”

	“What?”

	“It’s the clan’s code, one that Selene herself put into effect. Whoever kills their previous leader becomes the current leader. So, technically, every member of Penumbra answers to me now. But since we haven’t seen eye to eye in so long, they’re giving me the option to say no.”

	“Wow… So, what are you going to do? Are you going to accept?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t think I deserve to have that kind of power.”

	“You never know, taking over the clan could be good for you.”

	Krystal shrugs. “All I know is that I’m glad it’s all over.”

	“Not quite.” Landon enters the room as well, his insistence on shirtlessness putting all the scrapes and bruises along his torso on display. He must be in excruciating pain, but he’s hiding it well. “Have you guys turned on the news?”

	“Not yet,” Krystal says. “Why do you ask?”

	Landon doesn’t respond, but presses the power button on the living room’s flat screen TV. The blank screen lights up, and shows a grim faced woman reading from a sheet of paper in her hands. Her voice and expression are nearly devoid of emotion, but her voice catches just slightly as she begins reciting the report Landon wanted us to see. “Last night, reports came in of unusual tremors under Grand Central Station, followed by the appearance of cracks in the ground that widened into a fifty foot wide chasm. Several bodies have been recovered from the scene of the incident, including the body of forty-seven year old city council member Selene Martin, who also appeared to have accrued scrapes and bruises unrelated to the fall damage moments before her death. City officials are trying to determine whether the incident was an act of terrorism, but evidence of explosives or any other danger to the building’s structure have yet to be found. All subway, Metro North, and Amtrak service to and from Grand Central is suspended until further notice.

	“Possibly even more surprising is the apparent presence of so-called ‘metahumans’ on the scene at Grand Central last night. Eyewitness accounts describe hundreds of unknown parties performing impossible feats, such as shooting fire from their hands, and vanishing into thin air. There have also been reports of large animals with human features, many of whom engaged in combat with the other metahumans, bringing the number of casualties to a grand total of eighty seven confirmed dead. An anonymous source sent in the following video taken on their cell phone of the action last night. Be advised, though the video is of low quality, the scene is still incredibly graphic.”

	The woman disappears, replaced by a grainy video of the battle at Grand Central. A werewolf tears out a spellcaster’s innards with his claws. A spellcaster manipulates his own shadow, using long black tendrils to pierce gaping holes through a werewolf advancing on him. A massive, glittering shape glides through the air, chasing a figure moving swiftly through the battlefield. Me. Then Alyssa, only recognizable by her purple hair, can be seen casting a spell over the glass serpent. The video keeps playing, but the audio is replaced by the reporter’s voiceover. “Assuming the video is legitimate, this raises several important questions: Who are these metahumans? What do they want? How can they exist? Are they behind the potential attack on Grand Central? And most importantly, are any of us safe?”

	Landon shuts off the TV at this point, and a hush falls over the room. All eyes are on me, for some reason. I suppose it’s because if they managed to enhance the video, Alyssa and I can be clearly seen. Meaning we could potentially become the media’s next target, the recognizable faces of the group of “metahumans” terrorizing the nation. I turn to look over at Alyssa, who’s still asleep, still unaware of how much trouble we could be in. From behind me, I can hear Landon saying, “If we don’t keep videos like that off the air, none of us freaks will be safe.”

	“What do you mean?,” I ask as I turn back to face the blank TV screen.

	“I mean, there’s a reason we keep werewolves, vampires, and everything else secret. If everyone knew what was out there, do you really think they would welcome us with open arms? No. People will always fear what they don’t understand. So, we’ll be hunted. We’ll be detained. We’ll be the subjects of various tests. We’ll be hated, and feared, and persecuted. And in the worst case scenario, we’ll be exterminated.”

	“What can we do, though? We can’t control what goes on the air.”

	“I don’t know.” Landon lets out a frustrated sigh, and limps back to his room. “I guess it’s time to find out who the real monsters are.”
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